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TIN LITTER, part I 
By Jon Cooper 

 
If there ever was a man who knew more about sci-fi and fantasy films from 1978 to the 

present, Gregory would not be a happy.  In fact, he'd be livid.  But luckily, even if such a 

person existed, it's unlikely they'd ever meet Gregory, on account of him being far too busy 

watching re-runs of Terrahawks to ever leave the house.  Alas, if only Gregory had spent a 

little bit more time concentrating on human biology and less on the startling continuity 

errors in series three of Sliders, he might have figured out that the bursting pustules on his 

chest were not common to men of his age and stature.  But bursting pustules are the least of 

his worries - it's what's coming out of them that's the real trouble, and they're something not 

even his Mum will want to clean up after him… 

 
Thursday 11th 

 

Today is the day I officially got old.  My youth is dead and gone, and now the only things I’ve got to 

look forward to are age and decrepitude.  Well, age and decrepitude and another series of Futurama.  If 

they ever get round to making one. 

 I was lying in bed with a pack of digestives watching Cannibal Ferox when I noticed my 

fingers looked just like the fingers of an old man, all red and blotchy and a little bit bloated, with wide 

and off-white fingernails.  I swear they weren’t like that yesterday.  It must have happened while I was 

asleep. 

 It’s not just my fingers either.  When I was in the shower I noticed I’ve got an Old Man Spot 

just above my right nipple.  Well, I assume it’s the kind of spots that old men get.  It’s small and yellow 

and a little bit hard, and I would have spent more time inspecting it but Mother starting yelling 

through the door at me that I was wasting all the hot water, and I had to get out before she barged in 

on me again.  It’s so unfair.  I never interrupt her when she’s in the tub with her Riesling and a Mills 

and Boon.  So I wiped my nose on the towel to get my own back. 

 I chomped down the rest of the biscuit and stuck my hand up under my shirt.  Yup.  My old 

man spot is still very much there.  How depressing.  I’m falling to bits and I’m not even thirty.    

 ‘Gregory!’ comes a screech from downstairs.  ‘Are you still up?’ 

 I yell back, ‘Yes Mother, I’m still up,’ without taking my eyes off the screen. 

 ‘What are you doing?’ 

 ‘I’m watching a video.’ 

 ‘A what?’ 

 ‘A video!’ 

 ‘A what?’ 

 ‘Never mind.’ 

 ‘I can hear your noise from here.   Turn it off and go to bed.   It’s gone eleven!’ 

 She can whinge all she likes, I’m not switching it off.  It’s only just started.  I’ll just put it on 

mute and fast-forward to the bit with the boobs.  Then I’ll wait until she’s gone to bed and watch 

Krull. 

 

Saturday 13th.    
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Yet again, Mother and I had one of our Saturday morning spats over what time I get up.  It’s bad 

enough her waking me up at the crack of dawn in the week; it’s only fair I should get a lie-in at the 

weekend.  At least, I try to get a lie-in but my peace is always shattered at some god-awful time with 

her knocking on the door.  She never quits until I’m up, and if I don’t move sharpish she barges in my 

room and wrings a flannel of cold water over my face.  In my eyes, that’s child cruelty.  She’s lucky I 

don’t report her to the NSPCC. 

 ‘Time to get up and have a shower,’ Mother says, yanking my curtains open and flooding my 

room with an unwelcome amount of light. 

 ‘Why bother?’ I grumbled back from under the duvet.  ‘You’ve already washed my face.’ 

 While I was in the shower I discovered the little spot on my chest has a friend.  Another lump 

like the first one, just besides it, slightly smaller than the first one.  I considered asking Mother about 

it.  But if I did she’d just mither and moan and book me in at the doctors, and I can’t be doing with her 

fussing.  Then again, the spots might come in handy if she starts whinging about me getting a job again.  

I could always tell her I’m too sick to go down the Job Centre. 

 Plans for the weekend: Today is the day for my Tripods marathon.  I made a sign for my door 

to make sure Mother leaves me alone.  ‘I AM WATCHING TRIPODS’ (it says) ‘DO NOT DISTURB’.  I 

wrote underneath that, ‘I’VE PUT A CHAIR AGAINST THE DOOR’, just to make sure she doesn’t try 

any funny business.  Then I ran downstairs and nabbed all the Doritos from the snacks cupboard.    

 Tomorrow I think I’ll lighten up my viewing schedule with a mix of Terrahawks and The 

Mysterious Cities of Gold.    

 

Tuesday 16th 

 

Disastrous weekend.  Didn’t even make it halfway through episode one of Tripods.  Was dragged to a 

garden centre when Mother broke the chair against the door around eleven thirty.  Thank God I 

wasn’t watching Charlie’s Angels or she’d have started jumping to conclusions again.  Was made to 

inspect begonias for upwards of an hour and a half, and I wasn’t even allowed to go off on my own and 

look at the tropical fish. 

 Lumps on chest a bit bigger.  Still haven’t said anything.  I nicked a bit of Savlon from the 

bathroom cupboard but it hasn’t helped. 

 

Friday 19th 

 

One of the lumps has popped. 

 And I don’t mean it has literally ‘popped’ and some horrible goop has gone everywhere like 

that bit in Braindead.  It has actually popped out of my chest.    

 It happened this afternoon while I was watching T. J. Hooker.  All I was doing was sitting 

there, minding my own business with a family pack of Hula Hoops when I got this itch on my chest, 

right where my spots had been growing.  I reached up under my shirt to give it a scratch and as I 

scratched I felt a little ‘bilp’.  Next thing I know this thing’s fallen out the bottom of my shirt and is 

sitting in my lap.  I was so shocked I almost spilt my Sunny Delight. 

 I’ve got it on my bedside table now, in an old jam jar with some cotton wool at the bottom.  

It’s a perfect sphere about a centimetre across, and it’s hard and looks like it’s made from plastic, kind 

of a beige colour, except it shines like metal when I put it under the lamp.  It’s weirding me out a bit.  I 

couldn’t even concentrate while I was watching Conan the Destroyer.    

 I’m not going to throw it away, though. 

 

Tuesday 23rd 
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More lumps on chest.  There’s six or seven now, all around the same place.  I went to the library to 

take back those Asimov books I never bothered finishing, and while I was there I spent a little time on 

the internet looking up medical stuff.  Couldn’t find anything useful.  Closest thing I found was a 

tropical disease called Yaws.  It’s unlikely I’ve got that though, considering the most tropical thing in 

the house is Mother’s Malibu.    

 If I’ve got some totally new disease I hope it isn’t fatal.  No point having something named 

after you if you’re not around to enjoy the fame. 

 When I walked back home I noticed that my bedroom window was open and the curtains had 

been drawn.  I rushed inside and upstairs and almost cried when I saw what Mother had done. 

 She’d tidied my room. 

 I wouldn’t have minded but she’d mixed up all my comics and put them in one massive stack 

under my desk.  The pile of videos next to bed, which I’d carefully arranged from top to bottom in the 

order I wanted to watch them had been placed back onto my shelves in absolutely no order at all.  

She’d hoovered and I swear some of my collectable figurines (which I’d taken ages to paint) had been 

sucked into oblivion.  And the jam jar on my bedside table was gone.  I dashed downstairs as fast as I 

could go. 

 ‘Mother, what have you done?’ I cried.  She was reclining in the living room, watching 

Doctors with a mug of G & T. 

 ‘What I’ve been asking you to do for weeks.  I gave you ample warning.’ 

 ‘You’ve binned all my prized possessions!’ 

 ‘If they were prized then they should have been in a prized place.  Your room badly needed an 

airing, it smelt like sweaty socks.  Now hush, I’m watching this.  There’s a Fray Bentos in the oven for 

you.’ 

 ‘Nuts to your pie.  What did you do with the jam jar?’ 

 ‘I threw it out.  It had a little egg in it.  I’m not having you breeding insects in my nice clean 

house.’ 

 ‘It wasn’t an egg, it was…’ What could I say? ‘Limited Edition Memorabilia.’ 

 ‘Well, it’s Limited Edition in the bin bag now.  Go and have your dinner.  There’s apple 

crumble in the fridge.’ 

 It took me ages to sift all my stuff out of the rubbish bin.  I ate my dinner first, though.  When 

I finished I stank so bad I had to take a shower, and noticed that the spots on my chest were still 

appearing, and now they’d formed into a little cluster like a hard, white raspberry. 

 

Thursday 25th 

 

I was so incensed by Mother’s intrusion into my private space that I refused to get up all yesterday.  

When she came knocking I told her I was ill, and she tottered off to buy me some Lemsip.  While she 

was out I got up to make myself a Pop Tart and when I did, I noticed there were two more popped-out 

spots lying in my bed sheets.  I carefully scooped them up and put them with the other one in my jar, 

which I’d hidden under my bed inside my old Tracy Island play set.    

 When Mother got back with the medicine I told her I was better, then I went back to bed and 

watched Zombie Island Massacre. 

 I decided that this time, she had gone too far.  By the end of today I will never have my inner 

sanctum disturbed again.  I made sure my room was tidy and my jar was well hidden then told Mother 

I required a haircut.  She gave me five pounds and I proceeded to the hardware store to buy myself a 

sturdy dead lock. 

 In order that my ruse was not detected by her eagle eyes I snuck upstairs on my return and cut 

my own hair with the kitchen scissors.  All in all, I made a pretty good job of it, though Mother said I 
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looked like a bramble and wanted to walk me back to the barbers and complain.  I told her it was 

fashionable now. 

 ‘First time you’ve ever cared for fashion,’ she said. 

 After she’d gone to bed I carefully screwed the lock to the door.  It wasn’t perfect, but it held 

pretty well when I tugged it from behind.  Now that she couldn’t get inside I made the place my own 

again.  I returned my stack of tapes to the side of the TV and arranged all my collectables on my desk, 

safe in the knowledge they’d no longer be disturbed or sucked up by some overzealous hoovering.  I 

also got the jam jar out from underneath my bed and put it back on the bedside table.  I felt so safe in 

my room that I decided to have an all night marathon.  I tried to start out with The Day the Earth 

Stood Still, but black and white films are boring so I switched it off and watched Surf Nazis Must Die 

instead. 

 With all the kafuffle of the past couple of days I’d neglected to monitor my little clump of 

spots.  They’re still there.  And it looks like they’re still growing, too.    

 

Friday 26th  

 

Mother was definitely not impressed with the lock.  Don’t know what she’s more upset about- the fact 

I want some privacy or my crappy DIY skills.  It all started when I was woken up by a heinous banging 

on my now impenetrable door. 

 ‘Gregory!’ Mother shrieked.  ‘What have you done to the door, Gregory? Why are there 

screws poking through it?’ 

 ‘I have emancipated myself from your intrusions, Mother.’ 

 ‘I’ll emancipate your backside if you don’t open up this instant.’ 

 ‘No more of that, Mother.  I’m my own man now.’ 

 ‘Just you wait, my boy.  You’ll have to come out sooner or later.  How’re you going to get your 

fizzy pop and crisps with the door bolted shut?’ 

 She had a point. 

 By about four o’clock I was so hungry that I thought I might cry.  I swear Mother made bacon 

on purpose, so the smell would waft upstairs to tease me out my stronghold.  The only thing I had to 

eat all day was some crumbs I found at the bottom of a Jammy Dodgers packet that was under the bed.  

I even had to pee in an empty Lucozade bottle.  All this indignity for my own private space.  But it was 

worth it.  I managed to get through all of Tripods and Taste the Blood of Dracula, although the lack of 

food spoiled my enjoyment a bit.  But my will is unbreakable.  I shall not be beaten! 

 

As it’s getting on for Mother’s bedtime I’ll soon be able to run downstairs and gorge myself silly.  With 

my head pressed sideways against the door I heard her pad upstairs and the door to her room swish 

shut.  Without making a noise I drew the bolt back and opened up the door a tiny bit.  To my horror 

what confronted me was Mother’s yellow teeth, perm and floral-patterned apron bearing down on me. 

 ‘Aha!’ she hollered triumphantly, and wedged a broom handle in the crack. 

 ‘This is most undignified, Mother,’ I said, struggling to push the broom back out. 

 ‘You drove me to this, Gregory, you’ve only yourself to blame.’ 

 With an almighty shove I managed to repel the invader.  I slammed the door shut and bolted 

it once more. 

 ‘You can’t win,’ I said.  ‘I have an iron will.’ 

 ‘And an iron gut to go with it.  Aren’t you starving in there?’ 

 ‘In no way,’ I lied.  ‘I had the sense to stock up.’ 

 ‘Don’t be so pigheaded.  Open up and let me see what you’re up to.’ 

 ‘I’m not up to anything.  I just want a little peace.’ 

 ‘If your father were alive…’ 
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 This, in my eyes, ended any chance of conversation.  I neglected to respond and she neglected 

to continue.  I think she knew she’d overstepped the mark.  I put my ear against the door but didn’t 

hear her shuffling away.  It looked like we were at a standoff, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I 

would last. 

 I went and lay down on my bed.  Tried to watch Dawn of the Dead but when I saw the 

zombies eating those people in the basement it made me even hungrier and I had to switch it off.  I 

couldn’t even enjoy my films anymore.  Seeing as I didn’t want to risk another contretemps I switched 

off my lamp, hoping to hear mother sliding off to bed.  But the noises never came. 

 So there I was, laying in the darkness, too hungry and miserable to sleep, only the spots on my 

chest and an empty gut for company.  Then I heard a noise, a kind of crackling, popping sound.  I 

wondered if mother had adopted another tactic to coax me out, but after a second I realised the noise 

was coming from inside my own room, and then, from beside my own bed.    

 I looked across.  The little jam jar on my bedside table was illuminated from inside by a pale 

yellow glow. 

 I sat up and grabbed the jar.  Looking inside, the little sphere sitting in its nest was pulsing 

softly and rocking to and fro in the cotton.  As I stared, a little fissure opened up in the ball.  Something 

inside was glinting, so I opened up the jam jar and let the contents roll out onto my palm.  The sphere 

was warm to the touch.  I gently set it down on my desk. 

 It took nearly an hour for the crack to open wide enough for me to see inside.  It contained 

something small and metallic.  The silver shape shifted and the gap opened wider, wider and wider 

until the ball split into two neat halves. 

 What was standing in the middle was a robot.  A tiny little robot. 

 Except it wasn’t like one from the future, some sleek super-cyborg like the ones in the films.  

It was more like something from a bad ’50s B-Movie.   Its body was a box covered in knobs and 

protuberances connected to two rectangular legs and two rectangular arms, and instead of hands it had 

pincers like a mini pair of pliers.  Its head was a perfect cube with two faintly growing red eyes and a 

semicircle grill shaped like a smile where the mouth should be.  Two prongs, like the antenna on my 

telly, jutted out in a V from the crown of its tiny metal head. 

 It stood facing me for a moment before it began to move.  The head rotated 360° and the arms 

moved up and down in a clunky robot fashion.  It also made the odd ‘beep-beep’ noise.  My eyes 

widened.  My teeth clenched.  The little robot started to pace to the edge of the table, walking with a 

clockwork side-to-side motion, and I couldn’t do anything but watch in fascination. 

 Slowly it approached the edge.  I cupped my hands to catch it, but it seemed my new friend 

had even more surprises up his little tin sleeve.  Instead of falling off as I’d expected, the robot simply 

carried on walking down the side like some crazy metal Spiderman, and continued down the table leg 

towards the floor.  When it reached the carpet it righted itself, spun its head around again, and set off 

towards the edge of my bed. 

 Soon it had disappeared under the bedclothes to join my old toys and long-forgotten comics.  I 

knelt down and peered into the darkness, and I could just make out the glow of two tiny red eyes 

moving towards me.  After a second, it reappeared.  In its claws it held another of the little beige 

spheres, one that must have popped out in my sleep and rolled under the bed.  I continued to stare, 

transfixed, as the robot made its way back up the table leg to set the egg down on the top.  As soon as it 

had done so it burbled electronically and made its way once more towards the brink. 

 ‘Holy crap,’ I breathed. 

 The robot suddenly stopped walking and its head turned towards me.  After a moment, the 

body followed suit, like it was giving me its full attention. 

 ‘Can you understand me?’ I whispered, barely able to believe what was happening.  The robot 

responded.  Its eyes flashed from red to green twice and it beeped. 

 ‘You can?’ 
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 ‘Flash-flash-beep.’ 

 ‘Really?’ 

 ‘Flash-flash-beep.’ 

 ‘Walk over to the lamp,’ I said.  It burbled and whirred and did as I commanded.  I was so 

happy I bounced on the bed. 

 ‘Now turn on the light.’ It clambered up on to the circular housing and then up onto the push-

switch.  Once the robot was there its legs folded down into the body and it gave a little hop.  When it 

landed the light clicked on and the room became illuminated. 

 ‘I can see your light under the door!’ said Mother from outside.  ‘I’m still here, you know.   

You’re not getting any food until you stop all this silliness.’ I sighed.  The robot was silent and still. 

 ‘You’ll obey my every order?’ 

 ‘Flash-flash-beep.’ 

 ‘Very well, then.   I shall call you…’ Now, what was a good name for a robot? I’d seen enough 

films to know it had to be both descriptive and futuristic.    

 ‘I shall call you Beepy X-1.  Do you understand?’ 

 ‘Flash-flash-beep.’ 

 ‘Beepy X-1, I command you to distract my Mother so I can nip downstairs and get some food.’ 

 Beep did nothing. 

 ‘Do you hear me, X-1? Distract Mother!’ Beepy’s eyes flashed again, but this time they flashed 

blue.  I sighed. 

 ‘Who are you talking to?’ whinged Mother.  ‘Have you got a girl in there?’ 

 ‘No, Mother, I’m just talking to myself.  I’m going mad with starvation.’ 

 ‘I don’t care.  You brought this on yourself, you know.’ 

 I lowered my voice to a hiss.  ‘Go outside,’ I said, ‘and ring the doorbell.  Keep on ringing it for 

five minutes and then come back, and whatever you do, make sure she doesn’t see you.’ 

 Beepy gave me an affirmative ‘flash-flash-beep’ and set off towards the window.  When he 

reached the sill I pulled it open a crack and he disappeared down the wall in the direction of the front 

door.  I sat and waited. 

 A couple of minutes later I heard the jarring ring of the doorbell.  Good old Beepy! 

 ‘This better not be your doing,’ Mother mumbled through the door before heading downstairs, 

muttering to herself about late-night callers.  As soon as she had shuffled off I quietly unlocked the 

door and snuck downstairs on tiptoe.  My path to the kitchen was free, and I could hear Mother over 

the banister chastising whoever was on the other side of the door. 

 ‘It’s too late for fun and games,’ she whined.  ‘Go away, I’m not opening up, I know my rights.’ 

I heard the letterbox squeak open.  ‘I can see you’re not there, you know, stop pissing me about.  I’ll 

call the police!’ 

 As she berated the phantom caller I padded nimbly into the kitchen and grabbed a plastic bag 

from the drawer.  I then proceeded to snaffle as much convenience food as I could manage.  I must 

have emptied the whole cupboard of sweets, biscuits, chocolate and crisps.  But when I turned around 

to head back up stairs, I found my eyes locked with those beady little peepers of Mother.  Her lips were 

pulled tight and her eyebrows were stern.  I made a break for the stairs. 

 ‘You!’ she called up after me.  ‘I knew this had something to do with you, you swine! Get back 

here!’ But thanks to her gammy hip I had already reached the safety of my room and locked the door 

behind me before she’d reached the top of the stairs.  It wasn’t long before she was banging on the door 

and hollering,  

 ‘You won’t get away with this, you know! You can’t last forever!’ 

 ‘We’ll see who lasts longest,’ I said, stuffing my face with Doritos.  Beepy reappeared through 

the gap at the bottom of the window.  I winked at him and he blinked his eyes straight back at me.  His 
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little tin smile was wide and bright.  Then the feast began, and we settled down together and watched 

Tron. 

 

Friday 26th 

 

When I awoke I felt refreshed and hungry.  Mother hadn’t knocked at my door (I prayed she’d given 

up on her attempts to flush me out) and so I’d slept in till well past noon.  But it didn’t matter.  I was 

master of my own destiny now.  Master of my own lie-ins. 

 I stretched and looked across at my bedside table.  Much to my horror, Beepy was nowhere to 

be seen! When I drifted off last night he’d been standing on guard right next to my bed, bright eyed 

and silent.  I leapt out of bed and scoured the floor - nothing.  It was only when I stood back up that I 

saw the faint movement from underneath my duvet.  I whipped back the blanket and, with a sigh of 

relief, revealed my little robot chum.  He was carrying one of the little beige pods in his claws, and I 

noticed several more tucked in the folds of my mattress. 

 Beepy made his way towards my desk, scaled the side, and headed toward the jam jar.  When 

he got to the top he walked down the inside and lovingly placed the egg on top of the pile of others - a 

pile far larger than the one in the jar last night. 

 ‘Beepy,’ I said cautiously.  Beepy ceased his march and looked up at me. 

 ‘Will all those little eggs turn into robots?’ He flashed his eyes.  ‘And they’ll all be like you?’ 

He flashed his eyes again, and set off once more to my bed sheets. 

 There must be at least fifteen little eggs in that jam jar.  I pulled up my shirt and looked at the 

blob on my chest.  It showed no signs of stopping, and even as I looked another sphere forced its way 

out and dropped to the floor.  It wouldn’t matter that I was trapped in my room.  Pretty soon I’d have 

an army of robot slaves to do my every bidding.  And then I’ll live like the King of tiny robots should!  

 Thinking about it, maybe ‘Emperor’ is a better title than ‘King’. 

 

Monday 29th 

 

Over the weekend four more of my little darlings have hatched.  However, telling them apart has 

become rather confusing.    

 I was present for the second birth, as was Beepy X-1.  From the second his square head began 

to poke put the egg, it was obvious X-2 was identical in every way to his brother.  And, like his 

brother, as soon as he appeared he began moving.  I turned about to take a swig of Tizer (for my mouth 

felt dry with the emotion of becoming a father (or should that be Emperor?) for the second time) and 

when I turned round I couldn’t tell which robot was which.  I commanded the pair to stop they where 

stood and they instantaneously obeyed. 

 ‘Which of you is Beepy X-1?’ I asked.  Both of them spun their heads around and blinked their 

lights twice.  ‘Just one of you,’ I said.   ‘Just the one! Who was the first?’ They flashed their eyes green 

and beeped in perfect rhythm.  They must be stupider than I thought. 

 That was Sunday afternoon - three more have hatched since then.  But they can’t be that 

stupid, they do everything I tell them.  Strength, I also found, wasn’t a problem.  They were like ants.  

When commanded two of them could easily eject and replace a video from my machine, which was 

great, as I now didn’t even have to bother getting up when a film had finished.  This did, however, 

make me rather complacent, and before I knew what was happening I realised I’d been watching The 

Tomorrow People until five thirty in the morning. 

 I was deep in sleep when Mother left the house, sometime in the mid-morning.  I knew she’d 

have to go and do the weekly shop sooner or later, and was eagerly awaiting the time so I could 

capitalise on her absence in matters hygienic and grab another bagful of food.  But due to my nocturnal 

overexertion I slept through this golden opportunity.  The Tomorrow People has a lot to answer for. 
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 She wasted no time in waking me up on her return, banging on the door and shaking 

something that sounded tasty. 

 ‘Gregory, I bought Kettle Chips… if you come out you can have the whole bag to yourself.  

There’s nacho dip and Jaffa Cakes too, and you can have it all, Gregory, if you just come out.  Please, 

darling, come out and see your dear old Mum.’ 

 ‘Blackmail, Mother? This is a new low, even for you.’ 

 ‘You little bastard!’ she squealed. 

 ‘Ah, that’s more like it.  I knew you couldn’t stay sweetness and light for long.’ 

 ‘I met Mabel down at the Co-Op.  She reckons you’ve a screw loose, says I should call the 

Police.  Mental torture, she called it.’ 

 ‘If anybody here is mental, Mother, it isn’t me.  I’m not the one who makes unreasonable 

demands on the privacy of others.’ 

 She moved off, muttering to herself about ingratitude.  The Kettle Chips were a shrewd move 

on her part, I have to admit.  I found them difficult to resist at the best of times.  If she was upping the 

ante I had to respond in kind, and although I knew she’d be keeping a wary eye out for my bulk, my 

robots were silent and small.  Looks like they had themselves another mission.  The Kettle Chips will 

be mine! 

 So, I waited until Doctors had started and opened the door a crack.  My five little beauties 

marched out in single file, under strict orders with regards to what they were to purloin and not to be 

detected by the matriarch.  Waiting for their return was a heart-stopping ordeal.  I heard no sound 

except the gentle murmur of Mother’s insipid soap opera, fully expecting the peace to be shattered any 

moment by an ear-splitting scream.  But the scream never came, and after what felt like hours I saw, as 

I peeked through my barely open door, my robots returning in perfect single file. 

 Except they did not bring quite what I had asked for.    

 Instead of the crisps, dip and Jaffa Cakes they had been instructed to bring, the five robots 

carried between them an unwashed parsnip and a tin of Mother’s Slim Fast powder.  Now, I’ve 

watched enough science fiction to know robots aren’t supposed to have a sense of humour, so the only 

option left is that they’re definitely a little bit thick.  I allowed them to march into the room.  They 

climbed up onto the bed and dumped the inaccurate foodstuffs on my duvet.  Then they looked at me, 

blankly. 

 ‘No, no, no,’ I said, cupping my head in my hands.  ‘That isn’t what I wanted at all.’ I expected 

at least a cursory beep of apology, but none was forthcoming. 

 ‘I wanted crisps and cake, not this rubbish!’ I checked the clock.  Doctors would only be on for 

another three minutes.  There was no time to send out another raiding party, and I had to sit and wait 

in my room for the rest of the day, alone and crispless, until Coronation Street started.    

 If it wasn’t for my bumper pack of Steven Segal films, I’d have probably gone mad in that time.  

God bless you, Steven Segal. 

 

Tuesday 30th  

 

As was becoming customary, I was woken up at an early hour by Mother trying to break my door 

down with her fists.  My particular alarm clock this morning was, ‘You thieving little sod!’ 

 ‘I don’t know how you did it,’ she yelled, ‘but that’s theft, that is! Them snacks were under 

lock and key!’ 

 ‘I don’t know what on earth you’re talking about, Mother,’ I chirped, reaching over to my desk 

and crumpling the empty Kettle Chip packet suggestively.  ‘I haven’t stepped foot outside this room, as 

I imagine you very well know.’ 

 ‘That’s it, sunshine, that’s the straw that broke the camel’s back!’  

 I turned over, bleary-eyed, and tried to get some more sleep.    
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 But my drowsiness vanished all of a sudden when I found myself lying on a wriggling, insect-

like mass.  I pulled my covers away and shot up from the bed, disgusted.  The mattress was covered in a 

seething mass of little Beepies.  There must have been at least twenty, but they milled around so much 

I couldn’t keep count.  A few of them seemed to be circling aimlessly, a few of them held more of the 

eggs in their claws and were making their way towards to the table. 

 Then I saw what they’d done to my chest. 

 My little nodule of spots was hidden.  I don’t know how they’d done it but somehow, now, 

instead of a random white cluster of blobs there was a neat metal door.  It was hinged at the top and so 

I gingerly lifted it up… inside I could just about make out more of the eggs pulsing away.  With 

shaking fingers I let go of the flap and it fell back shut with a tiny little clink.  But the weirdest thing 

was that I recognised the little door.  Careful not to crush any robots, I fell to my knees and jammed 

my arms under the bed.  Soon enough my fingers found the big plastic globe I was looking for and I 

pulled out my old gumball machine.  It was a tacky old thing Mother had given me one Christmas, a 

kind of piggy bank that gave you a bit of rancid bubble gum every time you put a coin in at the top.  Of 

course, as soon as the sweets had run out I ditched it.  But I was right.  The little metal flap at the 

bottom, the one that you lifted up to let the gumball fall out into your hand, was missing.  And the 

robots had grafted it onto my chest.  I stood up on trembling knees, and the gumball machine fell to 

the floor with a thump. 

 ‘Right, you lot,’ I said to the robots on the bed.  They all stopped and looked at me, and I 

pointed at the trapdoor in my chest.  ‘What’s all this about?’ They whirred and beeped for a second. 

 ‘I’m not sure I want you doing this sort of thing without asking…’ Before I could even explain 

my reasons why, I felt that familiar itching in my chest.  It built up in intensity for a second and then, 

much to my horror, the little door sprung open and spewed a handful of pods onto the bed. 

 The robots reacted instantaneously, shuffling quickly towards the freshly-laid eggs.  There was 

so much movement and robot whirrings it made my head spin.  I felt disgusted.  Used.  Worse than 

that.  I felt like a one-armed bandit. 

 I crawled back into bed to try and get some more rest.  But it was no use.  There was too much 

movement.  It felt like I was trying to sleep on an anthill.  I abandoned the thought of being 

sufficiently rested for the day and stood up.  I looked around my room.  I could find nothing of 

interest.  I sat back down on the bed again, then stood back up when I felt the tickle of robots under 

my buttocks. 

 I realised that, for the first time since I’d been alone, I was bored.  Stone cold bored.  Even 

instructing my robot army to wander around and perform menial tasks was losing its appeal.  If I didn’t 

give them constant instructions they’d just wander off to pick up an egg or shuffle aimlessly across the 

floor. 

 When the knock at the door came, I was almost glad for something to do. 

 ‘Gregory,’ came the oft-heard screech, ‘it’s your Mother here.’ 

 ‘I know who it is, Mother.  What do you want?’ 

 ‘I’ve got somebody out here, Gregory.  Somebody who wants to talk to you.’ 

 ‘Stan Lee?’ 

 ‘No.  John Law.’  

 ‘But I don’t know anyone named John…’  

 Then there came another voice.  ‘This is PC Millhaven, Gregory, from the local station.’ 

 ‘Mother! Have you called the Police on me?’ 

 ‘It was Mabel’s idea.’ 

 ‘That blasted Mabel! Last time she gets a kiss at Christmas, I’ll tell you now.’ 

 ‘Now now, Gregory,’ said the policeman.  ‘No need for that.’ 

 ‘Tell him, officer,’ urged my mother.  ‘Tell him what you told me.’ 
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 ‘Now Gregory,’ said the PC, reasonably.  ‘Your Ma here has been making insinuations 

regarding some sort of theft.  If she wanted she could press charges, you know.’ 

 ‘I don’t care.  I’ve suffered under her oppressive regime long enough.’ 

 ‘I’ll oppress you, you little bastard!’ 

 ‘Steady on there, ma’am.  There’s no need for that.’ 

 ‘There’s every need, Officer! He’s a lazy good-for-nothing! All he does is sit around and watch 

nasty videos, and he never gives me any love and affection…’ 

 ‘That’s not true! I bought you a Mother’s Day card…’ 

 ‘…he won’t get a job and he’s shut me out, and now to top it all he’s stealing, stealing from his 

own dear old Mum.’ I could hear the crocodile tears flowing from here. 

 ‘Well, what is it he’s meant to have stolen?’ asked the policeman. 

 ‘A bag of kettle chips, some dip and a packet of Jaffa Cakes.  My Slim Fast’s gone for a burton 

too, though I know he’d never dream of eating that.’ 

 ‘From your tone on the phone, ma’am,’ said the policeman sternly, ‘it seemed that the missing 

items were rather more substantial in value.’ 

 ‘Well, I may have exaggerated a wee slice but that’s natural, isn’t it? Stress of the situation.  

Anyway, it’s not what he stole, it’s the principle of the thing.’ I heard the Policeman sigh. 

 ‘I could hasten to add that wasting police time is seen as a rather more serious matter than 

stealing a bag of crisps.’ 

 ‘You do that!’ I yelled through the door.  ‘You hasten to add! Don’t let her get away with it!’ 

 ‘Keep your gob shut, you!’ 

 ‘Make me!’ 

 ‘Right!’ snapped the PC.  ‘Now listen.  Both of you.  I’ve had just about as much as I can handle 

of your nonsense.  You,’ (I assume at this he pointed to Mother) ‘are making an affray.  But I’m willing 

to let it slide, so long as you’re willing to get some perspective.  I mean, crisps and biscuits? That’s not 

theft, love.  That’s feeling peckish.’ I couldn’t help but burst out laughing. 

 ‘I wouldn’t get too chipper there, lad.  C’mon,’ and he knocked three times, rather 

menacingly.  ‘Let’s have this door open.’ 

 I was faced with a drastic choice: lose the ground I had gained and open my doors once more 

to the suffocating grip of Mother, or defy the real, solid unbreakable law that went beyond deciding 

what time I had to go bed or how much money I got every week to spend on comics. 

 ‘Alright, alright,’ I said.  ‘I’ll open up.  Just give me a second.’ 

 I nipped across to my bed and, using a series of ingenious hand gestures, ordered my robots to 

be totally still and quiet.  For the most part they understood, but I swept the duvet over most of them 

just to make sure.  I pulled on the first bit of clothing I found on the carpet to cover up the trapdoor in 

my chest then, promising myself I would not become tangled in Mother’s apron strings again, I 

unlocked and opened the door. 

 Mother was smiling cruelly, her mouth pulled tight and lipless.  I was distinctly under-

whelmed by the policeman - he was only twenty-one if he was a day and he towered lankily over 

Mother with a face covered in pimples, a uniform that didn’t fit properly and a bumfluff moustache.  

He looked down at me somewhat disgustedly.  I’d be the first to admit that no-one looks good in their 

pants and a Hellraiser T-shirt, but there was no need for that sort of attitude.  Before I could stop her, 

Mother barged past into my room.  The Policeman followed her, but I wasn’t about to try and stop him 

getting in. 

 ‘Gregory, look at the state of this place,’ she moaned.  ‘And the smell… I’m awfully sorry, 

officer.’ Much to my chagrin, she began to tidy up. 

 ‘I think you two need to sort out your differences,’ said the copper.  I sneered at him when he 

turned his back.  ‘I’ve got some leaflets regarding domestic issues I could pop round about…’ Then I 
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heard a little crunch, like something small giving way under weight, and the policeman stopped.  A 

guilty look crawled across his face, and he lifted up his shoe like he’d just trodden in something nasty. 

 ‘Oh dear,’ he said meekly.    

 ‘Don’t worry about that, officer.  He leaves his little toys all over the place, I’ve told him to 

tidy them up but do you think he ever listens to me…’ 

 ‘They are not toys!’ I commanded.  The policeman grabbed the toe of his boot and lifted it up 

to inspect the damage.  ‘Bloody hell, Mother! I have to take off my shoes in the house, why shouldn’t 

this clumsy oaf?’ 

 ‘Gregory!’ 

 The policeman leant down to brush the remains of the robot from his sole and, reluctantly 

forgoing all dignity, I fell to my knees in order to catch them. 

 ‘I’m sorry about that, young man, but as your Ma says…’ I cradled the remains in my palm, 

looking from the clumsy fool to Mother and back again. 

 ‘I can’t believe you broke him! I should sue!’ 

 ‘Don’t be soft,’ said Mother.  ‘It’s only a toy.’ 

 ‘It is not a toy! How many times do I have to tell you, I’ve delicate things in here!’ Both of 

them looked at me blankly.  ‘Please, please, the pair of you.  Get out.  I want to be alone.’ 

 ‘If you don’t stop all this nonsense, young man…’ 

 ‘Now now, ma’am,’ injected the policeman.  ‘Maybe we should leave him alone, eh?’  

 The policeman, obviously wishing to escape my wrath, put his arm around Mother’s shoulders 

and led her sheepishly from the room.  As soon as they were over the threshold I slammed the door 

behind the pair of them.  I could hear Mother muttering, ‘You see what he’s like, officer, it’s as much 

as I can do to stay sane.  Ever since his father died…’ She continued her boring anecdote on the way 

down the stairs until she faded from earshot.    

 Barely able to contain myself I swept over to the desk and gently placed the remains on the 

top.  The body was shattered.  One bent arm jutted out from the wreck, and the legs had been crushed 

into useless stumps.  There was a faint glow from the eyes which were mangled into the dented head, 

and even as I watched this little light flickered and died.  I didn’t know whether I wanted to speed 

downstairs and punch PC bloody Millhaven in the back of the head, or burst out crying like a girl.  I 

felt my lip begin to tremble.  Who was it? Was it my first, was it the original Beepy X-1? Or one of his 

metal brethren? I had no way of knowing.  But his life had been ended by the callous boot of the law. 

 ‘I shall avenge you, fallen comrade,’ I said, stroking the wreckage with my forefinger.   ‘God 

speed, little robot.  I hardly knew you.’ 

 Though my vision was becoming increasingly blurred, I noticed movement at the edge of my 

desk.  The whole of my robot legion was converging on the desktop, forming a circle around the 

remains of their brother, mourning in their silent metal way. 

 After a few moments of paying their respects, the robots moved as one towards the body.  

When they reached the pile the closest members of the throng bent down and began pulling bits off 

the remains, and I could see miniature cogs, springs and circuit boards inside the wreckage, none of 

which I couldn’t ever begin to understand.  As soon as one robot had removed a part they joined a 

single file line and began tramping down table leg, down to the floor, and headed once more to the 

darkness under my bed. 

 I leant down to see what they were up to.  They were all headed towards the tin of Mother’s 

Slim Fast that they’d stolen yesterday, marching up the side and disappearing inside.  I reached under 

the bed and grabbed the tin, and as I did so each robot instantly changed direction to follow the can.  I 

brought it up to me and looked in the top.  There was not a speck of powder remaining inside - they 

had cleaned it so it shone like it was new.  Instead of Mother’s ghastly weight-loss drink there was the 

parsnip they had stolen at the same time.  But it was not the same parsnip.  The robots had been 

working on it.  It was now a cyber-parsnip, and had wires and diodes and faintly glowing LEDs criss-
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crossed over its surface.  I reached in and plucked it out to examine it.  It was certainly a nifty bit of 

work - it even had a hollow at the back with some batteries jammed inside, although its purpose was 

truly beyond me. 

 As I studied the technological vegetable I suddenly saw the bottom of the can was lined with 

other electronic paraphernalia.  Some of it I distinctly recognised, like the parts of a dismantled LCD 

game I’d had languishing under the bed or old bits of circuitry from my abandoned electronics kit.   

Mixed into all this was the remains of the stamped-on robot.  It was all scrap now, just junk.  But far 

from useless to my army of Beepies. 

 If they could mechanise root crop they could do anything. 

 I made a big decision. 

  

I stomped downstairs and I didn’t care if she heard me or not.  There she was, sitting with her back to 

me, her head in the telly and her gob in the gin bottle.  The policeman was nowhere to be seen, which 

was lucky for him, considering what he’d done. 

 ‘Gregory?’ slurred Mother, craning her neck to see me.  Her eyes were red and unfocused.   

‘Have you come down to apologise, Gregory?’ 

 ‘No, Mother,’ I said coolly.  ‘I have not.’ 

 I looked at her.  Surrounded by chintz, booze, and peeling wallpaper I could see how pathetic 

she’d become.  I had no choice but to put it all behind me. 

 ‘I’ve come to tell you that I’ve made up my mind.  I’ve had enough of all this and I can’t stand 

your nonsense any more.  I’ve big things in front of me, things you wouldn’t understand.  And to put it 

quite simply, I’m leaving you.  I’m moving out, post haste.’ 

 The look of devastation on her face was priceless.  I wished I had a camera.  A while back I 

might have been sorry to see her so distressed, but not any more.  She’s brought all this on herself.  It 

took her a second to compose herself and then she meekly blurted out, 

 ‘But… but you can’t leave me.   You can’t leave your dear old Mum, all alone, in this big old 

house…’ 

 ‘I can.  And I will.’ 

 ‘Oh, Gregory, what am I supposed to do without you?’ 

 ‘I don’t care.  You’ll have to find someone else to bully and belittle.  You could always get a 

dog.’ 

 When I said this, her expression changed.  Horror and sadness was replaced with pure rage.  It 

was only to be expected from a woman like her.  She shakily rose to her feet and pointed one of her 

manicured claws at me. 

 ‘You conniving, ungrateful little bastard! All these years I’ve put up with you, your spite and 

your smell and your antisocial attitude, and this is how you repay me, eh? By swanning off and leaving 

me when all I want’s a bit of company! Why, I ought to tear you to shreds!’ She stared at me, confused 

by my cool, composed lack of response.  Then she launched in again with, ‘That’s it! No more pocket 

money! Ever!’ 

 ‘I don’t need your money.  I’ll be leaving tomorrow.’ And I turned around and walked up the 

stairs to my room.  She hobbled after me, continuing her tirade. 

 ‘How you gonna get on without me, eh, sonny-jim? What’re you going to do? You’re nothing 

without me, you are! Nothing! You hear me! You’ll never get on in this world if I’m not there to look 

after you! You’re an ingrate! A deadbeat! A waste of God’s good oxygen, is all you are!’ 

 Her ranting continued but I didn’t listen.  I’d already shut the door and locked it.  For once, 

she didn’t follow me up the stairs to continue her haranguing.  I didn’t feel bad that I’d made her so 

upset.  Quite the opposite, in fact.  But there’s no excuse for the kind of things she said to me.  None at 

all.  And that did make me angry.  Now I have my tin army I can do anything I want, and I wasn’t 

about to let a mad old woman call me names.  I’ll prove to her how powerful I am, by God I will.  She’ll 
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rue the day she ever crossed the Robot Emperor.  The First Law of Robotics won’t apply to my little 

metal men, oh no.  Not with me as their God and King. 

 I watched them for a moment, scooting around the carpet, minding their own tin business.  

Even as I watched I felt the tickle in my chest and a new batch of pods spurted out from the hatch.  I 

smiled.  My legions grew and grew.  Nothing could stop me from moving out - nothing was beyond 

me, not money or freedom or whatever I desired.  I ordered a couple of my minions to put a video in 

the machine for me.   To make myself feel better I selected Robot Holocaust, and I watched it with the 

volume turned all the way up.    

 

Tin Litter concludes in issue #2, 

Coming December 2006 
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PAY THE TAXI DRIVER 
By D.F.  Lewis 

 
A taxi home after a long and holiday.  What could go wrong? Sometimes, London breeds the 

darkest of horrors… 

 
I’d just returned from a long holiday abroad.  Flagged the black cab at Heathrow.  Didn’t really look at 

its driver as I clambered straight into the back.  Who does?  I felt refreshed and somewhat relieved to 

have completed my long planned Grand Tour.  Both satisfaction at a challenge met and a feeling that I 

was back home, even though I didn’t quite yet recognise the roads heading towards my home in West 

London.  Who does?  London is both home to Londoners and a foreign place until … well, that special 

home-coming into the immediate neighbourhood of your long established home and house in that all 

too familiar mews back of the park.  Except when the taxi driver pulled up at the address I had given 

him, I still did not recognise where I was.     

 The house itself was familiar, as if it ought to be mine, but the curtains were different and the 

front door was a few feet to the left of where it should be.  I gazed from the back of the cab half-

startled at the strangeness of the terraced houses, half-believing that one was indeed my home.  

Nobody to check with inside, I knew.  I’d never lived with anyone.  Who’d want to live with someone 

like me, anyway: fastidious, habit-driven and so prim I wouldn’t know what excitement was even if it 

hit me in the face?  Not that I hadn’t yearned for a holiday romance whilst away!  Disappointment in 

the end, but a few near misses.  I chuckled.  I wasn’t uncouth enough.  I wasn’t uncouth enough for 

love.  Something told me that my mind was in a temporary file deep within the computer of my brain, 

as I turned my attention back towards the current predicament. 

 The driver loomed large behind the black cab’s glass screen.  I could see the back of his neck 

quite clearly and the fact he must have had a haircut in very recent days.  I hadn’t yet seen his face, I 

realised.  Funny what normal things could be noticed while truly strange things were going on 

unnoticed.  For example, I hadn’t yet noticed that my own handbag had changed to one I didn’t 

recognise.  I loathed its whole style and feel.  Like some animal or reptile skin.  It wasn’t me at all.  But, 

amazingly, as I say, I hadn’t yet noticed the alteration.  I merely dug into it to find some loose change 

for a tip.  I already knew that the fare showed exactly ten pounds on the taxi meter – a coincidence of 

round numbers that I somehow took for granted.  And as I rummaged deeper in my newly unfamiliar 

handbag, a voice kept running through my head:  ‘Pay the taxi-driver.    Pay the taxi-driver.  Pay the 

taxi-driver.’  And this had been running through my head for several minutes before noticing it.  

Perhaps the voice knew something I didn’t.  That I should discharge the taxi-driver as soon as possible.  

Otherwise I would be putting myself in some kind of danger. 

 I had no real inclination to leave the taxi as it did represent – perhaps quite paradoxically in 

hindsight – some zone of safety while I gazed through its window at the house that occupied the 

address I’d given to the taxi-driver.  I knew instinctively he’d done his job correctly, negotiating all the 

tangled streets of West London to reach this destination now before me.  Or at least I think I knew this 

fact.  Meanwhile, the taxi-driver had turned round in his seat looking at me quizzically – wondering 

why I had not yet made a move and, above all, why I had not yet paid him.  Perhaps a more normal 

taxi-driver would have left his own position behind the steering-wheel and opened the back door of 

his cab … allowing me to alight.  Then, suddenly, it dawned on me that I had no luggage, other than 

the handbag.  How was this possible, having been abroad on holiday for so long? Indeed, I recalled 

balls and events where I wore my best finery.  I recalled large wardrobes in various plush hotels on the 

lidos and esplanades of Middle Europe, wardrobes which had been chockfull of my stuff.  I should have 

at least half a dozen brown leather suitcases to house it all, to transport it all. 
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 What happened next was too quick for me to be able to dwell on it at any length.  The taxi-

driver started to drive slowly and then gradually faster away from the side of the house to which I had 

earlier directed him, knowing, as I did then, that he must have the A to Z imprinted on his brain.  

Indeed, he hadn’t turned his engine off despite idling by the kerb for quite a while.  I realised that I 

should have paid him when I had the chance, when that insistent voice in my head (which was still 

relentlessly imparting its advice even as the taxi increased its speed), repeated time and time again: ‘Pay 

the taxi-driver.  Pay the taxi-driver.’  But it was now inserting an obscene expletive to accentuate the 

importance of its advice (shocking me beyond anything else).  It was perhaps too late to pay heed.  And 

perhaps it still is. 

 

I find myself in a small sparse room.  The taxi-driver – whom I’ve grown to know as Sam – visits from 

time to time and gives me food.  The toilet facilities – that leave much to be desired – are just down the 

dark corridor outside the room.  The food also leaves much to be desired.  As does Sam the taxi-driver 

himself.  He blames his own taxi somehow for what has gone wrong, not me, thank goodness.  And 

incredibly not himself.  His face is inscrutable.  One would be none the wiser about him even given a 

description of his features or behaviour.  They are just empty of meaningful recognition.  He is like an 

unseen waiter who hovers around one as one chats to one’s latest hopeful holiday romance … as both 

his customers (the handsome prospect for a holiday romance and myself) sip cocktails by the harbour 

or the canal or rocky bay. 

 Yes, what was I saying?  Sam blames the taxi itself, I gather.  He drove it here, however, so I 

know whom to blame at least.  Having had such a long holiday in relatively salubrious hotels in 

pleasant climates with breath-taking views, this was all a bit of a come down for me, or let down, 

downfall, downer … the words are down in the dumps themselves as they pass through my sluggish 

mind.  But I am amazed how easily I have taken it all for granted.  Including Sam’s presence as a 

shadowiness or background figure.  I suppose I really need to blame myself.  I did not pay him his fare 

after all, as soon as he drew up outside my destination. 

 I sleep most of the day.  There’s nothing else to do.  I dream of my earlier life – before I went 

on holiday – in the house where I had lived since I was born.  The patchy jobs of work, with several 

now forgotten colleagues, some quite nice, I suppose, others not.  I rather liked the atmosphere of 

department stores to work in and have often worked on perfume counters.  I liked customers who just 

pay and go, and don’t involve me in conversation.  Sometimes men talked to me – chatting up as they 

call it.  But I was too unresponsive for any of them to stick.  But that was before my current 

predicament.     

 Fitfully waking to the small room (bare other than for minimal sticks of furniture), I often 

think my earlier life is the real dream, but I soon wake up to the fact that this room is my true waking 

reality whilst my earlier home is the real.  I often wonder, however, if there is another me in my 

earlier home dreaming of this me being in this room serviced by a taxi-driver called Sam.  Wondering 

about such matters, however, doesn’t make things any clearer as to why I am so amenable to this 

situation and unthinking of the changes that have overtaken me. 

 Sam is my only anchor to the outside world – so I try not to upset him but treat him with kid 

gloves.  He curses his taxi quite often, i.e.  its undependability and petrol consumption, and wear and 

tear etc.  I recall one occasion where he complained of its tyres being flayed (‘flayed’, I think that was 

the word) by some foreigners in his street.  I often sympathise and thank him for the meagre meals on 

wheels for which he is responsible.  I thank him, also, for his smiles, even when I know he knows he 

never smiles.  I thank him for his kind words, even though he only ever utters the minimum of small 

talk – none of which concerns anything that interests me, as news of the outside world would interest 

me; even talk of the weather (so important to my holiday) would have been an unexpected treat 

sufficient to brighten my whole day. 
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 One can imagine my surprise, therefore, when completely out of the blue, Sam tells me he’d 

be bringing a visitor tomorrow.  I nod, not quite believing him.  Having said that I do feel surprised, 

and perhaps I shouldn’t be: as a visit from a third party seems natural in the course of some destiny that 

is laid out before me, bits of which I see gradually and piecemeal, forming a large kind of jigsaw path of 

crazy-paving that I shall walk along before long.  The bare room takes on the path’s dimensions at 

times, till I blink, that is, and the path vanishes, leaving me alone again with only thoughts to keep me 

company. 

  

Sam doesn’t bring a visitor.  Instead, he leads me from the room, from the building that houses the 

room – and looking back I see a tall block of flats that could be almost anywhere – and his black cab is 

parked outside and he motions me to board.  The day is a dull one, but the sky is nevertheless too 

bright and I can’t help squinting.  I recall those truly sun-filled skies abroad, and I wonder whether the 

room in which I have been ensconced has not been darker than it should have been and if I’ve only 

just noticed this comparison when faced, as I now am, by the outside world. 

 ‘But I haven’t any money,’ I say to Sam. 

 He nods, still unsmiling, but beckons me to board nevertheless. 

 The drive takes a while.  I don’t recognise any of the surroundings.  Rows of residential 

housing, peppered with larger buildings – Royal Oak and King’s Arms and Queen’s Head 

establishments – along the way.  The traffic is heavy and petulant.  Sam needs a haircut, I notice, from 

behind him.  He seems to take driving as a matter of course and is not even rattled by some frightful 

driving from others. 

 Eventually he drives into the car park of one of those larger establishments along the way.  It 

is a public house of quite imposing appearance.  Sam ushers me into the lounge bar – which turns out 

to be quite empty.  Only one solitary drinker at the bar who – judging by the attitude of the bar staff – 

seems a regular. 

 I sit at one of the tables as Sam goes up to the bar, without asking me what I want to drink.  I 

feel hungry, too, but it seems too early for bar food to be available.    

 As he stands at the bar talking to a barmaid and to the regular, an old couple come in.  It seems 

to be their first visit, as they are not aware of all the procedures that regulars would be aware of.  They 

are indeed old but not old enough to be housebound – and this is evidently one of their rare excursions 

into the outside world to prove (to each other at least) that they are still alive.  They are more 

interested in food than drink, I gather.  I leave them to their own devices, whilst I return to my own 

thoughts.  Where was I and why?  It’s as if I’m haunted by a ghost.  A ghost that uses my body and 

mind as its fixed berth.  I wish I could shake it off.  Holiday romances should not be quite so clinging, 

cloying… 

 The old couple, by now, have managed to order their food.  They sit at a table, side by side, 

gazing through one of the windows at the car park.  I wonder if they drove here.  I wish they had 

managed to visit a more scenic pub: one on the coast perhaps.  Then, at least they could have stared at 

the moving panorama of the sea and pretended they were on holiday.  Suddenly, the wife (I assume 

they are married) gets up, realising she hasn’t fetched the cutlery from where cutlery is kept, neatly 

wrapped in white serviettes, in a tray.  She calls back to her husband: 

 ‘Want any sauce, Tom?’ 

 You would think after all these years of marriage, she would know without asking. 

 ‘Yes, tomato,’ he snaps back, without even thinking about it. 

 I feel tears in my eyes … but Sam has now returned, carrying two drinks.  His is a pint of pale 

ale in a straight glass.  Mine is a pale amontillado sherry in a schooner. 

 He smiles – perhaps for the first time.  But I can’t return it. 

¤ ¤ ¤ 
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Tonight, back in the bare room, I have just woken from another dream.  This one has made me feel 

very very frightened.  I was in the same room as a large foreign woman with ruptured skin.  And 

something that crawled around her feet like a reptile, but it wasn’t a reptile; it was something else 

altogether, but not sure what. 

 ‘Pay the fucking taxi driver,’ I found myself telling her again and again.  But still not sure 

whether I was within the dream when I said it or after I woke up. 

 And part of me wonders when the jigsaw path began and whether this is simply its end. 
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COUSCOUS AND METAL 
Michael Marshall (Smith)Michael Marshall (Smith)Michael Marshall (Smith)Michael Marshall (Smith) is a bestselling novelist and 

screenwriter.  His first novel, ONLY FORWARD, won the 

August Derleth and Philip K. Dick awards.  SPARES and ONE 

OF US were optioned for film by DreamWorks and Warner 

Brothers.  THE STRAW MEN and THE LONELY DEAD were 

international bestsellers.  He is a three-time winner of the BFS 

Award for short fiction, and his stories are collected in two 

volumes - WHAT YOU MAKE IT and MORE TOMORROW 

AND OTHER STORIES (which won the International Horror 

Guild Award).  His latest novel, BLOOD OF ANGELS, is 

available in paperback now.  He is interviewed here by Trudi TophamTrudi TophamTrudi TophamTrudi Topham. 
 

For you, what is the most rewarding aspect of writing? 

 

I think it's those days when you fall into the page - where, instead of it being a struggle in the front of 

your mind (what happens next? How does it happen? Does any of this nonsense make any sense? How 

far beyond deadline am I now?) - some more capable and imaginative centre of the brain takes over 

your fingers, and does its own thing.  That can be quite magical, and those days give you the feeling of 

unselfconscious engagement that's like being an absorbed child at play.  It's just a shame they don't 

come along more often...  Because a lot of the rest is Work with a capital 'W'. 

 Aside from that, the key reward is meeting people who've enjoyed what I've done - 

especially when I've taken the risk of not just doing exactly what I did before - and finding that all 

those solitary hours actually meant something to someone.  That's always very nice. 

  

Having worked as a novelist, short story author, article writer and a screenwriter, which do you find 

the most challenging? 

 

They all have their attractions, and their individual challenges.  Novels are where I feel most at home 

at the moment, because of their space for characterisation and pacing and background - but they're an 

awfully long and sustained piece of work to get through.  I've always loved short stories - precisely 

because you ‘don't’ have time for a lot of fluff, and have to come in low and hard and fast, even if all 

you're trying to convey is an atmosphere.  Screenwriting is a different discipline altogether, forcing 

you to look at story-telling in another and more visual way.  Screenplays are fun, and relatively quick 

to do, and have the advantage of getting you out of the house and into contact with other people - but 

then you have to angle with the film industry, which is like banging yourself in the face with a 

hammer.  I'm enjoying doing the odd piece of non-fiction these days, but I think it's where my style 

needs the most work - like screenwriting, it's a very different skill to writing prose.  But ultimately I 

guess they all come down to the same thing: getting a story into someone's head as quickly, 

transparently and entertainingly as possible. 

  

You have won awards for your work, including five British Fantasy Awards, the International Horror 

Guild award, and the Philip K. Dick award.  What do they mean to you? 

 

All were important in different ways.  The first British Fantasy Awards were a boost to my confidence 

- I hadn't been writing long at the time – and helped people notice what I was doing.  The PKD meant 

a lot because I'm a huge fan of his, and it was an American award, and the IHG was great because it 
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came for a body of short stories that I'd written over a ten year period.  It's important not to get too 

worried about awards - not getting them ‘doesn't’ mean what you're doing isn't worthwhile, and very 

few awards have a truly level playing field - but who doesn't like getting a prize? 

  

Do you feel that growing up whilst moving from country to country has had an influence on the kinds 

of stories that you enjoy? 

 

I don't think it has an influence of on the kind of stories I enjoy, so much as the ones I write.  My 

childhood gave me a feeling of being relatively at home wherever I am, but also of having no home in 

particular.  It's been pointed out to me that a lot of my main characters seem to be similar. 

  

Is there one memory in particular that stands out from all your travels? 

 

Though we roosted for extended periods in some places, there was this endless movement.  While we 

lived in the US for example, my parents would spend each vacation putting the family in the car and 

driving (literally) to the other side of the country.  I'd visited every state in mainland America by the 

age of seven.  Add to that periods of travel in South Africa, Australia and Europe, and the result is that 

my predominant memory of childhood is moving on.  What's next? What's round the next corner or 

over the next hill? It's left me with pretty itchy feet - and writing novels is, I guess, one of the ways I 

deal with this.  I may be sat here in North London, but in my head... I could be anywhere. 

  

Reading (among others) a lot of Clive Barker, what was it like to find his words on the covers of your 

books a few years later? 

 

It was pretty amazing, as you'd imagine.  Even more so was having the Stephen King quote on the front 

of THE STRAW MEN.  Without King, it's unlikely I'd have ended up being a novelist - he was the 

person who really made me think 'I want to do something like that'.  To have people like this respond 

positively to something you've written is an eerie experience – like suddenly finding out you're the 

same age as you father, when you know you're still just a little kid.  Last year I was asked to do an 

introduction for a Ray Bradbury collection, and that was almost even weirder.  The main reaction to all 

of the above is a simple 'We are not worthy...' 

  

As your novels seem to be working backwards through time, from the five hundred years into the 

future of ONLY FORWARD, down to the present of the UPRIGHT MAN books, is this a trend you are 

thinking of continuing? Are you thinking heading further into the past? 

 

Good lord no.  Well...  Not, the front action, anyway.  I'm pretty fixed in the 

here and now - even the first three novels, like a lot of science fiction, were 

basically looking at today through the prism of tomorrow.  Something I've 

become increasingly interested in, however, and began to look at in the 

STRAW MEN novels, is prehistory.  Not as a period to set books in, but as a 

way of explaining how we behave to each other today.  Our society is 

obsessively geared to an increasingly vapid modernity, to what happened 

today and yesterday and never mind last year.  Yet we're anatomically and 

mentally and largely even culturally the same creatures we were a quarter of 

a million years ago - and it's dangerous to forget that. 

  

Although horror seeps into most of your work, are there other genres you’d 

like to play with in a novel format that you haven¹t yet had the chance to? 
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The boundaries between genres are pretty transparent, or should be.  My SF novels had more than a 

touch of horror and crime, the crime ones still reference horror, with perhaps a little alternative 

(pre)history.  I'd like to find a way of having crime, horror and a sense of wonder all equally 

represented in a novel, in a kind of neo-realistic dark fantasy, perhaps.  Whether anyone would read or 

even publish such a thing remains to be seen: I may even be finding that out when I hand in my next 

novel... 

  

You are an accomplished artist and graphic designer.  Have these talents been relegated to hobby status 

nowadays, or do you still find time to produce art? 

 

'Accomplished' is an overstatement when it comes to art: I was never more than a dabbler, really.  I 

don't get a lot of time for it these days - it's something I'd like to return to some day, along with 

composing.  I keep my hand in with graphic design, though, doing a little work for friends.  It's nice to 

do something once in a while that doesn't involved putting words in the right order... 

  

So, what’ve you got against couscous? 

 

Actually, since going on record with a downer against couscous, I've had some that I didn't mind too 

much.  In Morocco, for the most part.  I'd still rather have pasta any day of the week, though.  And 

often do. 

  

Do you have any words of wisdom for aspiring writers who hope to one day see you quoted on their 

covers? 

 

Your job is to get readers to the last sentence.  Concentrate on that, and let the rest of it look after 

itself. 

 

You can find more information about Michael Marshall Smith at his website, 

http://www.michaelmarshallsmith.com/. 

 
Photography © Steve Double, and reproduced with kind permission. 

Blood of Angels cover design © HarperCollins. 
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MYTHS AND VISIONS:   
THE ART OF RAY HARRYHAUSEN 

 

From May 19th to September 24th 2006, the National Museum of Photography, Film and 

Television is holding an exhibition to celebrate the accomplished career of pioneer film 

maker, Ray Harryhausen.   Caroline CallaghanCaroline CallaghanCaroline CallaghanCaroline Callaghan offers up her opinion on the exhibition. 

 
I vividly remember seeing my first ever Ray Harryhausen film and being distraught.  Why had they 

killed so many dinosaurs just to make a film?  Okay, I confess, I was very young at the time.  But it is, 

perhaps, an indication of the quality of Harryhausen’s special effects that I believed they were real 

dinosaurs.    

 This memory from childhood was recalled when I visited the Ray Harryhausen exhibition at 

the National Museum of Photography Film and Television.  The exhibition is introduced by a short 

film in which several film-makers pay tribute to Harryhausen’s work, and a tongue-in-cheek comment 

by director, Tim Burton, sums it up:  ‘His characters had more personality than some of the actors.’ 

 
The exhibition is comprehensive and wide-ranging.  As well as Harryhausen’s own work, it includes 

sources of his inspiration, such as; drawings by KING KONG creator Willis O’Brien, the prehistoric 

animal paintings of Charles R Knight, and scenes from the Bible and the Classical World painted by 

eighteenth and nineteenth century artists, such as John Martin, Gustav Dore and Joseph Michael 

Gandy.  It includes many of Harryhausen’s own drawings, executed in order to ‘sell’ his ideas to film 

studios.  There are detailed designs for some of his models, and technical drawings showing how they 

were constructed, for example; how the wings of Pegasus were to be operated.  The exhibition also 

includes storyboards; shot-by-shot drawings showing how the effect of movement was to be achieved.  

There are copies of many of Harryhausen's key models, the originals often having been cannibalised in 

order to make other models.    

 
Harryhausen's career is traced from his early fairytale films, through the ‘monster’ movies of the ‘50s 

and ‘60s, to his Arabian Nights and mythology-based feature films.  It is divided into four sections:  The 

Early Years 1920-1950, The Prehistoric World, Master of Illusion, and The Power of Myth. 

 The Early Years section includes drawings, storyboards, models and film clips from 

Harryhausen’s early animations such as THE STORY OF LITTLE RED RIDING HOOD, THE 

ADVENTURES OF BARON MUNCHAUSEN and THE STORY OF KING MIDAS.  Some of these, it 

must be said, appear a little crude in their execution compared to the methods used these days.  

Harryhausen was inspired by Willis O’Brien’s special effects in KING KONG, and was able to work 

with him later on the effects for MIGHTY JOE YOUNG.  Drawings by both O’Brien and Harryhausen 

are presented side-by-side to show their similarities and differences, and the sources of inspiration for 

Harryhausen. 

 In The Prehistoric World section, Harryhausen’s childhood fascination with dinosaurs shows 

through.  His model design here was inspired by artist, Charles R Knight, who was the first to paint 

dinosaurs using the clues in their fossilised remains.  Again, Knight’s artwork is presented alongside 

Harryhausen’s, showing how ideas for the designs originated.  A selection of Harryhausen’s dinosaur 

models - including the Gwangi from VALLEY OF THE GWANGI - show the minute detail that went 

into each one.  No wonder I thought they were real when I first saw them on screen all those years 

ago! 
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 The final two sections, Master of Illusion and The Power of Myth, showcase Harryhausen’s 

fantasy feature films.  Here, there are some amazing models on display:  Kali, the many-armed Hindu 

Goddess of Destruction, from THE GOLDEN VOYAGE OF SINBAD: the alien Ymir, half prehistoric 

monster and half humanoid, from 20 MILLION MILES TO EARTH:  The Minaton, from SINBAD AND 

THE EYE OF THE TIGER:  and the hideous Medusa and Kraken from CLASH OF THE TITANS.  

Harryhausen’s drawings are shown alongside Biblical and Classical works such as John Martin’s 

DESIGN FOR THE 7TH PLAGUE OF EGYPT, and DANTE’S VISION OF HELL by Gustav Dore, again 

showing some of Harryhausen’s sources of inspiration. 

 

Throughout the exhibition, clips from many of Harryhausen’s films are shown on screens, along with 

explanations about how they were put together.  The skeleton fighting scene from JASON AND THE 

ARGONAUTS is, I 

believe, one of the 

greatest pieces of 

stop-motion ani-

mation ever made.  

Interestingly, di-

rector Tim Burton 

recently paid ho-

mage to this by 

incorporating a sim-

ilar effect in THE 

CORPSE BRIDE, 

showing just how 

much inspiration 

Harryhausen has 

given to film-makers 

over the years. 

 

The exhibition was initially launched on 18th May with a book signing by Ray Harryhausen and Tony 

Dalton, his biographer and co-author of Ray HARRYHAUSEN: AN ANIMATED LIFE and THE ART 

OF RAY HARRYHAUSEN.  Although looking a little frail - now in his eighties - Harryhausen seemed 

genuinely pleased to see so many people queuing to meet him.  He is, without a doubt, the kind of 

person one feels honoured to shake hands with.  Towards the end of the exhibition’s run, the 

Museum’s Eleventh Annual Lumiere Lecture (3rd September 2006) consists of an illustrated talk by 

Tony Dalton on Harryhausen’s life and work, followed by an interview with Ray Harryhausen himself. 

 

To complement the exhibition, there are various screenings of films showing Harryhausen’s work, 

including MIGHTY JOE YOUNG, CLASH OF THE TITANS and JASON AND THE ARGONAUTS. 

When watching these films, the quality of Harryhausen’s work is apparent in that, even when 

compared with today’s computer-generated images, the special effects still stand up to fairly close 

scrutiny for the most part.  In addition, there are guided tours of the exhibition, and an illustrated 

‘curator’s talk’.  For children, there are special family tours, storytelling sessions and an activity table 

with books, pictures, and crayons for drawing.  Especially for eleven-eighteen year olds, there is a stop-

motion animation workshop with the opportunity to create a film. 

 

The exhibition is well presented by the Museum.  It would be all too easy to simply display 

Harryhausen’s work in no particular order.  But the use of different sections highlighting the stages of 

his career, the juxtaposition of his work alongside some of his sources of inspiration, and the 
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incorporation of film screenings, talks, and activities for all ages, makes this exhibition highly 

interesting, educational, and quite inspirational.    

 Over the years, Ray Harryhausen’s innovative work has clearly inspired many film-makers 

working in fantasy, science fiction and horror.  Fans and film-makers alike owe him a tremendous 

debt. 

 

To find out more about the exhibition, including opening times please visit the website for the 

National Museum of Photography, Film and Television, www.nmpft.org.uk 

 
*Concept drawing for the skeleton fight scene in ‘Jason and the Argonauts’, © 1963 

 

Images reproduced by kind permission of the National Museum of Photography, 

Film and Television.   © The Ray and Diana Harryhausen Foundation 

 

 

¤ ¤ ¤¤ ¤ ¤¤ ¤ ¤¤ ¤ ¤    
 

CTHULHU COMPETITION 
 

Have you ever found yourself calling "Ia! Ia!" at three in the morning? Do you have trouble 

with pesky Investigators interfering with your Shoggoth-summonings? Are you hoping that, 

for you, the stars will soon be right? Worry not: Pantechnicon is here to help! 

 
For one lucky reader we have the very best in hand-made Lovecraftian 

pottery, a limited edition of one, made specifically for us to give away to you 

by Paul FrickerPaul FrickerPaul FrickerPaul Fricker.  Paul usually flaunts his wares on www.lovecraftiana.com 

and has made us a beautiful mug featuring the great Cthulhu himself (best 

not gaze upon its dire facade for too long, lest one be driven mad), and with 

"Pantechnicon" written on the underside, forever linking us with the One 

Who Sleeps in R'lyeh. 

 To win this lovely item (suitable for drinking out of, storing virgin's 

blood just before a ritual, or keeping pens in), just email us at 

Editors@Pantechnicon.net with the answer to the following question: 

 

On which ship was Gustaf Johansen second mate?    

 

The closing date is 1st November 2006, after which a winner will be picked randomly out of the 

entrails.  We will contact you by email for your postal details so that we can send you your lovely 

prize! 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 
*N.B.  Pantechnicon does not advocate the use of virgins, blood, or ancient things man was not meant to know.
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BIRTHDAY BOY 
By Chris Cassell 

 
Some people think that growing old is the worst thing that can happen to them, they’re 

wrong.  Neil Williams would like nothing more than to reach his thirtieth birthday and grow 

old with his fiancé and soon to be born child, but it seems the world has other plans…  

 
Neil Williams sat staring at the note, written in childish scrawl, which announced that he would be 

dead in two days time.  A grim prediction of the future from himself, handed down through time.    

Then again, when he was twelve it did seem more attractive to be dead rather than thirty 

years old.  However now he had reached twenty nine and three hundred and sixty three days, it was a 

far more palatable idea. 

 Giving a little chuckle he simply put the book in the box, into which he was packing away so 

many old memories.  With a baby on the way, room had to be made.  Getting rid of the wardrobe in 

the then box room had revealed a whole host of frozen snapshots of the boy he once was.  Photos of 

him at school.  Old notebooks with old ideas like that which he had just been reading.  The makings of 

the man he had become carefully stacked in a cardboard cage, then bound with tape.  The whole thing 

placed up in the attic to gather dust, a time capsule for when his own child would grow up, and could 

learn a little more of it’s father.    

 Just as he was done, he heard the key in the front door.  With a happy smile he headed that 

way, eager for news.    

‘How did the scan go?’ he called out as he descended.    

 ‘Good!’ his fiancé replied, her face bearing none of the strain and worry he had seen earlier.  It 

was no real surprise.  While they, like all new parents, expected no complications it was nice to hear it 

from the doctors directly.  ‘You can even make out all the legs and arms and things! I brought you a 

picture, and if you say he looks like a potato again I’ll whack you.’ She followed this with a giggle, 

softening the threat into the tease it was meant to be.    

 He stepped off the stairs and moved over to draw her into a warm embrace, giving a soft snort 

of amusement.  ‘Well obviously now if you can see arms and legs it can’t be a potato.’ He nodded 

firmly, then with a kiss on her cheek he turned and drew away towards the kitchen.  ‘Probably some 

sort of mutant octopus though!’ he added as he danced away from the predictable slap aimed at his 

rear.  Casting a grin over his shoulder he asked, ‘Tea?’   

 She responded by poking out her tongue, then giving a little nod.  As he moved to arrange the 

drinks she turned and waddled off to find the sofa.  He could not help but admire her, certain that he 

would not have been able to keep up quite such a good mood with another little person glued to his 

stomach.  As he went back to preparations he was just glad it would be done soon.  While the kid was 

not exactly planned, it could have been a lot worse.  They had spoken about marriage before so it just 

meant moving plans forward a little.  Not that he minded; his life was so much happier with her in it.  

Right now everything just made sense. 

 Lifting the now full mugs he followed her through to the lounge.    

‘Oh yes! Got that book we talked about.  You know the one that tells you who was born when.  

So we can find out whose footsteps the sprog will follow in.’ Placing the cups down, he sat, and leaned 

over the side to fetch the bag that lay next to the couch.    

 ‘As long as it’s not Hitler or someone like that, I’ll be happy!’ his fiancé chirped up from beside 

him.    

‘Right then, let’s see what beautiful Amazon queens shared your birthday.’ Flipping the book 

open he searched for the right date then grunted.  ‘Well that’s unfair.’ 
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 ‘What’s up?’ the mother of his child asked, squirming closer to read as well 

 ‘Bruce Willis.  Should be a man’s birthday that!’ 

 ‘Blah blah blah.  More like I should be engaged to Bruce Willis you mean.’ 

 ‘Now I am having a baby, ho, ho, ho,’ he murmured then grinned.  ‘Ah ha! Knew it.  Ursula 

Andress! You sexy minx you.’ 

 She giggled and nudged him with an elbow.  ‘Well someone has to have some looks to give the 

poor kid.  So come on then, I bet you get Arnie, Sly Stallone, or Kermit the frog!’ 

 Rolling his eyes he just bumped her shoulder with his as he flipped along, skimming through 

the pages.  ‘Oops missed it!’ he declared after a moment, then turned back a page, his brow furrowing.  

‘Maybe stuck together.’ Much rubbing and blowing of the page managed to yield no others, though.   

‘I’ve been robbed!’ he declared with a laugh.  ‘He should have worn a mask and rode a horse! It’s got 

pages missing!’ 

 ‘Sore loser! I get great people, and all your birthday has to show for itself is you!’ She grinned 

and leant into his side all the more.  ‘Of course, that still makes it the best birthday anyone could have, 

love.’  

 ‘You’re a sweetheart.  Now.  Dinner.’ And with that, he simply placed the book aside, 

forgetting about it, as he turned to smile at her.  Nothing but the happiness of being so near to each 

other mattered. 

 

Work the next day was as exciting as ever, and in the field of insurance risk assessment that meant not 

at all.  Still, it was easy and paid enough to keep the family afloat, even with a new member on the 

way.  Easy work of course often led to too much free time, so it was inevitable that his idle mind 

turned to the question of just who did share his birthday.    

 It infuriated him that websites crammed with information on the birthdays of the famous and 

infamous, past and present, left that niggling blank space around his own birthday. 

 He went straight to the source, calling the local registry of births, deaths and marriages.  That 

line of enquiry ran up against an immediate brick wall, however, as the Jobsworth on the other end of 

the phone seemed to be a trained parrot that could only repeat the phrase ‘Data Protection Act’.  

Meeting so many obstacles he decided to leave further investigation until his lunch break. 

 A trip down the local book shop took the occurrence out of the realm of odd, and rapidly 

invaded the land of weird, annexing a small chuck of the state of worrying in passing.  None of the 

books about birthdays had his in them.  The pages where he had hoped to see anything about anyone 

sharing his birthday were simply missing.  It was as if there was some great conspiracy to obscure one 

single day.  But still he tried, working through all the books he could.  Eventually even he had to admit 

defeat. 

  

Arriving late back to work he took a different tact and just started scouring the net for anything 

pertaining to that date at all.    

It took two hours, but then he found it.  Just a small article, a transcript of an old war 

memorial.  A soldier fallen in battle in world war two, an old dead soldier that had the one thing Neil 

had scoured for, the same birthday as his.  Certainly that news relieved him, but it seemed odd.  Now 

he could dismiss the bizarre idea that he was the only person born on that day, but why was there no 

reference to anyone else?  

 Knowing now that he would only find answers in one place he decided he would have to go 

plead his case to the registrar directly.    

 

He arrived at the registry office around ten minutes before closing time.  Thanking whoever it was 

who organised such chance events, he found no queue and even better, a civil servant who actually 

worked ‘til the end of his shift.  Heading up to the window he set about stating his case.  He managed 
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two whole sentences before déjà vu set in as he was given the whole four and a half minute remix of 

the ‘Data Protection Act’ song.  This one came with the ‘More Than My Job’s Worth’ refrain half way 

through.  While normally Neil would have found that stereotypical response amusing, it did nothing to 

get him a step closer to scratching the annoying itch the mystery had prompted in his mind.  There 

little else he could do.    

 It seemed that the fates had taken a shine to him today, and as one door closed another was 

about to open in the most literal of senses.  As he turned to leave, a rather dowdy middle aged woman 

was approaching.  Before he had a chance to open the door he heard a hushed conversation behind 

him. 

 A glance back left forever scarred into his retinas the seductive attempts of a rather 

unattractive lady, opening the top of her blouse to reveal a sea of pasty saggy flesh to the man behind 

the counter.  It seemed to work as moments later a door further down the corridor opened and he flew 

out.  Grabbing her in what could only be described as an insipid display of passion, they both vanished 

off towards another door a little way along the corridor and disappeared inside.    

 Neil was left, slack jawed and rather worried for the species, staring after them for a moment.  

The horrific images of what might occur behind that door dancing past his mind’s eye and making him 

wonder if he would ever be able to get little Neil to attention ever again.  But then something occurred 

to him that broke the spell, to his almost unimaginable joy.  He hadn’t seen the registrar in his hurry 

close the door behind him.  A glance that way confirmed it.  A path to the information he sought lay 

open and unguarded. 

 He thought for a moment, trying to ponder how long it took for old people to have their 

horrible flabby sexual escapades.  Reasoning he didn’t know, and frankly never wished to find out, he 

started resolutely for the office door.  This wasn’t the bank of England or Fort Knox: the worst he could 

really expect was a good telling off, he wagered.  In he went, bolstered by the desire to have a last 

reckless moment before midnight arrived.    

 The adventure was not quite all he had hoped.  Beyond the door lay filing cabinets, a sea of 

grey metal with little slips of paper smattered around with such informative snippets of information as 

‘Aa to Ac’.  Names being no use he wandered past to where the letters gave way to dates.    

In short order he found himself looking at a neatly written piece of paper, declaring his own 

date of birth.  With a somewhat hesitant motion he reached out and pulled the drawer, a little sad that 

the mystery would end here.  Or so he believed, until he saw that inside sat only two folders.  One 

unsurprisingly his own, the other an old photocopy of a death certificate of a James Cartwright.    

Knowing enough about himself he drew out the sheet on Cartwright.  The man had died 

ninety years ago; apparently he had drowned in a river.  Nothing really of note, until he looked at the 

date of death.  Today.  Just before his birthday.  Neil frowned for a moment at the spooky coincidence, 

then with a snort returned the file to the folder and closed the draw.  He found it strange that only two 

files lay in the drawer, but then again it was only the local office, and so he supposed a few of the other 

drawers were a little sparse.  Just pot luck who was born when after all.    

He moved further in, looking for anything that might contain national records and was 

pleased to find that, in his haste, the randy old man had not logged his PC off.  Even better it seemed 

that the people who designed the system had a very ‘lowest common denominator’ approach.  While it 

might not have been cutting edge it meant that within a minute he was able to get to grips with it and 

start searching.    

What he found left him staring at the screen unable to quite believe his eyes.  He had expected 

to be left feeling foolish, that he would find some prank, or that it was just this town that did not make 

babies that day.  However this was the national database now, with the official births certificates for 

everyone in England and Wales.  Even a cross reference for Scotland and Ireland too.  Yet still he was 

staring at a list of five names.  Just five, his own on top of the list.  Cartwright was there, and the name 

of the fallen soldier in the memorial that had fuelled his curiosity.    
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It was almost unimaginable.  Each of them born exactly thirty years apart.  No-one in between 

at all.  To find something so odd… He could to write his memoirs and make millions.  The man with 

the lonely birthday, he thought, laughing to himself.  He set about looking up the others to see who he 

could share his fortune with.  The oldest were too old to still be alive, and Cartwright was too.  The 

soldier next, dead of course, age twenty nine.  Neil blinked at that, this whole strange twist to his life 

seemed to be enjoying throwing up coincidences as often as possible.  Still, at least the last before him, 

Oliver Medley, should be fifty nine, sixty tomorrow and no doubt unaware of the situation.    

He clicked onto Oliver’s records.  It was not so funny any more.  He read and reread the line 

over and over to try and make it say something else.  It stalwartly refused of course, resolutely 

declaring that Oliver had died the day before his thirtieth.  The last remaining person who shared his 

birthday dead, a day before he himself came into the world.  A car accident apparently.    

 The odds against it must have been astronomical; still reasoning better safe than sorry he 

checked the last two entries again for an exact date of death.  Both had died the day before their 

thirtieth birthdays. 

His concentration was shattered at the sound of voices approaching; realising that he had been 

sat there for half an hour he silently chastised himself.  Knowing that the registrar must be returning to 

lock up, he ducked out of sight of the window and further into the office.  As the voice drew closer, it 

became clear it was not the slightly nasal tones of the overly efficient civil servant, but rather the soft 

murmurings of someone new.    

 ‘Okay, he may be here, I’ll grant you.  But just because his car is parked outside doesn’t mean 

he didn’t walk somewhere else.  You know, free parking.’ 

 Another hushed voice joined the first.  ‘Either way we got nuttin’ else, and we gotta find him.  

By midnight, right.  You know what we gotta do.’ 

 That was not what Neil wanted to hear.  Those words sparked a belief that something 

unpleasant lay ahead of him.  Dropping to all fours he crawled away and into the maze of filing 

cabinets, moving out of sight just in time to hear the heavy landing of feet where he had been just a 

few moments ago.  Someone must have leapt through the window and by the sounds of things was 

tapping at the computer. 

 ‘Shit, he knows.  He’s seen it all.  I bet he’s going to make a break for it.  That‘s what I’d do.’ 

 ‘Not good.  Hang there and I’ll have a look around, make sure he’s not lurking somewhere.’ 

 Crawling further into the office, Neil found a table to hide underneath, just hoping they 

would pass him by, assume he had already left.  Anything to stop himself adding to the list of people 

who didn’t make it to their thirtieth birthday.  It was not much of a plan but it was all he had. 

 Salvation, it seemed, was going to be delivered from unexpected quarters.  A soft grunt 

sounded from back in the office followed by a heavier thump than before.  Hurried footsteps, 

approaching his table quickly.  Looking out he saw a black clad pair of legs.  They drew to a halt level 

with his head.  A soft voice spoke as a hand was offered down towards him.   

‘Come with me.  We need to get you out of here before they find you.  Else Lord knows what 

will happen.’ 

 It took everything Neil had to not scream in alarm at being found.  Every muscle he had just 

cramped up and he found it hard to breath let alone move.    

‘W…who are you?’ he managed to stammer out in a voice mice would have mocked for being 

squeaky. 

 ‘Justin, but we do not have time for this now.  Come on.’ Crouching down Justin grabbed him 

by the shoulders and started hauling him out bodily.  ‘They are here to find you, and if you do not 

move right now, they will!’  

 That spurred him into action.  Finally able to get his muscles to respond with the need to just 

get away from this place, he found his feet as he was dragged up, then gave a short nod.  ‘Fine let’s go,’ 

he managed in a slightly more masculine squeak.  He was led on towards the office and the window.   
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Inside the cramped space was the sprawled form of another man.  Huge, with darkly tanned skin and a 

nasty red welt on the side of his head, giving reason to his current position.  As Neil stepped over him, 

the man gave a reassuring groan of discomfort marking him as alive.  Satisfied that he wasn’t about to 

leave with a killer, Neil leaped through the window, Justin following him a moment later.    

 Turning and bolting for the door drew a shout from behind them.  Glancing back, Neil caught 

sight of another heavily set man barrelling out of a door further up the corridor bellowing, ‘Wait! You 

have no idea what’s going on, you can’t…’ He got no further, as the commotion drew the attention of 

the amorous pair in the other room and the door flew open, bouncing him against the wall, leaving 

him stunned for long enough for the doors to close behind the fleeing pair. 

 Any thoughts of pausing were discouraged by Justin, who grabbed Neil’s arm and hauled him 

away.  ‘Come on! There may be more of them, and who knows what will happen if they get to you 

before midnight!’  

 Neil just nodded dumbly, so far out of his depth that it just felt so much easier to let someone 

else make the call for now.  Letting himself sink into his own slowly darkening thoughts, he was 

propelled along through the streets.    

The firm grip on his arm kept him moving and upright as he processed all he had found out.  

Thinking about what this turn of events could mean for him, and for his new family.  That thought 

made him stop in his tracks, dragging the reluctant rescuer to a halt, too.    

‘I have to phone my fiancé,’ he stated.  The steady rock of love he felt for her centring him and 

focusing his mind.    

 Justin looked about ready to disagree.  He took a half step, glancing back at Neil, his expression 

twisting as indecision took him.  Then he gave a curt nod.  ‘Very well, but may I suggest you make it 

quick?’ he murmured, releasing his grip and stepping away a few paces.    

 Neil nodded.  ‘No problem.  Just don’t want to make her worry.  Stress is bad for her and all 

that,’ he said more to himself than to his companion, as he wrestled his phone out of his pocket and 

dialled home. 

 ‘Hello, oh future hubby of mine!’ came the chirpy reply. 

 ‘Hey, love, just thought I’d let you know I’m going to be late home.’ 

 ‘Tell them all at the office they are slave masters and that you have a very preggers girl who 

wants sardine and marmite toasties.’ She giggled merrily as she spoke, obviously not too concerned.  

‘Come home when you can, babe.’ 

 ‘Sure will.   You know I love you, right?’ 

 A brief pause before she answered.  ‘What have you done? This isn’t going to be you turning 

up with flowers and your trousers missing again, is it?’ 

 Neil erupted into laughter.  A little strained perhaps, but it was a happy release from some of 

the tension that was building inside him.  ‘Not today, just thought I would check make sure you were 

still you.   I do, though.’ 

 ‘You are so weird, and I love you, too.  Now bugger off.  Sooner you get back to work, sooner 

you get home to me!’ 

 ‘You betcha.  Bye.’ He clicked the phone off, drawing it away from his ear and stared at the 

screen until it finally dimmed again.  A long sigh given before he slipped it back into his jeans pocket.  

‘Am I going to see her again?’ he asked softly. 

 Justin glanced back to him for a moment, then gave a rather noncommittal shrug.  ‘Not for me 

to say, really, your choice.  And that choice should start with us getting off the streets.  If they drive 

past and see us… well, we cannot outrun a car.’ He gave a nod towards where they were facing.  ‘Not 

far now.’ 

  

True to Justin’s word, within ten minutes they arrived at a boarded up house in the middle of a terrace 

row.  With practiced ease Neil was lead to the alley at the rear and in through the back door, where 
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the board had been pried from the frame and simply rested against it.  The inside of the building was as 

impressive as the outside, a throw back to a bygone age with flock wallpaper.  The ceiling and walls 

were stained the dark yellow of a house whose interior had suffocated and died of secondary smoking.  

The air held no smell of smoke hinting that the damage was done long ago.    

 They headed to the front room where some candles burned to make up for the lack of light 

through the blocked windows.  A single mattress lay in one corner; a few tins that used to contain food 

tossed randomly around it.  Neil wondered if it was just a temporary refuge for his rescuer, or if, in fact, 

this was how he lived his life day to day.  The flickering candle light barely made it to the walls, 

offering just a hint of texture to the darkness around them.  For all he could see, as he settled to sit on 

the hard floor, they may as well have been in a cave.  Still where ever he was, Justin had implied he 

was in no immediate danger now. 

 ‘We should be safe here, they would have to be very lucky to stumble upon this house out of 

thousands,’ the dark clad man commented, then sat slowly on the opposite side of the candles.    

 ‘Great.  So who the hell are you anyway?’ 

 This caused his rescuer to chuckle.  ‘Ah yes, I suppose some form of explanation is needed.  I 

am Justin Bertrand and I represent a group who has an interest in your… condition.’  

 ‘My condition? You mean the fact that some bastards are trying to kill me before I make 

thirty?’ he grunted.  ‘So what is that about, and what do those other guys want with me?’ 

 Justin glanced to the candles, a furrow creased his brow as he considered his words, then he 

began to speak again.  ‘I do not know what they would have done to you before midnight, which is 

why I had to get you away from them.  As for you? You are a mystery.  We believe you operate as a 

time piece almost, as a check and balance to keep everything running smoothly.  The Knights of the 

Sands, whom I represent, have watched over your kind for… a long time now.’ 

 Neil nodded as he listened.  ‘Do you think they would have killed me? Is that why all the 

others died just before they reached thirty?’ His eyes widened.  ‘If you have been watching… then you 

must be…’ Recoiling in fear, his voice raised an octave as he accused the man before him.  ‘You kill 

them!’ 

 Lifting his hands to placate Neil, Justin didn’t advance at all, still speaking calmly.  ‘No.  We do 

not.   Murder is no answer to anything.  I assure you I do not kill anyone.  But I also cannot interfere if 

you chose to die.  Still, I will not let another force you, either.  Your life is your own choice.’ 

 Frowning slightly, Neil settled once more, his mind still racing, but catching up to the fact that 

if Justin wanted to murder him, the chance had been there for long enough.  Wriggling back to where 

he had been sitting, he nodded slowly.  ‘So.  You mean to tell me that all those before me...   all of them 

killed themselves? Why? Who the hell would do that?’ 

 Grimacing a little, the Knight glanced to the candle for a long moment, then up to Neil’s face 

again.  ‘This will not be easy for you to hear.  So I would ask that you listen, and when I am done you 

can ask what you wish and I shall go, leaving you to do what ever you choose.’  

 ‘Oh come on, I can’t believe that anything could be worse than the apparent freak show that I 

am, so lay it on me,’ Neil muttered bitterly before he gave a firm nod of consent, then lay out on his 

side to listen to the story of those before him. 

‘We have records of your line going back since around 1140.  That was the first time it was 

documented, though we believe it had been going on before then.  Just handed down by verbal 

records.  At least that seems to be the only way to explain why people knew the threat.  In those times 

it was an almost ritual affair, they would look for the baby born on that date and it would be taken into 

care - a monastery, normally.  Raised and protected, loved and looked after.’ He looked a little pained.  

‘We all know this is not your fault.  Please understand that.  It is not that you are evil, or that you want 

to hurt people, so we made life as comfortable for your predecessors as we could.’ He lifted a hand to 

quiet the question he saw coming.  ‘Let me continue,’ he commented.  Then on another nod of 

agreement he closed his eyes. 
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‘They were raised and instructed on what would happen from birth.  As God’s will demanded, 

they had to take their lives on the eve of their thirtieth year.  We knew it was important, but exactly 

why we did not know.  Until the beginning of the fourteen century, when one decided to test God’s 

love and refused to do what was required.  As I said we cannot murder, no good can come of such a 

heinous crime.’ Fidgeting a little he shook his head.  ‘A mistake though, it seemed, for at the very 

stroke of midnight a local farmer fell dead.  The following day two more died.  All had odd swellings 

and a nasty black colouring.  We did not know what that meant then.  But soon enough we would.   

The black death came that day.’  

Justin gave a deep sigh lifting a hand to rub at his eyes slightly. ‘To give your predecessor all 

credit, he dedicated his life to helping those hurt by the plague, he worked relentlessly.  For he seemed 

immune to it, but no matter what he did, what any one did, more died every day.  We beseeched him 

to end it, but he refused, saying it was a test of strength.  That it was a storm man had to weather 

before all people could be free of the darkness.  He was wrong. 

‘For four years he fought it.  At first we thought him a coward, thought that he was just 

running from his own death.  In that we were wrong.  The things he endured, the suffering he saw just 

to try and follow his beliefs.  In the end it was a mercy when he finally did what he had to do, for 

himself and for the world.  The plague broke the next morning.  It still existed, but it claimed so many 

less lives every day after his parting.  Then finally it stopped.’ He sighed deeply as he shook his head.  

‘But not forever, it still scars the world; a reminder that we cannot go against what is meant to be.’ 

He paused a moment, lost in his thoughts, before he took breath to finish.  ‘But nowadays, of 

course, people no longer believe.  Your parents would never have given you into our care.  Who can 

blame them? It sounds fantastical.  And that is what the Knights do.  We stop this from occurring so 

that people can have their doubts.  The proof that those doubts are unwarranted is too high a price 

simply for us to be able to say we told you so.  We have kept you safe till now, my friend.  Now it is 

your turn to repay that and keep the world safe for all others.’ 

Neil waited a long moment, but nothing further came.  ‘So you are saying, if I do not kill 

myself, I kill half the world?’ he asked, unable to avoid an amazed note in his voice.  While he wanted 

so much to just disbelieve everything he had seen and heard, it was just too remarkable a story to make 

up.  He could see no reason that anyone would go to such extraordinary lengths to get to him.  Still he 

had a life and he could not simply throw it away on the whim.    

Justin shrugged slightly.  ‘It is down to God’s plan.  I do not know what may happen if you 

stay past midnight, but I do know what happened before and it was a mistake that killed seventy-five 

million people.  With odds like those I know what choice I would make.  But I am not you.’ Standing 

slowly the Knight nodded.  ‘I implore you to make the right choice to save the world from the 

suffering you will almost certainly cause.  To think of those you love and get the strength to do this for 

them.’ He nodded firmly, his face coming alive with his passion.  ‘Everyone dies, Neil.  Everyone.  You 

are one of the lucky few who get to choose if it is to mean something.  To make it something than just 

the death of one man.  If the plague had suddenly erupted today it would be billions dead.  How many 

people have the chance to save billions of lives?’ He turned to the door and started out.  ‘If I had that 

chance I know what I would do.’ 

Neil gave a rather noncommittal grunt as he lay there staring at the candle, listening to the 

footsteps leaving, though they paused by the back door, as Justin took a moment to try and solidify his 

resolve. 

‘Neil.  Did you ever tell your fiancé that you would die to protect her?’ The question finalised 

with the sound of the door closing. 

Neil’s heart started to race, the memory of when he had proposed coming back to him.  As it 

replayed in his head he mouthed the words along with it.  ‘I can’t imagine life without you and I will 

keep you safe, I would die for you.’  
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Try as he might, the idea of taking his own life just felt so alien.  He had everything to live for.  

He loved his fiancé, and they had just created a new life.  One that he wished to see grow and develop 

into a brand new person.  He simply could not throw all that away on the chance that some lunatic 

calling himself a Knight had decided to play the joke of the century on him.    

Even as he began to find his resolve he felt doubt eating at him again.  It was one hell of a joke 

if it was, the amount of effort involved ridiculous, and for what gain.  Adding to that the idea that if he 

was wrong and it did turn out to be true, he would most likely lose the two things he cared for most in 

the world anyway.    

He drew his phone from his pocket and switched it off, placing it away before setting his 

watch alarm.  He lay down on the mattress, hoping against hope he could simply sleep.  The panic 

earlier had drained him of all adrenaline and he just settled there, simply resting, his wakefulness bled 

out quickly.    

 

His alarm roused him with a start.  Sitting up sharply he grunted at the ensuing dizziness.  The candle 

had almost burned down to nothingness, the last remnant of light letting him read the time: 11:55.  Just 

as he had planned.    

Giving the wooziness a moment to pass he hauled himself off the floor and out towards the 

back door.  His rest having put him in a much better frame of mind, he set about getting home, 

surprised that he had let himself be duped so easily.  Leaving via the back door he replaced the board 

over it, then moved out to the street.  Not knowing exactly where he was he just turned left and 

headed that way, sure he’d find himself soon enough.    

He’d been walking for just a few moments when the sky began to lighten up.  He gave a 

chuckle as he tried to work out how on Earth he was going to explain being away all night and on till 

dawn.  It was two steps later that he remembered what had woke him up, a glance to his watch 

confirmed it had just gone midnight.  With more than a little trepidation he looked up. 

The sight that met him there was breathtaking.  The sky was filled with shooting stars.  The 

small rocks painted the sky all the colours of the rainbow as they burned away in the atmosphere.  As 

he watched he erupted into laughter.  If this was the worst that could happen for him being thirty, the 

world was a good place.  He drew his phone again and dialled for home, humming as he stepped along 

with a spring in his step.    

A rather bleary voice answered.  ‘If you don’t have sardine and marmite toasties, go away,’ she 

murmured drowsily. 

‘Hey, I know it’s late but go to the window love! Quickly!’  

A few grunts and groans issued forth as she dragged herself from bed, then she drew in a sharp 

breath.  ‘Oh my god, it’s beautiful!’ she declared.  ‘I never heard about this on the news!’ 

‘I just left work and thought you might like to see it!’ In the background he heard a car alarm 

going off.    

‘Be quick, it’s starting to rain.’ 

He paused and looked up.  Apart from the fireworks the sky was clear.  Then he heard it too; a 

light pattering as something small and hard rattled off the top of a nearby car, then again as tiny red 

hot rocks started to fall.  In the distance one of the stars flared brighter, growing larger as it streaked 

towards the ground at frightening speed.  It vanished behind the wall of buildings before he felt the 

ground tremble with the impact, a large spray of dust and debris lifting into the air behind it.    

‘Just stay in doors, love, it’ll be fine, just some little stones,’ he said as he hurried along a little 

faster, the beauty of the sight beginning to take a slightly more sinister tone.  Finding a familiar turn he 

followed it.  ‘I’ll be about five minutes, okay?’ 

‘Sure… Yikes, that was a big one!’ she declared as another thump sounded in the distance. 
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The ground vibrated lightly at the impact and spurred him on faster as he ran.  Then out of the 

corner of his eye he saw the next one coming, leaving a billowing trail of smoke as it pierced into the 

atmosphere, a huge chunk of rock hurtling towards the town with frightening speed. 

‘Sweetheart, there’s going to be another big one, you should get away from the window in 

case…’ 

‘I know, love, it’s… just… I know.’ She sounded decidedly nervous as he watched it streak 

down towards the Earth.  ‘Neil, I love you, I always have, okay? I’m just sorry we didn’t have more 

time.’ 

‘What do you…?’ He trailed off, the resignation in her voice at the end hitting him hard and 

tearing down his delusions that this was all just a trick, a coincidence.  This was punishment.  ‘I love 

you, too,’ he murmured, then the meteor touched down with enough force to throw him to the 

ground.  Sprawling him out and sending his phone skittering off to the side.    

The area where he had just been headed lit up like an immense bonfire.  Flames from 

suddenly ignited homes licked up to the sky.  He scrabbled to gather his phone up.  He held it to his 

ear, but found the call gone.  Jumping to his feet he stabbed the redial as he ran, but it refused to 

connect sighting that the number he was trying to contact was unavailable due to technical difficulties.    

As he rounded the last corner to home the phone just dropped limply from his fingers.  He 

knew what he would find.  Logically he had pieced the two things together.  Still logic was no comfort 

now, no barrier to the full horror of what he faced.  His house was gone, half the street with it.    

There was no doubt where the centre of the impact had been.    

That did not matter.  Nothing did any more.  She was gone.  He had killed her.  Selfishly.    

It was odd.  He knew he should have been angry, or scared.  He should feel something.  He 

lifted his hand to his face and found that tears were already streaming down his cheeks.  He was 

empty.  With her gone what was the point? Who would he love? Who would love him?  

Was it a boy or a girl?  

He shook his head trying to clear it of those questions, trying to find something to hold onto.   

Then it hit him, filtering through the haze, what his world had become.  He realised that other people 

would have died and that others would feel just the way he did now.  He looked up and saw another 

star falling, striking down on the far side of town and reducing it to fire and death.    

Dropping his gaze to where his own home had been he managed the faintest of smiles.  ‘At 

least I got to say goodbye,’ he murmured to himself as he broke into a run, tearing across the tarmac 

towards where he had once felt safe.    

The fire hit him a long time before he made it there. 
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MARKHEIM 
By Robert Louis Stevenson 

 
Written in 1884, this story still remains one of the editors’ personal favourites.  When people 

usually think of Robert Louis StevensonRobert Louis StevensonRobert Louis StevensonRobert Louis Stevenson they are reminded of DR JEKYLL AND MR HYDE 

or TREASURE ISLAND, but what a lot of people do not realise is that he wrote many 

impressive short stories.  This is one of the more obscure stories of his, and we are happy to 

present it here as a special treat for our readers.  It’s a story of bungled burglary, and the 

horror that can come about by the guilty conscience of man.  Or is it something deeper? 

Read, and judge for yourself. 

 
‘Yes,’ said the dealer, ‘our windfalls are of various kinds.  Some customers are ignorant, and then I 

touch a dividend on my superior knowledge.  Some are dishonest,’ and here he held up the candle, so 

that the light fell strongly on his visitor, ‘and in that case,’ he continued, ‘I profit by my virtue.’ 

 Markheim had but just entered from the daylight streets, and his eyes had not yet grown 

familiar with the mingled shine and darkness in the shop.  At these pointed words, and before the near 

presence of the flame, he blinked painfully and looked aside. 

 The dealer chuckled.  ‘You come to me on Christmas Day,’ he resumed, ‘when you know that 

I am alone in my house, put up my shutters, and make a point of refusing business.  Well, you will 

have to pay for that; you will have to pay for my loss of time, when I should be balancing my books; 

you will have to pay, besides, for a kind of manner that I remark in you today very strongly.  I am the 

essence of discretion, and ask no awkward questions; but when a customer cannot look me in the eye, 

he has to pay for it.’ The dealer once more chuckled; and then, changing to his usual business voice, 

though still with a note of irony, ‘You can give, as usual, a clear account of how you came into the 

possession of the object?’ he continued.  ‘Still your uncle's cabinet? A remarkable collector, sir!’ 

 And the little pale, round-shouldered dealer stood almost on tip-toe, looking over the top of 

his gold spectacles, and nodding his head with every mark of disbelief.  Markheim returned his gaze 

with one of infinite pity, and a touch of horror. 

 ‘This time,’ said he, ‘you are in error.  I have not come to sell, but to buy.  I have no curios to 

dispose of; my uncle's cabinet is bare to the wainscot; even were it still intact, I have done well on the 

Stock Exchange, and should more likely add to it than otherwise, and my errand today is simplicity 

itself.  I seek a Christmas present for a lady,’ he continued, waxing more fluent as he struck into the 

speech he had prepared; ‘and certainly I owe you every excuse for thus disturbing you upon so small a 

matter.  But the thing was neglected yesterday; I must produce my little compliment at dinner; and, as 

you very well know, a rich marriage is not a thing to be neglected.’ 

 There followed a pause, during which the dealer seemed to weigh this statement 

incredulously.  The ticking of many clocks among the curious lumber of the shop, and the faint rushing 

of the cabs in a near thoroughfare, filled up the interval of silence. 

 ‘Well, sir,’ said the dealer, ‘be it so.  You are an old customer after all; and if, as you say, you 

have the chance of a good marriage, far be it from me to be an obstacle.  Here is a nice thing for a lady 

now,’ he went on, ‘this hand-glass - fifteenth century, warranted; comes from a good collection, too; 

but I reserve the name, in the interests of my customer, who was just like yourself, my dear sir, the 

nephew and sole heir of a remarkable collector.’ 

 The dealer, while he thus ran on in his dry and biting voice, had stooped to take the object 

from its place; and, as he had done so, a shock had passed through Markheim, a start both of hand and 
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foot, a sudden leap of many tumultuous passions to the face.  It passed as swiftly as it came, and left no 

trace beyond a certain trembling of the hand that now received the glass. 

 ‘A glass,’ he said hoarsely, and then paused, and repeated it more clearly.  ‘A glass? For 

Christmas? Surely not?’ 

 ‘And why not?’ cried the dealer.  ‘Why not a glass?’ 

 Markheim was looking upon him with an indefinable expression.  ‘You ask me why not?’ he 

said.  ‘Why, look here - look in it - look at yourself! Do you like to see it? No! Nor I - nor any man.’ 

 The little man had jumped back when Markheim had so suddenly confronted him with the 

mirror; but now, perceiving there was nothing worse on hand, he chuckled.  ‘Your future lady, sir, 

must be pretty hard favoured,’ said he. 

 ‘I ask you,’ said Markheim, ‘for a Christmas present, and you give me this – this damned 

reminder of years, and sins and follies - this hand - conscience! Did you mean it? Had you a thought in 

your mind? Tell me.  It will be better for you if you do.  Come, tell me about yourself.  I hazard a guess 

now, that you are in secret a very charitable man.’ 

 The dealer looked closely at his companion.  It was very odd, Markheim did not appear to be 

laughing; there was something in his face like an eager sparkle of hope, but nothing of mirth. 

 ‘What are you driving at?’ the dealer asked. 

 ‘Not charitable?’ returned the other, gloomily.  ‘Not charitable; not pious; not scrupulous; 

unloving, unbeloved; a hand to get money, a safe to keep it.   Is that all? Dear God, man, is that all?’ 

 ‘I will tell you what it is,’ began the dealer, with some sharpness, and then broke off again into 

a chuckle.  ‘But I see this is a love match of yours, and you have been drinking the lady's health.’ 

 ‘Ah!’ cried Markheim, with a strange curiosity.  ‘Ah, have you been in love? Tell me about 

that.’ 

 ‘I,’ cried the dealer.  ‘I in love! I never had the time, nor have I the time today for all this 

nonsense.   Will you take the glass?’ 

 ‘Where is the hurry?’ returned Markheim.   ‘It is very pleasant to stand here talking; and life is 

so short and insecure that I would not hurry away from any pleasure - no, not even from so mild a one 

as this.   We should rather cling, cling to what little we can get, like a man at a cliff's edge.   Every 

second is a cliff, if you think upon it - a cliff a mile high - high enough, if we fall, to dash us out of 

every feature of humanity.   Hence it is best to talk pleasantly.   Let us talk of each other; why should 

we wear this mask? Let us be confidential.   Who knows, we might become friends?’ 

 ‘I have just one word to say to you,’ said the dealer.   ‘Either make your purchase, or walk out 

of my shop.’ 

 ‘True, true,’ said Markheim.   ‘Enough fooling.   To business.   Show me something else.’ 

 The dealer stooped once more, this time to replace the glass upon the shelf, his thin blond hair 

falling over his eyes as he did so.   Markheim moved a little nearer, with one hand in the pocket of his 

greatcoat; he drew himself up and filled his lungs; at the same time many different emotions were 

depicted together on his face - terror, horror, and resolve, fascination and a physical repulsion; and 

through a haggard lift of his upper lip, his teeth looked out. 

 ‘This, perhaps, may suit,’ observed the dealer.   And then, as he began to rearise, Markheim 

bounded from behind upon his victim.   The long, skewer-like dagger flashed and fell.   The dealer 

struggled like a hen, striking his temple on the shelf, and then tumbled on the floor in a heap. 

 Time had some score of small voices in that shop - some stately and slow as was becoming to 

their great age; others garrulous and hurried.   All these told out the seconds in an intricate chorus of 

tickings.   Then the passage of a lad's feet, heavily running on the pavement, broke in upon these 

smaller voices and startled Markheim into the consciousness of his surroundings.   He looked about 

him awfully.   The candle stood on the counter, its flame solemnly wagging in a draught; and by that 

inconsiderable movement the whole room was filled with noiseless bustle and kept heaving like a sea: 

the tall shadows nodding, the gross blots of darkness swelling and dwindling as with respiration, the 



www.pantechnicon.net September 2006 | PANTECHNICON eZine | 37 

faces of the portraits and the china gods changing and wavering like images in water.   The inner door 

stood ajar, and peered into that leaguer of shadows with a long slit of daylight like a pointing finger. 

 From these fear-stricken rovings, Markheim's eyes returned to the body of his victim, where it 

lay, both humped and sprawling, incredibly small and strangely meaner than in life.   In these poor, 

miserly clothes, in that ungainly attitude, the dealer lay like so much sawdust.   Markheim had feared 

to see it, and, lo! it was nothing.   And yet, as he gazed, this bundle of old clothes and pool of blood 

began to find eloquent voices.   There it must lie; there was none to work the cunning hinges or direct 

the miracle of locomotion; there it must lie till it was found.   Found! ay, and then? Then would this 

dead flesh lift up a cry that would ring over England, and fill the world with the echoes of pursuit.   

Ay, dead or not, this was still the enemy.   ‘Time was that when the brains were out,’ he thought; and 

the first word struck into his mind.   Time, now that the deed was accomplished - time, which had 

closed for the victim, had become instant and momentous for the slayer. 

 The thought was yet in his mind, when, first one and then another, with every variety of pace 

and voice - one deep as the bell from a cathedral turret, another ringing on its treble notes the prelude 

of a waltz, the clocks began to strike the hour of three in the afternoon. 

 The sudden outbreak of so many tongues in that dumb chamber staggered him.   He began to 

bestir himself, going to and fro with the candle, beleaguered by moving shadows, and startled to the 

soul by chance reflections.   In many rich mirrors, some of home design, some from Venice or 

Amsterdam, he saw his face repeated and repeated, as it were an army of spies; his own eyes met and 

detected him; and the sound of his own steps, lightly as they fell, vexed the surrounding quiet.   And 

still, as he continued to fill his pockets, his mind accused him with a sickening iteration, of the 

thousand faults of his design.   He should have chosen a more quiet hour; he should have prepared an 

alibi; he should not have used a knife; he should have been more cautious, and only bound and gagged 

the dealer, and not killed him; he should have been more bold, and killed the servant also; he should 

have done all things otherwise.   Poignant regrets, weary, incessant toiling of the mind to change what 

was unchangeable, to plan what was now useless, to be the architect of the irrevocable past.   

Meanwhile, and behind all this activity, brute terrors, like the scurrying of rats in a deserted attic, 

filled the more remote chambers of his brain with riot; the hand of the constable would fall heavy on 

his shoulder, and his nerves would jerk like a hooked fish; or he beheld, in galloping defile, the dock, 

the prison, the gallows, and the black coffin. 

 Terror of the people in the street sat down before his mind like a besieging army.   It was 

impossible, he thought, but that some rumour of the struggle must have reached their ears and set on 

edge their curiosity; and now, in all the neighbouring houses, he divined them sitting motionless and 

with uplifted ear - solitary people, condemned to spend Christmas dwelling alone on memories of the 

past, and now startlingly recalled from that tender exercise; happy family parties struck into silence 

round the table, the mother still with raised finger - every degree and age and humour, but all, by their 

own hearths, prying and hearkening and weaving the rope that was to hang him.   Sometimes it 

seemed to him he could not move too softly; the clink of the tall Bohemian goblets rang out loudly like 

a bell; and alarmed by the bigness of the ticking, he was tempted to stop the clocks.   And then, again, 

with a swift transition of his terrors, the very silence of the place appeared a source of peril, and a thing 

to strike and freeze the passer-by; and he would step more boldly, and bustle aloud among the contents 

of the shop, and imitate, with elaborate bravado, the movements of a busy man at ease in his own 

house. 

 But he was now so pulled about by different alarms that, while one portion of his mind was 

still alert and cunning, another trembled on the brink of lunacy.   One hallucination in particular took 

a strong hold on his credulity.   The neighbour hearkening with white face beside his window, the 

passer-by arrested by a horrible surmise on the pavement - these could at worst suspect, they could not 

know; through the brick walls and shuttered windows only sounds could penetrate.   But here, within 

the house, was he alone? He knew he was; he had watched the servant set forth sweet-hearting, in her 
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poor best, ‘out for the day’ written in every ribbon and smile.   Yes, he was alone, of course; and yet, in 

the bulk of empty house above him, he could surely hear a stir of delicate footing; he was surely 

conscious, inexplicably conscious of some presence.   Ay, surely; to every room and corner of the house 

his imagination followed it; and now it was a faceless thing, and yet had eyes to see with; and again it 

was a shadow of himself; and yet again behold the image of the dead dealer, reinspired with cunning 

and hatred. 

 At times, with a strong effort, he would glance at the open door which still seemed to repel his 

eyes.   The house was tall, the skylight small and dirty, the day blind with fog; and the light that 

filtered down to the ground story was exceedingly faint, and showed dimly on the threshold of the 

shop.   And yet, in that strip of doubtful brightness, did there not hang wavering a shadow? 

 Suddenly, from the street outside, a very jovial gentleman began to beat with a staff on the 

shop door, accompanying his blows with shouts and railleries in which the dealer was continually 

called upon by name.   Markheim, smitten into ice, glanced at the dead man.   But no! he lay quite still; 

he was fled away far beyond earshot of these blows and shoutings; he was sunk beneath seas of silence; 

and his name, which would once have caught his notice above the howling of a storm, had become an 

empty sound.   And presently the jovial gentleman desisted from his knocking and departed. 

 Here was a broad hint to hurry what remained to be done, to get forth from this accusing 

neighbourhood, to plunge into a bath of London multitudes, and to reach, on the other side of day, that 

haven of safety and apparent innocence - his bed.   One visitor had come; at any moment another 

might follow and be more obstinate.   To have done the deed, and yet not to reap the profit, would be 

too abhorrent a failure.   The money - that was now Markheim's concern; and as a means to that, the 

keys. 

 He glanced over his shoulder at the open door, where the shadow was still lingering and 

shivering; and with no conscious repugnance of the mind, yet with a tremor of the belly, he drew near 

the body of his victim.   The human character had quite departed.   Like a suit half stuffed with bran, 

the limbs lay scattered, the trunk doubled, on the floor; and yet the thing repelled him.   Although so 

dingy and inconsiderable to the eye, he feared it might have more significance to the touch.   He took 

the body by the shoulders, and turned it on its back.   It was strangely light and supple, and the limbs, 

as if they had been broken, fell into the oddest postures.   The face was robbed of all expression; but it 

was as pale as wax, and shockingly smeared with blood about one temple.   That was, for Markheim, 

the one displeasing circumstance.   It carried him back, upon the instant, to a certain fair-day in a 

fishers' village: a grey day, a piping wind, a crowd upon the street, the blare of brasses, the booming of 

drums, the nasal voice of a ballad singer; and a boy going to and fro, buried overhead in the crowd and 

divided between interest and fear, until, coming out upon the chief place of concourse, he beheld a 

booth and a great screen with pictures, dismally designed, garishly coloured - Brownrigg with her 

apprentice, the Mannings with their murdered guest, Weare in the death-grip of Thurtell, and a score 

besides of famous crimes.   The thing was as clear as an illusion.   He was once again that little boy; he 

was looking once again, and with the same sense of physical revolt, at these vile pictures; he was still 

stunned by the thumping of the drums.   A bar of that day's music returned upon his memory; and at 

that, for the first time, a qualm came over him, a breath of nausea, a sudden weakness of the joints, 

which he must instantly resist and conquer. 

 He judged it more prudent to confront than to flee from these considerations, looking the 

more hardily in the dead face, bending his mind to realise the nature and greatness of his crime.   So 

little a while ago that face had moved with every change of sentiment, that pale mouth had spoken, 

that body had been all on fire with governable energies; and now, and by his act, that piece of life had 

been arrested, as the horologist, with interjected finger, arrests the beating of the clock.   So he 

reasoned in vain; he could rise to no more remorseful consciousness; the same heart which had 

shuddered before the painted effigies of crime, looked on its reality unmoved.   At best, he felt a gleam 

of pity for one who had been endowed in vain with all those faculties that can make the world a 
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garden of enchantment, one who had never lived and who was now dead.   But of penitence, no, not a 

tremor. 

 With that, shaking himself clear of these considerations, he found the keys and advanced 

toward the open door of the shop.   Outside, it had begun to rain smartly, and the sound of the shower 

upon the roof had banished silence.   Like some dripping cavern, the chambers of the house were 

haunted by an incessant echoing, which filled the ear and mingled with the ticking of the clocks.   

And, as Markheim approached the door, he seemed to hear, in answer to his own cautious tread, the 

steps of another foot withdrawing up the stair.   The shadow still palpitated loosely on the threshold.   

He threw a ton's weight of resolve upon his muscles, and drew back the door. 

 The faint, foggy daylight glimmered dimly on the bare floor and stairs; on the bright suit of 

armour posted, halbert in hand, upon the landing; and on the dark wood-carvings, and framed pictures 

that hung against the yellow panels of the wainscot.   So loud was the beating of the rain through all 

the house that, in Markheim's ears, it began to be distinguished into many different sounds.   Footsteps 

and sighs, the tread of regiments marching in the distance, the chink of money in the counting, and the 

creaking of doors held stealthily ajar, appeared to mingle with the patter of the drops upon the cupola 

and the gushing of the water in the pipes.   The sense that he was not alone grew upon him to the 

verge of madness.   On every side he was haunted and begirt by presences.   He heard them moving in 

the upper chambers; from the shop, he heard the dead man getting to his legs; and as he began with a 

great effort to mount the stairs, feet fled quietly before him and followed stealthily behind.   If he were 

but deaf, he thought, how tranquilly he would possess his soul! And then again, and hearkening with 

ever fresh attention, he blessed himself for that unresting sense which held the outposts and stood a 

trusty sentinel upon his life.   His head turned continually on his neck; his eyes, which seemed starting 

from their orbits, scouted on every side, and on every side were half rewarded as with the tail of 

something nameless vanishing.   The four and twenty steps to the first floor were four and twenty 

agonies. 

 On that first story, the doors stood ajar - three of them, like three ambushes, shaking his 

nerves like the throats of cannon.   He could never again, he felt, be sufficiently immured and fortified 

from men's observing eyes; he longed to be home, girt in by walls, buried among bedclothes, and 

invisible to all but God.   And at that thought he wondered a little, recollecting tales of other 

murderers and the fear they were said to entertain of heavenly avengers.   It was not so, at least, with 

him.   He feared the laws of nature, lest, in their callous and immutable procedure, they should 

preserve some damning evidence of his crime.   He feared tenfold more, with a slavish, superstitious 

terror, some scission in the continuity of man's experience, some wilful illegality of nature.   He played 

a game of skill, depending on the rules, calculating consequence from cause; and what if nature, as the 

defeated tyrant overthrew the chess-board, should break the mould of their succession? The like had 

befallen Napoleon (so writers said) when the winter changed the time of its appearance.   The like 

might befall Markheim: the solid walls might become transparent and reveal his doings like those of 

bees in a glass hive; the stout planks might yield under his foot like quicksands and detain him in their 

clutch.   Ay, and there were soberer accidents that might destroy him; if, for instance, the house should 

fall and imprison him beside the body of his victim, or the house next door should fly on fire, and the 

firemen invade him from all sides.   These things he feared; and, in a sense, these things might be called 

the hands of God reached forth against sin.   But about God himself he was at ease; his act was 

doubtless exceptional, but so were his excuses, which God knew; it was there, and not among men, 

that he felt sure of justice. 

 When he had got safe into the drawing-room, and shut the door behind him, he was aware of 

a respite from alarms.   The room was quite dismantled, uncarpeted besides, and strewn with packing-

cases and incongruous furniture; several great pier-glasses, in which he beheld himself at various 

angles, like an actor on a stage; many pictures, framed and unframed, standing, with their faces to the 

wall; a fine Sheraton sideboard, a cabinet of marquetry, and a great old bed, with tapestry hangings.   
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The windows opened to the floor; but by great good fortune the lower part of the shutters had been 

closed, and this concealed him from the neighbours.   Here, then, Markheim drew in a packing-case 

before the cabinet, and began to search among the keys.   It was a long business, for there were many; 

and it was irksome, besides; for, after all, there might be nothing in the cabinet, and time was on the 

wing.   But the closeness of the occupation sobered him.   With the tail of his eye he saw the door - 

even glanced at it from time to time directly, like a besieged commander pleased to verify the good 

estate of his defences.   But in truth he was at peace.   The rain falling in the street sounded natural and 

pleasant.   Presently, on the other side, the notes of a piano were wakened to the music of a hymn, and 

the voices of many children took up the air and words.   How stately, how comfortable was the 

melody! How fresh the youthful voices! Markheim gave ear to it smilingly, as he sorted out the keys; 

and his mind was thronged with answerable ideas and images: church-going children, and the pealing 

of the high organ; children afield, bathers by the brookside, ramblers on the brambly common, kite-

flyers in the windy and cloud-navigated sky; and then, at another cadence of the hymn, back again to 

church, and the somnolence of summer Sundays, and the high genteel voice of the parson (which he 

smiled a little to recall) and the painted Jacobean tombs, and the dim lettering of the Ten 

Commandments in the chancel. 

 And as he sat thus, at once busy and absent, he was startled to his feet.   A flash of ice, a flash 

of fire, a bursting gush of blood, went over him, and then he stood transfixed and thrilling.   A step 

mounted the stair slowly and steadily, and presently a hand was laid upon the knob, and the lock 

clicked, and the door opened. 

 Fear held Markheim in a vice.   What to expect he knew not - whether the dead man walking, 

or the official ministers of human justice, or some chance witness blindly stumbling in to consign him 

to the gallows.   But when a face was thrust into the aperture, glanced round the room, looked at him, 

nodded and smiled as if in friendly recognition, and then withdrew again, and the door closed behind 

it, his fear broke loose from his control in a hoarse cry.   At the sound of this the visitant returned. 

 ‘Did you call me?’ he asked, pleasantly, and with that he entered the room and closed the door 

behind him. 

 Markheim stood and gazed at him with all his eyes.   Perhaps there was a film upon his sight, 

but the outlines of the new comer seemed to change and waver like those of the idols in the wavering 

candle-light of the shop; and at times he thought he knew him; and at times he thought he bore a 

likeness to himself; and always, like a lump of living terror, there lay in his bosom the conviction that 

this thing was not of the earth and not of God. 

 And yet the creature had a strange air of the commonplace, as he stood looking on Markheim 

with a smile; and when he added, ‘You are looking for the money, I believe?’ it was in the tones of 

everyday politeness. 

 Markheim made no answer. 

 ‘I should warn you,’ resumed the other, ‘that the maid has left her sweetheart earlier than 

usual and will soon be here.   If Mr Markheim be found in this house, I need not describe to him the 

consequences.’ 

 ‘You know me?’ cried the murderer. 

 The visitor smiled.   ‘You have long been a favourite of mine,’ he said; ‘and I have long 

observed and often sought to help you.’ 

 ‘What are you?’ cried Markheim; ‘the devil?’ 

 ‘What I may be,’ returned the other, ‘cannot affect the service I propose to render you.’ 

 ‘It can,’ cried Markheim; ‘it does! Be helped by you? No, never; not by you! You do not know 

me yet; thank God, you do not know me!’ 

 ‘I know you,’ replied the visitant, with a sort of kind severity or rather firmness.   ‘I know you 

to the soul.’ 
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 ‘Know me!’ cried Markheim.   ‘Who can do so? My life is but a travesty and slander on myself.   

I have lived to belie my nature.   All men do; all men are better than this disguise that grows about and 

stifles them.   You see each dragged away by life, like one whom bravos have seized and muffled in a 

cloak.   If they had their own control - if you could see their faces, they would be altogether different, 

they would shine out for heroes and saints! I am worse than most; myself is more overlaid; my excuse 

is known to me and God.   But, had I the time, I could disclose myself.’ 

 ‘To me?’ inquired the visitant. 

 ‘To you before all,’ returned the murderer.   ‘I supposed you were intelligent.   I thought - 

since you exist - you would prove a reader of the heart.   And yet you would propose to judge me by 

my acts! Think of it - my acts! I was born and I have lived in a land of giants; giants have dragged me 

by the wrists since I was born out of my mother - the giants of circumstance.   And you would judge 

me by my acts! But can you not look within? Can you not understand that evil is hateful to me? Can 

you not see within me the clear writing of conscience, never blurred by any wilful sophistry, although 

too often disregarded? Can you not read me for a thing that surely must be common as humanity -  the 

unwilling sinner?’ 

 ‘All this is very feelingly expressed,’ was the reply, ‘but it regards me not.   These points of 

consistency are beyond my province, and I care not in the least by what compulsion you may have 

been dragged away, so as you are but carried in the right direction.   But time flies; the servant delays, 

looking in the faces of the crowd and at the pictures on the hoardings, but still she keeps moving 

nearer; and remember, it is as if the gallows itself was striding towards you through the Christmas 

streets! Shall I help you - I, who know all? Shall I tell you where to find the money?’ 

 ‘For what price?’ asked Markheim. 

 ‘I offer you the service for a Christmas gift,’ returned the other. 

 Markheim could not refrain from smiling with a kind of bitter triumph.   ‘No,’ said he, ‘I will 

take nothing at your hands; if I were dying of thirst, and it was your hand that put the pitcher to my 

lips, I should find the courage to refuse.   It may be credulous, but I will do nothing to commit myself 

to evil.’ 

 ‘I have no objection to a death-bed repentance,’ observed the visitant. 

 ‘Because you disbelieve their efficacy!’ Markheim cried. 

 ‘I do not say so,’ returned the other; ‘but I look on these things from a different side, and when 

the life is done my interest falls.   The man has lived to serve me, to spread black looks under colour of 

religion, or to sow tares in the wheat-field, as you do, in a course of weak compliance with desire.   

Now that he draws so near to his deliverance, he can add but one act of service: to repent, to die 

smiling, and thus to build up in confidence and hope the more timorous of my surviving followers.   I 

am not so hard a master.   Try me; accept my help.   Please yourself in life as you have done hitherto; 

please yourself more amply, spread your elbows at the board; and when the night begins to fall and the 

curtains to be drawn, I tell you, for your greater comfort, that you will find it even easy to compound 

your quarrel with your conscience, and to make a truckling peace with God.   I came but now from 

such a death-bed, and the room was full of sincere mourners, listening to the man's last words; and 

when I looked into that face, which had been set as a flint against mercy, I found it smiling with hope.’ 

 ‘And do you, then, suppose me such a creature?’ asked Markheim.   ‘Do you think I have no 

more generous aspirations than to sin and sin and sin and at last sneak into heaven? My heart rises at 

the thought.   Is this, then, your experience of mankind? Or is it because you find me with red hands 

that you presume such baseness? And is this crime of murder indeed so impious as to dry up the very 

springs of good?’ 

 ‘Murder is to me no special category,’ replied the other.   ‘All sins are murder, even as all life is 

war.   I behold your race, like starving mariners on a raft, plucking crusts out of the hands of famine 

and feeding on each other's lives.   I follow sins beyond the moment of their acting; I find in all that 

the last consequence is death, and to my eyes, the pretty maid who thwarts her mother with such 
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taking graces on a question of a ball, drips no less visibly with human gore than such a murderer as 

yourself.   Do I say that I follow sins? I follow virtues also.   They differ not by the thickness of a nail; 

they are both scythes for the reaping angel of Death.   Evil, for which I live, consists not in action but 

in character.   The bad man is dear to me, not the bad act, whose fruits, if we could follow them far 

enough down the hurtling cataract of the ages, might yet be found more blessed than those of the 

rarest virtues.   And it is not because you have killed a dealer, but because you are Markheim, that I 

offer to forward your escape.’ 

 ‘I will lay my heart open to you,’ answered Markheim.   ‘This crime on which you find me is 

my last.   On my way to it I have learned many lessons; itself is a lesson - a momentous lesson.   

Hitherto I have been driven with revolt to what I would not; I was a bond-slave to poverty, driven and 

scourged.   There are robust virtues that can stand in these temptations; mine was not so; I had a thirst 

of pleasure.   But today, and out of this deed, I pluck both warning and riches - both the power and a 

fresh resolve to be myself.   I become in all things a free actor in the world; I begin to see myself all 

changed, these hands the agents of good, this heart at peace.   Something comes over me out of the past 

- something of what I have dreamed on Sabbath evenings to the sound of the church organ, of what I 

forecast when I shed tears over noble books, or talked, an innocent child, with my mother.   There lies 

my life; I have wandered a few years, but now I see once more my city of destination.’ 

 ‘You are to use this money on the Stock Exchange, I think?’ remarked the visitor; ‘and there, if 

I mistake not, you have already lost some thousands?’ 

 ‘Ah,’ said Markheim, ‘but this time I have a sure thing.’ 

 ‘This time, again, you will lose,’ replied the visitor quietly. 

 ‘Ah, but I keep back the half!’ cried Markheim. 

 ‘That also you will lose,’ said the other. 

 The sweat started upon Markheim's brow.   ‘Well then, what matter?’ he exclaimed.   ‘Say it be 

lost, say I am plunged again in poverty, shall one part of me, and that the worse, continue until the end 

to override the better? Evil and good run strong in me, hailing me both ways.   I do not love the one 

thing; I love all.   I can conceive great deeds, renunciations, martyrdoms; and though I be fallen to such 

a crime as murder, pity is no stranger to my thoughts.   I pity the poor; who knows their trials better 

than myself? I pity and help them.   I prize love; I love honest laughter; there is no good thing nor true 

thing on earth but I love it from my heart.   And are my vices only to direct my life, and my virtues to 

lie without effect, like some passive lumber of the mind? Not so; good, also, is a spring of acts.’ 

 But the visitant raised his finger.   ‘For six and thirty years that you have been in this world,’ 

said he, ‘through many changes of fortune and varieties of humour, I have watched you steadily fall.   

Fifteen years ago you would have started at a theft.   Three years back you would have blenched at the 

name of murder.   Is there any crime, is there any cruelty or meanness, from which you still recoil? 

Five years from now I shall detect you in the fact! Downward, downward, lies your way; nor can 

anything but death avail to stop you.’ 

 ‘It is true,’ Markheim said huskily, ‘I have in some degree complied with evil.   But it is so with 

all; the very saints, in the mere exercise of living, grow less dainty, and take on the tone of their 

surroundings.’ 

 ‘I will propound to you one simple question,’ said the other; ‘and as you answer I shall read to 

you your moral horoscope.   You have grown in many things more lax; possibly you do right to be so; 

and at any account, it is the same with all men.   But granting that, are you in any one particular, 

however trifling, more difficult to please with your own conduct, or do you go in all things with a 

looser rein?’ 

 ‘In any one?’ repeated Markheim, with an anguish of consideration.   ‘No,’ he added, with 

despair; ‘in none! I have gone down in all.’ 

 ‘Then,’ said the visitor, ‘content yourself with what you are, for you will never change; and 

the words of your part on this stage are irrevocably written down.’ 
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 Markheim stood for a long while silent, and, indeed, it was the visitor who first broke the 

silence.   ‘That being so,’ he said, ‘shall I show you the money?’ 

 ‘And grace?’ cried Markheim. 

 ‘Have you not tried it?’ returned the other.   ‘Two or three years ago did I not see you on the 

platform of revival meetings, and was not your voice the loudest in the hymn?’ 

 ‘It is true,’ said Markheim; ‘and I see clearly what remains for me by way of duty.   I thank you 

for these lessons from my soul; my eyes are opened, and I behold myself at last for what I am.’ 

 At this moment, the sharp note of the door-bell rang through the house; and the visitant, as 

though this were some concerted signal for which he had been waiting, changed at once in his 

demeanour. 

 ‘The maid!’ he cried.   ‘She has returned, as I forewarned you, and there is now before you one 

more difficult passage.   Her master, you must say, is ill; you must let her in, with an assured but rather 

serious countenance; no smiles, no overacting, and I promise you success! Once the girl within, and the 

door closed, the same dexterity that has already rid you of the dealer will relieve you of this last danger 

in your path.   Thenceforward you have the whole evening - the whole night, if needful - to ransack 

the treasures of the house and to make good your safety.   This is help that comes to you with the mask 

of danger.   Up!’ he cried; ‘up, friend.   Your life hangs trembling in the scales; up, and act!’ 

 Markheim steadily regarded his counsellor.   ‘If I be condemned to evil acts,’ he said, ‘there is 

still one door of freedom open: I can cease from action.   If my life be an ill thing, I can lay it down.   

Though I be, as you say truly, at the beck of every small temptation, I can yet, by one decisive gesture, 

place myself beyond the reach of all.   My love of good is damned to barrenness; it may, and let it be! 

But I have still my hatred of evil; and from that, to your galling disappointment, you shall see that I can 

draw both energy and courage.’ 

 The features of the visitor began to undergo a wonderful and lovely change: they brightened 

and softened with a tender triumph, and, even as they brightened, faded and dislimned.   But 

Markheim did not pause to watch or understand the transformation.   He opened the door and went 

downstairs very slowly, thinking to himself.   His past went soberly before him; he beheld it as it was, 

ugly and strenuous like a dream, random as chance medley - a scene of defeat.   Life, as he thus 

reviewed it, tempted him no longer; but on the further side he perceived a quiet haven for his bark.   

He paused in the passage, and looked into the shop, where the candle still burned by the dead body.   It 

was strangely silent.   Thoughts of the dealer swarmed into his mind, as he stood gazing.   And then the 

bell once more broke out into impatient clamour. 

 He confronted the maid upon the threshold with something like a smile. 

 ‘You had better go for the police,’ said he; ‘I have killed your master.’ 
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CONFESSIONS OF A RESURRECTIONIST 
 
From Frankenstein to Sherlock Holmes and beyond more authors are writing ‘sequels’ to 

classic works.  Simon ClarkSimon ClarkSimon ClarkSimon Clark, the author of THE NIGHT OF THE TRIFFIDS, looks at this new 

sub-genre. 

 
I confess: I resurrected John Wyndham’s ambulatory plants, the Triffids.  

To cut a longish story very short, an express train I was riding was brought 

to a dead stop by a bird crashing into it.  As the steel behemoth limped 

into the station for repairs I smiled to myself: John Wyndham would have 

appreciated the scenario - one of humankind’s mightiest machines brought 

low by one of the most delicate creatures in nature.  Then a revelation: I 

loved Wyndham’s THE DAY OF THE TRIFFIDS.  Wouldn’t it be 

something to write a sequel?  

 After several months I secured permission from Wyndham’s 

estate to do just that.  THE NIGHT OF THE TRIFFIDS was my eighth 

novel, but even a new writer might find that to resurrect a famous story 

could become the Trojan Horse to win a publisher over, whereas their 

novel with all new characters might struggle to find a buyer.  I’m not 

advocating this as a foolproof way of success but it could be an option.  The writing profession is tough 

to break into, so sometimes you must find a cunning route through the editor’s door.    

 

Okay, let’s imagine a writer with some short story sales.  He or she can pen a good tale but have yet to 

make the breakthrough placing a novel.  They decide to crack this career stalemate by producing a 

sequel to a famous work.  Here are some basic considerations they should consider:- 

 

1. Pick a book that they love.  That way their passion for the original will shine through onto the 

sequel. 

 

2. Carefully select the novel upon which they will perform their resurrection.  The classic author 

or some phrase connected with their stories should be recognisable by passengers on your 

average bus.  Imagine calling out to the passengers: ‘Anyone here heard of Dracula?’ AYE they 

will all shout.  ‘Anyone know WAR OF THE WORLDS?’’ Another big AYE.  The brutal truth 

is that when reps sub the book to the trade they need a name or phrase or tag that the 

bookshop staff know.  If they’re presenting a new conspiracy yarn the rep will say something 

like, ‘You won’t know this author but she/he is the new Dan Brown.’ So if the rep can present 

a sequel to a famous title the battle for the precious order is almost won. 

 

3. Copyright.  So our author has decided to write a Poirot novel, or a new Harry Potter fantasy.  

Ouch.  No go.  If someone else owns the copyright this is a major obstacle.  It would be 

madness to even try and pen a Hannibal Lecter novel without the author’s written permission.  

To obtain consent to sequel a copyrighted work isn’t impossible, but a formal approach is 

required to the agent that represents the chosen author, or estate if deceased.  Refusal isn’t 

automatic and could be worth a punt.  A work of fiction is out of copyright (under UK law) 

seventy years after the author’s death, so there’s no bar to continuing the adventures of 

DRACULA, OLIVER TWIST, FRANKENSTEIN, and so on - the list is a long one! 
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4. The resurrectionist’s art.  If the prose style is to 

replicate the original then the writer must immerse 

themselves in that style.  I found the best way to 

do this was to read and re-read as much as possible 

of the target author’s work.  Another excellent way 

to steep oneself, is to listen to audio books of that 

author at every opportunity.  The most difficult 

aspect for me is to use an established character in a 

new story.  The setting tends not to be a problem 

but getting yourself into the skin of a character 

created by someone else is tough.  When you 

create an original character you breathe something 

of yourself into them, you develop an instinctive 

understanding of how they act and react.  To 

navigate an existing character through a plot is 

inhibiting.  Fortunately with THE NIGHT OF THE 

TRIFFIDS I decided right from the start to tell the 

story through a new character, the son of the hero 

of THE DAY OF THE TRIFFIDS.  The original Bill Masen does appear but it’s very much a 

walk on part.    

  

There you have it, my brief introduction to the art of the literary resurrectionist.  To write a sequel 

might not be as easy as it first appears; there are obstacles both legal and artistic.  The rewards, 

however, might be far greater than you could have imagined. 

 

Simon Clark has resurrected Sherlock Holmes, Marlow (from Heart of Darkness) as well as Wyndham’s 

Triffids.   He is also the author of a dozen novels including LONDON UNDER MIDNIGHT, DEATH’S 

DOMINION, THE DALEK FACTOR, VAMPYRRHIC, VAMPYRRHIC RITES and THE TOWER.   

More of Simon’s writings and short films can be found at www.bbr-online.com/nailed 

 
Images are reproduced by kind permission of Simon Clark and New English Library © 2001, 2006 
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THE SECRET 
By Andy Frankham-Allen 

 
Eighty years or so, that’s the average life span of people today, and there’s so many marvellous 

things to experience in those years.  But is it ever long enough? What if you decided it wasn’t; 

that you needed more time? How far would you go to ensure you got your money’s worth? 

 
Sim lifted his eyes from his book as his son entered his study.  The door closed, and the two of them 

looked at each other.  In the study all was silent, bar the occasional flicker of the embers burning in the 

fire place.  Outside was another matter - a torrential storm was in session, the wind howling the air, 

the rain hammering against the window.  It was only in these quiet moments between breaths that Sim 

ever became aware of it, so used to the weather was he. 

 ‘Are you sure you want to do this now?’ he asked gently, running a hand over his white beard. 

 Jaik, looking much like his dad once had, nodded and went to sit by the fire.  ‘Yes,’ he said 

slowly, ‘you said when I reached thirteen I would be old enough for the secret.’ He glanced at the fire, 

watching the wood burn.  ‘We don’t have much time.’ 

 Sim smiled sadly.  His son was right.  A year at the most, and he’d be gone.  It was time for Jaik 

to know the truth.  ‘Fine.’ 

 

‘All downhill from here,’ people would tell him.  Not an original observation, of course.  Sure, society 

liked to present the notion that life pretty much ended at twenty, but Greyford Simak didn’t 

understand how or why that was supposed to be so.   The previous year, when he reached twenty he 

had felt great.   Not old like everyone else he knew.   Somehow twenty years just didn’t seem enough.   

The average life-span of humans on Rellim was only fifty years, which meant he’d soon be middle-

aged, and thus past his prime.   He refuted that, for all of two months. 

 Now, a year on he was beginning to realise how true that was.   He was supposed to be 

celebrating his twenty-first birthday, but instead he was standing quietly in a corner, watching those 

around him.   There but not there.   He’d known most of these people for years, and almost all of them 

were starting to show their age.   Barely into their twenties and time was ripping into them. 

 ‘Hey, Grey!’ 

 Greyford sighed, and withdrew reluctantly from his musings.   Only one person would address 

him in such way, and find it amusing.   Anne Roberts.   He could see her sashaying her way through 

the crowd, coming in for the kill.   She was one of the most single-minded people he knew, but an 

amazing publicist, which is why he was so willing to overlook her habit of getting in a person’s face 

regardless of their mood. 

 He stepped back, not enough for the manoeuvre to be easily noticed for what it was, but 

enough to prevent Anne from planting a huge kiss on his lips.    Instead he received a brief stroke of his 

lower arm, which was holding the cocktail glass near his mouth.   Extra protection. 

 ‘Hello, Anne,’ he said carefully, wondering what gossip she was about to impart. 

 ‘Hello, Grey, darling.   Must say, this is a rather splendid turn out.   Who knew you had so 

many friends? All you ever seem to do is work.’ 

 Greyford narrowed his eyes and looked around the room.   It was bustling with people, all of 

whom had come to celebrate with him.   After several silent seconds of contemplation, searching for a 

face not connected with work, he had to concede that none were his friends. 

 ‘Well,’ he began, his voice so quiet that Anne had to visibly strain to hear him, ‘I think I’ve 

just come down.’ 

 ‘Don’t so silly, darling, this is a momentous moment.’ 
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 ‘Is it?’ he asked sharply, not all bothered by the expression on Anne’s face.   He was sorely 

tempted to add some physical reality behind it – why look like you’ve been slapped when there was 

someone close by willing to make it real? ‘I’m twenty-one for fuck’s sake, Anne.   Twenty-one!’ he 

hissed.   

 Anne waved her arm around at the party.   ‘I think I knew that,’ she said with a smile, 

pointing at the banner hanging over the main door.   On it was painted the words ‘twenty-one’, sliding 

down the side of a mountain.   Someone else who was amused by their own cleverness. 

 And what happened when he hit the bottom of that very steep hill? He dreaded to think.   A 

success he might have been, career wise, but in his personal life? He shook his head and stared at Anne.    

 ‘How old are you?’ 

 ‘Eighteen, as you should know since you sent me a card for my last birthday.’  Anne raised an 

eyebrow.   ‘Of course, if you had bothered sending the cards yourself and not passed that task on to 

your personal assistant…’  Anne sniffed pointedly. 

 ‘Then you have no idea what it’s like to be twenty-one.’  With that Greyford placed his 

cocktail glass on a nearby table and pushed his way out of the room. 

 He suddenly felt very crowded and miserable.   Let them have their party; most of them 

wouldn’t have even noticed if he had failed to turn up in the first place. 

 

Greyford stood outside, standing on the edge of the cliff looking down at the valley below.   It would 

be so easy to jump, to step forward and let himself fall.   That would be the end of it, no more worrying 

about his pointless life.   No one would miss him.   Some other genius would soon rise up to take his 

place in the Company.   Dispensable.   Like every other person who lived on Rellim.   All here to serve 

the Company. 

 He turned his head slightly to look at the hand now resting on his shoulder.   ‘What do you 

want, Anne?’ 

 She squeezed his shoulder gently.   ‘The same thing I’ve always wanted, Grey.   Ever since I 

first saw you.’ 

 Greyford frowned.   He wasn’t sure he… 

 She applied a little pressure and gently turned him to face her.   ‘You know exactly what I 

mean.   I can see it in your eyes.’  She nodded towards the cliff edge.   ‘Twenty-one is not the end; only 

if you let it be.’ 

 Greyford swallowed hard.   ‘What?’ 

 Anne smiled.   ‘I’m talking about immortality.’ 

 He shook his head sadly.   ‘I’ve less than thirty years, and that’s assuming I die of old age.   

There is no chance of immortality: the Company saw to that a long time ago.’ 

 ‘Yes, the Company.   They don’t have to control everything, you know.’ 

 Greyford lowered his eyes.   ‘But they do.’ 

 ‘No.’ Anne pressed the palm of her hand against his chest, and using her fingers like spider 

legs, moved her hand towards the opening between his buttons.   He let out an involuntary shiver as 

her cold skin touched his naked chest beneath his shirt. 

 ‘The Company decides on who is pair-mated,’ he whispered, his breath feeling suddenly short 

as her fingers continued to play with his chest hair.   ‘I’m too old to be selected now… and so are…’  

 Anne leant forward and spoke directly into his ear.   ‘I won’t tell them.’ 

 

Sim lifted his eyes.   Jaik remained where he was sitting, his eyes never leaving the flickering fire.   

‘She’s my mother?’ the young man said gently, and blinked. 

 Sim could only try to understand how his son felt.   Jaik had never known who his mother 

was, and with good reason.   But…  Sim got up from his chair and crossed his study.   He sat on the 

floor before Jaik and took his son’s hand in his. 
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 For a moment they both looked at each other, identical sea-blue eyes connecting.   ‘No,’ Sim 

said sadly, ‘she isn’t.’ 

 

Greyford stood on the back patio, watching Anne and little Rhys play in the sandpit.   He smiled softly.   

Four years on, and his life had more purpose than ever before.   That night on the edge of the cliff, 

with Anne making her first move on him, he’d never have believed things would work out.   And yet, 

here he was.   Here they were.   A family unit. 

 What followed had been one of those whirlwind romances he often heard about, full of 

passion and desire.   How they managed to keep it secret from the Company for so long was beyond 

him.   Perhaps because his work never suffered he failed to register on the Company’s radar.   That was 

to change, when after two long years Anne became pregnant.   At that point they both knew it would 

be time to fess up to the Company.   Rellim law demanded that no child be born out of wedlock, and so 

they had to get married.   The Company were not happy about it, but a child was growing inside 

Anne’s body and they were bound by law to allow the child to come to term. 

 And now he and Anne were married, and Rhys was born, ensuring the Simak line would go 

on.   What could go wrong? 

  He narrowed his eyes.   There was something in the distance.   A dot, riding low in the sky.   

Coming lower.   His eyes widened in horror.   A transport shuttle, and there was smoke pouring from 

its rear.   It was heading directly for his house. 

 ‘Crunk,’ he whispered.   The shuttle was getting bigger and bigger.   He had to move, to shout, 

to call out to his wife and son.   But he couldn’t.   He opened his mouth to yell, but no words came.   

He tried to move, to force his muscles to work, but the pure shock of the moment was taking over. 

 He could only watch, helpless. 

 Rhys heard the roar of the damaged engines before Anne did.   The child looked up and 

pointed, smiling at his mother.   Upon seeing the shuttle, Anne reacted like any mother would.   She 

dived forward to cover her son, no doubt hoping that if the weight of her body forced him deep 

enough into the sand he’d be protected enough.   Ultimately a futile act.   The shuttle hit the ground 

with an audible crack, but it did not stop.   It ploughed forward, kicking up the grass around it, the 

nose of the vehicle inches above the ground, low enough to rip into the little bundle of bodies in the 

sandpit.   The shuttle continued on, towards the house: toward Greyford, on the patio.   All he could 

see was the splattered remains of his family on the shuttle’s nose.   A single tear formed…  

 

He wiped the tear away with the back of his hand and sniffed.   Jaik was staring at him, a mixture of 

emotions on the young man’s face.   Sim was pretty sure this was the first time Jaik had ever seen his 

dad cry, and wasn’t sure how to deal with it.   Even with their limited life span, thirteen was still a 

young age, really – at least on an emotional level. 

 Jaik looked down, the back up, settling on; ‘Why didn’t you tell me this before?’ 

 Sim forced down a sob.   ‘You were too young.’ 

 The sadness was replaced with anger.   ‘You should have told me ages ago, Dad! You should 

have told me I had an older brother!’  He stood up, his body shaking, and walked away from the fire. 

 Sim remained where he was, watching Jaik pace around the study.    

 ‘You should have told me,’ Jaik said when he finally stopped his pacing.   ‘I had a brother,’ he 

added, clearly trying to get his head around this new fact.    

 ‘No,’ Sim said, not wanting to mislead his son anymore.   ‘No, you didn’t.’ 

 

He opened his eyes, but had to close them immediately, such was the brightness of the light around 

him.   For a few moments he remained as he was, trying to remember where he was, how he’d got 

there.   Nothing came to him.   Literally, nothing.   Not even his name.   All he knew was that he 

existed.   A profoundly deep moment of personal realisation that was interrupted by a soft voice. 
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 ‘Mr Simak?’ 

 A name.   Presumably his.   Once again he opened his eyes, slower, hoping that they would 

adjust to the brightness this time.   It took longer than expected, but he forced his eyes to stay open.   

The light started to fade, to be replaced by an odd shape looming over him. 

 ‘Don’t worry, Mr Simak, your eyes will fully adjust, but it will take longer than normal.   You 

haven’t used them for a long time.’  The voice, and the odd shape that was now made of strange colours 

moved away.   ‘A very long time indeed,’ it added softly. 

 Wait, he called out.   Only he didn’t.   What came out of his mouth was more of a croak.   The 

shape, the person, came back into view.   There was a warm sensation as the person leaned in closer.   

Where was it coming from? He concentrated, certain it was the warm hand of the person somewhere 

on his body.   His arm, maybe.   It was hard to tell since, as he began to realise, he could not feel the 

rest of his body. 

 ‘That’s right,’ the voice said, ‘we’ll get you there.   You’re too important to the Company.’ 

 It all came rushing back to him.   Four years of memories forced their way to the surface.   He 

screwed his eyes tightly shut.   The tentative first contact of Anne on the cliff, the covert nature of 

their relationship, the news of her pregnancy, the birth of Rhys… The support the Company offered.   

The shuttle! 

 He could see it all again.   It was happening in slow motion, every second emphasised.   The 

nose of the shuttle ripping Anne and Rhys out of the sandpit, their bodies splattering like so much fruit 

against the hard surface of the shuttle.   

 Taking deep juddering breaths, he opened his eyes, but although the light was easier to deal 

with he could still see very little. 

 His family, dead.   Yet, somehow, he had survived. 

 Too important to the Company? They had saved him.   He remembered the shuttle, racing 

towards his house.   He remembered diving aside at the last moment, an almighty boom, and then…? 

Waking up here. 

 ‘Rhys.’  The word came out unexpectedly, barely a croak, but still a word. 

 

‘What happened then?’ 

 Sim opened his eyes, being drawn back from his painful memories by the comforting sound of 

his son’s voice.   He wiped away the tears, still painful after all these years.   ‘I recovered.   It took a 

long time, many many long months of physiotherapy.   It turned out that the Company had found my 

body in the wreckage of my home, battered but not beyond repair.   They put their best cyber-techs on 

the job.   Reconstructed my body, replaced the limbs that were beyond repair.    When I woke up I 

didn’t know it at the time, but twenty-five percent of my body was now cybernetic. 

 ‘What I also didn’t know was that I’d been in a coma for four years.   Four very long years.   

The Company spent a lot of money on keeping me alive, using the latest drugs to prevent my brain 

from liquefying.’ 

 ‘I don’t understand,’ Jaik said, retaking his seat by the fire.   ‘Why would the Company care? 

You’d broken so many rules, surely they’d be better off without you around to cause them more 

problems.’ 

 Sim smiled at that.   His son was right, as ever.   ‘And so they would.   But they were close to a 

major scientific break-through, and when it came to genetics I was the best mind they’d have had.   

They couldn’t lose me so easily.   So I became theirs.’  He lowered his eyes.   ‘Or so they thought. 

 ‘For years I worked for them, but my mind was never on the job.   Sure, I was still the best 

they had, but I was failing to make the intuitive leaps I was known for.   Work was progressing at only 

a slightly faster rate than when I had been in my coma.   My mind was filled by my loss.   I was slowly 

reverting to the state of being I had occupied before that fateful day on the cliff.’  

 Jaik was frowning.   ‘Where do I it in to this?’ 
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 ‘Well, the Company was aware of the reason behind my lack of motivation.   So they offered 

me a deal.’  

 Sim stopped, noticing the way Jaik swallowed then.   His was slightly ahead of him, so Sim 

nodded sadly. 

 ‘Yes, they created me a clone.’ 

 ‘Me.’ It wasn’t a question.   Jaik peered at Sim more closely than he ever had before, no doubt 

seeing for the first time just how much like his dad he was.   He stood up, his eyes never leaving Sim.   

‘You lied to me… you said I was your son.   But I’m not.’ 

 Sim stood up and grabbed Jaik’s hand in his.   ‘Yes, yes you are! Most kids are a product of the 

genetic material of their parents.   Just like you are.’ 

 The muscles in Jaik’s jaw twitched, he eyebrows knitting together.   ‘Yes…’ he began, as the 

light returned to his blue eyes.   ‘I’m…’ 

 Sim kissed Jaik on the forehead.   When he pulled back he saw that muscles on Jaik’s face had 

relaxed.   ‘You’re special, son.   To me.’  He guided Jaik back to his former position of the floor, this 

time joining him in front of the fire.   ‘The Company’s deal was this,’ he said, refusing to let go of Jaik’s 

hand.   It was important for the young man to realise that Sim was not going anywhere.   ‘They would 

grow the clone, keep it… Sorry, you, in a controlled environment until you were thirteen.   And then, 

when the brain was developed enough, they would transfer everything of me into your brain.   Give 

me a second life, to serve the Company and continue my work.’  He sighed.   ‘Not the immortality 

Anne and I had expected, but for a while it seemed the only option…  But the more I thought on it, 

the more I realised I couldn’t allow that.    I insisted that I had to grow the clone myself.   I promised 

them I would remain objective.’ 

 ‘And now it’s time?’ Jaik asked, his voice shaking.    

 ‘No.   Jaik, please understand, because this is the important part.   I couldn’t stay objective, I 

intended to, but as soon as I held you in my arms… Such a little thing, so innocent.   And you were 

made from me.   Flesh of my flesh, bone of my bone.   The more time I spent with you, the more I 

watched you develop I knew I couldn’t let the Company go through with it.   You were no different to 

the other children, you did everything they did.   Burning your hand on the hot stove, taking your first 

steps.   I’ve loved you, Jaik, from the start.   You weren’t just a clone of me, you were my son.   Always.’ 

 Jaik tried to hold back his tears, and Sim offered him a smile.   These were happy tears, 

although there was a look of fear creeping into Jaik’s eyes.   ‘But… the Company.’ 

 ‘The Company be damned.   This is why I told you.   You have to run away, leave here.   Keep 

the Simak name alive.’ 

 ‘What about you?’ 

 ‘I’ll stay, face the consequences.’ 

 ‘But they’ll kill you.   No matter how important you are, they’ll not let this one go.   Dad, you 

can’t stay.’ 

 Sim smiled when Jaik called him ‘dad’.   ‘They can’t kill me.   As long as you’re alive, I’ll never 

be dead.’ 

 Jaik was about to answer when the entire study was bathed in a bright light.   As one they 

both turned to look at the windows. 

 ‘No,’ Sim whispered. 

 ‘Dad?’ 

 ‘They’ve come too early.’  Sim reached down and held Jaik’s hand.   He squeezed once.   

Letting go, he jumped to his feet and grabbed an object off his table.   The light outside glinted off its 

silver surface.   He looked down at his son.   ‘They’re not going to kill me!’  

 He plunged the letter opener into his chest. 
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LONDON CALLING, part one 
By Trudi Topham 

 

 

Danger is afoot in London, in the first part of our ongoing contemporary fantasy adventure 

series… 
 

Baxter looked down.   There was a hell of a long way to fall, should he feel so inclined.   His fingers 

tightened on the rail of the window washer’s platform lift and tore his gaze away from the pavement 

that lay over 600 feet away. 

 One Canada Square was the tallest building in Britain.   From up here Baxter could see the 

Thames, the Millennium Dome, and some of the most expensive offices in the capital.   He could see 

his own reflection in the thick safety glass: tall, muscular, wearing dull grey coveralls.   What he 

couldn’t see was the rest of his team. 

 He raised a hand to tap at his earpiece, then cupped the mic to protect it from the howling 

wind.   ‘In position.’ 

 The response was prompt.   Neena was a stickler for timekeeping.   ‘Floor forty-seven 

electronics will be down for one minute on my mark.’ Her voice was calm, but distracted.   ‘Three.   

Two.   One.   Mark.’ 

 All lights beyond the window flickered and died.   Baxter lifted his free hand and gestured 

toward a seagull, reaching out for it even though it was a good fifty feet away.   The muscles in his jaw 

shifted as he stared at the bird, willing it to give up scrounging just for a few minutes. 

 There was a heart-stopping pause.   As if his life were flashing before his eyes, Baxter had the 

all too real vision of what might happen if, just this once, his ability to control animal life had fled him. 

 That’d be the mission well and truly fucked. 

 Languidly, as if it had nothing better to do, the seagull twisted in the wind to approach the 

platform lift, landing effortlessly on the handrail that Baxter still clung to. 

 The window behind him groaned as it opened, the rubber seals tearing a little after years of 

disuse.   A delicate hand slipped a pendrive into the outside world, and Baxter turned to take it without 

a word.   The window closed once more. 

 Baxter slipped the pendrive and his earpiece into a little velvet pouch, then fastened it to the 

seagull’s leg.   In silent communion the bird was given its orders and, incapable of disobedience, it took 

flight. 

 With a cheerful whistle, Baxter adjusted his cap and returned to cleaning the windows. 

 

‘Mr.   Strathclyde will see you now, sir.’ 

 Baxter nodded to the secretary.   He never bothered remembering their names; it was a new 

one every week, it seemed.   Passing the neat young man’s desk he wondered briefly if Strathclyde just 

hired temps and fiddled with their memories every time he released one back into the wild. 

 Probably. 

 He gave the office door a shove and stalked in, nodding to the boss.   ‘You wanted to see me, 

sir?’ 

 Jason Strathclyde was a wiry little Scotsman careening wildly toward his sixtieth birthday.   

He wore the suit, brushed the hair, and had the cushy office, but he didn’t fit the desk.   Baxter knew 

the army, and he knew what it did to people; Strathclyde had seen combat, of that he was certain. 

 ‘Take a seat, Mr.   Baxter.’ 

 Baxter sank into the leather armchair and leaned forward attentively. 
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 ‘Job well done.   Top marks to your team.’ Strathclyde motioned to the pendrive that lay on his 

blotter pad. 

 ‘I’m glad to hear it, sir.’ Baxter waited for the but. 

 ‘The Chinese have dispatched an agent to London.   He’s infiltrated Vauxhall and is passing 

information back to China.’ 

 Baxter nodded slightly.   ‘And SS have passed it to the SOE because it’s one of us?’ 

 ‘Exactly.’ Strathclyde nodded.   ‘It all looks dull, I’m afraid.   You don’t get a holiday, you don’t 

even get scary parahuman bad guys.   The worst their agent seems able to conjure up is a light squall.’ 

 Baxter blinked at that.   ‘He makes it rain? Christ, I thought I was shit…’ 

His boss snickered.   ‘Animal control isn’t to be sneezed at, and who wouldn’t give their right 

arm to move at the speed you can? Look on this as an opportunity to get Otto fully broken in.’ 

‘He’s had six months’ training.   If he’s not ready by now, he never will be.’ 

 

They were known as the Baker Street Irregulars.   It was an old nickname once held by the Special 

Operations Executive way back when, but now it just referred to Baxter’s team.   Sherlock Holmes’ 

crack squad of underfed urchins, protecting the Realm from whatever enemy she’d gained this week. 

 Officially they were I-Section.   Whatever combination of genes, radiation, alien 

experimentation or god alone knew what else had spawned parahumans, they were so few and far-

between that the UK only had fifty or so.   Those who refused to give up their careers and aspirations 

to join the SOE either had their minds changed for them, or ‘forgot’ how to use their particular 

abilities. 

 Octavian Savage was one of those who had made an unexpected U-turn in his decision not to 

join up.   He was nineteen years of age and instead of studying History at University, he was here, 

walking along the bank of the Serpentine with Neena Chakrabarti and Richard Baxter. 

 ‘You’re sure this doesn’t make us look like spies?’ Neena’s voice was soft, and she smiled as she 

spoke. 

 ‘Two adults escorting a teenage boy? No, it makes us look like fucking paedophiles.’ Baxter 

fished an apple out of his pocket and bit into it.   It made an unhappy squish sound rather than the 

crisp crunch that he’d been hoping for, and he scowled, tossing it into the lake. 

 Otto snorted.   ‘I’m nineteen.   I very much doubt that-’ 

 ‘-I keep telling you to look older when we have meetings.   What part of that isn’t sinking in, 

kid?’ 

 ‘We couldn’t look more mismatched if we tried, Sarge,’ Otto snapped.   ‘You’re built like a 

brick privy and you dress like a fucking Chav.   Neena’s always in a suit, and is far too pretty to be your 

girlfriend.   My training stressed that one should do one’s best to blend in, to be as unobtrusive as 

possible, and you two stick out like sore thumbs!’ 

 Neena laughed into her hand.   ‘Oh, Otto, one of these days he’s going to put you over his knee 

and give you a good smack!’ 

 ‘I wouldn’t bother,’ Baxter admitted. 

 ‘No?’ 

 ‘No.   I’ll just shoot him.’ Before Otto could be overcome by apoplexy, Baxter continued; 

‘Looks like we’re not done.   There’s a Chinese operative in London.   For the moment he doesn’t seem 

to be here to destabilise anything, but he’s infiltrated the SIS somehow, and seems to be digging for 

information.’ 

 ‘And I suppose we care because he’s a mutant freak just like the rest of us, and has mad super 

powers we cannot possibly hope to stand up against?’ Neena glanced out across the lake.   For all her 

acting like an experienced SOE operative, she’d only transferred into field ops a year ago, and hadn’t 

really encountered other paras since then.   The thought of actually coming up against someone with 

some kind of comic-book superpowers made her skin crawl. 
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 Baxter gave a curt nod.   ‘He has the leet skills.   Be afraid.   I’ve heard he can cause light 

showers given a couple of hours’ notice.’ 

 There was a short barking sound.   It took Baxter and Neena a few seconds to realise that it 

was Otto laughing.   ‘Is that it? SIS can’t handle one lousy rainmaker?’ 

 ‘They don’t have to.   It’s our jurisdiction.   Technically we should’ve known about him before 

he got this far.   We’re going to get our balls cut off for this, even if we do find him.’ Baxter eyed Otto, 

giving serious consideration to slapping the youngster round the back of the head.   ‘They even gave us 

the Canada Square lead in the first place.’ 

 Neena pursed her lips, looking back to the boys.   ‘That’s hardly reasonable.’ 

 ‘It isn’t, no.’ Baxter checked his watch.   ‘It’s politics.   So, here’s what we’re going to do.   

Otto, SIS are going to let you replace one of their techie guys.   They have plenty of footage for you to 

study.   You’ve got three days to get the imitation spot on, and you go in on Thursday.   Neena, fill his 

head with as much gibberish about computers as he can absorb so the other techies don’t see him 

coming a mile off.’ 

 ‘Christ, how am I supposed to learn this guy’s mannerisms in three days as well as pick up 

enough geek speak to get by?’ 

 ‘You’re trained.   Suck it up.’ 

 

Otto looked, moved and spoke like a man he’d never even met.   He carried Clive Harrison’s ID, wore 

his face and walked his walk.   He had a head full of buzz-words and acronyms ready to fend off all but 

the most astute observer. 

 He was taking faking it to the extreme. 

 ‘Morning.’ 

 ‘Hey.’ Otto nodded.   Didn’t know the guy’s name.   That was okay, Clive would have just 

labelled him as a user and moved on anyway. 

 He was, essentially, alone.   The SIS offices were so high security that he wasn’t allowed his 

mobile phone, and he’d never get past the very armed guards if he’d tried wearing a wire.   The best he 

had was the knowledge that Neena was sitting in an office somewhere with a patch into the video feed.   

He cast a glance toward a discreet camera embedded in the ceiling and wondered if she was watching 

him right that very moment. 

 To this day he couldn’t put a finger on why he’d changed his mind.   He’d been so determined 

to take the placement at Leicester University, then the Sarge had come and given him that whole 

Spiderman power/responsibility spiel.   The guy’s sheer force of presence had been so unsettling Otto 

couldn’t envision him doing anything other than killing faceless strangers on battlefields, and had 

wanted nothing to do with him. 

 Now here he was, being all MI6.   Octavian Savage, super shapeshifting spy on Her Majesty’s 

Secret Service.   What a load of bollocks. 

 ‘Harrison! You fixing my PC today, or what?’ 

 Otto pulled up short.   The man in front of him made him bristle, exactly the way the Sarge 

did.   The way his head was held high, his lack of fear in making direct, belligerent eye contact, his feet 

apart for stability.   This man had been a soldier.   He’d killed people, and probably lost a friend or two 

in the process.   His confidence was enough to choke the life out of the weak-willed, and Otto felt his 

mouth dry up. 

 Speak.   Speak, you idiot.   Harrison isn’t afraid of these people.   He looks down on them, for 

god’s sake! He dropped his shoulder slowly, and met the man’s eyes, trying not to flinch.   ‘It’s the CPU, 

I’m afraid.   We have a replacement on order, but all packages are being opened by hand at present due 

to the current-’ 

 ‘I don’t give a flying fuck.’ The man’s voice was entirely calm.   ‘Get it fixed.   No more 

excuses.’ 
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 Otto nodded again, half believing the stranger was going to use the pavement to sandpaper the 

skin from his face if that computer wasn’t working by the end of the day.   ‘Will do,’ he said, the forced 

nonchalance utterly unconvincing. 

 The man moved around him, probably off to bully the hell out of a secretary or something, 

and Otto sagged.   He had no hope in hell of fixing Scary Man’s PC.   He could just about manage using 

one to write his A-Level homework.   He had two options: either find the infiltrator by the end of play 

today, or sneak out fast and leave Scary Man to the real Clive Harrison tomorrow morning.   He was 

leaning toward the latter. 

 There was no tingly feeling.   Parahumans couldn’t magically detect one-another.   They 

didn’t give off sparks or have anti-gravity hair.   Their skin didn’t goosebump when other Paras were 

near.   All he had to help him was an A-Level in Communication Studies and six month’s training as an 

SOE operative.   He knew plenty about body language, neuro-linguistic programming, and 

anthropology.   Okay, maybe not plenty. 

 Maybe not enough. 

 He’d been inserted on a day when Harrison was scheduled to floor-walk.   In theory this gave 

Otto the opportunity to scour each and every level of the building for potential spies, whilst fobbing off 

any technical queries onto the helpdesk with the heavily-practiced line ‘Wow, this IS a weird one.   I’ll 

have to ask you to log it.’  All it was really achieving was elevating his stress levels until he screamed at 

a hapless user to get the hell off his back and stomped all the way to the nearest bathroom. 

 

Baxter lifted his boots from the console and slammed them down on the floor.   ‘Christ, he’s useless!’ 

 Neena leaned back in her seat, watching Otto disappear into the toilets.   The bank of monitors 

stretched out in front of them were under the constant watchful eyes of MI6 staff, none of whom 

really appreciated having these unknown operatives in their midst.   They were unsettled and twitchy.   

Baxter figured they thought he and Neena were Internal Affairs of some kind. 

 ‘He is only nineteen, Sarge,’ Neena said, her voice as gentle and calm as ever.   ‘You’re asking a 

lot of him.’ 

 Baxter grunted.   ‘Pull the plug, before it gets any worse.’ 

 

Otto leaned over the sink, splashing near-freezing water into his face.   Dripping wet hands on the 

edge of the sink, he stared into the mirror, into the face that wasn’t his. 

 He wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to this.   It was downright freaky seeing someone else staring 

back at you, especially when you caught a reflection out of the corner of your eye, a flash of a face that 

didn’t belong.   That’s why he preferred mimicking animals, or trees, or… anything but other people. 

 Grabbing a paper towel, he patted his face dry and took a slow, steadying breath.   He could do 

this.   He was trained for this.   He was going to go back out there and- 

 The lights began to flicker with a regularity that could only be artificially induced.   Neena.   

Morse Code. 

 A B O R T 

 ‘Fuck!’ He slammed his palms against the sink, then kicked the pedestal for good measure. 

 ‘Bad day?’ 

 Otto straightened stiffly.   He hadn’t even considered that he might not be alone in here.   His 

eyes caught the reflection of a desperately thin young man in the mirror before him. 

 A Chinese man. 

 This job’s turning me into a racist! He bit the inside of his cheek, chewing on it thoughtlessly 

as he regarded the stranger.   ‘Yeah.   You could say that.’ He peeled his eyes away from the mirror and 

forced himself to face the guy, making one of Harrison’s stupid grimaces.    

 The emaciated man nodded in sympathy.   ‘First day?’ 
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 ‘Oh, god no.’ Otto pushed a laugh out through his teeth.   ‘No, just…’ He gestured back toward 

the office.   ‘Users.   You know?’ 

 ‘I’m afraid I don’t.’ He offered Otto his hand.   ‘Adam Lee.   Finance.’ 

 Otto shook it without thinking twice.   Lee’s hand was wet.   ‘Clive Harrison.   I.T.   You, uh, 

you pee on your hand there, mate?’ 

 ‘Of course not.’ Lee smiled crookedly. 

 ‘Of course not, no.’ Lee was standing in a puddle.   Otto’s eyes followed the trail of water to a 

cubicle.   ‘Then what’s with the-’ 

 Lee was no longer emaciated.   He had fleshed out into a much healthier bulk.   The water 

seemed to be moving along the floor, running into Lee’s feet.   The guy had some freaky water-sucking 

foot thing going on. 

 ‘You lie.’ Lee’s tone was conversational.   ‘I know Clive Harrison.   Your act is good, but it is 

not perfect.’ 

 Otto sucked in a breath, then exhaled slowly.   ‘Look, mate, I don’t know what’s going on, but 

you’re talking out of your arse…’ Yeah.   Denial.   Always works. 

 Doors slammed shut as water fired out of each and every toilet, rocketing toward Lee.   Urinals 

cracked from the force of water forcing itself out of pipes and through the air.   Taps gave way to 

pressure and fired water out any which way it could go.   And as it hit Lee, he grew.   Muscles 

developed impossibly fast. 

 Within ten seconds, Otto was facing a man five times his size.   Another second more, and a 

rock-like fist had smacked him back into the wall.   Tiles cracked under the impact, and the room 

began to spin. 

 

To Be Continued in issue #2. 

Coming December 2006. 
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THE FANTASTIC FILMS WEEKEND 
 

On the 16th – 18th June 2006 the National Museum of Photography, 

Film and Television presented The Fantastic Films Weekend, a 

celebration of the best in fantasy related films.    Caroline Caroline Caroline Caroline 

CallaghanCallaghanCallaghanCallaghan    was there. 

 
I rarely get the chance to see my acting heroes on the big screen, since, 

sadly,  Boris Karloff, Vincent Price and Peter Cushing are no longer with 

us.    There is one exception, of course - Christopher Lee, who is still 

gracing us with his screen presence even now.    So, I take every opportunity I can to see Messrs 

Karloff, Price, Cushing, and a considerably younger Christopher Lee, on the big screen.    And the 

annual Fantastic Films Weekend provided just such an opportunity. 

 This year’s weekend was the fifth FFW, and definitely the best so far.    The aim of FFW is to 

provide opportunities to see both classic and more recent films in the genre.    The museum’s TV 

Heaven section also shows a selection of rare TV dramas.    In addition, FFW showcases new talent in 

the industry by inviting applications to their short film strand, and showing these shorts during the 

festival.    In person screentalks by notable guests from behind the camera are also a feature of the 

event. 

 

My personal preference is for the classics, so I was delighted to be able to see Karloff in THE GHOUL; 

the brilliant Cushing/Lee partnership in THE HOUND OF THE BASKERVILLES, HORROR EXPRESS 

and THE HOUSE THAT DRIPPED BLOOD; Christopher Lee again in THE WICKER MAN; and 

Vincent Price hamming it up wonderfully in THEATRE OF BLOOD.    The museum prides itself on 

showing archive prints where possible.    This is good in that you are seeing ‘the real thing’ rather than 

a remastered image, but there are disadvantages too as the film reels tend to show their age, with 

flicker, breaks and discolouration in places. 

 

There were more recent films too:  a special preview of HALFLIGHT; the director’s cut of 

DARKLANDS, along with a screentalk from director, Julian Richards; and giant IMAX screenings of 

BATMAN BEGINS and V FOR VENDETTA.    Part of the appeal of FFW is that it caters for a wide 

range of tastes. 

 

The short films always offer up some nice surprises.    More recent films often emphasise blood and 

gore a little too much for my liking, but there are always a few which use the far more effective 

technique of shadows and suggestion to create fear and tension.    One of them in particular this year 

used this technique - DAYLIGHT HOLE by Matt Palmer.     The rest were a little disappointing, 

although a couple of the animated shorts were amusing; particularly, GUY’S GUIDE TO ZOMBIES by 

Dan Austin, and WHO I AM AND WHAT I WANT by Chris Shepherd and David Shrigley. 

 

The TV Heaven strand gives the opportunity to view old dramas rarely shown nowadays on TV.    I 

saw two of these: an OUT OF THE UNKNOWN play from 1965 called ‘Time in Advance’ directed by 

Hammer’s Peter Sasdy;  and the well-before-its-time Nigel Kneale play, THE YEAR OF THE SEX 

OLYMPICS.    Believe me, you would never watch another reality TV show again after seeing the 

latter, where mindless TV audiences gratify themselves by watching sex and laughing at other peoples’ 

misfortunes on live TV.    How did Kneale know we’d all be doing that here in the twenty-first 

century? 
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The highlights of the event for me were the screentalks and accompanying film screenings.    In 

addition to Julian Richards (DARKLANDS), the guests were Robin Hardy (THE WICKER MAN) and 

Robert Feust (THE ABOMINABLE DR PHIBES; DR PHIBES RISES AGAIN).    All gave interesting and 

informative screentalks prior to the screenings of some of their films.    I avoided Julian Richards’ 

DARKLANDS this year, having seen it at a previous FFW and disliking it.    Some films can be watched 

over and over again, whilst with others once is enough. 

  

Robin Hardy introduced THE WICKER MAN and talked (along with the composer of the music score 

for the film, Gary Carpenter) about the film, his new book, COWBOYS FOR CHRIST, and his plans for 

turning it into a film - a reimagining of THE WICKER MAN.    There was also a screening of his rarely 

seen film, THE FANTASIST. 

 Robert Feust was attending his first ever retrospective.    He talked with tremendous wit about 

his career: THE AVENGERS/NEW AVENGERS; the DR PHIBES films; and the lesser known AND 

SOON THE DARKNESS, and THE FINAL PROGRAMME.    Both the latter were screened during the 

festival.    It was a pity, though, that there was no screening of either DR PHIBES film. 

 

One of the features of the event is the opportunity to mingle 

with the guests, who tend to frequent the museum café (during 

daytime) and bar (evenings).    At one point, I spotted Robert 

Feust signing autographs and talking to fans, so I naturally 

joined in.    I have just one word to describe him - delightful.    

He seemed almost overwhelmed, and very humbled, by the fact 

that so many people wanted to speak to him and shake his 

hand.    How can someone so nice have concocted so many 

bizarre and gruesome ways to kill people, I wonder? 

 

I was also treated to an impromptu personal book signing when Robin Hardy noticed me reading his 

new book, COWBOYS FOR CHRIST, in the foyer between films.    He approached me and asked if I 

wanted him to sign the book.    Of course I did!  He proceeded to tell me about the films he had 

enjoyed at the festival.    NOSFERATU, with live musical accompaniment by Terry Ladlow, appeared 

to be a particular favourite.    And, yes, the special guests seem to enjoy the festival too. 

 

Finally, I just have to mention one regular feature of the festival; the make-up effects demonstration by 

students from Bradford College’s course in Special Effects and Media Make-Up.    Seeing several happy, 

smiling people wandering around with gaping wounds, burns, open sores, and gunshot wounds added 

nicely to the atmosphere of the occasion. 

 

So, how would I sum up the Fantastic Films Weekend?  Fantastic! 

 

To find out more about events at the National Museum of Photography, Film and Television, visit their 

website at www.nmpft.org.uk 

 
Images reproduced by kind permission of the National  

Museum of Photography, Film and Television, © 2006 
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STAKING OUT THE FUTURE 
DARK SHADOWS, a gothic soap opera, was first broadcast on 27 June 1966.  The series ran 

for six years with 1225 episodes being broadcast.  Two movies were made – HOUSE OF 

DARK SHADOWS (1970) and NIGHT OF DARK SHADOWS (1971) – as well as thirty-two 

original novels, a comic book series that ran for thirty-five issues, and a daily syndicated 

newspaper comic strip.  It was a multi-media success.  And then it was gone… 

 However, like some of its characters, DARK SHADOWS did not rest quietly.  The 

very active fans have kept the spirit of the show alive, and various non-fiction books, video 

and DVD releases, and a short-term revival for twelve episodes in 1991.  There have been a 

small number of novels, an original audio drama (RETURN TO COLLINWOOD, 2004), and 

even an attempt at another TV revival in 2004, although this pilot was not taken up by the 

network. 

 2006 has already seen the publishing of a new novel, THE SALEM BRANCH, and 

shortly four new audio stories from Big Finish, featuring members of the original cast.  Greg Greg Greg Greg 

MillerMillerMillerMiller interviewed the producer of these audios, Stuart ManningStuart ManningStuart ManningStuart Manning, for Pantechnicon. 
 

Who was behind the resurrection of DARK SHADOWS, and how did the rebirth get started? 

 

I’d been working for Big Finish Productions here in London over the last few years, designing cover 

artwork and graphics, and I’ve done a little writing for them.  Big Finish produces original audio drama 

on CD for shows like DOCTOR WHO and SAPPHIRE & STEEL, and has a library of over 150 original 

audio plays available.  As a big fan of DARK SHADOWS, I think it was instantly on my radar as 

something for the company to take on.  Towards the end of last year, with the fortieth anniversary 

approaching, I felt the time was right to launch a series of DARK SHADOWS CDs, and convinced my 

bosses at Big Finish to bid for the license.  We then worked on a creative proposal with fellow DARK 

SHADOWS fan Darren Gross, who eventually came onboard as 

our story editor.  Jim Pierson at Dan Curtis Productions was 

already aware of Big Finish’s work and keen to get something up 

and running, so everything seemed to fall into place.  It’s been an 

amazing rush of events – we had our first meeting in February, 

finalised a license in March, and were recording by May.  We’ve 

been really lucky to have such cooperation and goodwill across 

the board.  It would have been impossible without that level of 

dedication and commitment. 

 

How did you become involved with DARK SHADOWS and the 

new audio play? Had you been involved with DARK SHADOWS 

previously? 

 

I’ve been active in DARK SHADOWS fandom for ten years, writing and editing fanzines, and 

producing the Collinwood.net website, which is one of the internet’s largest sources of DARK 

SHADOWS news and information.  I’ve also interviewed many of the show’s actors, so DARK 

SHADOWS has been a big part of my life over the years.  Because of my ties with Big Finish, and my 

part in initiating the project, I was appointed series producer, to oversee the range from start to finish, 

along with writing the first script. 
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How extensive was Dan Curtis’ input on these programs? And how has the cast and crew taken his 

death? 

 

Dan Curtis died midway through our pre-production, which was a sad time for everyone.  I understand 

he was aware of our project, but was too ill to have any active involvement by that time.  His passing 

definitely leaves us with a huge responsibility to preserve his vision of the show.  Our cast members 

adored Dan, and all of them are very protective and respectful of the legacy from his DARK 

SHADOWS work.  So there was an interesting mix of emotions across our week of recording, 

particularly during lunch breaks.  Memories of Dan came up a lot in conversation between the cast, 

and they were all eager to reunite and carry the torch, so to speak. 

    

You mentioned long-time DARK SHADOWS authority Jim Pierson – how involved is he in the 

project? 

 

Jim is our executive producer for Dan Curtis Productions, and this series would not have happened 

without his commitment and enthusiasm.  Jim really understood the potential of making this series a 

reality for the fortieth anniversary, and he worked so hard to fast track our proposal.  He also has a 

watching mandate over our scripts, production and packaging, so he’s involved at every stage.  I’ve 

known Jim for several years, and his passion for keeping DARK SHADOWS alive is unmatched.  It’s 

been a very happy collaboration. 

 

Can you give us some insight as to the story and setting of these audio plays – for instance: when do 

they take place? 

 

The series takes place sometime after the original series, and before RETURN TO COLLINWOOD, the 

reunion audio drama that Dan Curtis Productions made in 2003.  There’s a nice sort of no-man’s land 

in the continuity, where we can fit a new ongoing series without treading on the toes of Lara Parker’s 

DARK SHADOWS novels or RETURN TO COLLINWOOD.  If fans want to, they can join the dots and 

make all those stories connect, and we didn’t want to do anything that disrupted that.  So, our series 

starts with Quentin Collins returning to Collinsport, after an absence of several years, to discover that 

his home is decimated by a terrible presence.  Those events set him on a quest to reunite old friends 

and foes, and rebuild the Collins family, setting the ball rolling for an ongoing series of new stories 

along the way. 

 

How extensive is the mythology of the TV program involved in the audio plays? 

 

I think that the most important thing in any drama is story.  Mythology gives your situations resonance 

and depth, but you need more than that alone to sustain an ongoing series.  We’re treating this as a 

new start for the characters, so that someone who’s never heard of DARK SHADOWS can pick up our 

first CD and join the story afresh.  That means reintroducing each character, setting up the locations, 

the relationships, everything.  Unfolding that mass of information in a dramatic context is a challenge, 

but it needs to be done.  We can’t assume that everyone who picks up our CDs will have watched – and 

remembered – 1225 episodes.  So our mythology is there in the characters, because it’s impossible for it 

not to be.  Yes, there are little moments here and there for long-term fans to enjoy, but it must never 

be at the expense of the story.  Ethos, not mythos, is more important with DARK SHADOWS.  It’s 

about mood and emotion, not facts and figures.  Continuity and history only plays a role if it’s affecting 

our characters here and now.  Darren Gross and I, whilst editing the scripts, were determined to create 

something that could stand on its own two feet and draw upon that history without alienating any 

listeners. 
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How will the exclusion of Barnabas be handled? 

 

Without giving away too much, I think we’ve found an appropriate way to cover that absence.  

Clearly, it can’t be ignored – to many fans and viewers DARK SHADOWS was the Barnabas show.  

We’ve made David Selby’s character Quentin our leading man, which he fulfils admirably.  The 

character of Barnabas hangs heavy over all the show’s characters and stories, and even without 

Jonathan Frid, the repercussions from the character can still heavily influence the ongoing storyline.  I 

can appreciate that some fans will be disappointed that Jonathan Frid is not involved in these stories, 

but hopefully they’ll discover that we’ve faced that challenge in an imaginative way that remains true 

to the character. 

 

In RETURN TO COLLINWOOD there were 

several of the TV show’s cast members 

participating, but only four of those remain for 

this new audio production.  Why is that? 

 

We had two deciding factors in choosing our 

cast members – location and budget.  RETURN 

TO COLLINWOOD had the advantage of 

coinciding its recording date with the annual 

DARK SHADOWS Festival, so it had a ready-

assembled cast from both coasts.  I felt that 

Lara Parker and David Selby were crucial to 

our series, and both are based in the Los 

Angeles area, which pinned down where we 

would be recording.  John Karlen is an astonishing powerhouse talent, and Kathryn Leigh Scott is our 

show’s heart – she projects utter vulnerability, and grounds the situations in reality.  So, with that cast 

in place, we had all the elements we needed dramatically, and were able to work the limited cast in as 

part of our stories. 

 

Will more of the original cast members be involved in possible future DARK SHADOWS projects? 

    

Definitely.  There are lots of people I’d like to involve if we continue – there’s plenty of scope to 

include other cast members, so that’s definitely on the cards.  Look out for a surprise or two across this 

series, as well. 

 

I’m sure there must have been a concerted effort to get Jonathan Frid involved – was he asked? 

 

We approached Jonathan Frid as soon as our license was granted and asked if he’d be willing to be 

involved.  Though he wished us well, Jonathan was not interested in taking part.  He’s a massive part of 

DARK SHADOWS, undoubtedly, and it would have been wonderful to have had him aboard.  But, on 

the flipside, he’s been retired for over ten years, and we have to respect his decision.  If we do more 

stories, I’m sure we’ll approach him again. 

 

Lara Parker has written novels based on the DARK SHADOWS characters – was she, or any of the 

other players, asked to participate in the story developing process? 
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I know all our cast members to varying degrees, and with Jim’s involvement, they trusted our 

judgment on the writing side.  Lara I probably know best out of our actors, and she’s been a good friend 

and advocate over the years.  She’s an amazing, insightful woman, and she really understands the 

show’s allure and atmosphere.  The last day of recording, during a break, she gave me and our company 

an impromptu seminar in horror writing – she knows her stuff and she appreciated the stories we were 

trying to tell.  I can’t emphasise enough how blessed we are to have this cast.  These actors know their 

characters inside out, and it’s a huge challenge to push those personalities into new territory without 

compromising them.  This whole series is a celebration, in many ways, of a great concept and a 

fantastic group of characters.  They write themselves a lot of the time – there’s such a clear voice, and 

their individual histories are so potent, that you just can’t help getting swept up by them. 

 

The music of Robert Cobert has always been important to the DARK SHADOWS TV show, as well as 

the theatrical movies (Curtis also used him for most of his other productions) – was there ever any 

question that his music be included in the new audio plays? And did Cobert provide any new music? 

 

I adore Robert Cobert’s music.  His score was such a big part of the original series.  When we were 

approaching this project, it was a tough decision to make about how we’d handle the music.  On one 

hand, the original soundtrack is instantly recognisable, and a big part of the show’s heritage.  On the 

other, those compositions exist only in mono, and the quality of the masters varies considerably.  

Clearly they could not integrate seamlessly into our stereo dialogue tracks, so ultimately we’ve gone 

with our own compositions, and our composer Joseph Fox has done wonders in interpreting Cobert’s 

sound, adding his own approach along the way.  That said, we’ve incorporated some of the original 

recordings, too, so hopefully it’s a happy compromise.  The Collinwood opening narration cue and the 

main theme tune are present and correct, and we’ve kept Quentin’s theme and the Blue Whale jukebox 

jingles, so there will always be elements of the original library in there.  We’ve also had the theme tune 

remixed into stereo with a new palette of backing sounds, and it sounds wonderful.  It’s still the classic 

DARK SHADOWS sound, just played on a bigger canvas.  So there’s a definite continuity with the 

original show’s music. 

 

How did you develop the story for the first play? Was it born of any past storylines? 

    

I approached my opening story as a pilot – it’s setting up the 

ongoing background, introducing the characters, and nailing 

down our version of DARK SHADOWS.  My instinct was to take 

the show back to its roots, with Collinwood as a threat, which 

the town’s populace live their lives in fear of.  The original show 

inevitably became more suburban and familiar as time went on, 

but this seemed a good opportunity to up the conflict and 

mystery, and make Collinsport a more isolated, threatening place 

to live.  Some of the past stories demand continuity, so a lot of 

decisions were made for us.  For instance, when we left Maggie 

Evans last time, she was being carted off to an asylum, insane and 

helpless.  We pick up her story, working as the waitress and 

owner of the Collinsport Inn.  She’s still suffering the effects of those original stories, and that gave us 

some new avenues for her.  Another big influence was the 1995 flash-forward on the original show, 

where Barnabas and Julia were shown a future where Collinwood lay in ruins.  Our version is less 

extreme, but that sense of a great legacy torn apart, and the duty of its survivors to unite is at the 

forefront of all our stories.  The genius of that story was to take so many key aspects of the show and 

approach them in a totally new way – the familiar suddenly became dangerous and unpredictable.  Our 
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opening story needed to have danger and sorrow, whilst giving our characters new directions and 

angles.  I don’t think you can sit down and plan that kind of drama – I could create situations, but the 

characters dictated their paths a lot of the time.  What were their reactions to these events? How 

would they cope? We asked a lot of questions like that, and gradually a story came together that could 

bring together all those sweeps. 

 

Is the audio production (or even the episodes that you've written) inspired by other works (old time 

radio plays, etc...)? 

 

I can’t think of many direct inspirations.  Mostly, we’re just trying to tell spooky, memorable stories 

that fit the DARK SHADOWS mould.  The original show had qualities of classic literature and 

mythology, so inevitably that trickles through, but I think that comes out more in the mood and tone 

than anything else.  We’ve a got a sort of Flying Dutchman story later in the run, which is typical of 

that old-style DARK SHADOWS spin on a classic yarn.  The original show never covered Christmas 

properly, even though Dan Curtis was very keen to do a seasonal story, so we’ve done a Christmas 

haunting tale, with shades of M R James.  That CD will be out in November, just in time for the 

holidays.  We were all really keen to tackle that, and the festive season gives that story a melancholy 

enchanted feel all of its own. 

 

Were you a DARK SHADOWS fan before getting involved with these audio plays? And can you give a 

general bio of yourself? 

 

I was a huge fan of DARK SHADOWS.  It’s an honour to make a small contribution to such a milestone 

celebration.  By day, I’m a magazine designer, and I create cover artwork and other stuff as a 

freelancer.  It’s been amazing to play with these characters and take them forward, and I’m privileged 

to have the support of the actors.  We’re committed to producing a series that celebrates the best of 

DARK SHADOWS, whilst bringing something new along the way.  As I said, there’s a tremendous 

responsibility associated with that, but I hope people enjoy what we’ve come up with. 

 

THE HOUSE OF DESPAIR by Stuart Manning and THE BOOK OF TEMPTATION by Scott Handcock, 

the first two releases of the new DARK SHADOWS audio series, have just been released on single CDs, 

and can be ordered directly from www.darkshadowsreborn.com. 
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