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when I left you at the Coronet this morning
you said that your happiness was gone
but the hum of  voices somehow brings me back here
though there’s no happiness and there’s no love...

The Clientele, Emptily Through Holloway

“I broke out into a sweat and the worlds of  Rilke, the poet,
entered my brain -- his notion that we are all of  us born with
a letter inside us, and that only if  we are true to ourselves, may
we be allowed to read it before we die.”

Douglas Coupland, Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated Culture



We lingered beside the bed, alone in some form
of  windy cave, averting eyes, trying to compose ourselves.
In the end I couldn’t think of  anything to say, so I skipped
the queue for final goodbyes.  With the curtains drawn,
the ward clerk came and led us into a white-washed room
opposite his desk.  Facing each other in a semi-circle, no-
body said a word. 

Consumed by a dismal tune filtering among the
graves, the sound of  fading music filled the space like an
unnamed sorrow.  I kept mulling it over, trying to process
the last few hours.  On the drive down I thought I’d be
able to take it all in my stride.  But the truth is, a great si-
lence had frozen the world in a huge sky, the size of  our
very souls. 



P A R T  O N E
London / Brighton 2001 - 2003



Back in the late 80s, when I was growing up, I
often used to experience a phenomenon known as ‘sleep
falling.’  On several occasions I awoke abruptly from the
depths just as the silent shadows were unfolding their
wings.  Usually triggered by an involuntary muscle move-
ment called a hypnic jerk, the sensation occurred when
my body was in a state of  deep relaxation in preparation
for sleep (known as the hypnagogic state).  It turned out
to be nothing new or weird even, plenty of  others regu-
larly experienced the sense of  falling in their sleep too.
There were various scientific explanations, but I always
preferred the story from Greek mythology about the
Oneiroi dream demons.  It was thought the dark-winged
spirits (daimones) resided on the coasts of  the western seas.
From their cavernous home in Erebus, the land of  eternal
darkness, they emerged each night like a colony of  Chi-
roptera.  Responsible for providing both visions and
nightmares, the Oneiroi sought to play tricks on mortals
by making them believe they were falling in dreams.

Nearly two decades later, another collection of
bats took flight again.  They appeared on a warm summer
evening at the top of  Wansfell.  I had the summit crags
to myself  for once.  There with eyes fixed on the sudden
grace floating off  over Windermere and beyond to the
inter-tidal mudflats of  Morecambe Bay.  On the way over
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the beck, I had picked my steps carefully on the sharp de-
scent to a small stone bridge immersed in trees, briars and
bushes.  Here I observed a handsome dipper stalking the
riverbed, sometimes pausing briefly to bob up and down
on an outjutting of  small rocks with that familiar habit
of  theirs.  Up towards the entrance to Townfoot Byre,
tucked away under the shelter of  a fine-looking red acer
and mature golden beech hedging.  Eventually, I made my
way along Holbeck Lane past Townend and the Old Post
Office before accessing the open fell through a wooden
gate off  Nanny Lane.  As the sky turned scarlet and drew
close, I shut my eyes and began the tumble toward the
outline of  fells stretching from Helvellyn along Fairfield
to Rydal and Red Screes with the distinctive white-washed
Kirkstone Pass Inn slightly behind on my right hand side.
I woke sharply bathed in a soft blue light with the sound
of  a distorted string bend and piano key on a loop.

The first time I Googled it there was lots of  God
crap, the number for a help line and an article from a 1912
Journal of  the American Medical Association about sev-
eral cases of  fatal salt poisoning in China.  What I’d really
wanted to find wasn’t there.  So I tried rephrasing it.  But
it didn’t seem to matter whatever I put.  I guess nobody
really knows what will happen after the rhythm deadens
and everything stops.  I always had a talent for keeping
secrets though.  I mean the biggest one I kept from prac-
tically everyone.  The problem was afterwards I couldn’t
handle any loud noises, smiles, tantrums and coochy fuck-
ing coo nonsense.  Increasingly, all I had to offer in return

D I N O  F A C T S
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was either a blank pitiless face or a pathetic scratch of  the
head.

Daydreams came thick and fast and could not be
more contradictory.  Most of  them featured transparent
blue skies and the Undercliff.  In one of  them, it was high
tide with the horizon flooded in a warm, velvety coloured
light as torches of  spray kicked up against the battle-
ments.  I stood on the deck of  the thick parapet trans-
fixed by its beauty.  Memories flowing like the cars on the
coastal road high above.  As I walked toward the sea wall,
I watched a line of  them drop anchor off  the shore.  On
board, drums played an incessant rhythm, beating out
four beats to the bar with an accent on the first beat.  The
sound of  the waves and the drums solidified into celestial
twins.  Then, from the middle of  the boat a solitary figure
crept in silence dragging a flimsy piece of  rope.  With
every heartbeat the drums got louder until a glowing
moon red-hot through and through froze the dirty pretty
things on the blackened shores of  death. 

Other reveries brought peculiar combinations.
Like a golden god with a thick mane of  hair, sparkling
blue eyes, slim physique and a bluesy yelp riding a
Smilodon.  An extinct sabre-toothed cat belonging to the
Pliocene period that once ranged over the entire Ameri-
can continent.  A couple of  trapped dinosaurs, the pair
had been incarcerated in a long white hospital corridor.
Just like the ones that are steeped in cocktails of  blood,
alcohol, urine, faeces and disinfectant.  At first, I had no
idea why the dynamic duo should be infiltrating my sub-
conscious.  But then I thought about it for a moment and
remembered buying a packet of  cereal with some free 3D
‘Dino Fact Cards’ inside.  
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That still didn’t explain where the rock icon had
sprung from...

Hearing and seeing things, sometimes I couldn’t
open doors or sleep.  With hints of  Sinclair’s ‘ghost im-
agery without a border’ a presence of  developing fluid
started to leave my bed every day, clinging on to the bed-
frame to hoist itself  up.  I used to watch the thing hop-
ping from one foot to the other trying to get a leg into
my jeans.  Nervously, trialling a few steps, probing the
floor with spindly toes outstretched.  Disaster almost
struck straight away, but it just about managed to swerve
the Tascam 4-track at the last moment, before crunching
into a pile of  CD cases instead.  Little shards of  plastic
almost punctured bare feet, but of  course it couldn’t feel
a thing.  Dark clouds of  turmoil swooped down and gath-
ered as the ghost shut its eyes, embracing the gloom for
a brief  moment.  With hands crossed over, the thing low-
ered its head slowly onto them until they were only sup-
ported by a scrawny pair of  knees.  

After a while the ghostly visitation faded and I
began to exist again.  I knew this because I had become
transfixed by the spaced out teeth on a wide-tooth comb,
like a silent fiction on the bedroom carpet.  Staring in
mute composure, I bent down and scooped it off  the
floor.  But the sudden movement only caused my vision
to blur before the comb fell into obscurity again.

T U R M O I L
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Home was a rented two-bed council flat in South
East London.  I shared it with an occasional flatmate who
spent most of  his time away seeing the rest of  the world.
He’d secured a cushy number at one of  the big swanky
museums and always seemed to have loads of  flexi and
time off. I’m not sure how, but he got the place through
a special hush-hush deal with a friend of  his.  Seeing as
the record company paid such paltry wages, I couldn’t af-
ford to turn down the offer of  dirt cheap rent (about
£160 a month).  The flat was in one of  those concrete
monstrosities put up on the cheap in the early post-war
building bonanza.  We knew it wouldn’t be long before
the bulldozers moved in.  There were rumours in the 70’s
that members of  Squeeze and Dire Straits had been
brothers in arms on the five-storey block.  I’d gone there
just as the clicks started to render the outer world dim
and dead.  With the noise of  Old Bone’s shutter falling,
the music stopped when time became bleached into the
brick walls holding us all inside the estate. 

Visitors were rare even before I began slipping in
and out of  the ‘dead moods.’  Sometimes a few colleagues
came round to reminisce and medicine anyone brave
enough with massive blocks of  resin or bags of  sweet-
smelling numbness.  Somehow the sparkles of  old times
dissipated with the black smoke threatening to darken all
of  our lives.  Afterwards, there were usually a few unex-
pected left-overs.  Once, I found a bottle of  my flatmate’s
CK One floating in a pool of  brown vomit in the bath-
room sink.  Holding my breath, I just ran the tap and
waved goodbye to the scent of  a generation.  Positioning
a cold flannel over my face, I swirled round a few cups
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of  mouthwash and tried expunging the night’s excess.  I
had no idea what had actually happened creeping ner-
vously toward the kitchen, mind and body temporarily re-
vived.  Pulling down on the door handle, I held my breath
again, before entering a wasteland colder than moonlight.
Gazing at the ragtime army of  bottles and cans, a frightful
banquet had fouled the night.  This new Chamber of
Horrors looked so real I wanted to throw up myself.
Fragments of  broken glass, smashed plates, corks and
bottle tops created a colourful mosaic as if  the madness
had erupted and poured across the room.  Ashtrays over-
flowed with the residue of  sombre flames.  Making an
enemy of  the future, I had entered Withnail’s slow drift
‘into the arena of  the unwell.’  With the back of  my right
hand I swept aside a stack of  polystyrene takeaway boxes
only to discover a glinting Medusa-like raft set adrift in
the sink.  Barely seaworthy riding the waves, a large pizza
box clothed in several slices of  doner meat was about to
capsize.  Shaking and about to be sick, I had a sudden
urge to consult with Google again.

Forays downstairs or outside grew increasingly
rare in the daytime.  I felt much safer going out under the
cover of  night.  Mainly to try and avoid a group of  about
six or seven that regularly hung out by the door entry sys-
tem.  Sullen and mean, they loitered near the bottom of
the stairs demanding cigarettes, spare change or simply
trying to barge their way in.  One of  them I nicknamed,
The Chicken Lady.  She had a large, pale round face with
cold fish eyes and pockmarked skin.  She bore an uncanny

T H E  C H I C K E N  L A D Y
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resemblance to Tin Tin or Jimmy Somerville, small and
bony with legs shaped like Twiglets and straw coloured
hair tied back in a thin wiry strip.  Her shrill, nasal voice
penetrated all the way through.  She was a skilful operator,
packed full of  small town charm.  Anyone would do a
doubletake at the sight of  her stomping up and down the
pavement with an abnormally wide and heavy stride.
Head bobbing up and down spasmodically like a dipper’s
dark body plumage in pursuit of  any passers-by.  Some-
times, I watched folk go to extraordinary lengths just to
avoid her, either scampering round the other side of  the
roundabout or stepping out onto the road causing drivers
to slam on the brakes.  Always in close attendance, a tall,
slim guy held a mobile tight against his ear and kept an
eye out.  I imagine he would rather have been carrying
the crusade somewhere in the Blue Mountains, seeking
out beats infused with the poetry of  disappointment.  Oc-
casionally, the Chicken Lady dropped something into one
of  his coat pockets.  After a month or two, her belly
started to bulge outwards.

The others looked a bit younger than them, I’d
guess around twenty or thirty at a push.  They formed
part of  a mostly male collective who spent their time like
ghosts in the daylight, drifting up and down the estate
pathways until late afternoon.  Usually, a small hard core
with the odd new arrival returned later on.  Clutching sev-
eral cans of  Red Stripe, which on the odd occasion might
inspire an impromptu group sing-along.  During these
moments I used to envy their camaraderie and apparent
dedication to one another.  Spending many a bored
evening watching them all sat on the playground benches
from the relative safety of  the balcony.  No doubt their
hearts were as black as the coats on their backs.  But there
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was something almost divine about the way they huddled
together as one.  Laughing gregariously ripping open beer
cans that foamed up all over each other, they seemed
blissfully unaware of  any real sense of  time or spatial re-
lations. 

On the night I moved in, my first encounter had
been with a little old lady.  She was clothed in a long and
threadbare overcoat with a large, but faded lime green
headscarf  wrapped tight.  She called me a racist after an
incident in the doorway.  It happened during several at-
tempts to drag a few heavy boxes of  books from the hire
van towards the entrance.  Pausing briefly to set down
one of  the larger ones, I searched my pockets for the
entry fob to swipe in.  Unfamiliar with the ruthless speed
of  the mechanism, I didn’t anticipate it swinging back
quite so sharply.  Striving to ghost-in behind me, a loud
gasp punctured the air as the door almost knocked the
old lady clean over.  Catching a glimpse of  a swaying arm
in the murky hallway windows, I turned to offer assistance
immediately.  Pulling at the heavy door, I heard the tail
end of  her anguish.  A disembodied mouth was still
spewing out a volley of  insults that seemed to hang there
in the darkness, reminding me a little of  Beckett’s Not I -
another ‘organ of  emission’.  There I was, a white, post-
modern mélange, ignored by history yet bound up with
Stuart Hall’s ‘Euro-scepticism and Little Englander na-
tionalism whose sugar flowed through English blood and
rotted English teeth.’ 

Unerringly, as I tried to help the old lady shuffle
inside, a trace of  gilt from a lonesome front tooth started
to wink at me under the glow from the bottom of  the
stairwell.  Apart from the enormous headscarf, I noticed
she had a pair of  chapped lips that made her mouth look
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uncomfortable. 
Her snappish tone increased, before I tried to calm pro-
ceedings with my hands, “OK, OK, please stop, look I’m
really sorry for the door, I’m new here and didn’t see you
behind me…” 
That seemed to quiet things briefly before she coughed
from the bottom of  her ribcage.  An executioner’s silence
imbued the stairwell.  Then, as if  powered by a clockwork
motor, she started cursing again; only this time it attracted
a small pocket of  the finger lickin’ coterie, who hurried
over towards us.  They laughed and chased one another,
throwing stones in puddles where the raindrops glittered.
Eyes frozen in the timeless glow of  the stairwell, I stood
back, cleared my throat and made my excuses to the old
lady who appeared to have entered a trance in the door-
way.  It was time to begin my escape.  Embarrassed by
the legacy of  distilled Englishness, I bounded up the stairs
vaulting discarded Rubicon cans and chicken bones sub-
merged in a pool of  piss.

Not surprisingly, the neighbour I saw most was a
skinny middle-aged guy who lived next door.  He always
looked completely knocked out of  his mind on some-
thing or other especially when his head kept falling to one
side.  He had wayward eyes fixed with a sadness that
ebbed and flowed like the deep.  A washed-out complex-
ion and twisted mouth, spoke of  the hazards of  addic-
tion, while his hands would often swing out randomly
from the elbow.  Although he had a gentleness that

L A Z A R U S,  T H E  P R I N C E  
O F  D A R K N E S S 
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marked him out as someone a bit different, someone who
had lost whatever nerve they had in the first place.  His
gaze, cold and deep matched the random stories he tried
to tell with a nasal whine that ended up in a sort of  stran-
gulated cough.  I usually rounded off  any of  these out-
pourings with a bemused “Yeah” or “I know what you
mean.”  His filthy jogging bottoms once black, now faded
to a colour only a Landscape painter might recognise were
covered in marks that radiated a subtle, but dangerous
smell.  In the silent shadows slumped over the balcony’s
edge, it was as if  poisoned angels had been summoned
to grapple with his beaten down soul.  One of  the only
vague bits of  sense I ever got out of  him had something
to do with the temperature of  baking bread.  I shrugged
and turned my palms up, “Bread?  Yeah, I know what you
mean.”

Comfortably numb like its owner, a small mon-
grel named Ralph usually remained by his side.  Mostly
white in colour except for a black patch covering his right
eye and ear, the poor little mutt’s sad puppy dog eyes and
pointy-ears must have provided the only real companion-
ship and warmth, especially during bitterly cold winter
days and nights.  Whenever my neighbour was awake long
enough I noticed how he seemed to enjoy observing all
the comings and goings near the roundabout below. 

“Reckons he hears voices” he said on one occa-
sion leaning over the balcony with his slippers almost off
the floor.  He was trying to get a glimpse of  the guy ev-
eryone called Lazarus, the so-called prince from another
planet.  About 5ft tall with a heavy limp, Lazarus always
wore a baggy, grey tracksuit with brown trainers replete
with red and yellow laces.  Meandering almost corpse-like
around the estate, he ducked in and out of  the foliage if
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ever anyone saw him.  Beneath the reddish candles of
night a strong, musky scent gave him away whenever
plumes of  smoke billowed out from the bushes.  Like
Dante, down among the damned, Lazarus lurked directly
beneath our flat.  Except his nocturnal episodes must
have cast dark shadows over everyone.  Initially, I had no
idea where all the noise was coming from.  Casting asper-
sions upstairs, until a note came through the door detail-
ing the truth.  It said to ask the council about our diurnal
interloper.  I think it was Tom Waits who once said
‘there’s always some Boo Radley type we’re compelled to
perceive through a keyhole.’  And not long after the note,
the secret history of  our Prince of  Darkness started to
unravel.  Almost every night Lazarus embarked on mid-
night wanderings, leaving his stereo up at full volume
while the loud vibrations from his subwoofers crashed
through our floorboards, forming a hypnotic spell often
into the early hours.  The opening notes of  Handel’s Mes-
siah usually triggered proceedings off, but any oratorios
were soon replaced with the harsh raspy buzz of  AM
radio.

He offered other gifts too.  Namely, a huge col-
lection of  bric-a-brac pilfered during the same excursions.
Sometimes, whenever he brought a fresh collection back
I heard him pounding nails into hardwood accompanied
by the operatic giggles of  child-like laughter.  Most of  the
left-overs were filthy and broken beyond repair though,
rejected and left to rot by the bins or underneath the rail-
way arches.  Often, I wondered whether he might be at-
tempting to build an island of  whimsy whenever I passed
the ever-expanding assemblage of  bricks, pallets, bottles,
wire mesh and corrugated iron piled high outside his
front door.  Maybe he would surprise everyone one day
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and reveal a unique sculptural form, similar to the giant,
inverted ice cream cones in the centre of  Watts.  Some
kind of  symbol for the neglected and under-resourced
mental health services, where junk can still cast a spell.
Or perhaps he was constructing a new Mothership to re-
place the whole estate and transport any fellow believers
and loose booty to Saturn or beyond. 

I can’t deny that the impact of  Lazarus’s psy-
chotic behaviour became a constant strain on my nerves
though, and soon enough I had to visit the Docs.  They
diagnosed acute insomnia and prescribed Temazepam,
but not even the Jellies could block out a new hullabaloo
from above.

The girl upstairs had obviously found a new part-
ner, and they began cementing their blooming relation-
ship long into the early hours - an exhausting schedule
both for them and for me.  To compound the overall
sense of  despair during the nightly 2-4am subwoofer-
fests, a series of  rampant high pitched shrieks easily cut
through the din below, flooding into my
consciousness...at first I thought it might be intruders, but
when the groans became faster and yet more intense, I
realised that nature was taking its course.  Sometimes I
thought they must be doing real harm to one another.
Unfortunately an emergency cocktail of  pills and ear
plugs couldn’t drown out the frantic moans or anaes-
thetise the tumultuous decibel level.  When Ralph started
to join-in, howling and wailing through the bedroom wall
to my left, I could only seek salvation in Thomas Fuller’s
famous piece of  folk wisdom.  After a couple of  months
of  being hemmed in on all sides, thankfully an eerie cease
fire broke out.  It happened after we finally managed to
contact the council who got onto Lazarus’s senior case
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worker.  Stuck in the system, they must have given him
more powerful medication and yet another final warning. 

Despite the daytime void caused by severe insom-
nia, all the early morning antics became just another brick
in the estates’ deadening wall.  Days, weeks and months
passed without objects or interruption.  I didn’t care.  My
bootlaces were slowly winding around a broken mast.
Any sudden knocks at the front door just meant that the
weasels were closer.  Comfort and silence rooted in the
neon glow of  a giant roadside clown, where the pink-and-
gold porte-cochère is most exquisite.  In this minimalist
and noncomplex life, I fixed myself  on the floor like an
unclaimed autumn leaf.  Wherever it had been before, ev-
erything seemed very different now. In only a short space
of  time, a change had come.  With the same self-destruc-
tive and impulsive state as Coupland’s ‘Exercised Young
Man,’ I had quit my job and abandoned the big-brained
netherworld of  disinterested Trellick-chic.  Now I had
thrown a sledgehammer into the screen.  Mainly to try
and contain the ever-threatening teeming black scrawl. 

I guess it all started with Beckham’s penalty
against Argentina on my last day.  The time had come to
quit the record company, Hunter S. Thompson’s bas-
tardised ‘cruel and shallow money trench.’  Not so inde-
pendent after the corporate subsidies were allowed to
bankroll the long plastic hallways.  I’d already been day-
dreaming in the upstairs office for a good hour or two,
so I decided to decamp somewhere else for a bit.

“Seeing as there’s nothing more for me to do, I’ll

A  T A C T I C A L  S U R R E N D E R
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