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Abstract 

This project explores the following research questions: How might Black 

Country fiction illuminate the possible connections – in theory and 

practice – between the post-industrial liminality of the region and queer 

identity or experience; and, in what ways might a close analysis of 

contemporary Black Country fiction function as an enabling or energising 

factor in the production of a new creative work about the region? 

Using Environmental Psychology and Psychogeography, I critically 

examine the ways the literature of the region depict its geography and 
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the impact this has on the identity of its characters. Freudian and post-

Freudian psychoanalysis is utilised to discuss ideas of liminal states of 

being - focusing on the uncanny, the abject and Lacan’s Lamella. These 

ideas are set within the framework of Queer Theory, connecting place 

and identity with non-normative sexualities. 

Psychogeography and environmental psychology illustrate how one’s 

culture, heritage and environment help form communal identity and 

sense of place. I examine sense of place in the region’s literature and 

investigate the liminal aspects of its geography and socio-politics, 

exposing how liminal place affects the inhabiting cultures and 

communities, and how liminal place forges liminal experience and 

identity. I investigate identity by looking at literary depictions of 

abjection and the uncanny; using Freud, Lacan and Kristeva, this project 

looks at notions of coming into being, and the anxieties formed from the 

return of the repressed. Queer Theory focuses on non-normative desire 

and sexuality. I discuss how queer experience and identity can be read 

as liminal, uncanny and abject. These theories are set against the 

landscape of the Black Country, examining how the region can be used 

as a fruitful backdrop for dealing with identity politics and how the Black 

Country, in its borderlessness, plays a significant role in specifically local 

types of queerness. 
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An important thematic thread of contemporary Black Country literature 

deals with notions of identity in a post-industrial landscape.1 The region 

can be identified as post-industrial in several ways. I examine how Black 

Country writers deal with it as a borderless place – a place difficult to 

map, a place where new meets old, where rural life sits next to heavy 

industry, a place geographically and socio-politically liminal. 

This thesis is a piece of literary criticism of existing Black Country 

Literature, an original piece of creative writing and a reflective 

commentary on my creative practices. Queering the Black Country 

investigates the research questions through three different 

methodologies, resulting in an overall conclusion that draws on three 

distinct academic / creative practices. The critical output sets out how 

Black Country writing can be read as examples of liminal, post-industrial 

and queer literature. This also develops the theoretical framework the 

creative element uses. The creative output develops and adds to the 

existing dialogue of these ideas of liminality and queer experience, 

offering an original creative perspective on the traditions of this region’s 

literature. My reflective commentary explores how creative writing 

practices and processes, in terms of narrative devices, add to the ways 

one produces liminal and queer literature. This part critical - part creative 

project investigates slippery notions of liminality through criticism of 

existing Black Country literature and through production of an original 

piece of creative fiction. 

                                                           
1 I define post-industrial and detail the Black Country as exemplar of this in the 

main body of the thesis.   
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Introduction 

Liminality is a messy term. It can only be understood through its 

contrariness and rebelliousness. Mainly defined by dictionaries and 

theorists in various fields as in-between, this misses out its 

characteristics of being a threshold, opening, position of flux or 

purgatorial. Like Freud’s Unheimlich, it’s neither homely or unhomely. 

The liminal is something that one passes through, the sense of 

movement or change is at its core. It is also a position between a and b, 

so there is something fixed about it too. One studies it in terms of 

topography - alleys, bridges, airports - spaces used for transition; and in 

terms of sociology - social mobility, weddings, graduations - rituals of 

transition. In all cases there is a sense of movement and change, but 

also one of limbo; there is a point, a time-space, however miniscule or 

fleeting, where one is still. The liminal is both fixed and in flux.  

In his article about ethics and psychoanalysis, Charles Levin defines it as 

having:  

an affective and symbolic quality found mainly on the margins and 
fringes of social institutions and structures. One might say that it 

arises in between, at the interface of established social systems, 
where the orderly demands of civilization prevail, and the 

subcultures of the lifeworld, where the experience of instinctual 
embodiment and affective relationality predominate.2  

                                                           
2 Charles Levin, ‘The Liminal Smile: Ethics in Psychoanalysis and the Problem of 

Regulation’, Canadian Journal of Psychoanalysis, Vol. 18 Issue 1 (2010), 60-85: 

73. 
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Liminal space and identity is connected with shamanic ritual too. 

Anthropologists, Arnold van Gennep and Victor Turner, discuss this in 

their work, when thinking about rites of passage. Turner states: 

Van Gennep has shown that all rites of transition are marked by 
three phases: separation; margin (or Limen) and aggregation. The 

first phase of separation comprises symbolic behaviour signifying 
the detachment of the individual or group either from an earlier 
fixed point in the social structure or a set of cultural conditions (a 

“state”); during the intervening liminal period, the state of the 
ritual subject (the” passenger”) is ambiguous; he passed through a 

realm that has few or none of the attributes of the past or coming 
state; in the third phase the passage is consummated.3 

In Turner’s reading of Van Gennep’s work, young ephebes, at a certain 

age, lose their place as children in the tribe. They are sent out to a 

liminal location - often described in terms of vision quests, fasting, 

pilgrimages. Through this passage / period they become adult, shaman, 

poet, warrior. This passage is one outside of normative codes, it is 

necessarily rebellious. The liminal, in these terms, has important 

connections with transformation and transition, allowing for transgressive 

and subversive acts. 

Manuel Aguirre discusses these messy qualities in his work on Gothic 

Literature, suggesting: 

This second space is a veritable zone of heterotopian features, 

simultaneously partaking of and opposing the ordinary reality, and 

accordingly many expressions of it in Gothic exhibit ambiguity, 

paradox or contradiction.4 

                                                           
3 Victor W. Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure, (London: 

Transaction Publishers, 1969), 94 
4 Manuel Aguirre, ‘Thick Description and the Poetics of the Liminal in Gothic 

Tales’ from Orbis Litterarum, 72:4, (2017) John Wiley & Sons A/S. Published by 

John Wiley & Sons Ltd, 294–317: 303.  
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This messiness in Gothic Literature also manifests in sites of anxiety. As I 

discuss later in terms of the Uncanny, Abjection and Lacan’s work; we 

find ourselves unsure of our sense of self and on the cusp of that which 

might overtake our subjecthood.  

Aguirre states that an important marker of Gothic fiction is its spacial 

liminality, arguing that the themes of crossing borders, hauntings, 

conflicts between urban and rural reveal this:  

The (literal or figurative) crossing of the threshold is perhaps the 

prototypical deed in Gothic fiction, and versions of it include not 

just the hero's journey but also transformation, transgression, 

imprisonment, haunting, escape and pursuit. It is not only human 

beings, however, that can cross the line, for the Other is as 

capable of entering our rational dimension.5 

I argue that the Black Country, as depicted in the region’s literature, 

becomes this site of rebellion – a deliberate facing of the abject or 

uncanny. 

Discussing the term Phasing, he suggests the stylistics of gothic writing - 

its slow, heavily descriptive tone - mark it out as a literature that depicts 

liminal themes in liminal ways: 

phasing suspends the expected, conventional flow of action and 

holds it in a betwixt‐and‐between state, giving action both a 

solemn and a provisional quality, effectively setting it in the 

heterotopian space of the limen. Phasing thus creates a phantom 

narrative area, neither here nor there, a veritable ‘place that is not 

a place’.6 

                                                           
5 Aguirre, 301 
6 Aguirre, 306 
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Ian Haywood notes a similar pattern in working-class fiction too. 

Discussing the bildungsromans of working-class literature as often 

resulting in cyclical narratives: 

This circular or cyclical movement is a reflection of some crucial 
features of working class life and its culture in its ‘classic’ phase 

[...] Circularity is not always a signifier of entrapment; it can also 
define secure limits and boundaries, and define time according to 
cultural traditions and customs.7 

The themes and poetics of liminal literature, ‘opens up a latitude for 

dissent, revolt or exploration as well as for doubt, danger and fear’.8 This 

thesis discusses the liminal in these messy and contradictory terms; 

time-spaces and images that are part threshold, part boundary, part 

transition, part rebellion and part limbo.  

Liminal states of being and time-spaces surface in various academic 

fields and all share this contradiction of being in flux and fixed, the sense 

of rebellion / transgression as an act of becoming.  In Calvin’s article, he 

makes a case for the role of the psychoanalyst as a liminal role and the 

transformative potential of the analysand as a boundary crossing 

journey: 

the achievement of a kind of potential space within the analyst, 

and also the analysand—or between them. From this point of view, 

Freud’s smile of sympathetic recognition and understanding 

implies a “liminal” state of mind or being. This in turn suggests 

that the psychoanalytic act, in its essence, straddles the 

interfacing edges of moral worlds, social norms, and psychic 

structures [...] Between the extremes of embodied passion and 

abstract law, psychoanalysis is always an attempt to stake out a 

                                                           
7 Ian Haywood, Working-Class Fiction, from Chartism to Trainspotting, 

(Plymouth: Northcote House Publishers Ltd, 1997), 57 
8 Aguirre, 299 
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middle position, representing neither “civilization,” nor its 

“discontents”.9  

Martin Stephen Frommer talks about our awareness of mortality as a 

liminal state. He calls it a ‘border condition that provides us with a 

consciousness about being’.10 His theory mirrors that of Turner and Van 

Gennep - a threshold populated by dread and emancipation, unruliness 

and realisation. He says:  

The liminal spaces of mortality—those spaces at or above the 
psychological threshold of awareness—are often lit with dark, 

disturbing hues. A psychic recognition of mortality is frequently 
accompanied by fear, dread, and existential despair. [but] To 

emotionally grasp one’s finiteness catalyzes a powerful shift in 
subjectivity.11   

The liminal, in this case, is something that sits between the psychical and 

the physical, between fear and acceptance. It is the movement, or rite of 

passage, that allows for the fulfilment of our sense of being, yet, like the 

Greek cyclops, at the cost of knowing of our inevitable deaths.  

Liminality has also received attention in geography, where critics think of 

place, space and landscape as in-between or as transitional and in terms 

of the movements and positions of people within those environments. 

Kevin Meetham discusses wetlands and seashores as the ‘interface 

between dry land and the sea and, as such, are both land and water, 

subject to a daily and seasonal rhythm of tidal movement’.12 In the same 

                                                           
9 Levin, 65 
10 Martin Stephen Frommer, ‘Living in the Liminal Spaces of Mortality’, 

Psychoanalytic Dialogues, 15(4), (2005), 479–498: 482 
11 Frommer, 482 
12 Kevin Meetham, ‘Walking the Edges: Towards a Visual Ethnography of 

Beachscapes’, Hazel Andrews and Les Roberts (eds.) Liminal Landscapes. Travel, 

Experience and Spaces In-between (London: Routledge, 2012) 69-87: 70 
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book Bjorn Thomassen addresses the individual and the communal within 

liminal landscapes, saying ‘the liminal has in recent decades been 

connected to the widespread notions of fluid or hybrid culture’ going on 

to think about our contemporary lives as ‘a permanent liminality’.13 If this 

is the case, the Liminal becomes an even messier term, and a self-

defeating one. What Thomassen is referring to might better be described 

as a prolonged liminality, as seen in marginalised, post-industrial 

communities. For example, the housing estates once used to home 

miners and steelworkers, left without social support and bereft of the 

industry that acted as foundation to the community.    

Psychogeography deals with these liminal geographies. Guy Debord 

defined psychogeography as, ‘The study of the precise laws and specific 

effects of the geographical environment, consciously organised or not, on 

the emotional behaviour of individuals’.14 It focuses on Urban Wandering, 

‘the imaginative reworking of the city, the otherworldly sense of spirit of 

place, the unexpected insights and juxtapositions created by aimless 

drifting, the new ways of experiencing familiar surroundings’.15 This 

imaginative re-working is preoccupied with the in-between: one is 

aimless, without usual or normal purpose; between the familiar-knowable 

and the novel-imagined. It’s a liminal position, on the threshold of real 

and imagined.  According to Michel de Certeau, ‘this is a sort of 

                                                           
13 Bjorn Thomassen, ’Revisiting liminality: the danger of empty spaces’, Hazel 

Andrews and Les Roberts (eds.) Liminal Landscapes. Travel, Experience and 

Spaces In-between (London: Routledge, 2012) 21-36: 26-28 
14 Merlin Coverley, Psychogeography: Pocket Essentials (Harpenden: Pocket 

Essentials, 2010), 90  
15 Coverley, 10 
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knowledge that remains silent. Only hints of what is known but 

unrevealed are passed on "just between you and me."’.16 De Certeau 

calls it a childlike experience, one that creates a fictional or imagined 

space, within the functional and real world:  

The childhood experience that determines spatial practices later 

develops its effects, proliferates, floods private and public spaces, 

undoes their readable surfaces, and creates within the planned city 

a "metaphorical" or mobile city, like the one Kandinsky dreamed 

of: "a great city built according to all the rules of architecture and 

then suddenly shaken by a force that defies all calculation.17   

Furthermore, the UK’s socio-politics and geography can be read in terms 

of this liminality. The UK is a post-industrial country. It has moved from 

a manufacturing-based economy to one of service, from skilled and semi-

skilled labour to professional and technical, from an infrastructure based 

on making and transporting to one of communications. This manifests in 

culture in many ways; sense of place and identity being two important 

markers. These changes affected the way previously industrial 

communities thought about themselves and their place in social order. In 

places like Nottingham, Port Talbot, Sheffield and Middlesbrough, much 

of the workforce was based in steelworks, mines, construction and 

manufacturing. These industries were set within the landscape of 

purpose-built housing estates, populated by workers and their families, 

places of communal worship (church) and leisure (the pubs and working 

men’s clubs). For a great many life was difficult, work was hard and 

unfulfilling, conditions were unhealthy and often dangerous. Working-

class culture, for many (including queers) was oppressive and grounded 

in a conservative, traditionalist nature. Nevertheless, the work was 

intrinsic to the communal sense of place and identity. These towns and 

cities have been on the frontline of post-industrial upheaval - witnessing 

                                                           
16 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. by Steven Rendall 

(London: University of California Press, 1988) 108 
17 de Certeau, 110 
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factories become retail centres, pubs and local shops boarded-up, 

resulting in unemployment and workforce emasculation.  An important 

point to make here is that this ’emasculation’ was not negative in all 

aspects. It allowed for a wider diversity in labour, gave women more 

opportunity to forge careers and gave rise to a more progressive attitude 

to things like work and home gender-norms. This said, the industrial 

foundation of community is lost, changing the geographical, social and 

cultural landscape. The post-industrial UK is a space where cultures and 

communities find themselves with a constant reminder of their 

achievements, resulting in pride, nostalgia and loss. They are 

communities in a liminal position. Haywood discusses this saying: 

 

a colossal transfer of economic power from the public to the 

private sector has taken place in Britain. Traditional working-class 
communities organised around largescale manufacturing industry 

have all but disappeared from British social life; the social imagery 
of such communities has become nostalgic, while the ‘affluent’ 

working-class has been heralded by conservative politicians as 
evidence of a new ‘classlessness’ [resulting in] the accelerated the 
fragmentation of class-consciousness [...] the ideological effect of 

submerging working-class identity (or significant fractions of it) 
into a heterogenous, proletarianized underclass of alienated social 

groups, defined by their economic unproductiveness and an 
inability to participate fully in society.18 

This thesis uses the Black Country as an example of this liminal space. 

Other regions share characteristics of the post-industrial, however, the 

Black Country is a particularly useful example, providing signs of 

liminality that many other regions do not. The Black Country is not quite 

urban - not quite rural; it’s made up by a strange mix of green and grey 

spaces; much of its cultural identity is formed from its industrial heritage, 

but most of this is now obsolete, ruined, built over by retail sites and 

enterprise zones. All these things are typical of a post-industrial 

                                                           
18 Haywood, 141 
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environment, examples can be seen in the suburbs of Gateshead and 

Glasgow. The Black Country has three further signs, making it exemplar 

for investigating the post-industrial and the liminal: it’s not quite north 

and not quite south; it sits in the shadow of its bigger, wealthier, more 

successful brother, Birmingham; and most importantly, it’s a defined 

state with its own name, flag, set of dialects, heritage, but it has no fixed 

boundary19. If we find ourselves in this in-between, borderless space, 

what might that do to sense of self? Might it give rise to liminal identity 

and / or experience? Is it possible that this liminal identity / experience is 

particular to the region? 

Being between states, in terms of identity can be tracked through Freud, 

Lacan and Kristeva. These thinkers talk about selfhood in terms of 

ambivalence, through the often inseparable qualities of attraction – 

repulsion, and familiarity – unfamiliarity. These theories suggest that 

selfhood is formed through a sense of difference to the other, a sense of 

loss and lack, and that Being is an act of negotiating a never complete 

self. Freud’s work deals with the conflicts of desire and prohibition, of 

narcissistic self-love versus self-destruction, the ambiguity of wanting to 

touch and distance oneself from taboo experience. Kristeva writes about 

the contradictory desires to return to the pre-language self as well as 

protect one’s subjecthood. Lacan thinks about being in terms of 

breakages, borderlands or gaps within one’s psyche. These 

                                                           
19 An old joke in the region suggests that if one wishes to start a fight in the 

Black Country, simply go into a pub and ask where it begins and ends. 
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psychoanalytic ideas are harnessed in this thesis to think about sense of 

self as sharing the ambiguous and conflicting liminal position.  

The queer figure is also liminal: they have no fixed ontology; they are 

drifting and ill-fitting; they create their own sense and use of time-

spaces; they’re non-normative, clandestine and spectral whilst still 

remaining present and corporeal. Queer, in this context is used in 

reference to critics interested in the  

instability and indeterminacy of all gender identity, such that even 

“normal” heterosexuality itself might be seen as a kind of panicked 
closure imposed on a variable, contingent, and multiple sexuality 

whose mobility and potentiality is signaled by the worlds of 
possibility opened up by gays and lesbians.20 

Donald E. Hall discusses the issues of queer theory in his book, Queer 

Theories, saying that the field demands a ‘recognition of partiality, of 

tendentiousness, of epistemological limitations’.21 Hall provides a series 

of definitions of queer as a noun, verb and adjective - each time showing 

the problematic relations between queer and any finite truth. Queer as 

adjective is:  

to abrade the classifications, to sit athwart conventional categories 
or traverse several. Queer activists and theorists looked to 

dismantle and disrupt hetero-homo binaries and Victorian 
classifications, recognising desire and sexuality as ‘amorphous, so 

hard to know, hard to pin down.22 

                                                           
20 Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan, ‘Introduction: Contingencies of Gender’, from 

Literary Theory: An Anthology 2nd edition, ed Rivkin and Ryan, (Oxford: 

Blackwell Publishing, 2004) 885-889: 888 
21 Donald E Hall, Queer Theories (Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2003) 1 
22 Hall, 9 
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In this way, Hall makes queer an exploration of the off-kilter, deliberately 

disrupting boundaries between normal and abnormal.23 I discuss the 

history and politics of Queer Theory and how they too relate to ideas of 

liminality and being between states. I suggest that attitudes and 

reception – oppression, hostility – to queer communities is inherited from 

a collective repression of the queerness in all subjects. Using Lacan’s 

Lamella (the aberrant part of a subject that is broken away during the 

mirror stage, ever threatening to resurface and haunt in a similar way to 

Freud’s return of the repressed) as a point of departure, I link the ideas 

of a never-complete-self, of being in-between states, the inherent 

haunting / uncanny qualities of these notions, with queer theory and 

queer identity. The queer subject subverts and problematizes the status 

quo, acting as a form of Lamella – exposing normative codes of 

behaviour to the potential that they too are ‘different’ ‘unruly’ or ‘other’.  

  

Focusing on the work of Anthony Cartwright, Catherine O’Flynn, Roy 

McFarlane, Meera Syal, Joel Lane and Liz Berry, this thesis looks at the 

portrayal of the Black Country and its characters as being in positions of 

flux, contradiction and transition. The places described in these works are 

ones where urban decay and the weeds of semi-rural space compete for 

territory. These writers share a sense of pride and nostalgia for the 

                                                           
23Queer, as opposed to Gay / Lesbian, is being used here because it focuses 

more intensely on a radical, othered view of identity politics, avoids the homo-

normative as much as the hetero-normative, and because queer is less in 

keeping with the metropolitan, urban and suburban landscapes of mainstream 

LGBT communities. This will be fully discussed in my chapter, Queer Regions.  
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area’s industrial heritage and working-class ethics, as well as a sense of 

despair towards the ruins, waste grounds and new enterprises that now 

replace it.  That said, these writers do not express this with essentialist 

or conservative viewpoints, readers are aware of the hardships, and of 

the diverse experiences of these working-class communities. As I point 

out, traditions that are lorded by many characters, are subverted and 

played with by others. They also express an infatuation with the 

contradictory meetings of green and grey spaces and in opening up 

narrative possibilities for their characters away from the restrictions of 

the past. Using the local area, its history and vernacular these authors 

expose their characters and readership to abject and uncanny 

experiences. In terms of cultural and geographical context, and in 

thematic content, they provide a sense of the borderless, the ghostly, the 

uncanny. Their settings are places that are not secure but ones that draw 

characters in, spaces and situations that are, in equal measure, inviting 

and homely as well as threatening.  

Exploring different issues and expressions of liminality in the literature of 

the region begins with Anthony Cartwright and Catherine O’Flynn. Their 

work deals with the changes that occurred in the Black Country from the 

early 1980s up to the present day: the demolition of industry and the 

rise of enterprise zones, and how the communities in the region dealt 

with these changes: from a proud, industrial, working-classness to a 

late-capitalist, postmodern way of being. As such, I will use these texts 
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to discuss the region’s post-industrial liminality and how this landscape 

fuels experiences and identities that are borderless or in-between.    

Anthony Cartwright uses the rich and deep-rooted social structures and 

culture of working-class Dudley to explore wider political issues and 

social concerns. Cartwright’s fictional adaptations of Dudley (or 

Cinderheath, as he calls it) and its inhabitants become the microcosm for 

questions of class, gender, race, desire, alienation, love and hate. He 

explores these issues by depicting cultures and characters that are in 

transition and borderless. In his third novel, How I Killed Margaret 

Thatcher (2012), we’re transported to Dudley during Thatcher’s first term 

as Conservative Prime Minister – one that was set to make irreversible 

and uncompromising changes to the industrial and working-class areas of 

the UK. When asked about why he chose to deal with Thatcher’s 

government and that era Cartwright said, ‘Dudley went through a real, 

real terrible time during that period, like loads of other towns up and 

down the country […] with industries being killed, [Cartwright gestures] 

right, this way of life isn’t going to happen anymore’.24 This quotation 

indicates Cartwright's interest in depicting what made Dudley and its 

people post-industrial, as being in a state of upheaval and unrest. The 

action in the novel traces lives and cultures that have been forced into 

liminality, or perhaps, linking back to my discussion of Thomassen, the 

                                                           
24 Fiction Uncovered, Anthony Cartwright interviewed by Courttia Newland, 

Published 31 May 2013, Fiction Uncovered, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rK5kLFdAYbs [accessed 16/03/2016] 
Unpaginated. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rK5kLFdAYbs
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liminal manifests as that prolonged marginal state. Because of this, need 

to re-establish their sense of place, class, identity and history. 

While many writers from and dealing with the Black Country focus on the 

industrial heritage or the post-industrial gloom of its landscape, 

Catherine O’Flynn moves in a slightly different, but no less important, 

direction. The borderless socio-politics and geography illustrated on the 

decaying estates of Anthony Cartwright’s work is largely ignored by 

O’Flynn in exchange for the clean, sanitised world of the shopping centre. 

While this may not be traditional Black Country territory, the shopping 

centre plays a significant role in the landscape of the Black Country, 

acting as stark contrast to the conventional descriptions of forges, 

smoke, steel works, and their ruins. It signifies the modern Black 

Country. For example, The Merry Hill Shopping Centre is built on the 

remains of the Round Oak Steelworks – a monument for the socio-

political changes discussed in these works.  

The characters in What Was Lost (2008) face similar challenges to those 

in Cartwright’s texts. They struggle with the surreal landscape of Green 

Oaks shopping centre, a simulacrum of the high street with its electric 

light and grey labyrinthine corridors – it acts as a limbo for their lives. 

They struggle with modern culture and its requirements as they attempt 

to negotiate life where everything is a copy of a copy, everything is for 

sale and nothing seems quite right. In short, they are attempting to deal 

with being in a time-space that, somehow, is not quite as good as its 

older brother was. 
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Following Cartwright and O’Flynn, this thesis explores Roy McFarlane’s 

poetry and Meera Syal’s Anita and Me (1996). Both writers deal with 

feelings of being in-between cultures from the position of being second 

generation Black and South Asian respectively. Using Wolverhampton as 

their backdrop they look at cultural and family traditions and racial / 

immigrant identity in the context of Britishness. They attend to how the 

borderless qualities of the region offer spacial possibilities for Black and 

Minority Ethnic (BAME) identities. Their narratives also explore the liminal 

/ transitional in sexual ways - often in off-kilter terms.  

Roy McFarlane’s poetry has the cyclical at its heart as he explores 

familial, ethnic and regional identity as things that are constantly shifting 

or adapting, For McFarlane, identity and the search for truth or being are 

incessant resurgences. In a recent interview he said: ‘There’s certainly an 

emphasis on a circle of life, that there are no endings, they only feed into 

another beginning, like the seasons, winter is not an ending but it’s a 

preparation for the spring to come’.25 This highlights his focus on 

exploring passages and episodes that lead to transformation, and how in 

turn these bring about further need for change. Bridget Minamore notices 

this in her review of McFarlane’s collection:  

Beginning with your last breath is cyclical in nature, and, 
ultimately, comes back to the fact we have been told one man’s 

story. A tale of motherhood, music, home and love; of finding out 
more about yourself, your home and your mother, despite already 

                                                           
25‘In The Booklight - Roy McFarlane & Beginning With Your Last Breath’ (an 

interview with Sarah James) http://www.sarah-james.co.uk/?p=7636 (2016) 

[accessed 03/05/2018] unpaginated 

http://www.sarah-james.co.uk/?p=7636
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seemingly knowing all three. However, all stories must come to an 
end – but here, we see, an end is also a new beginning.26 

McFarlane’s cycles of understanding contain another layer of liminality 

too, investigating the in-between nature of adopted people and 

importantly bringing race to the fore. Rachel Carney points this out, 

saying, ‘the book holds together through the shared themes of identity, 

family, love and loss, in the context of racial tension and cultural 

change’.27 McFarlane deals with his own adoption in these confessional 

poems, thinking about himself as within and outside of the family. The 

narrative arc of the collection leads the reader through what Turner 

called Limen: experiences of moving away from one sense of being and 

becoming another. This collection explores race in similar ways; 

McFarlane recognises the protracted liminal positions of the Windrush 

Generation and their subsequent ancestors, asking pertinent questions 

about Black British identity, set within the borderless region of the Black 

Country. As Carney points out, ‘it is the idea of finding home that reigns 

supreme, with Wolverhampton – aka ‘That place just off the M6’ – taking 

centre stage’.28  

Syal addresses similar issues; dealing with coming into being and coming 

to terms with feeling both British and Asian, feeling not-child-not-adult, 

and set within the liminal Black Country and the encroaching post-

                                                           
26 Bridget Minamore, ‘Review: Beginning With Your Last Breath by Roy 

McFarlane’, in Poetry School, https://poetryschool.com/reviews/review-

beginning-last-breath-roy-mcfarlane/ [accessed 03/05/2018] unpaginated 
27 Rachel Carney, ‘Review: Beginning With Your Last Breath by Roy McFarlane’, 

in Created to Read, https://createdtoread.com/poetry-beginning-with-your-last-

breath-roy-mcfarlane/ (2017) [accessed 03/05/2018] unpaginated 
28 Carney, ‘Review: Beginning With Your Last Breath by Roy McFarlane’ 

https://poetryschool.com/reviews/review-beginning-last-breath-roy-mcfarlane/
https://poetryschool.com/reviews/review-beginning-last-breath-roy-mcfarlane/
https://createdtoread.com/poetry-beginning-with-your-last-breath-roy-mcfarlane/
https://createdtoread.com/poetry-beginning-with-your-last-breath-roy-mcfarlane/
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industrial. Ana Maria Sanchez-Acre notes this in her book chapter, 

Invisible Cities:  

Urban landscape develops in Anita and Me from an almost idyllic 
childhood space to a troubled reflection of multicultural Britain and 

its effect on the self [...] The struggle for self-definition or 
visibility, albeit dangerous, is a source of creativity and strength 

for those straddled between two cultures.29 

In this text we’re on the edgelands of the city, the green-grey space 

typical of the post-industrial. Here, the protagonist explores subversive 

and transgressive acts as attempts to pass through the limen and 

understand her liminal position; her complicated relationships with white-

working-class childhood, and Punjabi middle-class maturity. Syal 

explores this through various rebel-without-a-cause depictions, mainly 

with her trademark humour and often in terms of sexual awakening. 

Following McFarlane and Syal, I explore Liz Berry’s poetry and Joel Lane’s 

short fiction. This examination expands on how the literature of the Black 

Country deals with the liminal, this time in overtly sexual ways. Berry 

and Lane’s Black Country is the setting of sexual unearthing, in 

particular, a queer sexuality. The sense of place, its borderlessness and 

its geographical contradictions act not only as a backdrop or landscape, 

but as a means through which queer genders and sexualities are forged 

or played with.      

                                                           
29 Ana Maria Sanchez-Acre, ‘Invisible Cities: Being and Creativity in Meera Syal’s 

Anita and Me and Ben Okri’s Astonishing the Gods’, Cities on the Margin, on the 

Margin of Cities: Representations of Urban Space in Contemporary Irish and 

British Fiction, eds. Philippe Lapace and Eric Tabuteau (Paris: Presses 

Universitaires Franc-Comtoises, 2003) 113-130: 114-115 
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Berry’s Forward Prize winning poetry collection, The Black Country 

(2014), explores her birth place in explicitly bestial and sexual terms, 

focussing on the interplay of place and growth, language and learning, 

organic and machine. Berry uses the region’s industrial heritage, its 

borderlessness to create metaphors for sensuality, sexuality and for 

discussing ideas of coming in to being. Many of the poems deal with 

coming into being in some way; in terms of understanding selfhood 

through language; in sexual terms; and in terms of investigating queer 

or uncanny experiences. Her work is fixated on situations or moods 

where the characters are in-between states. In a recent interview Berry 

discusses the filth and darkness in the region and her writing, saying that 

exploring this is a ‘very subversive idea in lots of ways because it’s both 

repulsive and fascinating and delightful […] I suppose it’s where the 

darkside of the erotic can be found, especially sensuality and women’s 

sensuality […] people have talked about it as earthy and I think earthy is 

as close as they can get to saying sort of the dirt, the filth or the muck of 

it’.30 Berry is preoccupied with the dark, filthy, liminal aspects of the 

Black Country and how she perceives these as connecting with sensuality 

and eroticism - hinting at a specifically located sexuality. 

Joel Lane’s short stories similarly present the dark and often seedy 

underbelly of the Black Country: places of crime, depravity and the 

supernatural. His characters deal with loss / lack and are often aimlessly 

                                                           
30 ‘Brave New Reads’, Jonathan Morley Interviews Poet Liz Berry, Published 18 

Aug 2015, WCNOnline, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oD3-jpcHaSE 

[Accessed 16/03/2016] Unpaginated 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oD3-jpcHaSE
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wandering. Ramsey Campbell notices a similar political position in Lane’s 

work: ‘It was driven by the political beliefs he passionately held [...] his 

deep humanism and sympathy for his characters, often the excluded or 

oppressed’.31 His landscapes explore post-industrial ruins and waste 

grounds. For Lane, the region is odd and out of place. Peter Coleborn 

describes Lane’s settings as, ‘like reading a map of the tragedy of that 

city and its environs’.32 Chris Morgan refers to Lane as ‘The great 

chronicler of local slum estates, crumbling tower blocks, derelict factories 

and dark canals’.33 In this realm the natural and the unnatural are in an 

almost constant state of flux, one is never sure of the boundaries 

between the real and unreal, the dead and alive, the past and present. In 

this constant in-between, this familiar-unfamiliar, Lane’s characters set 

out to investigate scenes of strange, often threatening sexuality. 

 

My novella, Bella, opens up further dialogues with the existing canon of 

Black Country Literature, developing the ideas set out in my critical 

readings of their texts. The novella is a multi-voiced narrative exploring 

queer identity and experience within the post-industrial landscape of the 

Black Country. Bella is about characters dealing with the abject / 

uncanny / lamella and the ways that landscape, culture and community 

impact on identity. It looks at how being in liminal time-spaces, or having 

                                                           
31 Ramsey Campbell, ‘Afterword: The Whole of Joel’, from Something Remains, 

(Staffordshire: The Alchemy Press, 2016) Kindle ebook 
32 Peter Coleborn, ‘’Foreword’, from Something Remains, (Staffordshire: The 

Alchemy Press, 2016) Kindle ebook 
33 Chris Morgan, ‘Joel Lane, Poet’, from Something Remains, (Staffordshire: The 

Alchemy Press, 2016) Kindle ebook 
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liminal experiences connects with, interplays with, and in some ways 

forges, the characters’ queer sexuality. The themes and tropes conveyed 

in the texts I’ve critically assessed act as points of departure for this 

creative work. As such, Bella is literary fiction that plays with the 

traditions and themes of its forebears. I investigate similar settings and 

expand upon the ways dialect, region, community and culture are 

portrayed. Bella can be considered as:  

1) a ghost story that looks at ideas of identity in a similar way to 

O’Flynn and Lane uses of haunting as a trope for exploring these 

ideas;  

2) queer erotica, like Lane and Berry, who marry off-kilter landscapes 

with off-kilter genders and sexualities; 

3) weird fiction, in the similar style to Joel Lane, which allows for the 

fusion of different types of genre writing, the fusion of pop culture 

with more philosophical or esoteric themes; 

4) social realism, much like Syal and Cartwright’s work: it uses the 

knowable, everyday, working-class community and culture as its 

setting. 

 

The reflective commentary discusses the creative decisions I’ve made in 

my novella: how I have sourced information; how my narrative devices 

reflect and expand upon the theories employed in my critical readings; 



   
 

26 

 

and, how engaging with influence enables the process and creative 

output. This reflective part of the thesis describes my poetics, which are 

informed by the theory I’ve used, but also employ ethnography, local 

history and lived experience. Through evaluating my creative output I set 

out how one might approach creatively writing about liminal experience 

and identity. The specifics around the reflective evaluation of my creative 

work is expanded on in the methodology chapter and the final sections of 

this thesis. 

Having completed these investigations it will be clear how:  

1) one’s connections with their community and environment create a 

sense of place and communal identity;  

2) the Black Country can be read as exemplar of UK post-industrial 

liminality;  

3) liminal geographies can foster liminal identity / experience, 

especially in terms of queer identity. 
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Methodology 

This chapter sets out the methodology I’m employing and places my 

research in its intellectual context, addressing some of the key writers 

and theorists in my fields of study and discussing how my outputs 

develop. As this project is interdisciplinary, focusing on a critical review 

of existing Black Country fiction as well as producing a creative response 

to my research questions, my methodology has been organised into 

three separate strands - the critical, the creative and the self-reflection. 

The critical part of my research draws on traditional literary criticism, 

psychoanalytical and queer readings of texts. The creative element uses 

a broader methodology, including ethnography, local history and my own 

lived experience. The self-reflection works with theories including, 

narratology, intertextuality and ideas of influence. 

My intention is to focus my investigation on contemporary literature, 

providing a critical examination of current writing: texts which directly 

come out of the post-industrial context. This investigation also covers 

how different forms of literature investigate liminality. The primary texts 

discussed in this thesis are novels, short stories and poetry, allowing for 

a thorough investigation of how the liminal, the queer and the post-

industrial are realised in the region’s literature. While all authors have 

received awards and / or journalistic praise for their outputs, they have 

not (with the exception of Syal) been the subject of academic study / 

criticism.  
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The two main fields for investigating regional identity, sense of place and 

being are: Environmental Psychology, which attempts to link the 

subject’s psychological well-being and cultural identification with the 

many systems and signs that exist in their individual locations; and 

Psychogeography, which sets out ways, often radical ways, that allow 

one to investigate and experience their environments and their place 

within them. From here, I suggest how our communities contribute to 

selfhood, as well as offering possibilities in how one might subvert the 

systems that account for this.   

Freudian and Post-Freudian psychoanalytical readings address what I 

mean by liminal identity / experience, and to uncover the ways writers 

from the region convey these. Freud, Kristeva and Lacan each provide 

narratives for how a subject enters subjectivity. In each case they 

discuss ideas of ambivalence or in-betweenness, and the conflicts and 

borderlands of the familiar and unfamiliar, the repulsive and attractive, 

the knowable and unknowable, linking this in-between state with our 

experience of subjectivity. For instance, Freud speaks of this ambivalence 

in his essay Totem and Taboo. Referring to ‘touching’ Freud describes 

how particular acts and / or desires find themselves caught in the 

contradictions of instinct and prohibition. Freud asserts: 

This desire is promptly met by an external prohibition against 
carrying out that particular kind of touching [...] In consequence, 

however, of the child's primitive psychical constitution, the 
prohibition does not succeed in abolishing the instinct. Its only 

result is to repress the instinct (the desire to touch) and banish it 
into the unconscious [...] A situation is created which remains 
undealt with - a psychical fixation - and everything else follows 
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from the continuing conflict between the prohibition and the 
instinct.34 

Ambivalence, in these terms, relates to the liminal because of its 

psychical position, or psychical fixation as Freud puts it. It is that which is 

banished and yet still seducing, becoming a conflict between desire and 

prohibition, the instinctual and the socialised. Furthermore, this 

ambivalence and repressed desire links back to Van Gennep and Victor 

Turner - what is being repressed and what is manifested as ambivalence 

in the subject is akin to the transformative rites of passage where one is, 

in Turner’s words, ‘not-boy-not-man’.35 On one hand, the subject 

navigates the conflict between desire and prohibition as a rite-of-passage 

in becoming social - this marks an end and new beginning. On the other 

hand, this route also causes the psychical fixation where the two parts of 

one’s being are in perpetual conflict or permanently bearing against each 

other - a position of liminal looping. This is used as a framework for 

addressing how writers convey the region and their characters as liminal.       

Queer theorists discuss the identity of non-normative genders and 

sexualities, addressing what queer means as an identity; what queer 

time, space and place is; and, how the queer is a radical, politicised 

identity. Theorists such as J.J Halberstam, Judith Butler and Eve Kosofsky 

Sedgwick, who set out to undermine and criticise essentialist formations 

of gender and sexuality, consider how queer identity and experience can 

                                                           
34 Sigmund Freud, ‘Totem and Taboo’, from, On Murder, Mourning and 

Melancholia, Trans. Shaun Whiteside, (London: Penguin. 2005) 33-34 
35 Turner, 95 
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be seen as liminal. Halberstam, for instance, suggests that queer 

communities create their lives and identities by: 

rethinking the conventional emphasis on longevity and futurity 
[because theirs is a] life unscripted by the conventions of family, 

inheritance and child rearing [...] Queer subcultures produce 
alternative temporalities by allowing their participants to believe 

that their futures can be imagined according to logics outside of 
those paradigmatic markers of life experience.36  

The queer figure, then, deliberately sets out to live a radical, alternative 

existence seeking to subvert and disrupt established notions of gender 

and sexuality. These notions are used to demonstrate how the literature 

of the region depicts non-normative identities. 

Having set out the psychoanalytic and queer frameworks I assess the 

way these fields connect - providing a comparison of the ambivalences in 

my Freudian and Post-Freudian readings with the deliberate ill-fitting 

nature of queer. Building bridges between the two sets of criticism, and 

applying them to the literature, geography and socio-politics of the 

region, I offer a new reading of Black Country identities. 

Existing literary and cultural criticism, such as Ian Haywood’s Working-

class Fiction: from Chartism to Trainspotting, focuses on working class 

fiction with attention to subjects like class, gender, race and power 

struggles. He provides a brief tour through different stages of working-

class fiction, addressing how writers have played with traditions of 

narrative style and voice, laying out an aesthetics of working-class 

writing. My project develops Haywood’s research by offering two further 

                                                           
36 JJ Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place, (London: New York University 

Press, 2005) 2 
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points of enquiry: a region specific aesthetic and thematic preoccupation; 

and a study of post-millennial, working-class writing.  

Previous studies like this have offered readings of how the post-industrial 

and postmodern are drawn in texts and the affects these landscapes 

have on identity. Many of these relate to non-specific, or at least 

fictional, examples of these landscapes, senses of place and ways of 

being. My work expands on this, focusing specifically on Black Country 

writing, comparing and contrasting how writers deal with the region as a 

borderless place, and how this effects queer communities. 

Much has been written around queer identity, queer community and 

queer space. Judith Butler, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Stephen Whittle 

have written widely on performative gender and sexuality spectrums and 

the ways these become acts of subversive, radical politics. The ground-

breaking writing of JJ Halberstam and the interrogations of Natalie Oswin 

who investigate how place, space and temporality differ for queer 

communities, and how these different space-times impact on their being. 

These thinkers inform my research. My work, however, positions itself 

with specific attention to the region and to regional identity.  

This critical element is in keeping with psychoanalytical readings of text, 

as I interrogate liminal space and selfhood in the region’s writing. My 

focus addresses the significance of textual examples of the Freudian and 

Post-Freudian ambivalence as examples of liminal selfhood. I link the 

familiar-unfamiliar in The Uncanny, with the qualities of attraction-
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repulsion in Abjection and in the shapeshifting qualities of Lacan’s 

Lamella.   

So, as well as sharing academic space with writers who deal with 

working-class fiction and ideas around post-industrial space, my work 

also comes out of the queer closet and from the same bookshelves as 

Freudian, Kristevan and Lacanian thinkers. 

 

My creative output builds on these themes too - creating a storyworld 

where my drawing of characters’ identities are informed by queer, 

Freudian / post-Freudian ideas as well as the psychological hauntings of 

liminal environments. This is in keeping with the context of existing Black 

Country literature: the novella shares the same Dudley housing estates 

as Cartwright, the hauntings and urban myths of O’Flynn and the beastly, 

sexual worlds of Lane and Berry. The novella shares both stylistic and 

thematic space with Social Realists and Working-Class fictions, Horror, 

Crime and Weird fiction, and erotica or LGBTQ fiction.37 

The creative part of this project adds a new voice to the literary 

landscape. As a piece of fiction itself the outcomes are less tangible than 

traditional academic studies. It is my aim to develop arguments / 

discussions, manifested by the existing Black Country canon, in terms of 

                                                           
37 By social realist and working-class fictions I mean writers like Alan Sillitoe, 

Niall Griffiths and Anthony Cartwright. By Horror, Crime and Ghost Story I mean 

in keeping with Stephen King, Clive Barker and Daphne Du Maurier. In terms of 

Weird or slipstream I refer to writers like Joel Lane, Nicholas, Royale and Lisa 

Tuttle. Finally, erotic or LGBTQ fiction refers to writers like James Maker, Paul 

McVeigh and Sarah Waters. 
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the identities in the region. The main strand of this will be to give voice 

to underrepresented parts of the community - namely queer 

communities. 

To begin it was essential to come to terms with my idiosyncratic view of 

what the Black Country is. As such I have read widely on local history, 

explored archive maps, photographs, newspaper articles and real life 

testimonies of people through various eras of the region (details of these 

can be found in the bibliography). A major part of this research has been 

taken from my own knowledge and lived experience as a person who 

grew up in Lye, Stambermill, Stourbridge, Halesowen and as an adult, 

lived in Netherton, Dudley and Upper Gornal. This lived experience has 

informed the ways in which I’ve rendered dialect, place and culture. Of 

influence too are local historian, Ned Williams;38 The Black Country Living 

Museum;39 Dudley Archives;40 Dudley Library Services;41 and, the Arts 

Council projects Where’s Our Spake Gone42 and Multistory.43 Williams’ 

work, which is a mix of archive photography and historical writing, has 

been an important resource for picturing the changing landscape of the 

region (particularly Dudley and Netherton in Williams’ case) both in 

terms of its geography and architecture and in terms of how those things 

affect cultures and communities. The Black Country Living Museum has 

                                                           
38 Ned Williams, Netherton: People and Places, (Stroud: The History Press, 

2008) and Dudley & Netherton Remembered, (Stroud: The History Press, 2010) 
39 https://www.bclm.co.uk/ 
40 http://www.dudley.gov.uk/resident/libraries-archives/archives-and-local-

history-service/ 
41 http://www.dudley.gov.uk/resident/libraries-archives/libraries/find-a-

library/dudley-library/ 
42 https://ourspake.co.uk/ 
43 https://multistory.org.uk/ 
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been a similar resource, allowing me to explore the Industrial Heritage in 

both an academic way, through looking at the historical records, as well 

as an interactive or visceral way. Dudley Archives’ and Library services’ 

archive maps and newspapers have enabled me to create a storyworld 

with the pattern of authenticity, making sure that street names, building 

types, dates of open businesses, dates of historic or cultural events 

match up with the timeline of my narrative. Where’s Our Spake Gone, an 

oral history project culminating in a book and series of films that explore 

the different dialects and vocabularies of the region, offer a rich resource 

for words, phrases and different types of speech, but also a critical and 

cultural background for why the region’s dialects / accents are so 

important. Multistory is an arts project that uses photography, writing 

and podcasts to provide different perspectives of the diverse cultures and 

communities of the Sandwell borough - it is a living archive of real life 

accounts and artistic representations of life in the region. From here I’m 

able to draw on a wide group of resources that have acted as aids to the 

cultural, historical and social context of my work, the drawing of an 

accurate setting for my fiction and the development of writing in dialect. 

This mix of research techniques is important in terms of writing queer 

perspectives and experiences. Much of my research is based on lived 

experience. Many of the feelings expressed and situations portrayed in 

my novella are autobiographical. As previously mentioned, my regional 

connections have been a vital resource. This ‘lived research’ is intensified 

when considering my experience of living as a sexually non-normative 
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person. This said, I have also adopted an ethnographic approach, 

drawing on the observation of and conversation with, queer, regional 

people. I have also read widely on queer and LGBT experiences, in 

particular, accounts of reparative / conversion therapies, accounts of 

non-normative / public sex acts, accounts of experiences in queer slang 

and non-verbal language. 

All of this forms a well of information that has enabled my creative 

writing. As such, my methodology is eclectic and nebulous, purposeful 

but selective. It is, as Jennifer Webb and Donna Lee Brien say, an 

‘Agnostic Thinking’44 approach. In their essay, Webb and Brien look at 

the differences in knowledge outcomes between artists in academia and 

academics who deal with the criticism of existing products, texts or 

artists. They begin by acknowledging the divide between creative and 

critical outputs, saying: 

as artists, we need to produce work according to the logic of the 
field of creative production: work that is autonomous (made "for 

art's sake") and critically respected. We also need to produce work 
according to the logic of the field of knowledge production, work 

that is not only rigorous, but also provides economic benefits 
through research reporting and the attraction of research students 
[...] Focus on the production of a fine artwork can give precedence 

to aesthetics at the expense of knowledge. Focus on the 
production of knowledge can generate art that is didactic, and 

"academic”.45  

                                                           
44 Donna Lee Brien and Jennifer Webb, “Agnostic” thinking: creative writing as 

practice-led research, Working papers in art and design, vol. 5, 2008, University 

of Canberra and Central Queensland University, AU, from 

https://www.herts.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/12434/WPIAAD_vol5_web

b_obrien.pdf [Accessed November 15th 2016] Unpaginated 
45 Brien and Webb, “Agnostic” thinking 

https://www.herts.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/12434/WPIAAD_vol5_webb_obrien.pdf
https://www.herts.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/12434/WPIAAD_vol5_webb_obrien.pdf
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Webb and Brien call for acceptance of the ambivalent and fluid quality in 

knowledge that comes from the product itself. They refer to Keats’ 

‘Negative Capability’,46 suggesting that understanding directly arising 

from creative practice needs to be understood within its own language. 

They say, ‘Negative Capability is like negative space: that which is 

available to be filled [...] it is not a refusal to establish meaning, but is 

rather a refusal to be irritated when facts and reason are not immediately 

evident’.47 For Webb and Brien this is ‘agnostic research’, a term taken 

from architect Sophia Vyzoviti. Their argument is formed from two major 

principles: ‘first is the basic philosophical view that "truth value" is 

unknowable’. The second is borrowed from the IT industry, ‘it is 

important to have "agnostic" systems - those that don't depend upon a 

single model, but can operate in a number of places and ways, and for a 

number of users’.48 Agnostic research embraces the multi-disciplinary 

and understands that whatever is produced can be knowledge, just not a 

fixed, quantifiable knowledge. This is particularly pertinent to the 

practice-based / led researcher because  

artwork is rarely undertaken on a sufficiently systematic basis, 

being more about exploration, chance and intuition than 
hypotheses and laboratory systems [...] instead applying an 
approach that is closer to agnosticism. [This] initiates a new 

epistemological landscape, one less committed to linearity and 
logic, and more committed to the analogical, to "going around" a 

problem.49 

                                                           
46 Brien and Webb, “Agnostic” thinking 
47 Brien and Webb, “Agnostic” thinking 
48 Brien and Webb, “Agnostic” thinking 
49 Brien and Webb, “Agnostic” thinking 
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In terms of my research, the novella is an agnostic piece of knowledge 

exploring the possibilities of a queer culture within a post-industrial 

landscape. The key term here is “explores”. The creative writer is not 

here to uncover. The creative writer is here to offer possibilities. 

 

The third part of my methodology involves explaining my creative 

decisions, discussing how my work has harnessed creative writing theory 

and practice, and how my work adds to, enters into dialogue with or 

complicates existing Black Country literature. The majority of my 

arguments here come from the context of creative writing theory. Mainly, 

in narratology and in the works of Francine Prose and Mike Bunn who 

unpick the different ways writers read text. Monika Fludernick and Paul 

McDonald have both written on Narratology, exploring topics such as 

perspective, narrative time-space and narrative reliability, uncovering 

how these things work as devices within a story. These writers along with 

the University of Hamburg’s Living Handbook of Narratology are used and 

expanded upon to investigate my own writing and how narrative devices 

can be used to explore liminal experiences and identities. Francine Prose 

and Mike Bunn look at the act of reading and the different ways one 

reads to develop craft; the close reading undertaken to learn grammar, 

structure and form, and how to examine character, dialogue and setting. 

This thesis develops from these textbooks, offering a pedagogic outcome 

for this project that assesses how engagement with literature (region 
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specific in this case) can energise or enable the production of original 

creative writing. 

Much of my method for explaining my creative decisions and discussing 

my practice draws on theories in narratology. I investigate perspective, 

looking at Marcus Hartner’s thoughts on multiperspectivity and Bukhard 

Niederhoff on point of view. Narrative reliability is explored using Wayne 

C Booth’s and James Phelan’s work. The difficulties of dealing with oral 

dialects are addressed with reference to Monika Fludernick’s thoughts on 

oral or natural narratives and Peter Huhn’s ideas on skaz. The critical 

evaluation of my creative output draws on other writers and their advice 

about writing. Interrogating how my writing, use of local vernacular and 

use of poetic language, is inspired by people like David Constantine, 

Brendan Kennelley and Hugh MacDiarmid, how their language styles 

were attempts to articulate politicised, outsider voices. This thread will be 

tied in with my core texts too - especially Cartwright, McFarlane and 

Berry - who play with regional voices much more than the other chosen 

authors. 

My research question - in what ways might a close analysis of 

contemporary Black Country fiction function as an enabling or energising 

factor in the production of a new creative work about the region - is 

covered by the combination of the two strands of my project. The literary 

criticism is an investigation into devices writers use to depict the liminal, 

post-industrial, queer, as well as a statement about the themes and 

styles local writers share. This literary study will then act as a foundation 
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for my self-evaluation and comparative analysis. The research also asks 

how the act of reading as a writer differs from other forms of reading - 

be it as a literature scholar or as a passive consumer of books. My 

methodology draws on Barthes’ ideas in The Pleasure of Text, 

poststructuralist notions of Intertexuality, T. S. Eliot’s theories in 

Traditional and Individual Talent, and Harold Bloom’s writings in The 

Anxiety of Influence. In terms of literary criticism, these approaches 

differ a great deal, however, using these theorists as a way of discussing 

influence and the creative process, I set out guidelines that address two 

important parts of this research: how the act of reading differs for 

writers; and how previous traditions, conventions and influences can be 

channelled, through creative practice, to produce new work. 

  

My methodology plays out in three main strands. The literary criticism 

uncovers how writers deal with space, place, community and selfhood in 

the region, as well as setting up the theoretical backbone for the politics 

of my creative piece - a local, queer set of identities and experiences 

formed through Freudian and Post-Freudian ambivalence. The creative 

evaluation discusses how I set about collecting information, what 

narrative decisions I’ve made, and why. This strand also assesses how 

my novella contributes to the region’s literature.   
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Queering the Black Country 

 

In Place of Self 

Much work has been done in the field of environmental psychology in 

terms of how the formation of identity is linked to sense of place. The 

Environmental Psychologists call this Place-Identity. Coined by Harold 

Poshansky, it is defined:  

a sub-structure of the self-identity of the person consisting of, 
broadly conceived, cognitions about the physical world in which 

the individual lives. These cognitions represent memories, ideals, 
feelings, attitudes, values, preferences, meanings, and conceptions 

of behavior and experience which relate to the variety and 
complexity of physical settings […] consisting of places, spaces and 
their properties which have served instrumentally in the 

satisfaction of the person's biological, psychological, social, and 
cultural needs.50 

Charis E Anton and Carmen Lawrence use this definition in their paper, 

using qualitative survey, arguing that place identity comes about through 

the fulfilment of a need or as an act of dependency:  

a place meets a person's needs so they become dependent on it 

and choose to stay there. The longer a person stays in a place the 

greater the likelihood of the place being incorporated into the 

identity structure, especially if that place also provides the 

individual with feelings of distinctiveness, continuity, self-esteem 

and self-efficacy.51 

The case studies and data in their paper suggests that sense of place and 
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identity within that place comes about through dependency or functional 

needs that take on further psychical or emotional connections as a 

secondary move. This is echoed by Darren Clarke, Conor Murphy and 

Irene Lorenzoni, who argue, ‘place dependence refers to functional 

features of a place that facilitate certain activities and emotional 

connections’.52 

In their article ‘Place and Identity Process’ Clare L. Twiggler-Ross and 

David L. Uzzell use the model that ‘identity should be conceptualized in 

terms of a biological organism moving through time which develops 

through the accommodation, assimilation and evaluation of the social 

world’.53 Their argument suggests that identity is formed, in part, by a 

series of drives and acts that either attach or distance the subject from 

their environment – creating a sense of place. They argue that:  

distinctiveness summarizes a lifestyle and establishes that person 

as having a specific type of relationship with his/her home 
environment, which is clearly distinct from any other type of 
relationship […] people use place identifications in order to 

distinguish themselves from others. In this sense place functions 
in a similar way to a social category and therefore place 

identifications can be thought of as comparable to social 
identifications.54 

One’s relationship with and connectedness to their hometown, their 

housing estate, the landmarks and histories that make up their locale, 

are as important to one’s identity as their gender, class, race and 
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sexuality. This presumes we are not nomadic, as indeed many are, as 

such it might be better to think about how rootedness has an impact on 

the stability of identity.  

Richard H. Rijnks, Dirk Strijker discuss this in terms of regionality:  

The basic principle of defining a region is to find a set of common 
characteristics, which include, but are not limited to, geographical 

location, physical features, socio-economic qualifications, political 
situations and cultural characteristics. Defining a region requires it 

to be distinguishable from other (neighbouring) regions, so it 
follows that in defining what a region is, equally we are defining 
what a region is not [...] Regions are defined by the characteristics 

they are associated with, which in turn influence the identity 
ascribed to that region. Equally, regions that are defined as being 

different to a certain region help shape the identity of this region, 
as characteristics attributed to the other region, but not associated 
with one’s own, solidify the definition of one’s own region.55  

Rijnks and Stijker discuss how resilient regional identity is, how it is 

dependent on acts of othering and how important it is, for many, in 

sense of self. They argue, ‘regional identity consists of (perceived) 

characteristics of a region incorporated in one’s own identity’.56 These 

perceived characteristics are subjective and selective on the part of the 

observer, but also relate to a collective or communal reflection of place 

too. These are built from inherited cultural memories, traditions and 

histories manifest in buildings, cultural figures and shared experiences of 

location and events. 

Twigger-Ross and Uzzell break place-identity into two separate, but 

equally important, paths in the process: place-referent continuity and 
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place-congruent continuity. Place-referent continuity is the idea ‘that 

places act as referents to past selves and actions and that for some 

people, maintenance of a link with that place provides a sense of 

continuity to their identity’.57 Place-congruent continuity ‘refers to the 

maintenance of continuity via characteristics of places which are generic 

and transferable from one place to another’.58  So, the subject defines 

self in relation to a place because of the place’s cultural current (i.e. its 

unique history, artistic heritage, particular topographies / geography, 

one’s own familial and personal memories and feelings), as well as the 

recognition of the place’s utilitarian or convenience aspects (i.e. quality 

of local schools, transport links, shopping facilities). Clarke, Murphy and 

Lorenzoni reiterate this: ‘both physical and social attributes of place are 

interconnected and mutually reinforce place attachment processes’.59  

Most important is the continuity of those currents. The article suggests 

that: 

having control, or not, over the maintenance of continuity of place 

is important for psychological well-being [because] unwanted and 
personally uncontrollable change in the physical environment, 

resulting in the loss of the principle of continuity, may cause a 
grief or loss reaction.60 

The place-referent part of the argument is most pertinent to this thesis: 

the cultural, historical and personalised makeup of a place that defines it 

as unique. Black Countryness is defined by these markers - its industrial 

heritage, odd geography and mix of dialects set it apart from many other 
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areas.  

In his Jacksonville TEDxTalk, Where am I? The Power of Uniqueness, Ed 

McMahon discusses the psychological, political and economic benefits of 

preserving sense of place. He argues: ‘Place is more than just a spot on 

the map. Place is what makes your hometown different from my 

hometown, but more importantly, I believe, sense of place is explicitly 

that which makes our physical surroundings worth caring about’.61 Using 

various examples of ‘cared for’ and ’uncared for’ places, he makes a case 

for the ways local history and culture benefit areas, both in terms of 

economics and investment, and in terms of well-being and communal 

connection. He focuses on areas of historical significance, suggesting: 

‘Another thing that affects value and sense of place is the presence or 

absence of historic buildings and neighbourhoods [...] it’s about 

physically connecting people to the past, it’s about telling you who you 

are and where you came from’.62 This echoes environmental psychology: 

heritage acting as an anchor for sense of place, underpinning identity. 

McMahon calls for the protection and conservation of the cultural and 

historical, not just so they remain, but so they might hold the full 

potential of their cultural significance. It’s not good enough to have a 

monument to something or someone if the area around it doesn’t allow 

for its appreciation. In terms of the Black Country then, we might ask: 

what good is protecting the legacy of Dudley born Filmmaker, James 

                                                           
61 Ed McMahon, Where Am I? The Power of Uniqueness, Jacksonville TEDTalk, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qB5tH4rt-x8 published 06/01/2015, 

[Accessed 01/08/2017] Unpaginated 
62 McMahon, Where Am I? The Power of Uniqueness 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qB5tH4rt-x8


   
 

45 

 

Whale,63 if his monument is in the middle of a car park surrounded by 

Pizza Hut, Nandos and McDonalds? McMahon argues:  

It’s not because we can’t plant new trees and build new buildings, 
It’s because, I believe, our sense of identity and wellbeing is tied 

in a very profound way to special buildings and places and views. 
These places are invested with rich symbolic importance that 

contributes to our sense of identity and wellbeing in a way no less 
fundamental than religion, our language, our culture [...] Not just 
about the economy of this state, it’s about psychology of this state 

as well.64 

Environmental psychology and McMahon suggest that our sense of place, 

be it attachment or detachment, is based around a system of symbols 

that organise the cultural identity and demographic of place. 

Environmental Psychology offers further evidence of this, examining what 

happens to place identity during times of social or geographical upheaval. 

Anton and Lawrence argue that ‘threats to a place may increase people's 

awareness of their attachment [...] and influence them to want to stay in 

the place they are attached to, despite the place no longer being safe’.65  

Clarke, Murphy and Lorenzoni state, ‘Individuals subjected to such 

processes may deploy coping mechanisms (e.g. resisting change, re-

establishing place meanings, questioning powerful interests) to reduce 

threats of disruptions and protect their sense of attachment’.66 Place 

attachment, regardless of threats to safety of people, is an important 

marker of identity. Indeed, this sense of self within a location might even 

become stronger during times of upheaval or change. These studies show 

                                                           
63 James Whale was the director of 1930s Universal Classic Horrors Frankenstein 
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how things like political or environmental change impact on the culture 

and geography of an area, often resulting in a strengthened desire for 

continuity and heightened sense of place-identity. 

Place-identification is a structuring of selfhood set within a location, 

forged through communal and social influences and more personal or 

subjective responses. This creates the genius-loci or the power of place. 

If we can change how these spaces are experienced, like the queer 

subject might, then we can look at redefining the power of a place. A 

good example of how this works in real terms is the Street Art Scene. In 

their book about graffiti culture, Klantern and Hubner suggest that artists 

‘challenge and adopt civic spatial rules to their benefit […] by adapting 

and manipulating rather than accepting or refusing the existing spatial 

system, it is the users who are exploring and defining new urban 

territories’.67 Graffiti acts not just as decoration or eyesore, it turns an 

urban environment, say a municipal walkthrough, into a gallery. In 

another text, Klantern calls it an ‘attempt at subverting or superimposing 

on the symbol systems we call cities’.68   

Another way of investigating how power is dispersed, what this means to 

a sense of place and how it might be challenged, is through 

psychogeography. In his book Pocket Essentials to Psychogeography, 

Merlin Coverley contests that: 
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the essential emptiness of modern life is obscured behind an 
elaborate and spectacular array of commodities and our immersion 

in this world of rampant consumerism leaves us disconnected from 
the history and community that might give our lives meaning 

[…]Amidst the barrage of media imagery to which we are 
subjected, our emotional response is blunted and we become 
unable to engage directly with our surroundings without the 

mediated images of television and advertising.69 

So, we are what we are told and identity is formed, at least in part, from 

our sense of place, however, our sense of place is mediated by the 

agendas of postmodern life. What now? Coverley argues, ‘The city must 

be rebuilt upon new principles that replace our mundane and sterile 

experiences’,70 and the way this can be done is through Urban 

Wandering, what Debord called Derive or drift. The drifter becomes one 

who ‘remakes the city in accordance with his own imagination […] that 

seeks to overthrow the established order of the day’.71 This acts as a 

combat against becoming passive victims of hyper-reality. 

Michel de Certeau discusses this too, arguing that drifting ‘transforms the 

bewitching world by which one was "possessed" into a text that lies 

before one's eyes. It allows one to read it, to be a solar Eye, looking 

down like a god’.72 The image of the seer or the godlike figure is 

important; signifying undoing the spell of the urban environment. De 

Certeau continues: ‘the voyeur-god created by this fiction [...] must 

disentangle himself from the murky intertwining daily behaviors and 
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make himself alien to them’.73 The pedestrian is Promethean, making 

stories of place, or based in places, through acts of rebellious 

movements. Derive does to landscape what speech-acts do to language: 

'it is a process of appropriation of the topographical system on the part of 

the pedestrian (just as the speaker appropriates and takes on the 

language); it is a spatial acting-out of the place (just as the speech act is 

an acoustic acting-out of language)’.74 Through this ‘rhetoric of walking’ 

the psychogeographer uncovers the unseen and overlooked and creates 

new models or structures for perceiving spaces.  

One could see drifting as taking an instinctual and subjective approach to 

looking into one’s sense of place, space and history, drawing one’s own 

conclusions on how these affect community and how it might be 

challenged. The Environmental Psychologists and McMahon claim the 

importance of preserving that which makes a place unique. 

Psychogeographers see drifting as a radical, political act aimed at 

undermining established notions of place. As such, the instinctual drifter, 

aware of how important place-referent continuity is, becomes one who 

pushes back at the homogenisation of space and place. The poet, Ian 

Duhig, has written about this challenging of space structures within 

literature and mythmaking, suggesting that many narratives and 

conservative uses of space lay stress on:  

sticking to straight and narrow roads, avoiding distraction into 
backwaters and back alleys. Roads are languages, as they say, 
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and poetry has many guides now, some of whom oversimplify the 
terrain in the service of connecting up the landmark, a natural 

human tendancy: Stevens wrote of how we live in descriptions of 
places rather than places themselves, while Lawrence observed, 

“the map appears more real to us than the land”.  

Going on to argue in favour of Debordian drift: 

I want to put a word in for pointless travelling without landmarks 
[...] it can be a messy process but poetry is messy and there are 
invaluable things to be found in the dark that you could not 

discover in any other way [...] you have wonder and surprise to 
gain and nothing to lose but your certainties.75  

Psychogeography challenges prescribed ideas of place, offering new 

notions of what it can be used for. Psychogeographers offer new insights 

about their instinctually navigated places. These novel approaches to 

assessing who we are and where we’re from allow for a personalised, but 

no less intellectual response. This is problematic, as it may lead to 

unsubstantiated intellectual leaping, however, this subjective act can also 

work in a similar way to how post-colonial literature and queer writing 

have re-written history or at least allowed different voices into the 

records76. Furthermore, this subjective act can be one that undermines 

master-narratives. This is particularly pertinent in terms of my research 

into questioning post-industrial queer culture.77 

I'm suggesting several things:  

                                                           
75 Ian Duhig, ‘Reading with Your Feet’, from Poetry Review, Volume 102:3 

Autumn (2012) (London: The Poetry Society) 106-109: 106-109 
76 This is certainly the case for writers like Iain Sinclair, who seek out overlooked 

places and their histories. I discuss this in my later chapters on writing the 

liminal and overlooked. 
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1. that the creative writer has the potential to unlock previously 

unseen things within a community or location by adopting a "drift" 

attitude to their research and relationship with place - drifting 

allows one to understand and imagine their environment in new 

ways, offering new possibilities in perception;  

2.  "drifting" and the recording of it is an act of destabilising the 

prescribed notions we have of places; 

3. this destabilising gives rise to voices that were previously unheard; 

4. the instinctual and subjective approach provides a legitimate route 

to connect histories, politics, geographical data, that were 

previously unconnected;  

5. Psychogeography can aid in evaluating and expressing how post-

industrial spaces can yield very particular and peculiar sexualities. 

 

Notions of self are inextricably connected to sense of community and 

place, which in turn, is built up from a series of attaching and distancing 

acts that the subject plays with alongside history, heritage, landscape 

and family. As such, self-perceptions are harnessed to relationships with 

our place, space and community - and all their multiple contradictions. 
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Liminal Identity 

Freud defines the Uncanny as a state between familiar and unfamiliar. 

Arguing that: 

on the one hand, it means that which is familiar and congenial, 
and on the other, that which is concealed and kept out of sight 
[...] everything is uncanny that ought to have remained hidden 

and secret, and yet comes to light. 78 

It is not merely the unknown or a fear of the unknown. It is the 

ambivalence caused from the clash of known and unknown. Freud 

Asserts: ‘something has to be added to what is novel and unfamiliar to 

make it uncanny’79 and positions it as ‘a sub-species of heimlich’.80 He 

begins with the problems in defining Unheimlich, goes on to give a 

reading of The Sandman, and arrives at a taxonomy of the uncanny. He 

lists things that one might find uncanny, such as losing sight, the 

doppelganger, repetition and the inanimate made animate. Freud argues 

that experiencing the uncanny is a return of the repressed, a state in 

which the subject finds itself confronted with something that reminds 

them of pre-consciousness, before the law of the father, before the 

super-ego. It is more than just a position of novelty and fear it is a ‘class 

of the terrifying which leads back to something long known to us, once 

very familiar’.81 The dirty self of the past invades the now cleaned-up, 

orientated being. It is something that one rejects and wishes to embrace 
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– in that paradox it becomes a puzzle that needs to be solved or 

quarantined. For Hugh Haughton it is ‘the sublime territory of 

unfamiliarity itself [...] a paradoxical mark of modernity. It is associated 

with moments when one experiences the return of the primitive in an 

apparently modern and secular context’.82 

Freud’s Uncanny links usefully with Julia Kristeva’s ideas on abjection. 

She defines its characteristics as: 

There looms, within abjection, one of those violent, dark revolts of 
being, directed against a threat that seems to emanate from an 
exorbitant outside or inside, ejected beyond the scope of the 

possible, the tolerable, the thinkable. It lies there, quite close, but 
it cannot be assimilated. It beseeches, worries, and fascinates 

desire, which, nevertheless, does not let itself be seduced.83 

For her, the subject comes into being through a series of breaking away 

from attachments – the mother, the breast – and through this breaking 

is actually sculpting itself. Kristeva tells us the abject is: 

what I permanently thrust aside in order to live. These body fluids, 
this defilement, this shit are what life withstands, hardly and with 
difficulty, on the part of death. There, I am at the border of my 

condition as a living being. My body extricates itself, as being 
alive, from that border.84 

Noelle McAfee’s reading of the term is that which ‘one spits out, rejects 

almost violently excludes from oneself as a series of attempts to separate 
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the I from the other’.85 Much like the uncanny, abjection disrupts our 

orderly symbolic realm, reminding us of the self prior to entering 

subjectivity. It is the haunting of that which we deliberately cast out. 

Kristeva suggests that:  

The abject confronts us […] with our earliest attempts to release 
the hold of maternal entity even before_ex-isting outside of her, 
thanks to the autonomy of language. It is a violent, clumsy 
breaking away.86 

We experience the abject as ‘a longing to fall back into the maternal 

chora as well as a deep anxiety over the possibility of losing one’s 

subjectivity’.87 This feeling is uncanny and ambivalent because we face 

‘the constant risk of falling back under the sway of a power as securing 

as it is stifling’.88 This disruption forces the subject to question their own 

self as it reminds one of one’s primitive experiences prior to selfhood, 

thus causing the subject anxiety as to where they came from, what 

they’re made from. In McAfee’s words it is something that ‘hovers at the 

periphery of one’s existence, constantly challenging one’s own tenuous 

borders of selfhood’.89  

Kristeva argues that there are a series of ‘functional states that govern 

the connections between the body (in the process of constituting itself as 
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a body proper), objects and the protagonist’s family structure’.90 In the 

beginning then, the subject is in a state where there are only energies or 

drives, a preverbal state she calls the Chora. Through these drives a 

series of acts or operations occur and the subject begins to recognise 

difference. The self then is ‘based on drives articulated according to their 

resemblance or opposition’.91 Abjection is an experience of disgust at 

something, but in that repulsion is a strange familiarity or attraction.92 

The experience is ambivalent. Kristeva said it holds ’the ambiguous 

opposition I/Other, Inside/Outside—an opposition that is vigorous but 

pervious, violent but uncertain’.93 Much like the uncanny, we are faced 

with processing something that has been locked away, stored in the 

unconscious, lost in the pre-language, pre-socialised part of our psyche. 

Yet, at the same time, we face it in our awakened, logical, social realm of 

consciousness. It is the meeting place of the maternal chora and our 

subjectivity. A borderland. 

Lacan thinks of this borderland as a state where one cannot distinguish 

good from bad, pleasure from displeasure. He uses the term L’angoisse – 

loosely translated as anxiety or angst, saying:  

Anxiety, as we know, is always connected with a loss – i.e. a 
transformation of the ego – with a two-sided relation on the point 
of fading away to be superseded by something else, something 
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which the patient cannot face without vertigo. This is the realm 
and the nature of anxiety.94  

In her reading of Lacan’s lectures, Joan Copjec argues that Lacanian 

anxiety is ‘the disjunction that defines displacement, which suddenly 

impresses itself as a gap or break in perception’.95 As such, L‘Angoisse is 

analagous to The Uncanny and Abjection; it is something torn away from 

the mundane and forces the subject into an in-between. Lacan states: 

it implies the relationship of a dimension to something different 
which comes to interfere with it and which entangles [...] he 

encounters this intimate break very close at hand, and why? 
Because of allowing himself to be captured en route by his own 
image, by the specular image. That is the trap.96 

Conflict and ambivalance are at its core. As Jacob Blevins suggests:  

In his seminar on Anxiety, Lacan throughout negotiates the 
paradoxical relationship between difference and sameness—

between the Symbolic and the Imaginary—and he proposes that it 
is indeed “anxiety” that occupies the gap between the two.97   

For Lacan, the subject comes into being through the mirror stage. It is 

here the subject recognises itself as separate from the mother, but also 

as an entity that can look at itself and see various selves. The word 

‘stage’ is important because it is not simply a case of seeing the 

reflection and saying - I am whole. It is a series of distancing acts 
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through looking, reflecting and slowly breaking. Breaking is also 

important because for Lacan, once we have broken the mirror, once we 

have broken the hold that stage had on us we are not only becoming 

ourselves, we are breaking ourselves into pieces – the public self, the 

private self, the working self, the self at play. Lacan argues that we 

experience angst or anxiety when we find ourselves reminded of being 

between states or when these different broken selves are confronted. For 

example, when one is forced into a situation that causes one to act 

outside their normal behaviour pattern. What is most important in terms 

of this mirror stage is the break in perception that causes the subject to 

experience loss or lack. This is the source of L’Angoisse, it is, as Lacan 

puts it:  

When you no longer know what to do with yourself, when you do 
not find anything behind which to barricade yourself [...] is what 

happens in subjects when the little pegs no longer go into the little 
holes.98  

At the mirror stage, Lacan argues, we not only see our self as separate, 

we also notice an imaginary, perfect self which is then quashed as we 

become socialised. This imagined reflection of self is something that the 

subject wishes to regain, but is also afraid of, due to its pre-socialised 

unruliness. 

This leads me onto Lacan’s Lamella. Lacan says, ’Whenever the 

membranes of the egg in which the foetus emerges on its way to 

becoming a new-born are broken, imagine for a moment that something 
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flies off, and that one can do it with an egg as easily as with a man, 

namely the hommelette, or the lamella’.99 In his reading of Lacan, Slavoj 

Zizek argues that the Lamella is that part of the self which is ripped away 

during the subject's coming into being (the imagined reflection discussed 

above). Lacan describes it as an organ without need of a body, pure 

libido. He defines the lamella as ’Irrepressible life [...] life that has no 

need of no organ’.100 Zizek echoes this in his reading:  

magically automatized, surviving without the body whose organ it 
should have been … an entity of pure surface … that can not only 

incessantly change its form, but can even transpose itself from one 
to another medium.101  

This thing is a part of our self which is constantly around, always chasing 

but cannot be fixed upon. It is the result of the very act of passing 

through the mirror stage, jettisoning the abject or orientating our 

castration complexes – it hides, haunts, seduces and sickens. In A 

Cambridge Companion to Lacan, Jean-Michel Rabate states that it is 

‘pure life instinct, what the living being loses in becoming subject’.102 We 

love and loath it because it is both part of us and alien, within us and 

outside us, we can sense it but cannot obtain it. Andrea Hurst suggests 

that ‘it can only be grasped in terms of its multiple paradoxes’.103 The 

Lamella is much like Freud’s id - it is the primal, unruly part of our 
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psyche. It is more than this too: it is an intangible, unknowable part of 

our being that is in a constant state of flux. For Freud, id and superego 

are play out a sort of dominance battle. For Lacan, the Lamella isn’t 

bearing against an opposing force, it is just there, at the periphery of our 

selfhood, ready to possess us. Much like Kristeva’s Abject too, it 

threatens to obliterate us: 

Let us imagine it, a large crepe moving about like the amoeba, 

ultra-flat for passing under doors, omniscient in being led by pure 
instinct, immortal in being scissiparous. Here is something you 
would not like to feel creeping over your face, silently while you 

are asleep, in order to seal it up.104 

Freud, Kristeva and Lacan show that a significant aspect of coming into 

being or negotiating selfhood, is one of being incomplete, of lacking 

something. This incompleteness and lacking, however, has more power 

to it than just a gap or breakage – it becomes a quarry or cavern of 

unruly selfhood that is part of us and not, attractive and repulsive, 

familiar and unfamiliar. In short, we are liminal. We are formed from a 

lack or gap, and in that gap is a part of us that not only is lost forever, 

but is itself between states and threatening to rise up. This is, I argue, 

the borderland of selfhood. It is these uncanny, abject and in-between 

experiences that might rise up or come into fruition when one is in a 

liminal space, place or time. If we accept that place is fundamental to 

selfhood and that the Black Country is an example of a liminal place, 

then we might argue that it gives rise to a liminal identity - one in 

keeping with the rebellious, the unruly, the marginal or temporal. 
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The liminal location 

Now that the theoretical backbone of what I mean by liminal identity or 

experience has been established, and I’ve set out what space and place 

mean to identity, I will focus on how this relates to writers from and 

dealing with the Black Country, beginning with Anthony Cartwright and 

Catherine O’Flynn.  

The characters in How I Killed Margaret Thatcher (2012), most notably 

the protagonist, Sean, are faced with the challenge of negotiating their 

sense of self, in similar ways to the Freudian and post-Freudian subject. 

Cartwright delivers a world full of uncanny and abject experiences, 

making links between the encroaching liminal with the uncanny and 

abject, in his descriptions of Dudley and in the challenges facing its 

inhabitants.  

Our introduction to Sean is seen as a coming into being through the 

liminal position of recognising mortality. In the beginning he explains 

how he falls from his bedroom window and ‘let out a scream that my 

mum said later was exactly the same as the one I gave when I was 

born’.105  In psychoanalytic terms the linking of birth and death is 

particularly important. Sean experiences a risk to his mortality which 

immediately returns him and his mother to his exit from the womb. Sean 

is exposed to the fear-fascination of death and its links with the Maternal 

Chora in this formative experience. This symbolic event signifies the 
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death of innocence on the dawn of Thatcher’s government. Sean’s loss 

and sense of liminality is similar to the vulnerable and marginal lives of 

working-class culture under this government. Indeed, Sean tells us how 

Thatcher ‘tried to kill me, after all. She tried to kill us all’ (Cartwright, 

p.8). 

Shortly after this event, Sean’s explains how the splinters in his bottom 

become, in his child eyes, spiders’ legs. This transforms into a dream of 

giant spiders working their way over the fence. Like the automaton in 

Freud’s uncanny, the return of a formative experience takes explicitly 

uncanny form. Something that shouldn’t have life is given life, threatens 

to invade and potentially encompass the homely. Later in the novel the 

spider returns when Sean tells us of his visit to Dudley Zoo: ‘it moved 

like a strange hand’, he explains.  Again, the disembodied automaton 

haunts him. This is echoed towards the end when the branches of trees 

become ‘like Margaret Thatcher’s fingers reaching out to get us’ 

(Cartwright, p.67). Disembodied parts form an important part of Freud’s 

Uncanny, signifying a return of the repressed, a return of the pre-

language self prior to negotiating the law of the father. In Cartwright’s 

text the uncanny becomes a link with that initial loss of innocence, that 

near death experience, and the marginality of the community as a 

consequence of Thatcherism. 

One can’t go too far in Freud without encountering shit. Cartwright’s 

exploration of Freudian tropes is no exception. Sean explains how his 

schoolmate uses faeces in his protestations, ‘one morning, the word SHIT 
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was smeared on the toilet wall’. Sean recognises the ‘ghoulish glamour’ 

of the act (Cartwright, p.47). This situation conveys the childish 

exploration of taboo actions, it is also an important moment for Sean’s 

character resulting in an abject response of attraction-repulsion from the 

act – a sense that he later takes with him in his plot to assassinate 

Margaret Thatcher. 

Another typically uncanny trope in the novel is Cartwright’s use of local 

folklore. Early in the novel Sean tells the tale of:  

the black wagon they used to pull round Kates Hill during the 

cholera epidemic back in Victorian times, and how you can 
sometimes see them, on moonlit nights, coming down St. John’s 
Road, their ghost cart piled high with bodies. (Cartwright, p. 21)  

Later in the novel we’re told about the ruined houses: 

there’s a spell on them houses, any road. Anyone who goes in 

there dies before they leave school. It’s happened to loads of 
people. My nan told me. There’s a ghost in there. It’s an old 
woman who puts kids in a hole in the ground because all her own 

babbies died in a fire. (Cartwright, p.113)      

These folktales can be read as examples of the superstitions of the 

community. Symbolically, they are examples of how the uncanny lurks 

within the familiar. This takes on special significance when one matches 

this uncanny-ness with the fact that both geographically and socio-

politically, the area is becoming ghostly. The local myths act as 

manifestations of the increasing vulnerability of their class, culture and 

landscape. 

In an interview for BBC Radio 4 in May 2016 Cartwright discussed his 

preoccupation for mixing myth and fable with historical or social fact, 
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identifying its significance in the building of shared history and 

community. He said: ‘it’s not all recorded fact, a lot of it is bound up in 

story and myth and folklore and I felt particularly strongly about the 

experience of Black Country stories and coming from somewhere with a 

very strong local culture to try and convey some of that’.106 

Cartwright links the encroaching liminal and the uncanny / abject in the 

way his novel describes Dudley and the challenges facing its inhabitants. 

Sean’s family benefited from the early years of the Thatcher 

Government. Like many during this period they benefited from home 

ownership and were able to enjoy the social markers and status symbols 

of social mobility, a result of adapting to the changes in free market 

economics and developments in technology. As the novel continues, and 

Thatcher’s economic and social policies start to devastate industry and 

the communities that depended upon them, these successes and benefits 

give way to loss, death and criminality.  

Towards the end of the novel the narrator describes the people of 

Cinderheath as almost being ghosts of their former selves, ‘halfway 

people’ (Cartwright, p.242). The character, Johnny, begins the novel as 

an artistic, articulate and hardworking member of the community, a role 

model for Sean, but ends merely existing: 

Johnny’s not the only one. You see them here all the time, lost 

boys, men. I’d put him on the payroll but he prefers it this way 
now. He collects glasses, waits on tables, changes the odd barrel. I 
slip him a few notes from the till on a Friday afternoon. They send 
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him on courses every now and again to try and get him into work, 
threaten to stop the little money he gets. He scrapes it together 

for a couple of pints and a game of snooker on odd afternoons, sits 
endlessly watching the news and bickering with my granddad. 

(Cartwright, p.242) 

This fate is similar, albeit much more tragic, for Sean’s father. He is 

industrious and ambitious and reaps the rewards of his hard work with 

new build homes and holidays. When the factory is closed and work for a 

man of his skills no longer exist, he turns to crime and is inevitably killed 

by circumstances he has been forced into. 

The requirements of being in this new, modern world create experiences 

and identities that are marginal. Mariella Frostrup commented on this in 

her BBC Radio 4 Open Book programme. She equates much of 

Cartwright’s writing with other working-class authors such as Alan 

Sillitoe, going on to address the difference between the tough, fighters of 

working-class fiction with Cartwright’s characters. She says he expresses 

‘the voices of perhaps less commonly heard characters, [yet] these aren’t 

angry young men … these are apathetic young men, they’re 

dispossessed, they’re drunk, they’re drug addled’.107 As such, 

Cartwright’s characters are set apart from many others in working-class 

literature, they are liminal in their location, social standing and in their 

ability or desire to react. 

It is not only the characters that are between states, the landscape of 

the Black Country is dealt with in similar ways. It is instable and but not 

yet ruined, it acts as the reminder of the industrial and stable community 
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– providing what remains and the remains. Cartwright’s narrator 

provides many descriptions of the landscape of Dudley throughout the 

novel: its terraced housing; the zoo; pubs; old factories. There are 

specifically abject descriptions of these settings too: 

When you live in the middle of England, the sea is like a dream. 
It’s there in the rocks, trilobites that floated here millions of years 
ago, lying there inside the hills, but nowhere to be seen […] 

Dudley is the frayed edge of an empire, after all. (Cartwright, 
p.74) 

This is the description of the Black Country as liminal, abject, as the edge 

of empire and as a primordial echo. This idea is expanded later in the 

text when we encounter Kinver, one of the protected areas of 

countryside close to Dudley: 

People lived in caves until the fifties, not underground, but in the 
rock houses down at Kinver Edge. The Edge is what’s left of a 
desert, millions of years old […] there were ashes in some of the 

caves from recent fires, shapes cut into the walls for what had 
been shelves, graffiti scored into the soft stone. This is where we’ll 

live, I thought […] this is where we’ll come to disappear. 
(Cartwright, p. 131) 

This primordial landscape, where organic and manmade uncomfortably 

coexist, contains the shadows of unseen inhabitants, both historic and 

contemporary. It is a place that one could make a home in, but also 

where one could disappear. The Black Country is once again a marginal 

space where old and new, urban and rural, homely and un-homely are 

neighbours and are in constant flux. 

Cartwright discussed this on BBC Radio 4 Open Book saying:  

I’m really interested in how the external landscape and life affects 
people’s interior life and also the emotional responses to bigger 
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events. So, this industrial collapse and what effect that has 
emotionally, which is pretty catastrophic in loads of ways, and the 

idea that this lingers.108 

The sense of place is politicised as metaphor for the disrupted lives 

during this period. Cartwright exploits this sense of the abject and 

uncanny in the domestic settings of the novel too. Sean describes the 

new estate and new home his family have moved to as ‘too far from 

Crow Street, too quiet, too on the edge of things’ (Cartwright, p.20). He 

longs for the factories and rag and bone men of his earlier days. Sean’s 

anxiety around this can be seen when he worries about needing to create 

a ‘dream house’ for his school homework and in his worries about the 

possibility of moving again, out to ‘almost the countryside’ (Cartwright, 

pp.22-23). In this we see the anxiety caused by the changes in the local 

culture, the threat of the modern and unfamiliar that may disrupt one’s 

sense of place and culture. This predicament is elaborated on by Sean 

when, in his own childlike way, he discusses the problems of social 

mobility within the backdrop of the disintegrating industrial scene: 

I’m not sure that we are poor. My granddad is doing loads of 

overtime at Cinderheath. I can see the works from the climbing 
frame, over the other side of the railway tracks, the long factory 
building and the gantry that looks like a giant climbing frame 

above it. Overtime makes you rich. My mum and dad bought our 
house with his wages and my dad is always at work and 

sometimes he has to go on the phone or to work even in the 
middle of the night […] then there is the business of buying a new 
house further away from here that I’m not meant to know about. 

There are poor people but they’re not us, I don’t think. We’ve got 
cars and telephones and we’re going to the caravans three times 

this year. (Cartwright, p. 59) 
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In this passage Sean is innocently hinting at the idea that social mobility 

causes fractures in the routine of established class structures. The 

conclusion to the argument comes when Sean later reveals that he likes 

being at his nan and granddad’s because his friends are near and 

because it’s close to the factories, canals and railway. He doesn’t like his 

new home because he is always alone, separated from the culture that 

bore him. He concludes by saying: ‘And in the end that turned out to be 

true. That house brought more trouble than anything we could have 

imagined’ (Cartwright, p.95). In this context then, social mobility results 

in being borderless and other. 

Space / place in this novel is much more than a backdrop to the action, it 

imbues those that inhabit it with its energies. Characters find themselves 

in the liminality of a post-industrial landscape, where the hallmarks of 

the past are both a pleasant reminder and a constant source of bitterness 

at its loss. Places in the novel are much like Lacan’s Lamella in that they 

form an inseparable bond with the characters, a bond that is full of 

longing and full of threat, something that is repulsive and attractive in 

equal measure, and most of all, something that is constant but cannot be 

grasped at or gained. Like Sean says, ‘that world I grew up in has gone, 

transformed, but there are traces that remain; this pub and these 

streets; a cenotaph’ (Cartwright, p.243).   

The narrative culmination of place and people as liminal and borderless 

brings us, in the end, to the death of Sean’s father. The scene takes 

place in the family home, a home that was never homely due to it 
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dislocating them from their community. What is also significant in this 

scene is, as if in an ill-mannered joke, the abject reminder of the past 

returning when the shape of his bloodstain is reminiscent of the shit 

smeared in the school toilet. The father figure, prepared to turn to crime 

for the needs of his family and the fight for the promises of house 

ownership and a better life, dies, like so many in Dudley, in abjection and 

as a ghost of his former self. He is outside of the new culture that now 

replaces the one he and his peers thrived in.   

The linking of death, marginality and the socio-political is added to 

further in Sean’s plotting. Sean, being in-between states as he is in his 

childhood, blames Thatcher for his own, and his community’s liminality. 

His daydream of Thatcher’s demise is equated with a quasi-Oedipal quest 

– ‘I will raise my dad from the dead’ (Cartwright, p. 225). This plan 

becomes more than just putting an end to Thatcher’s reign, it becomes 

an act of attempting to get back to what Sean sees as “the good old 

days”, in terms of class-politics, but also in terms of Sean’s sense of self 

and his place in family / society. Unlike traditional quest / hero 

narratives, more in keeping with Haywood’s ideas of cyclical narratives 

referenced in the introduction, Sean doesn’t slay his beast and never 

manages to transcend his position - he is stuck in that liminal phase. 

What Cartwright conveys in his work is the region in its post-industrial 

state; a state where communities struggle with the breakdown of their 

way of life. This breakdown manifests itself in the liminal, uncanny and 

abject. The environmental psychologists argue that our sense of place is 
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importantly linked to our sense of being, continuity of that is 

fundamental to psychological well-being. Freud, Kristeva and Lacan have 

suggested how this breakdown of the social self can cause psychic 

breakage - creating leaks where the Lamella might leap forth. This is 

what the reader faces in How I Killed Margaret Thatcher - the unpicking 

of the fabric of safe, communal life and the inevitable release of the 

repressed. 

 

Catherine O’Flynn addresses similar issues to Cartwright, showing how 

the region is coping now those changes have embedded further. Many of 

the characters in What Was Lost experience a sense of lack from the 

situation they find themselves in. This lack translates itself through 

experiences of the uncanny, abjection and being between states.   

For Postmodernist thinkers like Jean Baudrillard, Fredric Jameson and 

Marx Augé, human experience is a simulation of reality, brought about by 

the endless repetition of signs and symbols that present as real. By this I 

mean the ways advertisements, political hyperbole, celebrity scandal and 

serious journalism share the same cultural status and space, where the 

definitions between high street junk food, high-end dining and airports 

with their own bistro pubs become blurred. Everything becomes hyper-

real, a fictionalised real. Baudrillard argued that: ‘the city is no longer the 

politico-industrial zone […] it is the zone of signs, the media and the 
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code’.109 Marc Augé’ argued that this hyper-real state causes a loss to our 

sense of place and community: ‘The community of human destinies is 

experienced in the anonymity of non-place, and in solitude’.110 This is the 

case because ’never before have the reference points for collective 

identification been so unstable‘.111 Pertinent to this is Augé’s observation 

that the non-specificity of these spaces is a deliberate design with a 

philosophical purpose, not just an accidental effect of hyper-reality. As 

such, this recent shift in social and economic realms, the removal of 

concrete markers of specific cultures and communities, produces 

marginality and alienation. Postmodernism, and postmodern living, 

complex and contradictory as it is, is defined here by symbols and 

systems associated with late-capitalism. The local high street with its 

family-run bakers, grocers and cobblers is usurped by twenty-four hour 

supermarkets and large, indoor shopping centres. Factories and building 

merchants are replaced by call-centres, multinational corporations. The 

steel and mining industries are overtaken by recruitment agencies that 

offer positions in the recruitment industry. Life is lived and contemplated 

through screens of adverts, social media, reality TV and rolling news. 

These capital changes helped diversify the workforce, gave rise to better 

wages, working and living conditions, it may have done so at the loss of 

something deeply rooted in a community. Likewise with the changes in 

news and communications; this has allowed for more representation of 
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marginalised or subaltern groups as well as providing easier access to 

community and conversation, again, one might suggest that this has 

been at the expense of something concretely located. Glen Ward 

provides a useful summary of postmodern attitudes towards place: 

Places were formed by people’s lives in them, and were lived 
according to local knowledge and customs. They were therefore 
rich with cultural memory [...] our experiences of places now come 

pre-packaged and mediated by a proliferation of imagined and 
imaginary references’ [...] A place is where people belong. A non-

place is something you pass.112  

In this, the subject can become lost or be sent further into liminality. 

Local cultures struggle lose their sense of historical and geographical 

perspective. Fredric Jameson argued similarly when referring to the 

‘waning of affect’113 arguing that this new social status makes one ’shut 

[one]self off from everything else and condemn [one]self to the mindless 

solitude of the monad.114 This harks back to the discussions around sense 

of place and its importance to our sense being. Jameson argues that 

being has changed as a result of changes in culture. We are not the same 

culture, the subject does not have the same sense of self, because we do 

not associate with our space-time in the same way.  

As for expression and feelings or emotions, the liberation, in 
contemporary society, from the older anomie of the centered 

subject may also mean not merely a liberation from anxiety but a 
liberation from every other kind of feeling as well, since there is no 
longer a self present to do the feeling.115 

David Morley and Kevin Robins’ Spaces of Identity, asks:  
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How do we position ourselves within the new global cultural space? 
How do we reconcile our cognitive existence in hyper-space […] 

with our bodily existence in localised space? 116 

They argue that cultural identities have changed because we’ve created 

new spaces and places based on information and signs, and this obscures 

the boundaries of a community. This new landscape ‘tends towards 

deterritorialisation and delocalisation’.117 They state that, ‘under such 

conditions, local economies are precarious and local identities and 

cultures may be false and fragile’.118 This postmodern problem runs 

deeper, however, and more insidiously. Although culture, space and 

industry have all changed they have not disappeared. The signifiers that 

give a thing its thingness are still in place. For example, we recognise the 

call-centre as a place of work, we recognise the shopping mall as a kind 

of high street. We recognise it as a simulation or a copy, or, if we 

develop the ideas discussed previously a little further, as an uncanny 

space / place - uncanny because it both recognisable and real, as well as 

being replicant or non-place. If this is the case then we can argue that 

the simulation of place, work, experience, identity might facilitate 

uncanny, abject, liminal experience. 

The Black Country, as well as many other post-industrial locations, adds 

another important mixer to this liminal cocktail, in the sense that the 

hallmarks of the industrial heritage are still present, still a constant 

reminder. The warehouses, canal buildings and forges are now either 
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redundant, ruined or reclaimed for new industries. As such, we have the 

liminal non-place as a backdrop to the haunting of lost heritage. We have 

liminal within liminal. 

 

Catherine O’Flynn presents non-places, simulacra and our postmodern 

position in the form of Green Oaks Shopping Centre. The first description 

O’Flynn gives of Green Oaks captures the place as unreal or a copied 

version of the real. This simulation is both familiar and unfamiliar. It is a 

liminal, subterranean space, where the potential for abjection is rife.    

Market Place wasn’t a market place. It was a subterranean part of 

the shopping centre, next to the bus terminals, reserved for the 
non-prestige, low-end stores: fancy goods stores, cheap chemists, 

fake perfume sellers, stinking butchers, flammable-clothes 
vendors. Their smell mingled with the smell of burnt dust from the 
over-door heaters and made her feel sick.119 

One of the many symbols the centre becomes in the novel is a place in 

stark contrast to ‘the tatty old High Street’ (O’Flynn, p. 5), the old 

industry and the housing estates. It is a place of the everyday 

experience, but also one of mystery, confusion, haunting and suspicion. 

Furthermore, the shopping centre can be seen as a simulation of the high 

street. In this way, Green Oaks is the replicant, uncanny building that 

fosters and helps constitute abjection. 

As Kate enters she recognises its familiarity and similarity to a real 

street, but is also excited by the prospect of its mysteries. She is left 
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feeling sick by the mix of smells, but more than this she feels other or 

partial: ‘Largely, though, no one questioned her, in fact no one ever 

really seemed to see her at all. Sometimes Kate thought she was 

invisible’ (O’Flynn, p. 5). It is not merely the place that is uncanny in its 

hyper-reality, the people inhabiting it become liminal, uncanny or 

ghostly.  

Their glassines was part of a wider unreal feeling in the centre. No 

one appeared to have a purpose; they would drift into Kate’s path 
and then block her way, seemingly to just walk on the spot. 
Sometimes it scared her. She thought she might be the only living 

thing in Green Oaks. Other times she thought that perhaps she 
was a ghost haunting the lanes and escalators. (O’Flynn, p.16) 

Throughout O’Flynn’s novel characters are pulled into Green Oaks and 

while there, somehow lose parts of themselves. They are zombie-like in 

their meandering and blind participation of consumerism. They are 

hyper-sensitive or overreacting. They are waiting for something. 

Whatever the symptom, the cause appears to be the same – the liminal, 

uncanny atmosphere in Green Oaks.  

It is not just the shiny, sanitised surface-world of the shops that What 

Was Lost explores, it also provides glimpses of the world and inhabitants 

behind the scenes; namely, the surveillance world of the security guards 

and their land of grey, labyrinthine corridors. Kurt, the security guard, 

spends much of his time watching the CCTV monitors, walking through 

the empty corridors and searching for something in a place where 

everything that occurs is somehow unreal. Like many of the characters, 
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Kurt is in-between states, both physically and emotionally. His landscape 

is: 

The parallel unseen universe of the service corridors. Mile upon 
mile of pipes, wires, ventilator shafts […] Like an illuminated cave 

network, narrow passages would abruptly bloom into cavernous 
loading bays and other lanes would lead nowhere. Everything 

glowed grey, everything smelled of hot dust. (O’Flynn, p. 91) 

This description is similar to Freud’s descriptions of uncanny experiences, 

where he describes being in a small town and keeps getting turned 

around: 

after having wandered about for a while without being directed, I 
suddenly found myself back in the same street, where my 

presence was now beginning to excite attention. I hurried away 
once more, but only to arrive yet a third time by devious paths in 

the same place […] a feeling overcame me which I can only 
describe as uncanny, and I was glad enough to abandon my 

exploratory walk and get straight back to the piazza I had left a 
short while before.120 

Kurt’s world is a familiar and unfamiliar place. He knows it but feels alien 

there. It is a place that only functions as an in-between. People come 

and go, he himself moves through areas only intended to connect one 

part to another. Green Oaks is a place of temporariness and marginality. 

The hauntings in the text heighten this marginality. One occasion Kurt is 

faced with the ghostly - the unfamiliar within the familiar - he faces it in 

the in-between realm, just outside of the everyday experiences of the 

shoppers at Green Oaks.  

He’d turn a corner and find himself in a cul-de-sac – a service 

passageway that had nowhere to go, nothing to service – and 
there was something about the blank brick wall ahead that made 

his stomach shrink as he remembered the old house he’d grown 

                                                           
120 Freud, 10-11 
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up in and the nightmares he had as a child. For a moment he’d be 
scared to turn around, feeling that someone had been following 

him to this full stop. (O’Flynn, p. 93) 

Green Oaks is liminal and uncanny in its hyper-real state. Its inhabitants 

experience this through the blurring of real and unreal and its haunting 

qualities. Kurt’s experience goes further than this because he is not only 

within the simulacrum, he is behind the scenes, in the borderland of the 

simulacrum.  

The ghostly is particularly pertinent when seen through the character of 

Kate Meaney, the protagonist for the first part of the book. The reader 

recognises her as a living being, engaging in her community, family and 

school. She later becomes the focus of mystery. In the final two thirds of 

the text only glimpses of her are seen; in clues, in the corner of the eye, 

in the static of CCTV. The passage where Kurt spots her on the CCTV 

monitor and guides Scott to her exemplifies this. 

‘Kurt, give me some more instructions.’ 
‘Just speak to her, what else can I say?’ 

‘Where is she? I mean which way did she go?’ 
‘Are you blind? She’s standing in front of you.’ 

[…] but Scott didn’t talk to the girl. Instead he turned around 
slowly, as if he was scared to move too fast. (O’Flynn, pp. 133-
134) 

 
Kate’s ghost can only be seen by one of two things; technology or Kurt’s 

and Gavin’s eyes – either the all-seeing, robotic and postmodern eye, or 

the liminal eye of a liminal person. There is a sense of her haunting that 

permeates all life within the centre. She manifests herself, like other 

ghosts in the text, throughout the centre, but is only realised in the truly 
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liminal and by the eyes of the truly liminal. In life she was between 

states and invisible - this has not changed in death. 

The uncanny and liminal become more than just physical experiences 

though, they become arenas for self-exploration.  

He liked to be lost, tangled somewhere in the knotted orbit of the 
mall. 

It was here in the corridors that he could delicately finger the 
familiar edges of the textures in his head. (O’Flynn, p. 92)   

 
Kurt is attracted to the liminal and being lost. Regardless of the dirty, 

dark and secretive aspects, it is also a space, where at least psychically, 

Kurt feels at home. He uses the in-between to trace his past or to 

explore the repressed. As such, the space here, and one’s experience of 

it, becomes loaded with the attraction / repulsion of the uncanny and 

abjection. 

This also occurs in Lisa’s narrative: ‘With one part of Lisa’s mind on auto-

pilot servicing customers, the other part was free to wander’ (O’Flynn, 

P.99). Lisa goes on to deliberate over her brother’s disappearance. 

Daydreaming, within a space and while employed in tasks that seem 

conducive to dreaming, Lisa is negotiating loss and trauma. The narrator 

suggests that ‘most people think that it’s a rare and difficult thing for a 

person to vanish completely’ (O’Flynn, p.99). Her negotiations are about 

the finality and totality of vanishing while suspended between doing a job 

and daydreaming - dealing with loss and disappearance whilst being 

liminal herself. 
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Kurt and Lisa use the in-between as a way of negotiating their psycho-

dramas. In a similar way to how the abject creeps up on us from the 

periphery of selfhood, reminding us of the maternal chora, these 

characters are engaging with the borderless and using it to make sense 

of their histories. 

Green Oaks is often anthropomorphised and referred to as a being that 

has a pull and power over people: 

Green Oaks is more than just bricks and mortar. I’ve always 

known that. The voices merge and give the place its own sound 
[…] if you could tune to the right frequency the individual voices 

would break through and then you’d hear them all […] I think it 
hears all the voices. (O’Flynn, pp. 76-77) 

It is more than just a place of liminal experience or a haunted house that 

distorts perception. It is more than the mere architecture and the 

consumer culture that pulls the characters into experiences of the 

uncanny. It is the place itself, as if it has its own consciousness and 

autonomous power. 

At times Gavin seemed to talk about Green Oaks as if it were alive. 
As if somehow the steel, the glass, the concrete and the people 

combined to make something bigger, something almost worthy of 
reverence. (O’Flynn, p. 144) 

This description is akin to Freud’s example of automaton in The Uncanny; 

the inanimate made animate, or the lifeless given life. Many of the 

characters in the text struggle to define real and unreal; they are in a 

constant state of anxiety. This anxiety is caused by the combination of 

the materials, people and culture within Green Oaks. The hyper-real / 

simulacrum of high-capitalism creates and perpetuates liminal identities 
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and experiences; this postmodern state, with its constant barrage of 

glossy signs, contradictory symbols, mesh of mass cultures, where 

machine and human become interchangeable, where real and unreal are 

indistinguishable, with the shopping mall as its figurehead, causes 

isolation, purposeless, confusion and lack.  

Descriptions of the region outside of Green Oaks take on a slightly 

different tone. They are, for the most part, places of alienation. They act 

as resting points for when life is not happening in the centre. They are 

often empty and dangerous places, orbiting the sanitised realm of the 

shopping centre. They are always cloaked in abjection, the uncanny and 

angst. The high street is described as a ghostly place. The old high 

street, and the old ways it represents become a haunted, liminal frontier 

of danger: 

The doorsteps of the boarded up shop had become favoured 

haunts for hair-spray sniffers and white-cider drinkers. The almost 
exclusively pensioner clientele was a ready source of easily 
snatched bags and purses. (O’Flynn, p. 118)  

The local shops are the last fragments of a dying culture, the final death 

throes of family-owned, local shops under threat from the hyper-real, 

Green Oaks. In these death throes, there is, on one hand, a sense of 

nostalgia and comfort, but also, due to its decay, one of liminality and 

abjection.  

A good example of this is Mr Watkin’s butcher shop. Faced with the 

almost certain commercial failure of his shop, with more and more people 
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using the convenience of the centre, his shop turns into a haven for the 

abject. It becomes like a caricature of a Francis Bacon painting: 

The less meat he stocked, and the less meat he had, the less it 
looked like a butcher, and the more he looked like a crazy old man 

who collected and displayed bits of flesh in his front window […] 
Thus it appeared that the chicken was taking the rabbit for a walk 

by its lead of sausages, over a hillock of pork under a dark red 
kidney sun. (O’Flynn, p. 10) 

This humorous picture of the old butcher’s shop conveys how the rise in 

consumer culture, symbolised by Green Oaks, is produced, almost always 

and almost inevitably, at the expense of local, working-class culture. 

O’Flynn’s text suggests that the abject comes out of that decay and 

liminality.  

A less humorous example is Mrs Byrne:  

Kate watched as Mrs Byrne, the thinnest woman in the world, now 

struggled past the dogs with her double pushchair and multiple 
shopping bags. She thought there was something wrong with Mrs 
Byrne, something very sad, something to do with her lack of 

visibility […] she was just a shadow nervously darting from one 
room to the next. The carpets were all sticky in the flat and there 

was no Mr Byrne. (O’Flynn, p. 37)   

Mrs Byrne is the figure of the liminal, invisible person: a single mother, 

living in poverty. She is, like many in this text, a figure of abjection. We 

know that Mrs Byrne is not alone in this state because Kate continues to 

visit. The flats are ‘filled with a smell that she had never smelled before. 

It was a bit like a swimming pool, a bit like an empty classroom. It was a 

sad smell’ (O’Flynn, p.44). The flats are a place of filth, sadness and 

emptiness. Kate describes how the children believed a ‘Ghost lived in one 

of the flats’ (O’Flynn, p. 44), and so the place is also one of mystery and 
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haunting. As Kate investigates she realises there is more than one ghost: 

‘it wasn’t just one ghost, but many, one in every flat. Floating through 

the walls, communicating only through the strange words and symbols 

left in the lift’ (O’Flynn, p. 45). This is the state of life away from Green 

Oaks; on the edges of the modern ideal lies the abject, unwanted and 

left behind - the dirty shadow of poverty and of rotting life. This became 

typical of many areas of the Black Country when industry made way for 

enterprise zones.  

The regions outside the centre all share a sense of being in-between, of 

being dangerous, and in many ways, rotting or changing. This changing 

post-industrial landscape, swamped as it is by Green Oaks, is described 

in the following passage:  

Kurt knew the scrubland well yet all around it had changed as 

Green Oaks had spread and everything in the area had gradually 
turned its head to face the energy of the centre. When he drove 

about his old neighbourhood, he found that roads that were once 
busy were now cul-de-sacs, parks he had played in were cut 
through with new by-passes. The baffling complex of new roads 

sliced the area in unfamiliar ways and he was constantly surprised 
by old hidden places suddenly laid bare and open for everyone to 

see, while former key junctions were now silent, with grass poking 
up around dead-end bollards. (O’Flynn, p. 170) 

The residential, industrial and commercial areas outside of Green Oaks 

stand in contrast to the sanitised space of the centre. They are not only 

relics of industry and the decaying cultures / communities, they are the 

borderlands of Green Oaks, the marginal boundaries of consumerism. 

These borderlands orbit the gravity of the hyper-real - the centre of this 
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small universe, where all life must breed from, as well as a black hole, 

sucking out the life of this dissolving community. 

The abject, written in terms of social disadvantage or dislocation, is not 

just one of space and time, it is also one that stimulates and perpetuates 

liminality in its populace. To investigate this dislocation and the need to 

find meaning in this postmodern, consumer culture we can look at the 

father figure in the text. Kurt Sr plays a small but important part of 

O’Flynn’s narrative. Described as taciturn, hardworking, patriarchal, 

feared, a decision-maker; he is the archetype of working-class 

masculinity.  

Kurt Sr was a taciturn man who, like almost every other man on 
the estate, had lost his job when the economy changed […] unlike 

most, however, Kurt Sr had managed to find another job in 
manufacturing – a real job, he would say. (O’Flynn, p. 103)    

It turns out that this real job is a cleaner in Green Oaks, something that 

Kurt Sr desperately needs to keep secret, ‘he had some very strange 

ideas about “real men”, and “women’s work”’ (O’Flynn, p. 156). This is 

clearly a big deal for old fashioned Kurt Sr, and would have been for 

many men in similar circumstances during the decline of the local 

industry. They, like Kurt Sr, had become emasculated. This conservative 

and traditionalist sense of a gendered self and a gendered order of things 

is tied up in the dominant working-class and industrial culture that Kurt 

Sr and his ilk were deeply invested in. As described earlier, the social 

changes that ran in conjunction with post-industrial and postmodern 

change enabled further progressive and liberal attitudes to flourish. What 
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is as important as gender politics here is the fact that these ‘real men‘ 

became other to what they were used to, what their culture was used to, 

and what the expectations of both self and community had. In the 

requirement of the modern, Kurt Sr gets work that presents a self that is 

outside of his usual self-perception. He is compelled to live a double life, 

and so becomes liminal.121  

Another victim of this in the text is Teresa: a troubled and naughty girl 

who struggles with social rules and appropriateness. She epitomises the 

subversive and transgressive by challenging the status quo of the 

children, the teachers, other adults and, eventually, through her success, 

the social system. Although the victor / hero, she finds herself in a 

liminal position: the minority black girl, struggling with normal rules, 

coming from a difficult home life. She must navigate this liminality in 

order to become Police Detective and case-cracker.  Teresa and Kate 

hang out at a churchyard, a place that is ‘away from the estate, over the 

railway bridge and alongside an old crumbling wall’ (O’Flynn, p. 54). It is 

a place cut off from the rest of the world, a place for the dead, for weeds, 

for decay – a liminal place ideal for mischief, growth and becoming. 

Teresa tells Kate about her family troubles and how she intends to deal 

with her violent father. In the only safe space the two girls have, a 

liminal space with the dead, it is revealed that Teresa is poisoning her 

father and intends to kill him. Through this, it is revealed that both girls 

share similar psychic spaces; they both have problematic, non-normative 

                                                           
121 This issue of post-industrial work force emasculation is covered in great detail 

in Haywood’s text. 
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relationships with their families. Both girls are marginal, outside of the 

‘normal’ family romance and so set out to make their own rules. 

This dirty, liminal space is also investigated by Kurt - again, in terms of 

finding the liminal attractive, and as a secretive space where one can 

negotiate selfhood.  

wandering through silent remnants of industry that surrounded his 
estate […] where Kurt’s father and the other men from the estate 

had grown up and worked; their absence imbued the landscape 
with a melancholy that Kurt was drawn too […] he revelled in the 
spaces, made dens in their corners and angles. He loved the sound 

of metal and loved the way the air smelled of ammonia, loved how 
he felt he was the last person alive on earth, shouting strange 

words at the peeling walls. (O’Flynn, pp. 104-105)  

As this passage unfolds Kurt investigates a deep, black hole – a figurative 

cemetery of industry. It is described as abandoned, suffocating, total 

blackness. While there Kurt realises that no one knows where he is, he 

may have no way out, he could die. He races out ‘all the time terrified 

that some malevolent force was going to pull his legs back down’ 

(O’Flynn, p. 106). This is clearly a formative experience for Kurt, an 

experience where childhood meets mortality,122 made all the more 

important by the post-industrial backdrop. The reader finds out during 

this passage that Green Oaks was built on this very site. The place where 

Kurt experienced fear, death and attraction, is now where he works as a 

security guard. The narrator says ‘he was curious to see inside. He 

wanted to see if the ghosts could survive’ (O’Flynn, p. 106). Here then, 

                                                           
122 This idea links back to Frommer’s article, as discussed in the introduction; 

selfhood is a liminal position because it is obtained through the knowledge of our 

mortality. 
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the cemetery of industry and its ghosts become poltergeists in the 

modern. 

A major theme throughout the novel is that of being watched, be it 

surveillance, a child’s game or something more sinister. It manifests 

itself in the characters as a distorted and hyper consciousness. This adds 

to the characters’ feelings of being in-between because of the disjunction 

of private and public self, being brought into being by the paranoia, and 

the otherness of being watched, haunted and hunted. 

But not everyone was visible. Lisa was keenly aware of the hidden 

security presence in the centre. Every morning she felt those tired 
eyes upon her and was hyper-conscious of her every movement. 
The constant weight of surveillance made her feel suspicious. 

(O’Flynn, p. 74)   

Another example of this is the CCTV surveillance. The people captured 

are described as being like zombies: ‘The undead demanding refunds and 

exchanges’ (O’Flynn, p. 71). The characters’ sense of being watched is a 

refrain that runs throughout the novel in many guises. As readers, much 

like the characters, we are never allowed to fully know who or what is 

doing the watching – is it the surveillance, is it Kate’s ghost, is it the 

strange half-characters that seem to come and go through the italicised 

sub-narratives, is it the centre itself?  

The liminality of Green Oaks and its inhabitants, at points in the 

narrative, take on explicitly abject signifiers. The narrator describes how:  

Lisa sat in the window of Burger King consuming saturated fat  […] 

There was something in the air of Green Oaks that made everyone 
crave the complex non-flavours of highly processed, industrially 

honed calorific content […] modified starches and trans-fats 
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straight into a prepared vein. She could quite easily imagine a 
group of industrially reared, drip-fed battery retail workers. 

(O’Flynn, p. 85) 

The workers of the centre are drawn to this abject food, and it is the 

centre itself that draws them to it. In Kristevan terms this is abjection 

formed from the high-consumerist and hyper-real world of the shopping 

centre. This is accentuated by the conditions the workers find themselves 

in. Their environment is different from the shopper, or even the security. 

They exist just behind the luxury: 

In contrast, staff areas in each store were cramped to allow 
maximum sales floor footage. Staff facilities were of an extremely 

low level: few toilets, dark interior areas, outdated and ineffective 
ventilation and heating, bare breeze-block walls, constant sewage 
odours and significant rat infestation. The staff felt this apartheid 

keenly. (O’Flynn, p. 89) 

The experience of spending time in Green Oaks may be similar for its 

staff, in the sense that they too are in-between states and stuck in the 

hyper-real, however, their experience is much more dirty, dark, 

unsanitary. This exposes the abject that is hidden just out of sight, the 

constant threat that it may break through. Like the uncanny, it hides 

within in the homely and the safe, but just beyond it too. 

These explicitly abject experiences also occur outside of the centre. Lisa, 

when looking around the new flat she and Ed are planning to buy, recalls 

being forced to eat bowls of dessert, ‘exactly the same as the stuff at 

school, but with the odd powdery lump’ (O’Flynn, p.186). This return of 

the abject brings her to the realisation that she doesn’t love Ed and 

doesn’t want to continue living the way they have been. She says: ‘you 

have to say right from the start or they just keep bringing you more 
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bowls’ (O’Flynn, p.187). In this instance, as is traditional with jettisoning 

the abject, Lisa utilises the memory to begin a new way of being.  

Although many instances in the novel explore self-realisation or self-

negotiation while experiencing the uncanny, the abject or the liminal, 

more often than not it begins and ends in confusion. Kurt is an excellent 

example of how confused things become. He exists in the simulacrum of 

Green Oaks, but also outside of, and too late for, the cultures and 

communities that preceded it. He is the symbol of the people of the 

region, finding himself in a marginal state. He is living in a world where 

industry no longer holds importance and where the cultures that relied 

upon it have decayed and been replaced. This is not to say that life and 

work were more meaningful in the “good old days”, but when one’s 

place-identification, and as such their sense of self, holds industrial 

heritage as an important marker, its lack becomes highly significant. The 

spectre of industry, the memories of the past and life in the (un)real 

world all become the ever distant and ever-present Lamella. Existence 

and the constantly thwarted act of negotiating the unreality of the 

shopping centre and this way of life is on one hand tangible, on the other 

always out of reach. It is the lamella, never reachable but always 

encroaching, looking to dismantle selfhood and turn us all into shopping 

zombies. This is presented when we learn of Kurt’s issues around 

memory, dreams and sleep: 

Dreams could trick him: they would pose as memories, pretend to 
have a history; they would contain other dreams. He realised too 
late that dreams were a creeping encephalitic virus that he had 
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allowed to colonise his mind, and now it was spreading and linking 
and eating truths – deleting the facts […] Sleep would curl slowly 

around him while he was reading a book, sleep would trick him 
that he was awake. (O’Flynn, p. 94)   

Kurt’s trouble is that dreams, sleep and memory are the yolky things 

that Lacan speaks of. They cannot be fully traced and fully mapped, but 

they linger at the periphery of existence and selfhood. It is as if 

conscious and unconscious / real and unreal become confused and 

interchangeable when one tries to live in this state, in this place, in this 

perpetual in-between.  

The shoppers in the centre are othered by their contact with it too. They 

become half-people, out of touch with each other and the outside world. 

In many instances they’re described in bestial terms, like underground 

insects: 

Around the edges movement was quick and fluid: people 
disapearing into and emerging from the different outlets, stepping 

in and out of liquid stream. Closer to the centre centre the pace 
was more sluggish: cruising groups of teenagers and older people 
with no purpose [...] she imagined them rumbling around in the 

early hours, packed together in the darkened lanes. (O’Flynn, p. 
88) 

It is not just the shoppers, though. We’re all in it together, aimlessly 

existing, addicted to things and the promise of lifestyle that things give – 

‘Freddie Mercury was assuring everyone that they were the champions. 

Lisa and the lost guy knew differently’ (O’Flynn, p. 102). In this flash, 

fresh, clean landscape where all is for sale and all is copy of a copy, it 

appears as though every character is becoming a zombie. We are all in 

the borderlands, trapped in the existential trance of postmodernism. Like 
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Ballard’s Crash (1973) 123and Palahniuck’s Fight Club (1997)124 – this 

uber-modern consumerism makes way for liminal, perverse behaviors. 

Teresa is an exception. She becomes the fairy tale happy ending since 

she escapes (at least to some extent) her liminal existence and becomes 

highly successful. 

Once upon a time there was a girl with bruises, a girl who ate 
scraps, a girl who didn’t know the rules.  

Kate had given that girl an opportunity and she had taken it with 
both hands, running and running with it until there was no one 
else around her […] she was a story. The colour of her skin. Her 

gender. Her rank […] no one on the force had results like DCI 
Stanton. (O’Flynn, p. 232) 

    
 Even though it is Kate’s innovation and through a lie, the liminal girl 

from a borderless place wins and is enabled to be something more than 

the other. 

This is contrasted by the inevitable tragedy of Kate’s death. O’Flynn 

delivers the ending in the same abject / uncanny manner as the other 

revelations in the novel. The final confessions of Gavin blur the lines 

between hunter and hunted, stalker and stalked: ‘I didn’t have any idea 

of where I was walking. I had no thoughts, just the feeling of pulling her 

along by a string’. In single file they enter the borderland of the service 

corridors and out into the building site where more Green Oaks is being 

constructed. Before long it becomes clear that the ‘sub, sub-basement of 

the old factory’ is the same dangerous place that Kurt had discovered as 

a child. We return to the liminal space where the remains of lost 

                                                           
123 J. G. Ballard, Crash, (London: Jonathan Cape, 1983) 
124 Chuck Palahniuk, Fight Club, (London: Vintage, 1997) 
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innocence and industry are buried, and are being used as the foundations 

of perpetually spreading capitalism.  Kate becomes, like Gavin says when 

describing ‘the church of Vilmnitz or Vestenburg Castle’ (O’Flynn, pp. 

237-239), the entombed child that acts as a talisman for the longevity of 

a place. It is as if late capitalism, consumerism and the hyper-real 

require the bones of the innocent for its foundations. 

 

Reading Cartwright and O’Flynn through this psychoanalytical lens, I’ve 

established how the Black Country and its population, depicted in the 

literature, can be seen as borderless and liminal, as well as being regular 

subjects of the uncanny and the abject. Furthermore, we can see how 

liminality, caused by the loss of industry and the entrenchment of the 

hyper-real / late-capitalism, exposes communities to experiences of the 

uncanny and the abject. In these texts we see the constant and 

ambivalent haunting of the lamella – both in terms of selfhood and in 

terms of communal heritage. This communal heritage, like the lamella, is 

both present and not present - it is a reminder and something lost. 
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Old Enoch's against it, in't 'e, eh?125 

This chapter explores Meera Syal and Roy McFarlane’s works; how ideas 

of this region’s post-industrial liminality plays out with attention to BAME 

communities. I also begin to discuss sexual identity within Black Country 

settings.  

Syal’s novel begins with the author’s preface, ‘I do not have many 

memories of my very early childhood’, then discusses her ‘early years of 

struggle and disillusion, living in a shabby boarding house room with 

another newly arrived immigrant family’126. This places the reader at the 

threshold of her family’s navigation of a new sense of place, a new sense 

of being: one in transition; not quite British and no longer fully Punjabi; 

housed but not homed. They are, as Syal says ‘marooned and misplaced 

in Wolverhampton’ (Syal, P.9) 

As a child, Meena is in this liminal position too; hers is a coming of age 

narrative - learning the rules required for a civil, socially mature person, 

but not quite ready to perfect them. Syal heightens this sense of 

liminality through the narrative of a Punjabi girl, attempting to make 

space for herself in British culture whilst still needing to stay connected 

to her South Asian heritage. In the preface she says, ‘The gap between 

what is said and what is thought, what is stated and what is implied, is a 

place in which I have always found myself [...] those of us deprived of 

                                                           
125 The title of this chapter is taken from The Alf Garnett Saga, written by Johnny 

Speight. Bob Kellett (Dir) The Alf Garnett Saga (1972)  
126 Meera Syal, Anita and Me (London: Harper Perrenial, 2004) 9 



   
 

91 

 

history sometimes need to turn to mythology to feel complete, to belong’ 

(Syal, p.10).  

Anita and Me is a teenage, first-generation British-Asian bildungsroman - 

a coming into being through the negotiation and navigation of liminal 

positions that are often defined in abject and uncanny ways. We see this 

in one of Meena’s dreams, importantly, one that follows her recent 

learning about Indian Partition: 

My sleep that night was full of blood red trains screaming through 

empty stations, scattering severed limbs as it whistled past, of 
beautiful sisters in churning rivers, and old men’s heads in 

flowerbeds. I wanted to know so much more, but now I was afraid 
to ask. I realised that the past was not a mere sentimental journey 
for my parents, like the song told its English listeners. It was a 

murky bottomless pool full of monsters and the odd shining coin, 
with a deceptively still surface and a deadly undercurrent. And me, 

how could I jump in before I heard learned to swim? (Syal, P. 75)  

Meena’s dream expresses the anxiety and dislocation of many immigrant 

communities as they tried to adjust to a new sense of self in their new 

locations. Syal makes use of the borderless, liminal qualities of the Black 

Country to symbolise these themes of marginality and transition. The 

setting is the fictional Tollington, a small village on the outskirts of 

Wolverhampton, where ‘the working men’s club, the diamond-paned 

methodist church and the redbrick school jostled for room with the two-

up-two-downs whose outside toilets backed onto untended meadows 

populated with the carcasses of abandoned agricultural machinery’ (Syal, 

pp.11-12). The majority of the descriptions of Tollington are of fields, 

farmland, and the small village that sits within them. Importantly though, 
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within touching distance, is both the modern city and the untamed 

natural realm. Syal describes how:  

From the crest of the hill, on a clear day, you could see industrial 
chimneys of Wolverhampton, smoking like fat men’s cigars, and 

sometimes glimpse the dark fringes of Cannock Chase, several 
square miles of thick conifers bristling with secrets and deer, 

where every so often, forgotten skeletons of ancient victims were 
discovered by local courting couples (Syal, p.12) 

It is part rural - part urban. Part tame - part beastly. This village sits 

between industry, with its noise and pollution, and woodland, with its 

beauty and its threats. A place where children play games, mothers do 

housework, an idyll of Sunday school and family run grocers. However, 

one also sees ‘a kestrel hovering behind the old pithead of a mine’ (Syal, 

p.13); here, the natural and the industrial vie for space. The liminal, 

post-industrial setting is another example of how the region’s literature 

links industrial heritage to cultural identity and how its loss impacts it. 

This is exemplified in the Tollington Mine. It ‘used to employ the whole 

village’ was an important ‘contributor to the Black Country’s industrial 

growth’ and is where ‘the Mayor of Wolverhampton had come to visit’ 

(Syal, pp.13-14). Syal makes the point that the industry connected the 

community and provided place-identification: ‘The mine and the village 

had been as intertwined as lovers, grateful lovers astonished by their 

mutual discovery; you could see it in the stiff backs of the men and the 

proud smiles of the women’ (Syal, p14). Much like Cartwright’s work, 

when the mine closes it leaves Tollington and its inhabitants marginal 

and disillusioned: ‘leaving behind a gaggle of wheezy old geezers and 

dozens of stout, dour-faced miner’s widows who had nowhere else to go’ 
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(Syal, p.14). Syal’s text mirrors O’Flynn’s too; with the emasculated 

workforce: 

The factory had opened, by way of compensation, soon after the 
mine closure, and everyone had assumed that the jobs would be 

given to the ex-colliers. But it was not the men they wanted; they 
wanted women, women who would do piecework and feel grateful, 

women whose nimble fingers would negotiate their machines, 
women, who, unlike their husbands, would not make demands or 
complain. So it was that in the space of a few months, the 

hormonal balance of Tollington was turned upside down (Syal, 
p.19).   

Connections to O’Flynn and Cartwright can also be seen in linking the 

post-industrial changes with communal and emotional turmoil: 

This sense of suspicion had begun soon after the news that a new 
road would soon be running through the village, a motorway 

extension which would cut through the fields opposite the Mitre 
pub at the back of the posh detached houses and run parallel to 

the old mine railway [...] most people would realise that the old 
mine would remain exactly what it was, a crumbling monument to 
a halcyon past, and that the promised Renaissance had taken a 

diversion somewhere round Wolverhampton and missed us out 
completely. Maybe it was the earth shifting under the motorway 

diggers that had brought all these tensions up to the surface (Syal, 
pp.142-143).     

As the novel progresses, Tollington changes. This is a key theme in the 

novel; urban expansion, multiculturalism and postmodernity all 

contribute to major changes in the cultural makeup and landscape of the 

UK. The city expands, becoming more and more post-industrial, 

swallowing the towns and villages as it does. Towards the end of the 

novel, Meena notices: 

that Tollington had lost all its edges and boundaries. That the 
motorway bled into another road and another and the Bartlett 

Estate had swallowed up the last cornfield and that my village was 
indistinguishable from the suburban mass that had once 

surrounded it and had finally swallowed it whole (Syal, p.326). 
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Words like ‘bled’ ‘swallowed’ ‘edges’ and ‘boundaries’ are pertinent to my 

psychoanalytic analysis; the community, which we might read as 

subjecthood, is being absorbed by the abject maternal chora or the 

lamella of the encroaching city, suburbs and motorway.   

This is perfect territory for Meena’s narrative; the in-between space 

where one might seek out the transgressive, subversive and formative, 

and where she, between cultures as she is, might step through the limen, 

into being. Much of Meena’s story focuses on this as the novel unfolds. 

She addresses her own in-between state when discussing her garden. In 

the stereotypical English village, her garden grows ‘mint’, ‘coriander’ and 

‘lemon verbena’ (Syal, p.16). Her mother attempts to educate her about 

her Indian culture but she ‘wanted roses and sunflowers and manicured 

hedges and fountains where blackbirds would come and sip’ not 

somewhere that ‘reminded me of yesterday’s dinner’ (Syal, p.16).    

This limen is seen in the Freudian / Post-Freudian model of attraction - 

repulsion too. One example is the old mansion within the village. Meena 

refers to it as ‘The Big House, as gloomy and roomy as a set from a 

Hammer Horror film’ where its trees ‘blocked the sun’. It is desolate, ‘not 

even she could remember anyone ever going in or coming out’ (Syal, p. 

14). Despite the potential hazard and nightmare qualities of the big 

house, she is drawn to it: ‘would talk to me urgently, telling me to open 

the window, spread my arms and flap over the fields to their waiting 

branches’ (Syal, p.13).  
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Meena craves the wild and rebellious, describing a dog as being ‘proud of 

his madness’ and confesses that ‘If what that dog had was madness, I 

wanted some of it’ (Syal, p.24). 

This search for transgression and the portrayal of Meena’s coming of age 

is manifested in the splitting of public and private, of Punjab and British, 

in negotiating how and when different vernaculars are used and in 

understanding when and where different cultural indicators are 

appropriate. Punjabi is ‘An indoor language’ (Syal, P.203), to be kept 

between the migrants as an act of integration. In public, however, ‘the 

volume would go up when they spoke in English [...] and when they 

wanted to say something intimate [...] they switched to Punjabi and the 

volume became a conspiratorial whisper’ (Syal, p.203). This switching of 

languages and consciousness about otherness places the family in a 

racial and cultural liminality. Meena discusses the in-between nature of 

this multilingual and multicultural existence when thinking about her 

father’s singing. She conveys her feelings in typically uncanny ways, 

saying: 

Papa’s singing always unleashed these emotions which were 

unfamiliar and instinctive at the same time, in a language I could 
not recognise but felt I could speak in my sleep, in my dreams, 

evocative of a country I had never visited but which sounded like 
the only home i had ever known. The songs made me realise that 
there was a corner of me that would be forever not England (Syal, 

P. 112) 

The language and the songs are unheimlich, dreamy and on the edge of 

realisation. The emotion that is ‘unleashed’ is one where the primitive (or 
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in this case genealogical) interrupts the everyday (or in this case, 

Meena’s performance of ‘Tollington Wench’). 

The bilingual and its complicated connections with liminal identity is 

accentuated when we consider it in terms of class. Meena’s mother says: 

‘Just because the English can’t speak English themselves, does not mean 

you have to talk like an urchin. You take the best from their culture, not 

the worst. You’ll be swearing and urinating in telephone boxes next, like 

that Lowbridge boy’ (Syal, p.53). This is one of many moments in the 

novel where the Punjabi cultures demonise and disparage the white 

working-class cultures; mother, father, aunties and uncles snobbishly 

disregard the majority population of Tollington with ‘I will never 

understand this about the English’ (Syal, p.58) type comments.  The ill-

mannered English set against the well-mannered Indians surfaces 

throughout the text, often with broad strokes. For example, ‘this was a 

typical example of Hindu tolerance, the reason, my mamma told me, why 

so many religions happily co-existed in India - Buddhism, Christianity, 

Judaiism, Sikhism and especially Islam’ (Syal, p.92). This results in 

further alienation for Meena as she attempts to ‘make room’ for herself. 

Meena finds her identity split, she cannot fully engage with her Punjabi 

heritage because she lacks the language skills and cultural capital. As 

well as this, her naivety about her migrant status separates her from 

both communities.   

Meena wishes to break free, to understand her place in the world. The 

wishes manifest in post-Freudian ways. Meena says of needing to ‘shed 
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my body like a snake slithering out of its skin and emerge reborn, pink 

and unrecognisable. I began avoiding mirrors [...] checking my reflection 

in shop windows, bitterly disappointed it was still there’ (Syal, p.146). 

This is the desire for jettisoning the abject, for the deliberate casting out 

of that which holds us in the pre-verbal maternal chora. It’s also 

reminiscent of Lacan’s Mirror stage; her avoidance of mirrors is symbolic 

of the anxiety caused from these breakages; an attempt to ignore the 

lamella that has broken free as we pass through the mirror stage. 

Meena is the not-child-not-adult of the novel, but more than this too, she 

is not-English-not-Punjabi. She is a ‘freak of some kind, too mouthy, 

clumsy and scabby to be a real Indian girl, too Indian to be a real 

Tollington wench, but living in the grey area between all categories felt 

increasingly like home’ (Syal, pp.149-150). She is at home in the 

unhomely, comfortable on the edgeland. She describes her family 

relationships, in the context of this in-between heritage, in Freudian 

ways, as a tyrannical parental figure:  

The goddess she resembled most when in a strop, the one that 
both terrified and fascinated me, was Kali, a black-faced snarling 
woman with alarming canines and six waving arms. Every hand 

contained a bloody weapon and she wore a bracelet of skulls 
around her powerful naked thighs. And her eyes, sooty O’s of 

disbelief and also amusement that someone insignificant had 
dared to step on her shadow’. (Syal, P.27)    

Mother as Kali is countered with the title character, Anita. Often 

described with warrior-like and pagan mannerisms, Anita represents 

Meena’s ‘passport to acceptance’ (Syal, p148) and is drawn, like Pan or 
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Bacchus, as a being connected to the wild, to nature, someone who is 

bestial and erotic.  

A shadow fell over my T-bar sandals and I looked up to see Anita 
Rutter staring at me through squinting eyes ringed in bright blue 

eyeshadow. She broke off a twig from our privet hedge and thrust 
it under my nose, pointing at a part of the branch where the 

leaves were not their usual straight darts [...] She carefully 
unrolled one of them: it came away slowly like sticky tape to 
reveal a sprinkling of tiny black eggs. (Syal, p.38) 

In this extract, Anita has an earthy, folk knowledge of life and death 

which reflects Meena’s fear-fascination of death from the previous 

chapter; ‘examining the crushed up slippery bodies of baby sparrows’ 

(Syal, p.37).  

Another example of Anita as bestial, erotic and unruly is: 

Anita was undisputed ‘cock’ of our yard, maybe that should have 
been the hen, but her foghorn voice, foul mouth, and proficiency 

at lassoing victims with her frayed skipping rope indicated she was 
carrying enough testosterone around to earn the title. She ruled 
over all the kids in the yard with a mixture of pre-pubescent 

feminine wiles, pouting, sulking, clumsy cack-handed flirting and 
unsettling mood swings which would often end in minor violence. 

She had the face of a pissed-off cherub, huge eyes, blonde hair, a 
curling mouth with slightly too many teeth and a brown birthmark 
under one eye which when she was angry, which was often, 

seemed to throb and glow like a lump of Superman’s kryptonite 
(Syal, p.39).   

Anita is older, white, working-class and a troublemaker. In this liminal 

landscape, between cultures, attempting to transform, Anita is the 

necessary rebellion. She is the girl who teaches the naive Meena about 

flirting with the carnival boys, who encourages her to steal and swear. 

She too is liminal: in puberty she’s on the cusp of womanhood; her 

subversive and rebellious behaviour acts as her own rite of passage; her 
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vulnerable class status put her in a marginal state. Our introduction to 

Anita and her friends is through their laughter: ‘malicious cackles which 

hinted at exclusivity and the forbidden’ (Syal, p.16). In this, Meena is 

drawn to the forbidden and the unruly.  

Throughout much of the story, Meena is on the edge of understanding, 

on the edge of this necessary rebellion: ‘I always had to watch Sam’s 

gang and their girls. They looked so complete, in on a secret which I 

worried I might never discover’ (Syal, p.84).  In Freudian terms, Anita is 

id or Lacan’s pure real. She is sexual, adventurous and has little regard 

for the rules Meena is used to. Anita as id is what Meena must follow, it 

is her transgression-as-initiation through the liminal stage and into 

selfhood. Meena says: 

She gave voice to all the wicked things I had often thought but 

kept zipped up inside my good girl’s winter coat. Her irreverence 
was high summer for me, it made me shed inhibitions like woolen 

layers until I felt naked and slightly embarrassed at the sound of 
my joy (Syal, p.138). 

She is left feeling ‘uncomfortable and tingly at the same time’ (Syal, 

p.139).  

This culminates in her kiss with Sam - the racist, bad-boy character. As 

they kiss, she arrives at maturity in sexual terms ‘feeling mighty and 

huge’ (Syal, p.314). This narrative point is also where she becomes 

ready to leave the liminal Tollington, arriving at emotional maturity too. 

As she comes into being she ‘drifted far away until I was outside my 

body, watching a fat brown girl chew her lip’ then ‘floated back into my 

body which, for the first time ever, fitted me to perfection’ (Syal, p.326). 
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This is Meena’s mirror stage, leaving childhood behind through the 

necessary breakage of self. 

A self-contained version of how these themes play out in the novel is 

Chapter Five. We find ourselves in the liminal landscape - a post-

industrial site where nature is starting to reclaim territory:  

The fairground trailers were parked in what must have been the 
former car park attached to the old mine. A small brick office 

building near the base of the pit head had long crumbled away, 
and frost-withered hollyhocks and dandelions had broken through 
the concrete floor (Syal, pp. 101-102). 

It is populated by liminal people: 

I was fascinated by these travelling people, envied them their 

ability to contain their whole home in a moving vehicle, and 
imagined how romantic it just be to just climb in and move off 
once boredom set in (Syal, p.102). 

And in this setting the not-child-not-adults practice their acts of 

adulthood: 

All three girls then scrutinised each other’s faces, toning down a 

streak of blusher here, wiping a wet finger over a lipline there, 
whilst the three by now sweating blokes stopped work and 
straightened up, looking over at us curiously. Anita, Fat Sally and 

Sherrie immediately pouted to attention, flicking their hair and 
digging each other in the ribs (Syal, p.103). 

This rehersal of sexuality manifests itself in abject ways. Meena’s 

descriptions and observations are ones of attraction-repulsion, of wanting 

to be a part but fearing it too. They are bodily, fleshy and visceral: 

I sniffed something unfamiliar in the crisp late afternoon air, 
something forbidden and new, and I did not want to miss out 
(Syal, p.104). 

And  
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I had seen dogs in the yard do something similar when one of the 
bitches padded past. They would cock their legs in her face as if to 

say, ‘Well, gerra load of this then, baby!’ I was beginning to realise 
that what was happening in front of me was somehow related to 

this (Syal, p.105). 

Particularly pertinent to this, and what follows in the chapter, is the fact 

that it is Diwali, the festival of light. In Syal’s text, this is symbolic of the 

movement from dark to light, ignorance to knowledge, the liminal 

passage. It is also important that this night is a type of Carnival: an 

event of allowable transgression127. At this opportune moment, Meena 

escapes the family home, wanders into the fairground and follows Anita 

into the ‘syrupy gloom’ to witness ‘an immense black hole [...] a huge 

labyrinth of other shafts [...] bottomless and unforgiving’ and then over 

the ‘perimeter of the Big House garden’ (Syal, pp.125-125). Throughout 

this Meena describes abject sensations like ‘I felt I could taste it, taste 

something. It was a sickly sweet’ (Syal, p.126) and ‘fingers became 

coated in green slime’ (Syal, p.127). She eventually finds the statue of 

Ganesh, the remover of obstacles, in the garden. This episode becomes a 

deliberate act of transgression, on Diwali and Carnival, a movement 

through the abject and the liminal, to find a god of transformation. Syal’s 

next chapter begins with Meena’s new baby brother being born; Meena is 

no longer just a child, she is big sister too. Soon after Nanima, the 

Grandmother, arrives, helping Meena come to terms with her Indian 

                                                           
127 Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems with Dostoevsky’s Poetics, trans. Caryl Emerson, 

(London: University of Minneapolis Press, 1984) 

This idea takes its cue from Bakhtin’s Carnivalesque, a moment of permissible 

subversion that acts as a political or social pressure release or purge. Carnival 

itself comes from the Roman Catholic tradition of feasting prior to lent, 

etymologically has its root in the phrase ’farewell to the flesh’.  



   
 

102 

 

identity. This midpoint passage in the novel is a point of passing through 

the in-between and the unheimlich towards maturity and selfhood.  

 

Roy Mcfarlane’s work deals with these necessary rebellions too. Lorca’s 

Duende128 is loosely translated as ‘black sounds’, McFarlane points this 

out in a recent interview saying: ‘I recognise that this duende is in my 

love poems, moments of loss, the journey of Bevan, coming to terms 

with my adoption, identity, injustice and racism, there was a theme 

resonating with hymn like beauty’129. These black sounds are border 

sounds, somewhere between beauty and ugliness, between love and 

rage. A perfect sonic territory for Beginning With Your Last Breath 

(2016), which deals with movement through liminal passages, through 

formative experiences and coming into being or re-newing.  

The collection begins with an epigram from Brian Turner’s ‘A Soldier’s 

Arabic’: 

The word for love, Habib, is written from right 
To left, starting where we would end it 

And ending where it might begin’130. 
 

                                                           
128 Federico Garcia Lorca, ‘Theory and Play of the Duende’, trans. A. S. Kline, in 

Poetry in Translation, (2007) 

https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Spanish/LorcaDuende.php 

[accessed 01/08/2018] Unpaginated 
129 Roy McFarlane, In The Booklight - Roy McFarlane & Beginning With Your Last 

Breath (an interview with Sarah James, 2016) http://www.sarah-

james.co.uk/?p=7636 [accessed 03/05/2018] Unpaginated 
130 Brian Turner, ‘A Soldier’s Arabic’ from the Epigram of Section One of Roy 

McFarlane, Beginning With Your Last Breath, (Rugby: Nine Arches Press, 2016) 

I-III, 8 

https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Spanish/LorcaDuende.php
http://www.sarah-james.co.uk/?p=7636
http://www.sarah-james.co.uk/?p=7636
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This immediately places the importance of the liminal and cyclical in the 

reader’s mind. We are embarking on something that brings us back to 

this notion and back to a beginning. Each poem does a similar thing and 

each section of the collection does too.  

Identity, truth-seeking and exposing injustice are three important 

themes in this collection. They are looked at through several lenses: 

adoption; mortality; and ethnicity. The region’s post-industrial state 

mirrors the narrator’s marginality; McFarlane depicts the Black Country 

as fruitful ground for navigating selfhood, exploring these ideas through 

breakages, clashes and in-between positions. It is as if particular types of 

rage, clashing with particular types of love can uncover the answer to 

these themes. Much like the uncanny, the familiar-unfamiliar, the clash 

of primitive and modern can reveal something important and 

fundamental about ourselves.  

In ‘Papers’131 we are in a West Indian household with ‘the smell of 

cornmeal porridge’ (McFarlane, ’Papers’, II. 11), where a mother has ‘the 

aroma of her Morgan pomaded hair, her olive oiled skin’132. It is also a 

safe, homely place where ‘windowsills full of plants bloomed’ (McFarlane, 

’Papers’, XXIII. 12), one of ‘loving hands / shrouded in the 

softness’(McFarlane, ’Papers’, VIII and IX. 11). The mother figure in the 

poem stops her reading and reveals the narrator’s identity ‘in the middle 

of Psalms’ (McFarlane, ’Papers’, VIII and IX. 11), as if truth is hidden 

                                                           
131 Roy McFarlane, ‘Papers’ from Beginning With Your Last Breath (Rugby: Nine 

Arches Press, 2016) 11-12:11 
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betwixt and between the sacred love songs of the Bible. In reading the 

adoption papers, the narrator is ‘falling between the lines’ (McFarlane, 

’Papers’, XVII. 11): he is stricken and forced into a liminal or lacking 

position. The beauty and light of this duende comes with the line: ‘the 

tenderness of her voice drew me out of the margins’ (McFarlane, 

’Papers’, XVIII. 11). This poem shows an act of coming into being, set 

within a homely environment but experienced as something ‘between the 

lines’, ‘in the middle’, ‘of the margins’. 

The uncanny is explored in terms of returning and finding one’s home in 

the poem, ‘My mother, sister and I return to the place where I was 

born’133. In it we are taken to North Street:  

aged houses, 
tall, confined, conspiring 
clandestine in their closeness. 

Peeling paint-work, boarded windows. 
They still live between the alleyways. (McFarlane, ’My mother, 

sister and I return to the place where I was born’, IV-VIII. 17) 
   

This street of in-between places, with signs of neglect, mirrors the 

‘rumours and gossip and tall tales’ (McFarlane, ’My mother, sister and I 

return to the place where I was born’, IX. 17) of those inhabiting. It is 

the vision of a Wolverhampton suburb, a space on the edge of the city, 

poverty stricken and decaying, a ghost town in its clandestine nature. 

This setting is home to the unhomely, the return of repressed that is like 

‘releasing forbidden genies’ (McFarlane, ’My mother, sister and I return 

to the place where I was born’, XX. 17). 

                                                           
133 McFarlane, ‘My mother, sister and I return to the place where I was born’ 

from Beginning With Your Last Breath, 17 
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Another poem with particular attention to Black identity within 

Wolverhampton is ‘That place just off the M6’134. The narrator refers to 

the city as ‘the middle of nowhere’ (McFarlane, ’That place just off the 

M6‘, IV. 21) and a place marked out by its relation to a space of 

transition (the M6). McFarlane links Wolverhampton’s customs and white 

working-class cultures with Jamaican heritage. This is done in terms of 

landmarks like ‘bronze Lady Wulfruna’ (McFarlane, ’That place just off the 

M6‘, XX. 21), icons like ‘The black and gold of the Wolves’ (McFarlane, 

’That place just off the M6‘, XIV, 21) and in dialects: 

It’s the place of the yam, yam. 
Well, Black people nyam yam, 
sweet potatoes and tings 

 
Yow spake funny, yam bostin. 

They felt at home with people 
who couldn’t speak the Queen’s English.  

(McFarlane, ’That place just off the M6‘, VIII-XIII. 21) 

 
This poem deals directly with the migrations of the Windrush Generation 

and the subsequent 1950s and 1960s immigrations, painting the Black 

Country in a good light; as a place that is welcoming in its own non-

conforming way. McFarlane posits this against his question to Enoch 

Powell, the Wolverhampton Member of Parliament famous for his Rivers 

of Blood speech, asking: ‘Why speak of forbode?’ (McFarlane, ’That place 

just off the M6‘, XVII. 21) especially since ‘blood had already been spilt in 

the name of nationality’ McFarlane, ’That place just off the M6‘, XIX. 21). 

                                                           
134 McFarlane, ’That place just off the M6‘, from Beginning With Your Last Breath, 

21 
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Racial tensions are a dominant theme in McFarlane’s collection, much of 

his work fuses the personal with the political, dealing with his identity, 

with his sense of culture and place within the backdrop of the social and 

historical. ‘The black corner of Wolverhampton’ deals with the city in 

more uneasy terms. Here, Blakenhall is liminal in several ways. The 

liminal is a vantage point, an arena for becoming: 

a world where I looked out to far horizons; 

Reached beyond glass panes, touched the whites of the skies135  
 

This suburb is full of formative experience and of childlike joys. It is one 

where the narrator comes into contact with icons and idols that will fuel 

his future sense of self: Sammy Davis Jnr, Richard Pryor, Lieutenant 

Uhuru, Shaft and Marvin Gaye. This is also a position, away from prying 

eyes, where he might try out these different acts and costumes, as a rite 

of passage and way of forming his sense of Black identity.     

The liminal is also one of haunting, off-kilter and hopeless experience: 

 A world where you could see smoke rise from chimneys 
 and if you blinked you’d swear you saw someone fall. 

 Where nights rode the back of velvet-coloured skies 
 and Vertigo was more than a Hitchcock movie.  
(McFarlane, ’The black corner of Wolverhampton’, XIII-XVI. 23) 

 
And 

 
 A world where people actually flew out of nightmares 
 and Guardian Angels didn’t fly just in time to prevent 

 the graffiti of pavements and walls 
 with the endings of people’s hopes and dreams.  

(McFarlane, ‘The black corner of Wolverhampton‘, XXIX-XXXII. 24) 
 

                                                           
135 McFarlane, ’The black corner of Wolverhampton’, from Beginning With Your 

Last Breath II-III. 23-24: 23 
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Blakenhall, in its in-between, off-kilter position becomes a place of 

transformation, both positive and negative, both innocent and rebellious. 

Formative experience and the fusion of play, innocence and rebellion 

cause clashes in McFarlane’s work. They are clashes or breakages, in 

Lacanian ways, that allow for new growth, for the understanding of 

oneself and one’s sense of place and culture. Black culture and 

mainstream culture, high art and pop culture connect and clash in ‘Night 

and Day’:  

… the daughter  

of a single mother and the son 
of a preacher man; star-crossed lovers 
at the Rising Star or The Molineux 

waiting for the healing of Lover’s Rock 
where bass speakers mesmerised, 

locked us together in perfect poetry, 
the symmetry of a Rodin Sculpture 
brought to life on the dance floor, 

lost in Janet Kaye’s Silly Games136.     
 

Wolverhampton becomes this new, exciting site of sexual awakening, 

where the Dub scene meets the Black Country. McFarlane’s Black 

Country is a confluence of self meeting state, underground meeting 

mainstream, refined meeting crude. On this threshold his narrator finds 

selfhood and sense of place. 

McFarlane spoke about his interest in cities and their qualities for 

changing, saying:  

Cities become living breathing entities that swallow you whole. 
Cities evolve, grow or disappear and become something new. 

                                                           
136 McFarlane, ‘Night and Day’, from, Beginning With Your Last Breath, XIII-XXII. 

29 
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Cities can become safe havens or they can be places of despair 
that we need to run from. From Liz Berry Black Country to Out of 

Bounds Anthology cities, towns, areas define who we are137.   

Objects, places and people in collision and in flux is also dealt with in the 

poem ‘Tipton’. The town is described as: ‘Bermuda Triangle / between 

Brum and Wolves’, ‘lost city’ and ‘God’s belly button of the universe’138. 

Tipton is the borderless, unmappable and ephemeral. The narrator 

describes childhood visits to the town, and in this discusses the fusion of 

Black and White cultures, Black and White voices and dialects, the area’s 

heritage and its transformation. In this version of Tipton, 

cousins as dark as the cut, 
larger than life, colourful as the Caribbean, 
speak another language. 

(McFarlane, ‘Tipton’, VIII-X. 59) 
   

The ‘locks at the back’, ‘the pub’, ‘pie factory’ and ‘the steelworks’ share 

the same space as ‘soul nights’ and ‘pots of soup’ (McFarlane, ‘Tipton’, 

XV-XXX. 59-60). These different traditions and cultures are harmonious. 

McFarlane doesn’t gloss over issues though, rage still lingers here as he 

refers to ‘industries put to eternal sleep / turning into a commuter town’ 

(McFarlane, ‘Tipton’, XXXI-XXXII. 60) and the continued racial tensions: 

‘Yam olright it’s dem lot / that are causing de problems’ (McFarlane, 

‘Tipton’, XXXIV-XXXV. 60). Nevertheless, this remains a love song to 

Tipton and a love song to multiculturalism. The in-between, lost city is 

where Black and White cultures bleed into each other:  

                                                           
137 Roy McFarlane, ’The Booklight - Roy McFarlane & Beginning With Your Last 

Breath (an interview with Sarah James, 2016)’ http://www.sarah-

james.co.uk/?p=7636 [accessed 03/05/2018] unpaginated 
138 McFarlane, ‘Tipton’, From Beginning With Your Last Breath, III-VII. 59-60: 59 

http://www.sarah-james.co.uk/?p=7636
http://www.sarah-james.co.uk/?p=7636
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Not all things are anchored 
in time or in a living museum; 

cultures flow, merge and make 
their own journeys into front rooms 

(McFarlane, ‘Tipton’, XLV-XLVIII. 60) 
 

The town and its people are empowered by it, like ‘the locks at the back, 

/ where water poured in and everybody rises’ (McFarlane, ‘Tipton’, XXIII-

XXIV. 59).  

McFarlane explores racial tension with the same fusion of different 

cultures and vernaculars in ‘Burning with a rage that Babylon would 

never understand’. This time focused on anger, racism and injustice. We 

are taken to the 1985 race riots in Handsworth Birmingham where: 

 the daily abuse, 
 state sanction terror 

 of Sus laws that was  
beating us down. 
 

Unemployed and unwanted  
living in Maggie’s world139  

 
Thatcher’s economic policies exacerbated existing deprivation in many 

inner-city areas, recently increased stop and search targets appeared to 

many as examples of systemic racism, the National Front amplified their 

marches, protests and violent protestations, resulting in many Black and 

Asian communities feeling a heightened sense of disenfranchisment, 

isolation and vulnerability. McFarlane speaks of ‘the daily onslaught of 

racsim’ and how ‘Maggie’s media / blamed Rastafarians’ (McFarlane, 

‘Burning with a rage that Babylon would never understand ...', XXX-

                                                           
139 McFarlane, ‘Burning with a rage that Babylon would never understand ...' 

From Beginning With Your Last Breath, XIII-XVIII. 38-39: 38 
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XXXII. 39). His poem depicts the ‘Molotov cocktail’ (McFarlane, ‘Burning 

with a rage that Babylon would never understand ...' XXVI. 39) used in 

the riots, resulting in ‘burning streets, blazing golden red’ (McFarlane, 

‘Burning with a rage that Babylon would never understand ...' XXXIV. 39) 

and ‘Broadwater Farm as they burned / in a whirlwind of fire’ (McFarlane, 

‘Burning with a rage that Babylon would never understand ...' XLVII-

XLVIII. 39). This is the vision of violence and rage, brought on by state 

and social neglect. Fusing different voices, McFarlane manages to 

manipulate this vision to include a sense of cultural pride too. He blends 

Jamaican Patois, quotations from the documentary ‘Handsworth Songs’, 

the Bible, the protesters’ chants and William Blake’s Jerusalem:  

We gwan burn down the place 

Babylon gwan burn tonight. 
 
Bring me my Bow of Burning Gold 

 
Words alight on tongues; 

Unlike Nero we had no power 
(McFarlane, ‘Burning with a rage that Babylon would never understand 
...' VII-XI. 38) 

  
And  

 chanting let it burn, let it burn. 

  
 Would to God that all 

the Lord’s people were prophet 

(McFarlane, ‘Burning with a rage that Babylon would never understand 
...', XLII-XLIV) 

 
The chants depict a sense of anger and its uncontrolled expression while 

the Bible, rebel reggae lyrics and Blake’s anthemic call to arms add 

structure to the rage - a sense of necessary revolution. The mix of 

cultural references and vernacular shows these riots as acts of political 
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and cultural emancipation. This poem is the expression of repressed (or 

oppressed) dissent, released by those forced into liminality. As with 

many of McFarlane’s poems, this threshold and difficult position holds the 

potential for new beginnings. 

‘Patterson’s House’ is another poem set in this threshold or confluence. It 

tells the story of ‘the old man of the neighbourhood’140, a guide for the 

teenage boys of the estate. Here they learn about sex, anger, puberty; 

those emotional and physical issues teenagers struggle with. Patterson 

also teaches them of ‘how he lied about his age to join the Air Force’ 

(McFarlane, ‘Patterson’s House’, XIV. 30), how he was involved in the 

‘dawn of revolutions’ and on ‘meeting Malcolm X on Marshall Street’ 

(McFarlane, ‘Patterson’s House’, XVII-XVIII. 30). In these ‘rooms filled 

with stories’ (McFarlane, ‘Patterson’s House’, XII. 31) the teenagers, on 

the cusp of adulthood, are provided with lessons on politics, morality, 

social responsibility. McFarlane uses the word ‘lighthouse’ and the phrase 

‘The light never went out’ (McFarlane, ‘Patterson’s House’, V-XVI. 30-31), 

arguing that the light in the dark is a space for learning, for pride, for 

culture and for becoming adult.       

Part of these formative experiences are ones of sex, lust and sensuality. 

As is typical of McFarlane’s work, sexual awakening, like other acts of 

coming into being, is inextricably connected to the cultural and ethnicity. 

A poem that does this within a typically Black Country borderless setting 

                                                           
140 McFarlane, ‘Patterson’s House’, From Beginning with Your Last Breath, I. 30-

31:30 
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is ‘The Beauty Scar’. Sedgley Beacon is a rural space between the 

conurbations of Wolverhampton and Dudley and one that sits on the site 

of a seventeenth century quarry; a quintessentially Black Country space 

where nature re-takes the manmade. The poem describes a ‘mark across 

the skies’ and a ‘blemish across the skies’141 and links this with the 

lover’s scar. The poem references Elihu Burritt, the American Consul, 

who described the region’s furnace illuminated skies as ‘red by night’, the 

poem says ‘sun seeping / through a blood shot-horizon’. This is again 

linked to the lover’s scar: 

A scar that glows crimson 
in the midst of our love making, 
touched and kissed 

a thousand times 
I know its texture 

ingrained across my mind 
your beautiful skin next to mine.  

(McFarlane, ‘The beauty of a scar’, XIII-XIX. 51)  

 
The lover’s beauty and her imperfection mirrors the beauty and 

imperfection of the setting. These marks or scars on the body and the 

landscape are boundaries; liminal spaces and experiences that mark a 

path for sexual awakening and learning to come to terms with one’s 

body, race and being. The poem finishes: 

 And you’ve learned to love it 
 never to hide it, on display for all to see 
 as if God had touched you especially 

 like the mark he left across the skies 
 over Sedgley Beacon. 

(McFarlane, ‘The beauty of a scar’, XX-XXIV. 51) 

                                                           
141 McFarlane, ‘The beauty of a scar’, from Beginning With Your Last Breath, I-V. 

51 
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Duende is particularly useful when thinking about McFarlane’s poems. His 

black sounds are similar to Lorca’s vision of fusing joy and melancholia, 

rage and love, but more than this too, his black sounds are ones of 

cultural fusion.  

The in-between qualities forged from the symbolic confluences of 

McFarlane and Syal mirror the in-between qualities of his Black Country 

landscape, creating clashes, breakages and thresholds that allow for 

liminal experience, and importantly, for re-birth and growth. Both writers 

deal with this re-birth and growth through sexual and transgressive rites 

of passage. 
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Queer Regions 

Having set out and investigated the region’s liminality in socio-political 

terms, I now focus on how this can be utilised to discuss queer identity 

or experience and look at how the Black Country’s liminality can be read 

as an interesting and fruitful backdrop and potential source of a very 

particular, regionalised queerness.   

I’ll set out what I mean by Queer identity, how this fits with notions of 

abjection and the uncanny, and how we might see the region as a queer 

space, providing queer readings of Joel Lane and Liz Berry’s work. 

What does all this post-Freudian thought mean to the Queer writer? I 

argue that the subject’s reaction to these uncanny elements is similar to 

heteronormative reactions to Queer communities, and based on that, it is 

possible that they share a root cause. Calvin Thomas says that  

the lamella myth suggests that what I am most fundamentally 
separated from when the cord is cut […] is not the mother […] but 
a more sinister, yolky, excessive, excremental, obscene overflow 

of the “pure real” […] from my unfindable and unspeakable 
anatomical complement’.142  

If this is the case then isn’t it possible that this “yolky self” is sexually 

indiscriminate in its pure libido state prior to the normalising rules 

imposed during the family romance? In other words, the Lamella that sits 

with us all could be the queer of us all.  

 

                                                           
142 Calvin Thomas, Masculinity, Psychoanalysis, Straight Queer Theory: Essays 

on Abjection in Literature, Mass Culture and Film, (Basingstoke: Palgrave 

MacMillan, 2008), 180 
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Queer has historically been a derogatory term. However, in recent years 

/ decades it has been reclaimed by those communities and taken on a 

new meaning, a meaning loaded with anger, activism and, indeed, 

ambiguity. Queer theory and activism has an important socio-historical 

context – the AIDS crisis of the 1980s. Suzanna Danuta Walters said, 

‘AIDS activism brought us together in a time of crisis both from the 

disease itself and from increasing attacks on gay and lesbian life […] it 

encouraged a rethinking of gay politics’143. At the height of the AIDS 

epidemic gay and lesbian communities faced a new arsenal of 

homophobic sentiment, from the political elite, science, the media and 

from the public. This rise in suspicion, fear and anger towards gay and 

lesbians called for a new reaction – Queer. It was time to put aside the 

exclusionary and specific politics, important as they are, and group under 

a wider set.144 Another departure from the older Gay Rights groups was a 

new focus on accepting their difference from the mainstream and actively 

promoting their ‘otherness’. In a way saying, ‘we’re here to stay, and 

yes, we are different, get used to it’. Walters suggests that ‘They 

emphasize publicity and self-assertion; confrontation and direct action 

                                                           
143 Suzanna Danuta Walters, ‘From Here to Queer: Radical Feminism, 

Postmodernism, and the Lesbian Menace (Or, Why Can't a Woman Be More like 

a Fag?)’ Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, Vol. 21, No. 4 (1996), 

830-869: 837-838 
144 By exclusionary and specific schools I mean theories and thinkers in topics 

such as Black Homosexuality, Lesbian Feminist, and those groups where the 

attention was placed on unpicking and investigating very specific groups of non-

normative people. I recognise the importance of these fields but this 

commentary is engaging with a wider queer thought process. 
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[…] the rhetoric of difference replaces the more assimilationist liberal 

emphasis on similarity’.145 

Under the collective banner of Queer these communities began protests, 

meetings and lectures and this caught on.  Without much delay Queer 

found its way into the academy where critics began to question what 

Queer was, who it was for, and in an important move, started queering 

culture (re-reading art, media and literature from a Queer perspective). 

Since its early days of a collective grouping, Queer has now become a 

generalised term for non-normative gender or sexual behaviour. It 

encompasses more than LGBT, or even A and I, it recognises 

sadomasochism, male identified lesbians and much more. In essence, 

Queer plays with the idea of the polymorphous-perverse. This is based 

on Freud’s notion that sexual instinct consists of ‘infinitely dispersive 

component parts whose autoerotically cathected objects and aims […] 

are contingent and partial’.146 Freudian theory suggest every subject 

engages with the polymorphous perverse during their development. His 

theory suggests that prior to socialisation and accepting normal models 

of behaviour, the child gains libidinal pleasures from multifarious objects 

and attached to multifarious body parts. As such, sexualised pleasure for 

the subject can be found in food, attached to the mouth and sucking, in 

excrement, attached to touching, probing and the anus. This 

polymorphous perversity often manifests itself in incestuous and bisexual 

                                                           
145 Suzanna Danuta Walters, From Here to Queer, 838 
146 Joseph Allen Boone, Libidinal Currents: Sexuality and the Shaping of 

Modernism, (London: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 13 
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ways. So, in much the same way that the subject experiments with and 

gains pleasure from different and changeable orifices and objects, so 

does the queer figure in her/his sexual choices and desires. Joseph Allen 

Boone suggests that reading this under a political gaze would ‘advocate 

the necessity of reclaiming the perverse as a viable model for an adult 

erotics’.147 Under this postulation then, the polymorphous perverse in 

Queer Theory relates to a multifaceted and ‘infinitely dispersive’ grouping 

of sexual interests. Morland and Willox posit that ‘Queerness calls at once 

for a celebration of identities, but also for a cultural diversity that 

surpasses the notion of identity’.148 This could be seen as a series of 

gender and sexuality spectrums where not only do individuals take 

different places, but on which the subject itself moves - the queer is an 

unidentifiable ontology.  

According to Morland and Willox, ‘Queer theory politicizes sex, gender 

and sexuality in a way that severs the notion of identity from any stable 

reference points […] (queer theory likes to disrupt conventional 

parameters of embodiment), a vision of identity as performance or 

phenomenological presentation’.149 Queer is not only an umbrella term, it 

de-individualises and politicises identity. It suggests that gender, sex, 

preference and the inherent socio-political issues that tie up with these 

are part of a Queer cooking pot – not the finite reason for particular 

                                                           
147 Boone, 13 
148

 Iain Morland and Annabelle Willox, ‘Introduction’, From Queer Theory: 

Readers in Cultural History, eds. Iain Morland and Annabelle Willox, 

(Basingstoke: Palgrave McMillan, 2005), 1-6: 3 
149 Morland and Willox, 3-4 
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lifestyles, choices or wants. Within this remit one can be a lesbian who 

gets her kicks fisting men, or in my own personal case, a man 

(recognising the cultural construct / performativity of that label) who 

wakes up each morning not knowing how gay or straight he will feel that 

day. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick talks about this in Axiomatic: ‘Some 

dimensions of sexuality might be tied, not to gender, but instead to 

differences or similarities of race and class’.150 Queer Theory then, 

suggests that whether one has a penis or vagina, is male or female, is 

not the only cause of our desires / preferences. Some people are 

attracted to power, money, types of intellect. Susan Danuta Walters adds 

to this argument, ‘In its openness and its non-specificity, potentially 

suggests the truly polymorphous nature of our difference […] The minute 

you say "queer" you are necessarily calling into question exactly what 

you mean when you say it’.151 Indeed, coming out as Queer is almost an 

act of undoing one’s queerness. Stein simplifies the model slightly by 

defining queer as: ‘A non-normative sexuality which transcends the 

binary distinction homosexual / heterosexual to include all who feel 

disenfranchised by dominant sexual norms’.152 This simplification, 

however, only muddies the waters further: if queer can be whatever one 

says it is, we run the risk of being able to read anything and everything 

                                                           
150 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, ‘Axiomatic’, From, Queer Theory: Readers in Cultural 

History, eds. Iain Morland and Annabelle Willox, (Basingstoke: Palgrave 

McMillan, 2005), 81-95: 86 
151 Susan Danuta Waters, ’From Here to Queer, Radical Feminism, 

Postmodernism, and the Lesbian Menace’, Queer Theory: Readers in Cultural 

History, eds. Iain Morland and Annabelle Willox, (Basingstoke: Palgrave 

McMillan, 2005), 6-22: 7 
152 Arlene Stein,’Sisters and Queers: The Decentering of Lesbian Feminism’, 

Socialist Review, 22(1), (1992) 33-55: 22 
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as radical and / or subversive. Indeed, queer theory is still having this 

debate, but for the purposes of this thesis I am using the term to define 

identities that are outside of the traditional, monogamous and family-

focused.153 

It is important to demarcate, at least in simple ways, the differences 

between Queer Theory and Transgender Studies – and indeed the 

identity differences. There are important links between the two schools 

and it is politically shrewd that they share similar positions due to their 

shared experiences of oppression and otherness. However, it must be 

considered that identity formed from preferences in sexual desires, has a 

certain removal from an identity formed from the complexities of gender. 

Stephen Whittle argues that:  

The default assumption that underlies any notion of a 
transgendered existence is that gender is immutable, it is fixed 

through biological constraints, and social construction merely 
affects any representation that the biological may take. Gender 
blending thus becomes a social play, a performance of the realms 

of the imaginary.154 

This is an important point because although LGB cultures face many 

obstacles there are few modern cultures that negate their existence – the 

Trans community continually face the obstacle of “passing” or dealing 

with not being a “real gender”. Society's assumption, as Whittle puts it 

                                                           
153 As stated previously, this includes homonormative as well as 

heteronormative. I define homonormativity later in this chapter when discussing 

queer space. In simple terms, the homonormative relates to assimilationist, city 

dwelling and affluent LGBT communities. 
154

 Stephen Whittle, ‘Gender Fucking or Fucking Gender’, Queer Theory: Readers 

in Cultural History, eds. Iain Morland and Annabelle Willox, (Basingstoke: 
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is, ‘females do not become men or males become women, they become 

pastiches, surgical constructions’.155    

One of the forerunners, and possibly one of the most important thinkers 

for Trans and Queer agendas is Judith Butler. Her work around gender 

politics unlocked important debates about the roots of sex, sexual 

difference and sexual preference. She wrote,  

What we take to be an internal essence of gender is manufactured 
through a sustained set of acts, posited through the gendered 
stylization of the body. In this way it showed that what we take to 

be an internal feature of ourselves is one that we anticipate and 
produce through certain bodily acts.156 

Butler posits that although sex is biologically determined, the actual act 

of gender (behaving like a man or a woman) is a social construct, not 

necessarily one that a subject has much power over but nonetheless one 

that unties the bonds that a predominately patriarchal system of signs 

has attempted to pass as scientific / natural. Butler puts it this way, 

‘What we take to be “real”, what we invoke as the naturalized knowledge 

of gender is, in fact, a changeable and revisable reality’.157 So, how does 

gender work under the Butler model? In a similar manner to a child 

learning its first words from its primary carer and imitating sounds and 

movements from those around it, it is also coloured by gender specific 

activity that is imitated and practised. Butler states: 

In place of an original identification which serves as a determining 

cause, gender identity might be reconceived as a personal / 

                                                           
155 Whittle, 122 -123 
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cultural history of received meanings subject to a set of imitative 
practices which refer laterally to other imitations, and which, 

jointly, construct the illusion of a primary and interior gendered 
self or which parody the mechanism of that construction’.158 

It is clear how important Butler’s writing has been to Trans / Queer 

Theory – if gender is a construct and conceptions of gender infiltrate our 

sexual preferences then it is possible to posit that some conceptions of 

sexuality are informed from that same system of signs. Furthermore, if 

our genders and sexualities have foundations or enforcement from this 

construction, then isn’t this recognition of our performative identities an 

act of undoing those laws? Whittle states, ‘Transgendered behaviour not 

only challenges sexual dimorphism in that boundaries are crossed, but it 

provides a challenge to the boundaries ever being there’159. 

When considering Trans issues it is also imperative to take account of 

individuals who consciously wish to be genderqueer, third gender, playful 

even. This topic is not just an account of those who wish to fully 

transition, it is also open to those who want to be in perpetual and open 

queerness - important in terms of this thesis and its liminal leaning. 

Again Whittle argues that ‘many in the community would see themselves 

as existing outside of gender […] Challenging the imaginary assumptions 

through their own imaginations’.160  

Perhaps what is of most interest to the Queer Writer in Butler’s work is 

her take on drag acts. She says:  

                                                           
158 Judith Butler, ’Gender Trouble, Feminist Theory, and Psychoanalytic 
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Drag fully subverts the distinction between inner and outer psychic 
space and effectively mocks both the expressive model of gender 

and of the notion of a true gender identity […] The performance of 
drag plays upon the distinction between the anatomy of the 

performer and the gender that is being performed. But we are 
actually in the presence of the three separate dimensions of 
significant corporeality: anatomical sex, gender identity and 

gender performance [which] reveals the imitative structure of 
gender itself’.161  

Discussing trans or gender theory in terms of queer identity or 

experience is necessary due to its recognition of the cultural construction 

of gender. To be queer is not necessarily to be part of the LGBT 

communities; it is certainly removed from assimilationist rhetoric and 

action. It needs to and must occupy a political space that is removed 

from biological / born-this-way discourses. Whittle puts it nicely: ‘The 

argument is simple, if you can acknowledge in yourself that what makes 

a person is what takes place between the ears and not between the legs, 

then you are in the privileged position to know that sexuality [or gender] 

is a movable and mutable force within us all’.162 

Under the theories mentioned above, the Trans and Queer performance 

is a subversive act which has the possibility to reveal, haunt and expose 

the polymorphous perverse that all subjects come from. 

Lee Edelman argues that ‘the queer figure, then, refuses the calcification 

of form that is reproductive futurism’. 163 Edelman is hinting at the 

possibility that the heteronormativity of society finds queer communities 

uncanny, frightening or disgusting because it goes against the grain of 

                                                           
161 Butler, Gender Trouble, 137 
162 Whittle, 129 
163 Lee Edelman, No Future: Queer Theory and The Death Drive, (Durham: Duke 
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science’s notions of biological imperative - something which can equally 

be argued in terms of anti-LGBT sentiment based on religious views. 

I argue that the Queer exposes the normative viewer to the haunting of 

their own queerness, prior to negotiating the law of the father / adopting 

normal codes of behaviour. Paulina Palmer refers to this when writing 

about the figure of the lesbian, suggesting that  

since she transgresses normal and social codes and disturbs 
identity, system, order in more ways than one […] she also poses 

a threat to the symbolic order in that she usurps man’s role […] 
destabilises gender boundaries and problematizes codes of sexual 
difference […] exposing it as a performance and uncovering its 

compulsory aspect. [Because of this] society relegates the lesbian 
to the domain of the abject, those who are not yet subjects but 

who form the constitute outside the domain of the subject’.164  

The queer is, as defined here, part of that abject, liminal realm, and they 

are there precisely because they hold the potential to subject ‘norms’ to 

the abject experience of falling back in to the maternal chora, back to 

pre-language, back to before the law of the father - to the pure real that 

may very well be queer. In this respect then, queer communities 

threaten to undermine normal codes by revealing the Queer Lamella 

attached to us all. They act as an experience that takes the subject to 

those uncanny, abject borderlands I mentioned above. Anne Fausto-

Sterling posits that, ‘Society mandates the control of intersexual bodies 

because they blur and bridge the great divide […] they challenge 

                                                           
164 Paulina Palmer, ‘Queer Transformations: Re-negotiating the Abject in 

Contemporary Anglo-American Lesbian Fiction’, The Abject of Desire: The 

Aestheticization of the Unaesthetic in Contemporary Literature and Culture eds. 

Konstanze Kutzbach and Monika Mueller (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi, 2007) 
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traditional beliefs about sexual difference: they possess the 

irritating ability to live sometimes as one sex and sometimes as another, 

and they raise the spectre of homosexuality’.165   

Zizek’s claim that the Lamella is something ‘that can not only incessantly 

change its form, but can even transpose itself from one to another 

medium’166 has clear parallels with Queer or Trans figures and the ability 

to change their gender, their deliberate drifting and unmappable 

identities. This is another form of their haunting power. If the lamella is 

the aberrant part in all of us and we begin to read it in terms of the 

Queer Lamella then not only do Queer communities have the knowledge 

to break the normative codes, they also represent the Queer idea that 

metamorphosis is possible for all, acting as an attack on the 

heteronormative authority of intrinsic identity being based on gender 

binaries. Furthermore, the queer also mirrors the way the lamella is that 

yolky, feral, unruly part of our being. The Lamella as the polymorphous 

perverse. Queer is also something that cannot be defined, it is a shifting 

unidentifiable ontology. One might argue that queer can only ever be an 

indefinite otherness. The queer subject, under this lens, becomes the 

spectre of queerness - changeable, temporal, ill-fitting, both present and 

not present, fixed and free. Elizabeth Freeman has written extensively on 

queer links with hauntings:  
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Holes and gaps interest me because they have edges, however 
fantasized or projected, that perhaps you can feel, or that 

themselves throb, ache, demand. As material thresholds, they can 
engulf or entangle us in ways that a pristinely distant void might 

not, and this requires us to see our own boundaries as contingent 
and malleable.167 

These queers are not ethereal beings, living outside of everyday life. 

They are not merely ghosts in the post-modern machine. They do not 

occupy pristine and distant voids. They are our teachers, dentists, 

warehouse operatives and as such we need to give them a time and 

place to exist. Indeed, they would not hold such abject or uncanny 

qualities if they were completely alien to us - after all, the nature of the 

uncanny is to be something unfamiliar in a familiar setting. This said, the 

queer figure is deliberately drifting and has those contingent and 

malleable boundaries as markers of identity, and so the way in which 

they occupy time-space becomes malleable too. Indeed, the thresholds, 

holes and gaps seem ripe for queer exploits. If the psychogeographer 

utilises that which is already there but turns the end result into one that 

suits their agenda, perhaps the queer does a similar thing. Perhaps they 

actively disrupt normal signifiers associated with space or place in order 

to create safe environments for their own ends.  

JJ Halberstam’s In a Queer Time and Place, suggests that notions of time 

and space are essentially formulated through a heteronormative 

prerogative, arguing that, ‘Reproductive time and family time are, above 

                                                           
167 Elizabeth Freeman, Response, from Time Binds, Social Text Online, 
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all, heteronormative time / space constructs’.168This claims that normal 

codes of time-space are organised around the requirements, desires and 

needs of family life – it asks where and when is safe and comfortable for 

the rearing of children and the ease of executing family duty. The queer 

does not exist in this time-space, their time-space holds different needs 

for them. Halberstam claims that queers have:  

the potential to open up new life narratives and alternative 
relations to time and space […] rethinking the conventional 

emphasis on longevity and futurity, and by making community in 
relation to risk, disease, infection and death […] queer subcultures 
produce alternative temporalities by allowing their participants to 

believe that their futures can be imagined according to logics that 
lie outside of those paradigmatic markers of life experience.169  

This queer time-space is built up from alternative needs. For instance, 

many queer or trans people must, at all times, think of the risks involved 

in their being, they must organise their time-space around the threat of 

persecution.  Halberstam elaborates, ‘for some queer subjects, time and 

space are lined by risks they are willing to take […] outside the 

organisations of time and space that have been established for the 

purposes of protecting the rich few from everyone else’.170  

Halberstam admits to how nuanced such a topic is, making the point that 

queer time-space, just like hetero time-space, is a complex and often 

contradictory experience. Halberstam cites James Clifford, who says that 

‘we cannot dismiss the methods used by various communities to “make 
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room” for themselves in a crowded world’.171 Halberstam elaborates, 

suggesting that Some queers need to leave home in order to become 

queer, and others need to stay close to home to preserve their 

difference’. 172  What Halberstam’s queers are doing here is an act of 

psychogeography - recreating the environment for their own ends and 

subverting the regimes of truth that the landscape is built from. Although 

the queer subject organises time-space through different needs, they still 

do it on the doorsteps of the rest of the world, or within our “normal”, 

“knowable” time-spaces. 

Many of the world’s cities now have metropolitan, pseudo-safe Gay 

Villages, and many Gay and Lesbian people feel perfectly safe and 

“normal” in their day to day lives, often marrying and raising families of 

their own. However, my focus is on non-metropolitan, non-assimilationist 

Queers. Although a lot of good has come from what some call 

"homonormativity", in terms of legal equality and safe spaces to occupy, 

much is still to be worked through for non-normative sexual beings and 

non-normative gendered beings – especially those living outside of the 

Gay Liberal world. 

Halberstam’s book also chooses to move away from the homonormative 

and the metropolitan. S/he argues that: 

we might find rural or small town environments nurture elaborate 
sexual cultures even while sustaining surface social and political 
conformity [...] It is easy to equate the physical journey from 
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small town to big city with the psychological journey from closet 
case to out and proud.173  

This is not always the case, and many narratives are ignored by this 

assumption:  

many recount complicated stories of love, sex and community in 
their small town lives that belie the closet model […] the isolation 
can, on occasion, also allow for an orgy of gay or queer identities 

since men are not modelling themselves on one stereotypical 
narrative. 174  

What s/he is claiming here is that there is a multi-faceted, polymorphous 

perverse within hetero-normative existence, an almost clandestine set of 

cultures, operating without labels and without a rainbow flag at the end 

of each street corner.  

Halberstam is claiming a sort of time-space that is both within and 

without, present and not. The queer is present in the sense that he/she 

occupies the same time-space and persists with others, but, by shifting 

the use of that space, by creating it for non-normative purposes, being 

clandestine, they become non-present. 

Natalie Oswin’s article on Queer Place argues that: 

queer space is thus established as a concrete space that is carved 

out by sexual dissidents (read: gays and lesbians). As a 
reterritorialization of heterosexual space, it purportedly enables 
the visibility of sexual subcultures that resist and rupture the 

hegemonic heterosexuality that is the source of their marginality 
and exclusion.175  
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Queer or LGBT space takes back the heteronormative policing of space. 

They create safe space - both for themselves and as a shield to the 

heteronormal. The commercialisation and normalisation of Gay Villages 

and the movement of LGBT people to the suburbs has, for many, been 

an important barrier broken in the fight for equality. This may not be as 

simple or as effective as it seems at first glance though. Oswin clarifies 

this, saying:   

many gays and lesbians want nothing more than to be considered 
normal so that they might go on with their day-today lives as part 

of the status quo [...] queer spaces are distinct from gay and 
lesbian spaces and queer geographies should transgress 

boundaries such as hetero/homo and man/woman in order to go 
beyond normativity and render space ‘fluid’.176   

This echoes Kath Browne’s argument that: 

queer enquiries should question the ideal of inclusion and ‘entail 
radical (re)thinkings, (re)drawings, (re)conceptualiations, 

(re)mappings that could (re)make bodies, spaces and 
geographies.177 

Some, either not wishing to be part of the assimilationist agenda or 

simply not fitting in with mainstream gay cultures, may argue that their 

homo-desire, homo-experience and homo-identity has more in common 

with queer due to its requirement to distance itself from this stream of 

LGBT politics. Oswin further argues that: 

while ‘assimilationists’ disapproved of the ‘gay ghettos bars and 

bathhouses and argued that the proper place of gays and lesbians 
was in the suburbs where they could demonstrate that they were 
just like heterosexuals, ‘liberationists’ criticized the commercial 
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culture that dominated the village as unable to foster an 
appropriately militant community.178  

Militant is a charged term, nonetheless, a person outside of suburban and 

/ or metropolitan LGBT scenes experience their sexual identity in very 

different terms than Homo-normativity. For example, a gay man living in, 

(as well as rarely or never moving away from) a small, post-industrial 

town, where the social scene is dominated by working-class social clubs, 

snooker halls and darts matches, where working life has historically been 

a male / masculine dominated labour force, experiences his gayness in 

different ways to the liberally educated, affluent, city dweller who can 

easily access gay bars and clubs. He is fundamentally different to the 

normalised LGB figure, he is, potentially, Queer. Oswin’s article argues 

that the rise, fashion and dominance of the metro-homo-normative 

place, space and individual does in fact exclude many, and is quite often 

guilty of ignoring elements of race, gender and class.  

Oswin uses Jasbir Puar’s argument that ‘queer women of colour and 

other excluded queer others are not part of consuming queer tourism 

circuits, she delivers a significant blow to the dominant notion of queer 

space within geography’.179 Oswin continues the argument, stating, 

‘While it is predictable that the claiming of queer space is lauded as the 

disruption of heterosexual space, rarely is that disruption interrogated 

also as a disruption of racialized, gendered, and classed spaces.180 If this 

is the case then metro-homo-normative experiences and identities, 
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based in this specific location, is a performance of social conservatism. 

Oswin concludes with:  

And we are thus taken beyond the heterosexual/homosexual 
binary to a usage of queer theory as an approach that critiques the 

class, race and gender specific dimensions of homonormativities 
and heteronormativities [...] it is equally important to challenge 

the notion that homosexualities are always and everywhere 
‘alternative’ as it is to challenge the perception of heterosexualities 
as always and everywhere ‘dominant’. And finally, a queer 

geography that interrogates the multifaceted uses of all sexualities 
must focus on the workings of heteronormativities (and 

homonormativities) rather than heterosexuality.181 

I argue that places and spaces occupied by non-normative people have 

the potential and potency for developing experiences and identities 

connected more to Queer than to Gay or Lesbian, regardless of how 

“normal” the sexual act or desire matrix held within those spaces. I also 

argue the Black Country (exemplar for post-industrial liminality) is a 

fruitful ground for these non-normative sexualities.   

In Edward William Delph’s book, The Silent Community, the reader is 

invited into the world of public homosexual encounters. At the time of 

publication, the Gay Village, suburban gayness and LGBT rights 

movements hadn’t achieved what they have today, so public sex was 

slightly more dominant as a legitimising identity experience. 

Nevertheless, many parallels can be drawn, because of the very fact that 

non-metro-normative queers, still need, want or have to explore this 

type of liminal encounter. Delph begins saying: 

Undeterred by conventional expectations, identities, imagery, 

attire, and the like, the public homosexual eroticist cautiously 
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probes existing conventional settings and situations for possible 
erotic liaisons while skirting negative sanctions.182   

This want for the unconventional, the fact it can be found within the 

familiar, as well as the focus on avoiding the policing of power makes this 

arguably Queer, in the sense that it is outside of modern homo-

normative standards, rather than Gay. While discussing various different 

acts of public sex, and within different public spaces, Delph provides a 

series of observations around the particularities of these customs and 

indeed the differences found from one location to another.   

Delph argues that the men engaged in these acts navigate space 

psychogeographically. This creates ‘an easy passage from the realm of 

the everyday to that of the sensually sexual’ so that their version of a 

normal space / place becomes a ‘transient landscape of sexual fantasy’. 

Furthermore, ‘they disregard situational demeanour and refuse to accept 

contextual constraints on behaviour’.183 If we transfer these notions, set 

as they are in a socio-historical context, to areas within the modern 

world where such acts are still needed, wanted and having to be 

explored, then again we can see that although this is a male-male 

encounter, it has less in common with gay culture than queer. Delph 

elaborates on this, noting that outside of a definite gay space one is 

faced with ‘the fundamental problem of recognising a fellow homosexual 

in circumstances devoid of identity information’. He suggests that 

‘attendance in a public setting will be a suspicious, questionable or 
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unknown identity statement of the self’.184 Although recognisable as a 

sub-culture within LGBT communities, the fluid identity involved, the 

rebuttal of normalised space, the setting riddled with threat, has more in 

common with queer communities that exist outside of homo-normative 

time-spaces. 
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A Queer Sort (of Writer) 

To investigate queer time-space in relation to the Black Country I explore 

the work of Liz Berry and Joel Lane – two writers preoccupied with 

narratives of sexual awakening and sexual otherness. Having established 

what is meant by liminal place, identity and experience, this will now be 

used as a foundation for a discussion of Lane’s short stories and Berry’s 

poems as examples of a specifically Black Country queerness.         

Liz Berry’s Black Country explores her birth place in bestial and sexual 

terms, using the region as a backdrop to the action in her poems. She 

also uses its industrial heritage, borderlessness, its filth and its liminality 

as metaphors for sensuality, sexuality and for discussing ideas of coming 

into being. Her work recognises the dark, filthy and liminal qualities of 

the region and deals directly with a specifically Black Country queer 

sexuality. Her work is fixated on situations or moods where characters 

are in-between states and find their sexual identity unfolding.  

The poem "Dog" deals with a liminal, abject space / experience that is 

quintessentially Black Country. 

from the house to the gap in the fence where the nettles 
grew thick and downed as fur. Come, you urged, 

and so I followed you through the streets, the common, 
past the flats that lurched drunk above the ring road; 
your nose to the wind, ears high in alert 

as ambulances howled. There you laid me down 
in the damp weeds below the railway line.185    
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In this poem, dealing with lust, longing and sexual power, we see the 

meeting of green and grey space, of urban and rural, of homely and un-

homely. These types of spaces are quintessentially Black Country – 

throughout the region green and grey spaces meet in unexpected places, 

nature claims back disused industrial places. This space is the stage for 

sexual experiences – something Berry returns to throughout the 

collection, often in animal, othered or queer ways. The couple in this 

poem metaphorically shape-shift in to dogs, using the in-between 

landscape to fulfil their “beastly” urges. This is a passing affair, not 

without love or tenderness, but certainly primal, passionate and fast 

burning. The narrator is left ‘with nothing left of you, my love, but your 

scent / on my skin, my clothes, my hair’ (Berry, “Dog” XXIII-XXIV. 40). 

There is a claim to be made for queering this poem: it is an animalistic 

experience that is short-lived, clandestine, al fresco, one that uses the 

space where green and grey meet, one that ends, in abject ways, with 

nothing but residue. 

In 'The First Path'186 Berry takes us through a coming of age narrative. 

The backdrop is the ‘Donkey-bite’ (Berry, “The First Path”, XVI.18) patch 

of land, a liminal space, where the beastly, feral and sordid youth is 

awakened into bridehood and virtue through sex. The narrator runs away 

from the safety of church and urban space to where there are trees and 

woods, but also ‘behind a factory’ (Berry, “The First Path”, XLVIII. 19). 

What is most important here is that these places are liminal, borderless 
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and just outside of normal, family routines – much like the uncanny. The 

reader knows little of the narrator outside of being ‘a mongrel’ (III. 18), 

having ‘paw prints’ (XXX. 19), being ‘nothing but dirt’ (XLIX. 19). As 

such, 'The First Path' faceless and animalistic quality is queer, in a 

characteristically Black Country space.  

A fine example of her preoccupations with sexuality and liminality is 

found in ‘The Silver Birch’. Berry writes: 

Let me tell you about the sex I knew 

before sex 
in the beginning when I was a creature 

when I took the bit of your hair  
between my teeth 
and pushed your face to the silver birch 

while you whimpered 
at the fur of me187  

and 

when I was neither girl or boy 
but my body was a sheaf 

of unwritten-upon paper 
now unfolding 
origami new. (Berry, ‘The Silver Birch’, XXX-XXXIV. 24) 

 
These lines record the childhood recognition of sex; a pre-language 

understanding. In Kristevan terms, it is the romance of becoming prior to 

entering the world of language. This can be read as an experience of 

sexuality, and / or coming into being, prior to the jettisoning of the 

abject. Or in Lacanian terms, the self before the mirror stage, prior to the 

split of the Lamella.  
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'When I was a Boy'188 deals with cross dressing or queering of gender 

and exposes the performative nature of the acts. The genderbending 

occurs ‘every weekday afternoon / the year I was seven’ (Berry, ‘When I 

Was A Boy, I-II. 16). It is a normal, everyday occurrence - the unfamiliar 

within the familiar. The narrator seems to relish the thrill of this self-

aware and playful act, using different boys’ names to suit different moods 

and pretending to smoke. More than this though, she is excited by the 

triumphant victory achieved: 

with my blouse off, admiring my reflection 
in the wing mirrors, legs kicked 

in a triumphant V, fist in the air.  
(Berry, ‘When I Was A Boy’, XXIII-XXV. 16) 

 

The V takes on special significance here, it is not only the V of victory, it 

is the rebellious V of two fingers held up to normative gender rules as 

well as the V of spreading one’s legs, exposing the vagina. The child’s 

play at being a boy here becomes loaded with a queer politics.  

'Trucker’s Mate'189 discusses the liminal, transitory experience of lorry 

drivers or of lives lived in constant movement, along roads that are 

perpetually in-between destinations. This is married to the idea of a 

coming of age romance or series of sexual experiences. We’re on the A1 

road, a lonely road that runs ‘the spine of the country’ where ‘a man 

needs some company’ (Berry, ‘Trucker’s Mate’,III-IV. 17), a borderless, 

almost inhuman space. The narrator then explains how the trucker ‘made 
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a man of me’ (Berry, ‘Trucker’s Mate’, VII. 17). The presentation of the 

sexual activity is explicitly uncanny – Berry juxtaposes things like ‘engine 

grease’ (Berry, ‘Trucker’s Mate’, VIII. 17) with ‘the sap of a pine tree’ 

(Berry, ‘Trucker’s Mate’, XVII. 17). As such this sexual awakening is not 

only experienced in liminal space, or as Berry writes, ‘unlooked for 

places’ (Berry, ‘Trucker’s Mate’, XXIII. 17), it becomes a strange mix of 

organic and machine, somewhere between beast and automaton.      

This bestial, non-human or non-normative sexuality is continued 

throughout the collection, notably in 'Woodkeeper'190 where beast, Man 

and organism converge to create uncanny and queered images of sex, 

birth and the body. Berry writes, ‘let you creep into tender cracks of my 

bark, / penetrate the dearest heartwood at my core’ (Berry, 

‘Woodkeeper’, XIX-XX. 39) 

'The Year We Married Birds'191 continues this merging of human and 

inhuman: 

That year, with men turning thirty 

still refusing to fly the nest, 
we married birds instead.  

(Berry, ‘The Year We Married Birds’, I-III. 22) 

 
Berry presents a world where human and beast weave. Birds take on 

human characteristics – the pigeons of London ‘learnt to kneel’ (Berry, 

‘The Year We Married Birds’, IX. 22), the Kingfisher wears a ‘metallic 

turquoise suit’(Berry, ‘The Year We Married Birds’, XVII-XVIII. 22). 
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Human and animal spaces merge – ‘restaurants served worms’ (Berry, 

‘The Year We Married Birds’, XII. 22), and a nest becomes ‘a mansion on 

a cliff’ (Berry, ‘The Year We Married Birds’, XV. 22). And so sexuality, 

romance and the acts of marriage, while normally reserved to the 

human, knowable and homely are queered and become non-normative.  

Another example, and possibly more explicitly erotic is 'Fishwife'192. The 

poem is full of sexual imagery – semen, oral sex, penetration. Not only 

this, it is full of abject imagery – ‘slimy fecundity’ (Berry, ‘Fishwife’, XII. 

37) and tongue like a plump trout’ (Berry, ‘Fishwife’, XIII. 37). Sexual 

activity and awakening become synonymous with images of fishing and 

sea life – traditional realms of abjection and the uncanny. Here we read 

how the fishwife, with her phallic instrument, opens oysters at the 

wedding feast – ‘slid her pearl-/handled knife between their tight lips / 

drew the stench of the sea’ (Berry, ‘Fishwife’, IV-VI. 37).  This image is 

then repeated at the end of the poem when the groom ‘sliced me / from 

my bridal gown like a trawler-man’s net’ (Berry, ‘Fishwife’, XXXII-XXXIII. 

38). In this, the bestial bodies, born from primordial waters, experience 

the return of the repressed by being witness to the abject and sexualised 

oyster, on the day where one is traditionally meant to become adult, or 

lose one’s virginity.  

As well as reading Freudian and Kristevan concepts into Berry's work we 

can also focus on Lacan’s ideas on L’angoisse. These are relevant to 
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'Darling Blue Eyes'193 where the poem’s narrator is the subject of anxiety. 

They don’t know who they are, bound in the confusion, between states, 

in what I referred earlier to as the borderland of self - that cavern of 

unruliness. She writes:  

I am losing myself. I am unpicking  
myself like a sampler. I am so ashamed. 
Darling my darling. I sicken and fuss.  

(Berry, ‘Darling Blue Eyes, L-LIII. 46) 
 

In this poem each verse is a letter, from an alienated lover to her lost 

man. It’s in the style and tone one associates with War Poetry, full of loss 

and anxiety and set in a place where there are few men. Berry writes; 

‘where the bull drags / the only men left from their beds’ (Berry, ‘Darling 

Blue Eyes, XX-XXI. 45) and ‘this house of women, this town of women’ 

(Berry, ‘Darling Blue Eyes, XLV. 46). Beyond this context is the narrative 

of a lovelorn woman, dealing with coming to terms with possible 

bereavement and almost certain loneliness. Importantly, she is dealing 

with the requirement to change her state of being or an enforced change 

upon her being, and this manifests itself in (post-)Freudian nightmares: 

‘Everything is festering here: the slag heaps rise, / buds are brown, even 

my own name cankers / in my mouth like a crab apple’ (Berry, ‘Darling 

Blue Eyes, XXII-XXIII).   
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'In the Steam Room'194 we see Berry seemingly knowing in her play with 

Lacan’s Lamella myth and playing with queer culture: the bathhouse and 

sauna being notorious spaces for cruising, orgies and anonymous sex. 

The poem is a further example of the narrator coming into being through 

abject sexual activity. In this case, however, we see a loss of selfhood, 

rather than a coming into being. The bodies in this poem change shape 

and consistency: 

which softens muscles to plasticine, slickens  

freckled city skin,  

liquefies flesh,   

until shapes shift,  

and we are all vapour"  

(Berry, ‘In The Steam Room, VI-X. 41).  

Berry writes ‘any body / might give you pleasure’ (Berry, ‘In The Steam 

Room, II-III. 41). The sexual activity here is one of the polymorphous 

perverse and is in line with the form-changing elasticity of the Lamella. It 

is amongst boundaryless shapes, congealed cells, beings melting into 

each other, and it culminates in what she describes as ‘that bodiless 

moment’ (Berry, ‘In The Steam Room, XXIX. 44). This is similar to 

Zizek’s description of the Lamella - the organ without need of a body, the 

shapeshifting part of our psyche which is a manifestation of the sexually 

indiscriminate pure libido. Part cannibalism, part orgy, it is a scene where 

‘feet, shoulders, stomachs jewelled with veins’ (Berry, ‘In The Steam 
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Room, III. 41) are entwined in fucking and sucking. This act ‘liquifies 

flesh’ until each person becomes ‘all vapour’ (Berry, ‘In The Steam 

Room, VIII-X. 41), as if the participants are absorbed into the maternal 

chora of the thing that is fucking and eating them. What we get is a 

queer mass, or lamella, of abject / uncannied bodies. A conspiracy of 

queers - a queer-lamella whose goal is to destroy our subjectivity, pull us 

back in to that primal position. 

Berry’s Black Country celebrates Black Country vernacular, its landscape, 

people and history. But much more than this, her poetry shows the area 

as a liminal space, and within this liminality, exposes the potential for 

queer experiences to be unearthed. 

 

The short stories of Joel Lane also use the post-industrial landscape as a 

setting where this othered sexuality can come into fruition. He goes 

further than this though; his Black Country is more than a stage for the 

action, it is a catalyst or even cause of the queer lamella.  

In his story 'The Lost District'195, Lane deals with the area’s liminality in 

similar ways to O’Flynn’s What Was Lost. Part of the message in this 

piece is how our postmodern position leads to states of self-absorption 

and apathy. The story starts: ‘we were too obsessed with our needs and 

resentments to communicate. None of us knew what to say, what to feel, 

what to believe in. It didn’t matter: nothing was going to change’ (Lane, 
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’The Lost District’, 1). With this opening we are where free-market 

politics and late- capitalism breeds apathy and loss: ‘I applied myself to 

the task of growing up in Thatcher’s new Britain. Instead of becoming a 

journalist, I became an accountant. Somehow, my curiosity about the 

world had gone’ (Lane, ‘The Lost District’, 11). The introduction to the 

story, then, is one of resentment and unfulfilment. The characters are 

existing with, in Lacanian terms, a sense of lack or l’angoisse. They are, 

much like O’Flynn’s characters, marginal and aimlessly wandering. 

The area is also described as marginal in this story. It is odd and out of 

place. As is the case with much of Lane's work, the rural and the organic 

fuse with the manmade and industrial. Sometimes so much so it is 

difficult to separate the two worlds:  

their silvery trunks slashed with rust. (Lane, ‘The Lost District’, 2) 

the line of poplar trees like huge railings. There were no leaves on 

their symmetrical branches. I hadn’t noticed that before. (Lane, 
‘The Lost District’, 7)  

This fusion of urban and rural, organic and machine is a useful device, 

wielded by Lane, to illustrate how the old and new merge. However, it 

does more than this – it creates a version of the Black Country that is 

unnatural, uncanny, off kilter. This, in turn, leaves the population in a 

similar position – ghostlike. The people within Clayheath are strange, 

horror-like, half-beings: 

the gaps between towns were a mixture of rural and industrial 
features: forests, wasteground, factories, scrap yards, canals. 

Parts of the line ran close to the back yards of terraced houses, 
where clothes jittered on washing lines and blurred figures moved 

behind windows. (Lane, ‘The Lost District’, 3) 
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their eyes were hollows of darkness […] I couldn’t see their teeth 
when they spoke. (Lane, ‘The Lost District’, 5) 

Even their speech is unreal, as if the dead had been reanimated: 

it was like ordinary words in mouths that weren’t really quite alive. 
(Lane, ‘The Lost District’, 7) 

Lane’s Black Country is uncomfortable, peripheral and threatening. The 

characters that populate it are the same. As the story progresses we 

discover the region is in fact invisible, dead, non-existent: ‘when I looked 

it up in my new A-Z, the district no longer existed’ (Lane, ‘The Lost 

District’, 11). Like Syal’s novel, the constantly encroaching and absorbing 

modern has destroyed the heritage – both in terms of industry and in 

terms of the character’s selfhood. As with the other writers discussed, 

this dislocation and destruction leaves the abject in its wake:  

in place of the crowded terraces, a jumble of housing blocks and 
prefabricated industrial units sprawled between the pitted roads. I 

couldn’t see the park, nor any trees at all. A new expressway cut 
across the end of the high street before circling around a giant 
plastic-fronted garden centre, like a rubber ring around a baby 

floating in a pool of whitish concrete. (Lane, ‘The Lost District’, 11)  

Lane’s realm of abjection and liminality is echoed in the action of the 

piece. The main character experiences sex, his entrance into a sexualised 

subjecthood, through the uncanny and abject.  When he first sees the 

object of his desire she is seen as faceless and doubled, a trope of the 

uncanny that Freud gives great attention to:  

below me, the girl was standing. I could see her upturned face, 
almost featureless at this height. A sudden vertigo snapped my 

eyes out of focus and I could see two of her, no less alone for it 
(Lane, ‘The Lost District’, 2).   
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When they engage in sex, it too is uncanny and ambivalent. It is 

surrounded, in equal measure, by fear and pleasure:  

showed me how to give her pleasure with my fingers and I felt less 
guilty […] I had an unmistakeable sense of being watched. – guilt, 

fear, lust desire all in flux (Lane, ‘The Lost District’, 5).  

This ambivalence is in keeping with psychoanalytic readings: something 

that needs to be kept at bay as well as embraced. 

Sex for this character is akin to experiencing the abject, uncanny or 

angst, not just because it is an act of coming into being, but because it is 

acted out in this liminal and odd time-space. We see this when the 

character is reminded of investigating his sexual urges in childhood:  

the little car park with its row of disused garages where, when I 
was eleven, the twin girls who lived up the road led me through a 

broken wall into a sealed-off alley where they showed me their 
vaginas […] folds of pale skin reminded me of bacon left too long 

in the fridge. I had to expose myself too; it was probably the first 
time I had an erection, which I took to be somehow an effect of 
the cold. (Lane, ‘The Lost District’, 6) 

Lane provides this memory in typically uncanny terms. We’re provided 

with the image of the double with the twins, the half-way space that is 

close to home but not homely, and the abject imagery of the girls’ 

genitals. The abject often follows and / or precedes sex in this text, 

making it much more ambiguous an act than normal encounters of 

romance, lust or love. These tropes of doubles and abjection, in 

conjunction with the ambiguity of the sexual encounter, creating an 

experience which is off-kilter, queers the sex. 

it was a collection of preserved babies – or rather foetuses […] 
were they all deformed, or somehow a kind of hybrid? They floated 
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blind and colourless, shivering in the unstable light […] their 
enlarged heads, blind, swollen eyes, tiny clutching hands with pale 

fingers. There were seven or eight of them all exactly the same. 
Unable to live or die. Unable to change. (Lane, ‘The Lost District’, 

9-10)   

'The Lost District' is a piece that deals with a non-normative sexual 

experience. It is also one which deals with returning home, finding one’s 

self and one’s roots. Sexuality is in flux; much like the organic and the 

machine or the real and the unreal are interchangeable and wrestling 

between themselves. The character’s revisiting of the town and his 

investigation into the repressed sexual experiences ultimately make him 

uncanny, just like the people of Clayheath.   

I’d seen my hands somehow turn into hands that weren’t left or 

right, that weren’t mirror images of each other. They were the 
same hand twice: both palms up, both thumbs pointing to the 

right. (Lane, ‘The Lost District’, 11)  

Sexual awakening is an act of becoming as well as a negotiation with the 

past. Described in uncanny and abject terms, bodies, time and space no 

longer belong to their rightful owners or in their rightful, logical position; 

they are doubled and in a state of flux –‘if we both had many bodies to 

make love with. Time and again’ (Lane, ‘The Lost District’, 11). The 

strange setting for the action and the strange people involved in it, 

makes this sexual exploration a queer one. We are not in the realm of 

romance and heteronormative love here; it is as much about satisfaction 

and desire as it is regression, fear and guilt. 
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Lane takes these ideas of sexuality and identity in a slightly different, but 

no less queer, direction in 'Scratch'196. Here we are guided through a 

queer experience much more overtly. However, because of its strange, 

non-metropolitan setting, its non-normative sex acts and articulation of 

wants and needs and its playful attention to the bestial, read this as 

queer rather than gay. The landscape of this story is Oldbury, where 

there are odd linkages and fluctuations between familiar and unfamiliar, 

domestic and wild, urban and rural, safe and unsafe. The protagonist is 

another strange character, ill at ease with normal, modern life. The first 

important thing the reader learns is his attraction to and affinity with his 

pet cat:  

neutered cats are generally like that. I don’t think she ever forgave 

the human race for taking her identity away. People say there’s no 
such thing as a domestic cat, and it’s true […] whatever you feed 
them, they still hunt. When they bring you something they’ve 

killed, it’s not a gift. It’s a lesson […] A cat’s world is full of 
territories, friends and enemies, safe roads and dangerous roads. 

Patterns […] without her I felt – not alone, because I always felt 
alone, but like I wasn’t all there. (Lane, ‘Scratch’, 31) 

He identifies with the cat, recognising the half-way state of its existence. 

He sees them both defined in Freudian terms; first as a lack or a pseudo-

castration complex, then as beings that are both domestic (heimlich) and 

wild (unheimlich). 

The character is not only psychically attached to his cat. As the story 

progresses he becomes more cat and less human. In Oldbury and its 

spaces between wild and domestic, he too becomes catlike, feral, partial 

                                                           
196 Lane, ‘Scratch’, from The Lost District and Other Stories, 29-39 
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and bestial. In a way he is becoming liminal or uncanny, within liminal 

space:  

what I really liked was walking in the town at night. Or between 
towns – industrial estates and bypass roads and canal routes. With 

Sara. She made me see things I couldn’t see on my own. 
Telegraph wires like webs stretched out between buildings. 

Splinters of glass across empty windows. Pieces of electricity 
generators left out to blacken. Things moving on the ground until 
the rain nailed them. The silver. The red. I used to stop in 

doorways, fall asleep, wake up with an erection and a mouthful of 
dust. (Lane, ‘Scratch’, 32) 

This is not a man who has been forced into the liminal or is stricken by 

the abject, he is one who relishes it. This relishing clearly has a sexual 

element too, his exploration of space and self, in catlike ways, is also a 

queer exploration. His first Queer sexual experience appears as an 

inevitable consequence of his liminal existence. It is not just homosexual, 

it is about power and pain, it is animalistic:  

it was about his power over me and my power over him […] I 

seemed to be watching myself through a mirror: crouched over 
him, my fingernails dug into his sides, my head down like a cat 
lapping up milk. (Lane, ‘Scratch’, 33) 

This sense of otherness, as well as the filth found within this liminal 

existence, infiltrates his other sexual activities.  

whenever I went with anyone in that place I seemed to end up 
with crabs or scabies or some not quite accidental injury […] Some 

of the men were drunk and clumsy, others were almost romantic. 
(Lane, ‘Scratch’, 34) 

This story is not merely one of gay identity or experience, it is one of 

queer experience and identity, born out of a typically Black Country 

environment - that of Oldbury and its alleyways. As discussed in the 

paragraphs detailing the difference between metropolitan LGBT cultures 
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and rural or parochial queer ones, this type of queer identity is nurtured 

by and thrives in this liminal space – space that has to be queer. He is 

queer because he is outside of the normative sexual expectations of his 

culture – even if that normativity is homo. He eventually becomes half-

cat, and so his experience of the world, and the sexual elements of that 

world, cannot be read under a normative sexual and gender model. The 

story closes with:  

I can seek out food and keep myself clean. I like people, but I 
don’t need them. And I’ll never trust anyone. My claws are 

sheathed. They’re deep inside me. (Lane, ‘Scratch’, 39) 

In 'My Stone Desire'197, Lane engages us in another queered sexual 

psychodrama. Here we see, in finer detail, how the landscape affects 

sexual identity. Specifically, how spaces where green and grey meet, 

spaces where decay and growth wrestle, become places of non-

normative sexuality. Lane uses his usual setting of a borderless space 

with the potential for liminal experiences:  

just where the factories gave way to fields and woodland, there 
was a low railway bridge of blackened stone and criss-crossed iron 

girders […] young couples went there to smoke dope, drink bottled 
beer and screw. (Lane, ‘My Stone Desire’, 4)  

In this piece, however, the area has more to it than the previous 

descriptions of conflict typical to the Black Country. It is also a place 

where organic and machine come together in orgasmic conclusion.  

I felt the distant approaching of a train. Then its passing 

shuddered through us, and the quiet was torn apart like a 
tarpaulin over a nail bomb. Kath pressed against me, breathing 

                                                           
197 Joel Lane, ‘My Stone Desire’. from Where Furnaces Burn (Hornsea: Drugstore 

Indian Press, 2012) 3-8 
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hard. My fingers found her open […] it felt unreal, or perhaps more 
real than I was. (Lane, ‘My Stone Desire’, 4-5)   

This incident becomes more than human, more than normative. It is the 

culmination of human lust and of something mechanical. This fusion 

creates something queer, something that could arguably only come out 

of a post-industrial setting198.   

When the character returns to the bridge, later in the story, he becomes 

a witness to the abject. Nature is now invading the man-made space.  

[He] saw the bridge had already deteriorated: a dense black mould 
was spreading on the walls and blurring the overhead girders. 
There was a smell of decaying stone, if stone could decay. (Lane, 

‘My Stone Desire’, 6) 

Nature doesn’t just invade, it decays and rots the hard, stone, 

manufactured place. As such, the manmade, industrial area becomes 

sullied, unsafe and a place that might invade one’s subjectivity. This 

invasion or infestation of the natural and organic on to the industrial or 

urban, then, turns the space into one of abjection. The abject threatens 

in spaces that it shouldn’t be, or should have no power over and so it 

becomes something more than nature, something alien: – ‘it’s like 

there’s something dead in the wall’ (Lane, My Stone Desire, 6). The 

images and descriptions in 'My Stone Desire' are ones of the liminal Black 

                                                           
198 This works in a similar way to J. G. Ballard’s fiction, where deviant, off-kilter 

or queer sexualities find space in the post-industrial and liminal landscapes. In 

Crash, for example, the characters explore the interzones of airports, service 

stations, motorways, finding a “safe space” for their sado-masochism and 

symphorophilia. Another important connection between Lane and Ballard is the 

fusion of organic and machine: both writers use the attraction - repulsion device 

made famous in the Body Horror genre, perhaps why Cronenberg found Ballard’s 

narrative so compelling. 
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Country landscape and of liminal sexuality drawn through conjugation of 

organic and machine, natural and unnatural: 

the structure of the bridge was made up of tightly packed, naked 
human bodies, twisted together in the warmth of slow decay. They 

looked as if they were about to move, but they were still. I was 
close enough to smell them. (Lane, ‘My Stone Desire’, 7)  

This space of strange sex, then, built from human remains, becomes a 

site of a sort of necrophilic orgy. The bridge is a place the characters are 

drawn to, it is a place where they discover sex. This desire to be there 

and this discovery of sex is also mixed in a strange brew of industry, 

machine, organic, life and decay. The sense of space is as important as 

the act. These sexualised subjects are drawn to a site of decay, where 

the locals come for drugs, drink and sex, where our narrator experiences 

sex as more real than real. The site is more than this though, life and 

death, organic and machine, human and non-human are co-existing. 

These elements fuse, becoming part of its pull and, most importantly, 

part of the orgasm.  

The story, 'Still Water'199 provides a similar narrative of in-betweenness.  

Again it’s a space where life and decay wrestle, where rural and urban 

tangle.  

The houses were built on either side of a railway bridge that had 
been condemned in the fifties, but never demolished. They backed 

onto a patch of wasteland where old canals had leaked into the 
soil, giving the landscape a fertile variety of plant growth and a 

pervasive smell of stagnant water. It made me think of unwashed 
skin. (Lane, ‘Still Water’, 9-10) 

                                                           
199 Joel Lane, ‘Still Water’, from Where Furnaces Burn, 9-15 
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Sex, lust and intimacy occur where the homely and the unhomely meet. 

Sexuality is queer – it is al fresco, not quite human, sado-masochistic. 

Much like the residues of sex itself, it is followed by the abject:   

we made love with some violence, our fingernails and teeth 
leaving marks in each other. Afterwards, we struggled for breath 

and held each other more tenderly than we had all week. At that 
moment, I recognised the cold fever-smell of stagnant water […] I 
could just see a number of pale tubes hanging down from the 

water surface […] They were connected to long, translucent 
maggots that jerked in the water. My finger touched one of them. 

I threw myself backwards and stood there, breathing hard and 
trying not to vomit. (Lane, ‘Still Water’, 13)  

The conclusion of this piece is a discovery of nature taking hold in an 

unnatural situation. It is also the discovery of adaptation, conveyed in 

abject and queer ways. We’re presented with a gender-bending being, 

ostensibly human, playing host to a spawn of beings that are a strange 

mix of stagnant water, rotten plasterboard and maggots. They live inside 

the criminal, homeless man in the same way as they do in the rotten 

walls of the house – in the cavities: ‘when they opened up the dead 

man’s body to remove the viscera, they found that the wall of the body 

cavity was lined with thousands of tiny pearl-white eggs’ (Lane, ‘Still 

Water’, 15). In short, the male becomes mother to the alien. 'Still Water' 

is an excellent example of what I discussed around the queer lamella and 

the polymorphous perverse. These primordial beings are the 

excremental, pure real, able to adapt, live without form. They infest their 

subjects in the way the lamella threatens to do. They queer the subject 

by turning him into a genderless vessel for their propagation. The 

narrator concludes saying, ‘it’s in the nature of life to adapt. If you don’t 
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have food, or oxygen, or love, you find a way. It might not be a good 

way by someone else’s standards, but it’s a way’. (Lane, ‘Still Water’, 14) 

A story that deals with this queer sexuality with particular attention to 

the region’s industrial heritage is 'Wake up in Moloch'200. The beginning 

suggests that the area, ‘grew out of the Industrial Revolution, so in a 

sense, it owes much of its life to the machine’ (Lane, ‘Wake up in 

Moloch’, 183). It is as if the horrors to come are directly due to the 

industrial heritage: ‘it was inevitable that sooner or later, we’d have to 

give something back’ (Lane, ‘Wake up in Moloch’, 183). Lane takes his 

refrain of mixing organic and machine to the extreme in this text. The 

machine becomes more than parts – it has life, even divinity.  The act of 

working the machine becomes one of dealing with an organic being, one 

where Man is not in full control but is in fact fulfilling the machine‘s 

needs. It becomes a sexual, shamanic activity:  

Some kind of machine occupied most of the floor. It looked rather 
like a giant steam engine turned inside-out, with pistons and 

wheels and chains moving at the surface. Its black chassis was 
ribbed and pitted like a fossil. There were dozens of workers 

around it, holding onto its various surfaces and protrusions. They 
were all naked […] the machine stroked them, oiled them, tore 
them. Their blood ran down their bodies and the sides of the 

machine, onto the dull floor. (Lane, ‘Wake Up in Moloch’, 188) 

The religious and the erotic come together through the description of the 

worship as being sado-masochistic and vampiric. The orgy is a blend of 

pain, pleasure, rapture and orgasm. The industry made us who we are, 

through a sort of Faustian pact, and now, in this post-industrial liminality, 

                                                           
200 Joel Lane, ‘Wake up in Moloch’, from Where Furnaces Burn, 183-189 
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the machine becomes an erotic, pagan demi-god, come to collect its 

debt.  
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Bella: A Novella 

 

Bella 

You call me Bella. I am always here. Lurking. I am just out of 

sight. Just out of reach. I am the mar. I am the foxy infraction. 

Never living. Never dead. A shade that germs into and out from 

you. 

 

Michelle 

I doh believe in witches or ghosts or whatnot, but there was 

summat about Saltwells and Bella, in one form or another, ‘er was 

always theya. Tim said ‘e was an atheist but ‘e still day walk under 

ladders an’ ‘e ‘ated black cats. Iss the same wi’ Bella, even if you 

think iss just a story, you still doh wanna test it. Tim said ‘e knew 

wharr ‘ad ‘appened. I needed to know. 

 

I remember drivin’ up from The Delph towards Cradley, an’ we 

were stopped at the lights at the top ‘a Quarry Bank. Tony was 

with me an’ ‘e’d pointed it out. Iss a crossroads ‘ere an’ iss all 

concrete, brick, tarmac. Iss grey, cold an’ stoney. Back in the day 

they’d mek nails an’ chain if ya went down one road, an’ they’d 

mek glass if you turned around. Most ‘a that ‘ad died out so it was 
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just a shadow of a place. A place you used to get somewhere else. 

A dried industrial space that day mean nothin’ else. The lights at 

Quarry Bank am four-way with three lanes at each openin’, iss 

busy wi’ people headin’ to the shops, to work, iss always busy an’ 

ya never gerr’across, you’ve always gorra wait. It ay nothin’ ‘cept a 

border between a couple a places that ay proper towns any road. 

Tony was wi’ me an’ ‘e sid it.  

See, ‘round ‘ere weem always lookin’ back. Weem built from 

what come before us. Chains, steel, nails. Soot an’ smoke in the 

skies. Most of iss gone now. We’ve still got red bricks an’ concrete, 

corrugated metal an’ all that. But we ay got forges. We ay got 

mystic blacksmiths. We’ve got almost barren high streets. We’ve 

got slick, glass, brass an’ plastic we’ve built over the works with - 

stockin’ rows of dead ‘eaded credit controllers, PPI reps, retail 

consultants. We’ve got Merry Hill - an indoor town that spreads out 

in sanitised pound-zones. Then there’s what’s left. Little dry 

suburbs that sink between ‘ills, where dead factories am wrapped 

in weeds, an’ big ‘ousin’ estates, all wet an’ grey, an’ all punctured 

in electric light - them no go zones unless you’m from theya - each 

zone ‘as iss own ‘alf deserted Labour club, iss own brand a’ 

menacin’ teen, iss own birr’a cut or brook or strange patch a’ green 

land that mopes between a terrace row an’ the mechanic’s.      
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Tony was wi’ me an’ ‘e sid it.  

Pokin’ out through a crack in the curb was a thin, green vine, 

an’ on the vine were tiny green tomatoes. Tony said it was like 

Detroit, ‘ow it was the biggest industrial hub in the US,  ‘ow nature 

‘ad started to claim back the city now it’d run iss course. There was 

summat frightnin’ about that, it come out ‘a the ground, thass 

what them meant to do, but it was meant to be ground controlled 

by us, not weeds. I wondered what else was lurkin’ under our 

industry, waitin’ to come back. It med me think of Saltwells an’ 

where wid play when we was kids.      

Who put Bella down the Wych-Elm? 

It was everywhere - this tag. Chalked up over the red and 

grey bricks on our estate. This question. This warning. Most of us 

‘ad got used to it. Just walked past the signs on the Wrenner, down 

Cinder Bank or Lodge ‘ill, like it was just another daily blot on a 

daily blotted place. 

Bella was a wench who’d bin found in Saltwells one night, ‘er 

was. ‘Er was dead. Just bones. Er’d bin stashed theya donkeys 

agoo and no one ‘ad ever found out how. So a bunch on ‘um ‘ad 

started paintin’ it up on the walls of old factories – Who put Bella 

down the Wych-Elm? 
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When I sez donkeys agoo, I mean before the steelworks 

closed and before busses stopped comin’ through and before job 

shop queues. It wor non a our lot, it was before they’d built houses 

on the Sledmere. Nan ‘ad said it went back to when they was kids 

in the fifties. Some on ‘em, the old ‘uns in Turner’s, ‘ud say it was 

saft –  just a local story Dads’d use to shut the kids up. But some 

on ‘em, some said it happened just like the story said it ‘ad. 

After a night of suppin’ in the pub, one ‘a them old sorts boat 

men and tinkers used, not like Turner’s or The ‘Ope where wid sink 

shit tasting shots and bark along to Karaoke tracks. An old one like 

Pardoe’s with wood an’ brass an’ open fires. Bella ‘ad ‘ad ‘er fill an 

stumbled home. ‘Er must ‘a got lost ‘cause ‘er ended up facin’ the 

wrong way in Saltwells, and maybe ‘er was followed and maybe 

‘er’d pissed someone off, or maybe ‘er fancied a bit ‘a one a the 

scrapmen or somethin’, ‘cause ‘er wor alone. Whoever ‘ad bin wi 

‘er and whyever they’d bin theya we doh know. We just know the’d 

fucked ‘er, took a stone or summat to ‘er yed and cut ‘er up. Years 

later, a few kids from Derby End Scouts ‘ad gone out trackin’ or 

somethin’ and they’d looked inside this big old tree. A Wych-Elm. 

Iss still theya too.  

Most ‘a Saltwells is thin, light coloured trees and bushes, 

there’s bigguns too but not like the Wych-Elm. Most ‘a Saltwells is 
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paths, an’ it would ‘a bin back in the fifties, I reckon. You can 

follow the paths down the quarry and through the bluebells an’ you 

wouln’t ‘a thought you was still in Netherton, with all the greens 

and browns and the almost quiet. You gorra know where to find 

the Wych-Elm. It ‘ay on the paths. You cut through a thicket up by 

where it meets the Res an’ you follow the skinny route med out ‘a 

the bits ‘a broken ground med by the few broken sorts who went 

lookin’. It sorta sits in a circle, where nothin’ else grows around it. 

It ‘ay tall, but iss fat. Iss dark an’ leafless an’ brittle an’ iss gorra 

big laceration down the front – thass where they'd found ‘er. Them 

Scouts looked in an’ pulled out ‘er cracked up skull. Then the police 

found bits of old shoes an’ cloth an’ a few other bones around the 

circle ‘a ground. But it’d bin too long and no one knew who’d bin 

theya or why or nothin’. So the funny fuckers ‘round ‘eya starting 

writing Who put Bella down the Wych Elm? on all the walls. I doh 

even know where the name Bella comes from. 

‘Er gets under our skin too, Bella does. Like the dandelions 

finding roots in cracked concrete. 

 

Tim ‘ad bin about thirteen. His family ‘ad moved to the Sledmere 

when ‘e was ten. At the beginning of the eighties they’d bought 

their council house down Lodge ‘ill, ‘is Dad built a porch and med a 
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drive where the front lawn was. ‘E knew people who’d get stuff on 

the cheap and e’d fix anything. They sold up and now had a spot 

down ‘ere.  ‘E wor a normal lad, Tim. Not dangerous but not the 

sem as the other lads on the estate. Always on ‘es own, ‘e was. 

Every now an’ then you’d see ‘im ferritin’ about. He’d be iverin’ 

about in the bushes that separated our houses and the cut. We’d 

be on the benches and the walls, smokin’ fags and loffin’ at the 

lads who tried to chuck bibbles off the yeds ‘a geese.  No one knew 

what ‘e was up to. The lads ‘ated ‘im but knew his Dad’d fuck ‘em 

up if anythin’ ‘appened. Me an’ Gem knew ‘is mom, ‘er worked with 

mine, we day wanta be ‘is mate but we day wan’to pick on ‘im 

either. ‘E was odd, Tim. Not Dangerous, but not the sem as us.  

Early on at school there was times when ‘e’d try an’ fit in, 

burr’e was crap arr’it. Jay an’ Sam was ‘oldin’ forth by the sports 

‘all. Thass where we all hung out on break. Tim an’ ‘is lot hung on 

the steps next to it. They was always on the edge of it.  

“My old mon’s gorra CD player”, Jay said. “‘E’s got ten CDs, 

iss bostin’”.  

We day think CDs’d last then. Me an’ Gem taped stuff off the 

radio.  
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“Wass wrong wi’ tapes an’ records”? Gem asked. “It all works 

anyroad. Yo’ cor tape CDs can yo’?” 

Then Tim cries over, “the mind is like an umbrella. It’s most 

useful when open”.  

We loffed our ‘eads off. Tim was called Brolley for about a 

year. Ay Brolley, yo’ wanker! Thass when it started really. ‘E was 

alright, we just found a gap.  

‘E day do ‘imself any favours neither. In science one day the 

lads was tekkin’ the piss an’ ‘is response was:  

“Finished my job at the umbrella factory … I was only 

covering for someone”.  

That day do ‘im any favors. ‘E tried it again a few times.  

“Whatcha call a parrot wi’ an umbrella? Polly unsaturated”.  

Thass warr’e was to us. Someone who’d say weird stuff. 

Someone you’d see werritin’ about in the bushes.  

 

‘E told me years later. We’d gone to the re-opening of The Bell in 

Stourbridge an’ ‘e got me a drink and we stayed in touch after 

that.  ‘E told me e’d bin wankin’. E’d bin obsessed with it back 

then. Said he couln’t a done it at home ‘cause ‘e’s Dad used to slap 



   
 

162 

 

‘is mom when someone kissed on Neighbours or Corrie and ‘er day 

look away, so ‘e’d ‘a bin missin’ limbs if ‘is Dad ‘ad sin him bein’ a 

sinner.  So ‘e ‘ad to goo outta the house, but not where the other 

kids were. Mebe thass why. You ‘ear about it, doh ya? About 

people who cor do summat, so it meks ‘em wuss fer doin’ it. ‘Iss 

that old thing about seein’ a sign like doh walk on the grass, or 

summat, an’ then y’am compelled to do it, even though ya day 

even think about it before. 

Stourbridge was the posh side, really. You’d end up in more 

fights on the high street theya, ‘cause the posh kids couln’t ‘andle 

theya ale an’ they could afford to tek coke, an’ thass a shit cocktail 

wi’ dick’eads. But they had farmer’s markets an’ Waitrose, craft 

beers an’ poetry nights an’ all that. Tim loved that stuff. They re-

opened The Bell as a gay bar. That was a big deal ‘round ‘ere. Me 

an’ our Gem went to the openin’ an’ thass where we sid Tim. The 

place was packed. Coloured lights flashin’ an’ music pumpin’ out. 

Took us about fifteen minutes each time at the bar. Thass where 

we sid Tim. Me an’ Gem was sat at a table by the bar an’ through 

the rabble I sid a lanky bloke starin’ at us. ‘E ‘ad a white shirt on, 

black trousers an’ a black waistcoat. ‘E stood out. Just stood theya 

starin’. ‘E took a couple a steps towards us. I thought I was gonna 

‘av to get cute with ‘im.  
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“Thass Brolley! Thass Tim Carmody, ay it”? Gem said. It was. 

‘E strutted over to us. Starin’. 

“We ay interested,” I said. That was before Gem clocked ‘im. 

“I gerr ’er drinks,” pointin’ at our Gem. “An’ ‘er gess mine”. 

“No chance of a drink with an old school mate then?” ‘E said. 

Thass when our Gem clocked ‘im. We loffed. ‘E gorr’us a 

drink. Thass where ‘e started tellin’ us about Saltwells, an’ Bella an’ 

‘is weird habits. Me an’ Tim stayed in touch. I had to find out. I 

needed it. We’d meet up at The Fox and Grapes or The Red Crow. 

No one knew us up theya. ‘E said ‘e knew about Bella.  

 

Stan 

Bella stories ‘ave bin abaart since the 1950s, mebe earlier than 

that. Saltwells an’ Bella an’ all that gerr under our skin ‘ere. Like 

‘er’s on the edge of us. Everyone’s gorra story. Most am Billy 

bullshitters. 

Our Michelle‘s different though, ay ‘er. Me an’ ‘er Nan ‘ave 

looked after since ‘er was a bab. ‘Er dad’s inside an’ her mom’s jed. 

Thass all arm tellin’. D’ya get me? 

Now, the night ‘er dad, my own son, got took in by the 

coppers, our Michelle, only three, ‘er was, ‘er went missin’. ‘Er gorr 
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out somehow. Found ‘er way down Lodge ‘ill an’ med ‘er way into 

Saltwells. 

We doh know wharr ‘appened but they’d found ‘er out in 

Saltwells woods. At the Wych-Elm. In tears. Screamin’ an’ blartin’, 

‘er was. ‘Er was in shock, they said. Took ‘er nan abaart three 

hours to calm ‘er down an’ I ‘ad te sup six pints before I did.  

Te this day, no one knows wharr ‘appened. ‘Ow did ‘er get 

out? Why did ‘er goo te the Wych-Elm? Te this day, no one knows. 

Me and’ ‘er nan ‘ave promised te not tell ‘er a thing. We’ll 

play along with the stories an’ whatnot but ‘er wo’ ‘ear the truth of 

that night an ‘er wo ‘ear what ‘er old mon did te ‘er mom. ‘Er nan 

enjoys ‘erself with it - ‘er meks fun out of the tales. I’ll just stay 

quiet. Bella gets te all of us in someway though.  

Our Michelle’s different though, ay ‘er? You’ll ‘ear ‘er say I 

need to know an’ I’ve got to find out. We all know the stories. ‘Er 

wants to figure it out proper. You’ll ‘ear ‘er talkin’ to the wench in 

Turner’s an’ the old blokes who used to bait the woods. ‘Er never 

less it goo. Like there’s a trace from that night thass infected ‘er. 

 

Tim 
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I used to go into the line of trees and bushes between the estate 

an’ the cut. It seemed safe, there wor no paths or nothin’. You 

could tell people ‘ad been there from bits a litter an’ the odd bit of 

clothin’ left by a tramp. I found a spot that you could just about 

get one body into, get down on my knees, pull open a few pages of 

porno an’ toss off. It only ever took a few minutes. It was safer in 

there but there was summat about bein’ outside too. I liked bein’ 

close to home, bein’ unseen but close to bein’ seen.  

I think I was okay an’ not okay back then. I was alright on 

my own an’ I day really need loads of muckers an’ all that. But, 

you know, school sort of does strange stuff to us, doh it? The cool 

guys like Jay an’ Sam would all be cantin’ about sex an’ stuff an’ 

there was part of me that wanted to measure up to that too. 

We was different. We was from Lodge ‘Ill an’ even though 

that’s just on the end of Netherton, it’s still not Sledmere. The 

other thing was my Dad an’ our Irish blood an’ the catholic shit. All 

that an’ the talk at school got me wankin’. It’d got quite bad 

towards the back end of that summer. I was desperate to get laid. 

I must’ve been about thirteen or fourteen and I’d go out in the 

mornin’ and toss off, then again after lunch and before it got dark. 

It was a habit. I just got through most of the day an’ measured it 

out in wanks.  
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I had a stash of pornos I’d found down by the Dudley Tunnel 

but by the end of summer it’d all gone stale. I dunno if kids find 

pornos these days. We doh really have the same spaces for ‘em. I 

was desperate to get laid. Thass why I did it. Thass why I went to 

Nicki. 

See, I had a couple of mates, Rich and Dave, but we spent 

all our time talkin’ about Gary Newman an’, Jem an’ the 

holograms, playin’ with our Wackywall walkers. We’d race ‘em 

down the sports’all windows. I couldn’t talk about stuff like this 

with them until a few years on, an’ even then it was different. But I 

was obsessed with it. It had to be outside. It had to be often. 

Then, it grows. It grew. I had to get laid. Thass why I went to 

Nicki. 

I didn’t know what I was doing or what I wanted at first. It 

started with the wankin’, moved on to the porn - I had to collect it, 

then I started tekkin’ bits of fruit down the bushes with me. Mom’s 

Cantaloupe. 

At first I had to come up with a plan to get over there. I 

decided to get Dad’s lawnmower and pretend I was gonna make 

some pocket money around the estate. They were happy, with 

this. 
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“E’s got your spirit, Carrick, ay ‘e”, Mom ‘ad said.  

Now, you cor just knock on one door, get laid and then give 

up the game, so I thought I’d start on my street first and work 

around to Nicki’s.  Mowed about ten fuckin’ lawns before I got to 

hers. Everyone kept sayin’ – Ah, iss Carrick’s kid, goo on then, 

Bab. I gee yer a quid. I ‘ad to cut the wankin’ down big time. 

I did three lawns a day. ‘Round about. Then got to Nicki. 

That old wench had me do front an’ back. She had me do what 

Mick shoulda done before it started. 

As soon as she opened the door she knew what was 

happenin’ – I knew an’ she knew an’ we still had to go through the 

motions. Wust fuckin’ foreplay I’ve ever add. 

It was boilin’ that summer. An’ her lawn was massive. Took 

ages. I could feel her lookin’ over me as I worked. Even that got 

me up a little.  

“You look like you need a squash,” she said to me.  

So I went in an’ had a squash. There she was, dressed in her 

fake silk robe, sittin’ me down at the table, touchin’ my shoulders 

for a moment too much as she led me, leanin’ over me as she 

placed the tumbler down. Eyelashes flickerin’, lips poutin’, cleavage 
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heavin’ – all the clichés a virgin wants and needs. Everythin’ she 

asked me I just nodded or shook my head or gid her a one word 

answer. We spoke about Mick and me Mom and Dad. What year of 

school I was gonna be in.  

“Av ya sin Rambo yet? ‘E’s a strong lad, that Stallone, ay ‘e? 

Are you strong, Tim?” 

 

She sat me down on the sofa and knelt down in front of me. I 

arched my back and lifted my arse as she slipped my joggers off.  

“Looks like yom ready already,” she said.  

An’ I was. I just nodded. I day speak to her. She straddled 

me an’ slipped her knickers to one side as she sat down, easin’ my 

cock into ‘er.  

“Just let Nicki tek care ‘a ya, Bab”.  

You know what it’s like, the first time, well, maybe you do. 

You sorta imagine the feeling before hand but it ay the same. I 

don’t think anyone has that total bodily – pins an’ needles – shiver 

– feelin’ until you do it for the first time. It was warm an’ moist an’ 

I felt close an’ safe … but terrified too. 

I was a stallion. Nicki was impressed.  
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“Bloody ‘ell, bab, this ay yer fust time is it?”  

I nodded and smiled, an’ she went quicker but nothin’ was 

happenin’. She didn’t give up though.  

So after about an hour or so, I dunno, summat happened. 

Changed the mood, like. We were at it, an’ she was grindin’ an’ all, 

an’ we must ‘a been in the zone ‘cause we didn’t hear Mick come 

in. 

The door to the front room opened an’ he stepped in, an’ we 

didn’t realise until he spoke.  

“Sorry, Nic, I day realise yow ‘ad company”. 

I tried to jump up but Nicki ‘ad me pinned, an’ you 

remember, she was a big girl an’ I wasn’t exactly Chuck Norris. My 

heart went double-bump-stop - dum-dum. Mouth dry. Nicki waved 

her hand at him – like she would if she was busy makin’ his tea an’ 

he was pesterin’ or summat. Just a sorta casual wave. An’ Mick, he 

sat down on the arm on the chair opposite and watched it.  

He sat watchin’ his wife fuckin’ a teenager, arms folded like 

the news was on the telly. He sat watchin’. An’ I watched back. 

Watched his grubby, dry hands, his tight jeans, stained with three 

days travel, his creased and stubbled face, his wide eyes, pale 
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blue, staring at us. It wasn’t a pervy look an’ it wasn’t angry. It 

was the look of a man who was relaxed. Ya know the look on a 

man’s face when he takes the first sip of his pint on a Fridee? So 

he has his first sip. He does it every week, so he knows what it’s 

like – it’s a knowable enjoyment – that’s the look he had. An’ I 

looked back. An’ she was still ridin’. An’ thass when I felt it. Thass 

when I come … It was strange. 

 

Yeah, I’d come loads a times, as I said. I knew what to expect. But 

this blew me head off. It ran right up my spine and down to my 

toes and I thought I might faint.  

As soon as my dick stopped twitchin’, Nicki got off, did up ‘er 

robe an’ walked into the kitchen with a smile.  

“Cheers, bab, ‘er said. Show ‘im aart, Mick”. 

Mick put one hand on my back an’ gid my shoulder a 

squeeze. Walked me to the door.  

“Yo’m Carrick Carmody’s lad, ay ya?”  

I nodded an’ walked off. I day say goodbye or thanks or 

nothin’.  

“See yo’ soon, youngun”.  
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And that was that. 

 

Joyce 

I still have nightmares. Most nights that Wych-Elm appears in my 

dreams.  With its twisting, spindly, spider leg branches all coiled 

and curled into each, ferreting their way out of that hulk of trunk – 

all wet, brown, mossy. It loomed over the place. It looms over my 

dreams. I could be dreaming of all sorts of lovely things; big 

feasts, lottery wins, family parties, whatever, then it’ll come. It 

calls. The dream can sort of break with the sight of those old 

fractured factories, those ruins and waste grounds of concrete, 

brick and rust, and then the tiny path that leads between the 

empty works and into Saltwells. It’s a dream when you walk it 

now, really. You go from the little row of shops with neon lights, 

people putting the gas on their cards, buying their Friday chips, 

traffic passing outside, past the church and round through the 

terraces in Derby End. Then you face the grey and orange of the 

decayed machines, you cut through it and suddenly you’re not in 

Netherton anymore, you’re in the green and brown, the moist dirt 

of Saltwells. You trip up on nature. Nature trips you up. 

 

Anon 
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I was in the Bull most nights. We all went for at least a couple.  

We sid ‘er a few times an’ we day trust ‘er. It was me what 

pointed it out to Alfred. Yo’ spot a stranger a mile off round ‘ere. 

Weem together. We look after each other. We goo to the sem 

church, the sem pub, the sem factory floor. Weem the sem. Weem 

together. 

I wo say we enjoyed it. It ‘ad to be done. But we was proud 

in a way. We was proud of each blow. Each time the burch came 

down on that ‘arlots flesh. 

 

Michelle 

Who put Bella down the Wych-Elm? I just found it mesmirisin’. 

Compelled.  

Nicki was a middle-aged wench on the estate. ‘Er was big, 

not ugly, but a big girl. ‘Er always looked nice, like. She med a lot 

of what ‘er ‘ad. Always dressed in dead nice clobber an’ the lads 

loved her tits. She day ‘av kids an’ only worked part time at 

Sheena’s shop, an’ ‘er fella, Mick, was a long haul lorry driver. In 

short, ‘er’d helped quite a few of the lads on the Sledmere. 

All the lads was like that. Obsessed. We’d a bin in the third 

year ‘round that time an’ all the lads ud be fiddlin’ wid emselves, 
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crackin’ jokes that wor really jokes, mekkin’ up stories. Yo’ could 

always tell who was mekkin’ it up. Tim wor like the rest of ‘em. 

“I was away at me cousin’s in Solihull,” Sam’d say. “Them 

posh down theya”.  

“It was Cath’s birthdee,” Jay’d copy. “An’ ‘er ‘ad ‘er mates 

over. It was Layla who ‘ad ‘er eye on me”.  

“Posh girls am sluts,” another lad jumped in. “‘Er gid me a 

blow job”.  

All the girls pretended to be sick. All the lads was fixated. It 

was always the sem. I lost my Vs on the weekend, one’d say. Yo’ 

doh know ‘er, ‘er’s from Leasowes, they’d say. An’ sometimes our 

Tim’d overhear an’ try an’ get in on it. ‘E day do well.  

‘E was always a bit odd, Tim. Strange lookin’, an’ all. The 

rest of Sledmere’s kids’d muck about down by the cut. We’d jump 

the water an’ climb over the locks, an’ we’d piss about in the ruins 

a’ Cobb’s Engine ‘ouse - which used to be where they’d pump 

water for the colliery but was now home to graffiti wars between 

Baggies and Wolves fans an’ where we’d ‘ave cheeky smokes. 

When we was doin’ this though, Tim was down in the thin line a’ 

trees ‘avin’ a tug. Then ‘e went to Nicki. 
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It wor too bad back then. We day know everyone, and they 

day know all of us, but bob a job, trick or treat, Christmas carols, 

there wor anythin’ to werrit about kids gerrin’ touched up or 

thieved back then. I doh know where Nicki stands on that, Tim was 

only fourteen then, I’m not sure she did anythin’ all that bad really. 

The Dads all probably had a goo too. 

I day know Tim too well back then, just sid ‘im about acting 

strange. ‘E looked strange an’ all. Always wore black. ‘Ad black 

hair, dyed black, back combed in a frizz. ‘E was pale. Big brown 

eyes. You’d ‘ear sounds like chainsaws comin’ out of ‘is 

‘eadphones. ‘E was a quiet kid, kept to isself. But lookin’ back ‘e 

‘ad a look about ‘im – like ‘e day fit in but knew warr‘e wanted. 

Like ‘e was alright on ‘is own, determined like. This look in those 

deep brown eyes of ‘is was the same when we met up all them 

years later. All them years later you’d see summat in him as ‘e 

spoke.  

‘E knew how to tell a tale, Tim did. ‘E wor a liar but, well, me 

Nan ‘ud say ‘e never let the truth gerrin the way of a good tale. But 

you cor be sure. I remember as a bab, I dropped a pet Guinea Pig 

an’ it ‘ad to be put down. I remember it in full colour memory an’ I 

felt really bad. I still do. I still ‘ave all this guilt about it. But a few 

months back Nan’d said it wor never me, it was Grandad. Now Nan 
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says ‘er remembers it as well as I do so whose yed you gonna 

trust? 

 

So, ‘er fucked ‘im, like so many other lads. Normally they were 

older than Tim, they’d repay ‘er for gerrin’ us bottles of cider from 

Sheena’s.  Like I said, Tim was different, ‘e day do things the sem 

as the other lads.  

Tim gid me all the details. ‘Ow ‘er bit ‘is collar bone an’ 

pinned ‘is wrists behind ‘is back. ‘Ow ‘er lifted ‘erself up and down 

lightly, ‘ow ‘er arched ‘er back an’ flicked ‘er pelvis back an’ forth. 

‘E said ‘er was graceful an’ dainty, well, for a big wench. ‘An ‘er 

talked to ‘im all the way. An’ ‘e day say a word. ‘E day even look at 

‘er, I doh think. I sorta wanted ‘im a bit when ‘e was tellin’ me, odd 

as ‘e was.  

Now, when I was about fifteen me an Sam did it on the 

Buffery Park – it was ‘is fust time an’ ‘e day last long. An’ a few 

wiks later me an’ Jay did it too, when ‘is folks was on nights, an’ ‘e 

day last long neither. Like I say, Tim day do things like the other 

lads. As ‘e tells it, ‘e lasted ages. It wor tharr‘e day enjoy it, ‘e just 

day come.  

Tim told a tale an’ ‘e enjoyed tellin’ it. I’d said to ‘im I wor 

bothered if ‘e liked boys or girls or what. It was 1995 an’ ‘e was a 
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mon in ‘is twenties now, an’ ‘e could mek ‘is own choices. Only ‘e 

liked to tell a tale, an’ ‘e’d said ‘ow ‘e knew about Bella an’ the 

Wych-Elm.  

 

Bella 

Memory is difficult. I can barely piece it together. I can see the 

tree and I can sense the woods – all the filthy dusk of it. But 

memory is difficult. Memory is difficult when you’re dead. There’s 

no sense of self or space or time, just a sideshow of fragments. I 

can see the tree and I can sense the woods. There’s lust and 

moisture, kisses and touches. Memory is difficult. 

I can see the tree. It sits thick and squat. Dry skin warts 

over every inch of trunk and branch. Mosses creep in cracks of 

bark. I see brown, umber, khaki, tan. It is too heavy for itself. Too 

heavy for the soil, ripped, sucking at roots. Covens of fungi pitch 

plots about the base. Lovers’ words etched in by pen knife strokes 

– saps still spitting from the new tattoos. She wrote our names in 

there, but memory is difficult.  

I can sense the woods – all the filthy dusk of it. Our tree sits 

thick and squat in barren mud, fenced off by a circle of brackens 

and beech. Back from here are barely visible paths, beaten down 

by footprints of us who needed seclusion. You cut through 
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brambles, nettles, foxgloves that nest in dead bellpits. Currents of 

brown and green breed from clay-brine spas. She led me by the 

hand through here.  

Memory is difficult when you’re dead. It is the click-snap-

rustle that ferrets in echo-claps through these woods. You don’t 

see the birds and rodents but they’re here. A newt plops, unseen. 

Adders coil under piles of wood limbs. They see you as you step 

away from others. 

There is lust. She held my hand as we stepped to the tree. 

Rubs a thumb along my finger to reassure. Each step speeds the 

heart. She knows the way despite the dark. You still sense 

Saltwells’ lush. She led me by the hand to that circle of bracken 

and beech. There is lust and moisture, kisses and touches. Here 

against the Wych-Elm.  

This is where she led me. I see the tree and I sense these 

woods. I am still here. You call me Bella.  

 

Michelle 

As long as I remember there’s bin a pub down Saltwells. At the 

visitor’s centre, just before you gerr’in to the woods. Nan an’ 

Granddad’d tek us down sometimes. Me an’ Gem loved to gerr’our 
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food order ticket, wait for the number to be called out an’ rush 

over to the counter to grab the tray. They used to be dead busy 

with dog walkers an’ visitors but the woods am desolate now, the 

visitor’s centre is padlocked and covered in weeds. So what weem 

left with is a massive old pub that only an handful of people use. 

There’s a few of ‘em around ‘ere, enormous old places that only 

house the landlord an’ a couple of regulars. Them black ‘oles, Gem 

says. Now, I doh believe in ghosts an’ witches an’ that, but if you 

listen to the stories they’d tell you, iss haunted. Phil, who runs the 

Saltwells pub says ‘e doh let ‘is wife down the cellar.  

“I cor tell you exactly,” Phil said. “You just gerr’a feelin’. Like 

‘er’s watchin’ you. It ay nice. It builds on you. I goo down to sort 

the barrels out an’ at fust you doh feel it, but iss like a pot a boilin’ 

water. It sorta builds up around you. Imagine summat stalkin’ you, 

not a person, like a cloud, it follows you and spreads around you as 

it closes in. Then it surrounds you. Then it starts to shrink around 

you. Thass wharr’iss like”.  

Phil called it a wench. ‘E ant sin it but ‘e knew it must be 

Bella.  

 

It was great ‘round ‘ere as kids. We always ‘ad somewhere away 

from parents to goo. There was always some bush or abandoned 
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place to play in. Always summat to block the moms and dads out. 

We ‘ad places where you could be in an enchanted forest, then the 

ruins of a castle. We could be in the fairy glen or rally drivin’ in an 

abandoned escort. Then, we always ‘ad places to goo fer smokin’, 

drinkin’, kissin’ lads. It was great. You knew where you was but 

you’d be able to feel lost too. Ya wor more than a minute from 

‘ome, but nothin’ was ‘omely theya.  

We wor aloud in Saltwells.  

We knew we wor aloud in Saltwells on our own. They ‘ad pits 

an’ mires an’ stuff that’d swalla’ you up or brek ya neck slippin’ 

down. Most ‘a the time we stayed out, just day tell anyone when 

we did goo in. We’d ‘eard about the Wych-Elm back then, everyone 

‘ad. But wid ‘onny ‘eard on it wi’ silly kid stories. We day know the 

full story. It was haunted. Witches lived theya. Thass wheya The 

Thing comes from – we’d watched a tape of The Thing at a 

sleepover at Dawns an’ it was the fust eighteen wid sin and we day 

sleep for a wik after. 

 

Back when we was ten, Round Oak Steelworks ‘ad just closed an’ 

all the Dads were on the dole. Some on ‘em went scrappin’, or 

tekin’ slate or nickin’ copper. Some on ‘em become security 

guards, watchin’ the slate an’ copper. Some on ‘em was nussin’ 
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pints in Ma Pardoes an’ cussin’ the racin’ post.  Warrever. They was 

around more them summers an’ them day want us under theya 

feet.  

Thass when we started gooin’ down the cut more. It wor far 

from the estate but the thin strip of bushes and trees between 

acted as a border and shield for us. We became different down 

there, away from the eyes of adults. I remember Shahid. ‘E was 

desperate to be in the gang and ‘e’d do anythin’. Jay an’ Sam were 

the bosses, they day say they was an’ we day tell ‘em they could 

be, they just was.  

Sam’d say, “swim the cut from this bridge to that and y’am 

in, mate”.  

Shahid’d gerrin an’ we’d watch ‘im try an’ swim, but ‘e was 

poor an’ ant bin to the baths an’ day ‘av no muscle on ‘im so it was 

just like watchin’ tadpoles stuck in a puddle, flippin’ about an’ 

wrestlin’ for life. I ‘ated tadpolin’ – med me organs quiver. When ‘e 

was a few meters up the cut Jay an’ Sam ‘ud turn around an’ nod. 

We knew what the nod meant. All of us legged it up the tow path 

towards the Dudley Tunnel.  

“Leave the Paki flounderin’”.  
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I doh say Paki anymore but me Nan an’ Grandad did ‘cause 

they day understand ‘ow Tom’s Cobbler’s ‘ad become Sheena’s 

shop an’ they day lerr‘um pay on a Fridee.  

“You need bread now, Mr Langford, you bloody pay bread 

now,” Sheena’d say.  

Sheena was Shahid’s mom an’ ‘er run a tight ship. ‘Er day let 

more than three kids in at a time an’ Shahid ‘ad to be home at 

five. ‘Is dad was a big bloke, you'd see ‘im chasin’ the skins down 

the Halesowen Road – ten ‘a them, one ‘ar‘im. 

So once, we’d dared Shahid to goo in Saltwells woods an’ 

find the Wych-Elm. ‘E was like ‘is Dad, ‘e wor scared ‘a nothin’ 

‘cept Sheena, so ‘e went in, day ‘e. It was summer, so at four 

there was loads ‘a light left an’ we promised to wait where the 

Visitor Centre was, an’ this time we meant it – we picked on ‘im a 

bit but even Jay an’ Sam knew that’ the Wych-Elm was fuckin’ 

scary, an’ non a us ‘ud goo lookin’.  

I doh know how long we waited. I ay sure if it was an hour or 

two or what, it was summer an’ we was only ten, but we did know 

‘e should’a bin back be now an’ it was gerrin’ black over Bill’s 

Mother’s, an’ you could smell that steamy-fermenting smell that 

meant the sky’d crack soon. Jay an’ Sam day want to but me and 
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Gem said it was best so we all run ‘ome. We went an’ told Grandad 

and the bosses went to Sheena’s to tell Mr Hussain.  

“You stupid bloody kids, I bloody show you”. E’d said. 

“We’ll both bloody show ‘em when weem back, Sid”. Grandad 

said. We day know why the Dad’s called ‘im Sid. I think it just 

helped ‘em not to ‘ate ‘im. 

Grandad knew where the Wych-Elm was, ‘e said ‘is mates 

went lookin’ when they was kids. Grandad day tell anyone nothin’ 

about ‘is life. E’d tell us ‘e served, tell us ‘e lost ‘is Mom young, tell 

us ‘e met Nan at the Grand in Wolves when ‘er was sellin’ 

icecreams. Grandad day gi’ ya nothin’ else.  

“We met at the Grand, remember Stan,” Nan’d say.  

“We did ar”, was all the reply we ‘ad.  

 

“Shahid was sat at the trunk, slumped over, shiverin’,” Grandad 

day mince ‘is words. “E day say a word all the way owm. Non ‘a 

you lot are te goo in te Saltwells again”.  

Grandad ‘ad some cuts on his knuckles like where ‘e’d 

wrestled against the ‘awthorns. Mr Hussain ‘ad a tear in ‘is eye. ‘E 

day stay to bloody show us, just hurried Shahid home. There wor 

much that changed after that day but Shahid gorrin’ the gang an’ 
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we day test ‘im anymore, ‘e never seemed that pleased about 

it.  There wor much changed after that day but Grandad stopped 

werritin’ about never gerrin’ a tab at Sheena’s, an ‘e took Sid for a 

pint in Turner’s on a Sundee every now an’ then. 

“Gerrin’ the ‘ouse,” Grandad shouted. Thass when ‘e told us 

about Bella. 

‘E never said much, Grandad day. ‘E’d sin things. ‘E’d done 

things. ‘E was the sort you sid in the corner of the pub who day 

look much now but you still wouln’t risk tekkin’ on. There was 

three of ‘em down the gulley one Sunday after Turner’s. They 

asked Grandad for ‘is wallet.  

“Call an Ambulance,” Grandad said.  

Then ‘e swung three punches and sent ‘em all out. ‘E’d sin 

things. ‘E’d done things. It was the fust time we’d properly heard 

about Bella. ‘E day say a lot. We’d all ‘eard Bella tales - it was the 

fust time an adult’d told us. The fust time it’d sunk in properly. ‘E 

sat us down at the table an’  Nan ‘ad put out ‘er banana bread. ‘E 

gid us a look an’ we knew ‘e’d say it once an’ we wor to interrupt. 

“It ay just a story, our kid,” Grandad started. “Iss theya. I 

doh know where ‘er comes from or what ‘er wants but ‘er’s theya. 

When me and your Nan were courtin’ we used to walk in Saltwells 
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after tekkin’ ‘er Mom to church. Your Nan day see it, I rushed ‘er 

off before ‘er could. But I did. I ‘eard a noise, like a little scurrying 

sound. I was a bit of a baiter back then so ‘ad me catapult with 

me, thought I’d ‘eard a squirrel or summat so turned. It ‘appened 

too quickly to tell properly. ‘Er body was pressed flat against a 

tree. ‘Er ‘ead was turned towards us. ‘Er ‘ad wide, wild eyes. I day 

know if ‘er was shocked or angry or what. ‘Er looked frozen. ‘Er 

looked scared. There was a yellow bit of fabric hangin’ from ‘er 

mouth. Thass ‘ow I think it was lookin’ back, anyhow. I day stop to 

think at the time. I grabbed your Nan and we legged it, an’ we ay 

never bin in since”. 

I doh believe in ghosts or witches an’ that, an’ I day believe 

properly back then either. But there was summat in Saltwells, an’ 

there was summat about the Wych-Elm. I doh believe in ghosts or 

witches an’ that but I reckon if summat ‘appens somewhere it 

sorta leaves a dent or an echo in the place.  

When Nan ‘ad a barney at Grandad for missin’ tay ‘cause ‘e’d 

bin down Pardoes … 

“Bloody suppin’ an’ yappin’ about Baggies and Wolves while 

ya beef dries out, we ay med a money, Stan”  
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… you could taste the feelin’ of the argument afteruds even if 

you wor theya. Thass whar’ I mean, a sort of dent in the area. Like 

walkin’ down Lodge ‘Ill to Merry ‘Ill, the factories wor theya no 

more, an’ iss all a massive glass an’ plastic shoppin’ centre now, 

but everyone from a square ten mile around ‘ud feel the ghost ‘a 

the steel mekkers an you'd know it used to be a big deal. Thass 

what Saltwells ‘ad – the echo of summat big thar‘appened. 

 

Back at school Tim ‘ad a couple ‘a mates an’ they used to just sit 

around swappin’ stuff, an’ they wor no good at footy, an’ they wor 

no good on sports day, an’ they day mix wi’ the other lads. You’d 

see ‘em down by the sports ‘all, scribblin’ Sisters of Mercy an’ 

Bauhaus on theya pencil cases. Our Gem spotted ‘ow Tim’d always 

be checkin’ ‘is nails, ‘er’d spotted him gooin’ to the bogs all the 

time, ‘e was always scrubbin’ ‘is honds clean. There’d be a few 

times when we’d shout names at ‘em, mebee nick ‘is ‘owmwork, 

but we day do nothin’ too torturous an’ Tim day bring it up them 

years later, an’ ‘e day seem to ‘old a grudge wi’ me any road. 

‘E wor on ‘is own, it ay like we singled ‘im out. There was ‘im, 

Dave and Rich - always together. They did things. Played around 

with each other. Touched each other, like. I ay sure iss that odd 

really. 
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Gem was the girl I played around with. She lived wi’ me, Nan 

and Grandad, I think ‘er was Uncle Joe’s kid, but I doh know an’ ‘e 

wor a proper Uncle. Why doh you pretend I’m Sam, an we can see 

who’s the best kisser? We sid it as practice, really. I think loads ‘a 

kids do it. 

Like I say, we picked on ‘im a bit an’ ‘e was odd but ‘e ‘ad 

Rich and Dave an’ ‘e wor never put out by much. ‘E was focused. 

Never phased. I said about Tim’s eyes, day I? Even back then. 

Even though ‘e seemed like ‘e shoulda bin a shy kid who kept to 

‘isself, an’ ‘e did kip to ‘isself, ‘e wor shy. ‘E was focused. Never 

phased. When ‘e did summat, ‘e did it ‘cause ‘e wanted to, an’ you 

could tell just by the look of ‘is eye. 

 

Joyce 

I’ve lived here nearly all my life. I grew up in Penn when the last 

bits of rationing were still happening. I got the job at this school 

when I was twenty-three and was happy here, working hard, all 

the way into my seventies. It was more than work. My auntie and 

uncle were from Netherton so we used to come here quite a bit as 

kids, me and my cousin would sometimes go to Saltwells. We’d 

play games with some of the other kids on the estates, hide and 

seek, that sort of stuff. We never ventured too deep, we sort of 
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wanted to but didn’t want to either. There’s something there and 

you know it’s horrible but you’ve still got to have a sniff, still got to 

test it, still got to get close to it, ingest it somehow. 

I knew Netherton pretty well, knew it all my life. When I got 

around thirteen, fourteen I stopped mucking around with my 

cousin and her mates and started hanging around with some of the 

kids up on Cinder Bank, when we came to visit. I’d seen this girl 

called Yvonne, she had something about her.  

We were playing hide and seek or something and one the 

lads from that gang shouted over. 

“Am yo’ the girl guides or what, yo’ babbies”. 

“Shut your face,” I shouted back, I was never put out by 

anyone. Never have. 

“Yeah, shut yower fairce, Eric,” another voice said. Then she 

appeared. Came around the corner of the street and just leant 

against wall. Leather jacket. Cigarette. Little grin. It was Yvonne. 

“Alright, bab?” 

She nodded her head for me to come over. 

They were all cool, I was used to the cousins. Yvonne had 

something else though. She had this giggle - a half cough - half 
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squeak. It was cute. They were a couple of years older than me 

and they’d just started wearing leather and grease in their hair. 

They had Jackie Wilson and Little Richard LPs. My cousin was still 

singing Harry Belafonte songs. We were no good, at least we tried 

to be no good, and we loved it. After a bit I used to catch the bus 

from Penn to Dudley and then walk down to Cinder Bank. Save me 

waiting for the next time we visited.  Besides, when you’re a 

teenager, if you miss a week with a group of mates you may as 

well just lock yourself in a room on your own and plan how many 

cats you’re going to have when you grow up. I went to the girls’ 

grammar school in Wolves so I hadn’t had boys as mates before, 

and if the teachers caught any whiff of Jerry Lee Lewis attitude 

then you’d get the cane across your hand, so down here I was 

someone else, someone who had a biker’s jacket and boyfriends. I 

kept my jacket at Linda’s, about three of us did. Linda’s parents 

didn’t care too much. We kept out of trouble, in the main, and they 

were old freaks who spent the Twenties in Paris and Berlin. 

Most of the time we didn’t do much, just hung on the corner 

of streets or down by the factory gates flirting and smoking. Every 

now and then a couple would head off to the cemetery at Saint 

Andrew’s or down to the reservoir.  
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I was from Penn and went to the girl’s grammar school. The 

Cinder Bank gang were good guys and they didn’t mention it 

much. Even when they did it was just curiosity. They weren’t 

bothered if my mom and dad could afford meat each day, that he 

was a draughtsman and had a new car. They didn’t care that I 

didn’t have to share a toilet and we had a back garden. They didn’t 

let it bother them, anyway. It seemed glaringly obvious to me. I 

was different and I’d end up different when we grew up, maybe 

they saw it too, they didn’t let it bother them, that’s all.  All they 

were fussed about was that you didn’t grass on anyone, you didn’t 

screw any of us over, you bought your own cigarettes and you 

weren’t a square. They’d talk about how they were doing 

woodwork when we were doing latin, Linda used to make up 

names for the flowers and put on a posh voice:  

“You see here, the dafodilous yellowus”.  

They’d ask about what it was like not having boys at school, 

Ernie and Eric used to joke about us all being inverts. We weren’t. 

We definitely weren’t.  

Yvonne used to give him a look. Shut him up. She never said 

much.  
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Mom was a nurse at Walsall Manor, worked nights, so when I was 

back from school it was just me and Dad. Dad was great. He 

showed me how to do mechanical drawings and we went for walks 

in the park and he taught me about different trees and different 

birds. It was always me and him and he was great. He had a limp 

and smoked a pipe. You saw more people like that back then. 

People with limps and crutches and missing arms. We used to 

collect damsons and pears in Tettenhall and he’d teach me how to 

pickle and dessicate. We had our own private scout group, I 

suppose, just the two of us. And I loved all that outdoors stuff and 

all those thrifty war gimmicks. 

“Come on Joyce,” he was always really excited, I was always 

catching up. “Come on. Come and see”. 

“I’m coming, Dad”. He’d made it up the Sedgley Beacon, 

even with his gammy leg. “What have you got?” I came skipping 

behind. 

“Honey Fungus, Joyce,” his face was wild. You could see 

almost all of his teeth. His bushy eyebrows raised.  

“Wow!” 

He shook my hand and we ticked it off the list. He told me 

about the Funeral Bell that looked the same as honey fungus.    
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Tim 

I ‘ad Dave and Rich as muckers. But I don’t remember us bein’ 

that close, it was a safety in numbers thing really. We didn’t like 

each other that much, but you’ve gotta have someone, ay ya? 

Well, there was Dave, he sorta liked us more, I reckon. So 

we had a sort of unspoken pact that we’d look out for each other, 

an’ we was all odd in our way, an’ we all needed someone to watch 

our back an’ pretend we were like everyone else. Dave was 

probably closest, but that was ‘cause I knew how to get him to do 

stuff. 

When he came ‘round my house sometimes, we’d watch the 

sex scene in The Terminator an’ I’d be the bloke an’ he’d be Sarah 

Connor, we’d re-wind the tape an’ then I’d be the wench. We were 

only about nine so we didn’t think anythin’ of it really, we weren’t 

naked an’ we didn’t actually do nothin’, just rubbed against each 

other. Suppose that’s what kids think being a grown up is. We still 

had girlfriends an’ we didn’t think anythin’ about havin’ boyfriends. 

I didn’t think on it ‘til year eleven, at least. Maybe Dave did, he 

needed to be part of it more than me an’ Rich, I reckon. There was 

some kind ‘a drive there, but I don’t think it’s any different to most 

kids, I reckon most kids had a dally with a mate at some point. 
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Rich was the same, in a way, but we didn’t do it as often, an’ 

by the time we got to sixth we left him out, pretty much. Dave got 

into Bowie’s Tin Machine, I had REM’s Green on tape, and Rich 

started gooin’ down ‘is Dad’s allotment. Me an’ Dave started 

properly experimentin’ then an’ we had to keep that between us.  

There were toilets in Netherton, underground ones, where 

the Anchor is now. That was too close to home for us. We’d heard 

about the toilets at Mary Stephen’s Park in Oldswinford, an’ we had 

to get the bus down, said we were going to the baths, missed the 

bus home an’ walked up through the Delph. The Delph run was 

another spot, but the girls used that more than us. 

The toilets were tiny. Stank of piss. No lights. The 

suffocating, dark green squares that tiled every inch of it.  

There was a language to it. A sort of way of gesturin’. We got 

it wrong the first few times. If you spoke everone’d leave. If you 

were too obvious everyone’d leave. You’d walk in an’ you’d act 

normal – like you were havin’ a piss. An older fella’d stand next to 

you, an’ you’d see him look, an’ you’d have to look but not look an’ 

he’d lick his lips, an’ then you’d get a suck. You’d walk in an’ you’d 

act normal, an’ there’d be a bloke with his hands in his pockets, an’ 

he’d be messin’ with’ ‘is cock, but not really messin, an’ you’d have 
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to look but not look, an’ maybe you’d do a quick gesture with your 

fist, an’ you’d end up havin’ a two minute hand job in the cubicle. 

We went a few times. There was one bloke, much older than 

us. He got to know us a bit. Bryan. He was tall an’ lanky an’ gaunt 

but he ‘ad lovely eyes an’ a nervous, gentle way about ‘im. Shaved 

head an’ a bit of stubble, slightly grey. He must have been there 

half the time, at least. He’d only have to see me and Dave an’ we 

didn’t have to pretend to look but not look or do any gestures or 

nothin’. He’d lead us both into the cubicle. He was quick, he knew 

it had to be fast an’ careful. He’d take off our trousers in one slick 

slide as he dropped to his knees. We’d be hard before he even 

started an’ he’d swallow our cocks an’ devour ‘em. ‘An he’d always 

kiss us goodbye, he seemed to like that the most. He was lovely, 

Bryan was. 

 

But we didn’t know what we were doin’ an’ we didn’t know where 

to go. We just knew we wanted to look for it. Dave didn’t take any 

convincin’. See back then we was doin’ Blake in Sixth form, an’ we 

had this teacher, Mr Crick, who proper loved Blake. Dave wanted 

to pretend he was like the lads in The Lost Boys. I managed to get 

a summer of blow jobs persuadin’ him cum was more a lifeforce 

than blood, so gays were modern vampires. He seemed to like it, 
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an’ I definitely did. He seemed to like to please me. We wor a 

couple, even then we day see it as a gay thing. It was teenage 

experimentation. But more than that too – for us, it was, Blakean, 

Shamanic. An’ don’t get me wrong, it was important an’ we cared 

for each other. 

Mr Crick taught us the War Poets when we’d finished with Blake, he 

never liked them as much and we started calling him Crick the 

Prick. 

 

The first time I went all the way was before all this. Me an’ Dave 

were sixteen.  We took the day off an’ Dave nicked his Dad’s 

whisky, an we went out to Saltwells. Now Dave had a book on 

paganism he got from the library, an’ in it, it said about how 

shamans used drugs and stuff to have visions.  

Now Dave’s brother, James, who was older than us by about 

three years, he’d said, “Yo’ con boil up nutmeg for an hour an’ 

drink it down, an’ an hour later y’am trippin’”.  

Lookin’ back we coulda and shoulda got some proper drugs 

but we day think it through an’ part of us was too scared to go 

down the flats or the Wrenner. So we cooked up all his mom’s 

nutmeg, it took her ‘til christmas to realise it’d gone.  
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We swallowed it down. It was fuckin’ rancid - a bitter, earthy, 

medicinal taste that burned your mouth off. Then we set off. I 

wanted to go to the Wych-Elm. Dave was scared, but ‘e knew why 

we were there. 

I knew why we was there. We walked down by where the 

clay pits were then struggled through the thicket to get away from 

the paths. We got ourselves to a little openin’ where an old tree 

had collapsed, there was enough room for us to walk about in but 

it was enclosed by bramble an’ bracken. The Wych-elm was thick, 

dark - brittle bark encased. Everythin’ was flat, brown, shadowed 

around it. There was us an’ the Wych-Elm, framed in this barren 

patch.  

“Doh ate anythin’ the night before,” Dave’d said. “It acts as a 

sacrifice to the spirits, an’ they’ll see our intention an’ then we’ll 

‘ave visions”.  

After an hour the nutmeg hadn’t done anythin’ so we cracked 

into the Scotch. Dave had me dancin’ around in a circle, an’ we 

used tree stumps an’ sticks for some tribal drummin’, an’ we did 

this over an’ over, suppin’ the Scotch as we went. It wor too long 

until we accidently collided as we danced an’ I accidently landed on 

top of him when we fell. 
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This was the fust time it’d bin tender. The fust time we’d 

properly kissed. There was romance to it, it wor just two lads, who 

couln’t get a girl, muckin’ about, it was proper sex. 

An’ it musta bin the fust time I’d sin Dave as a bloke I 

wanted to shag. Not just an exploit, like. I pinned his arms back 

and bit ‘is collar. ‘E’d rolled me over, spat on ‘is cock an’ fucked 

me. It was slow. Grindin’. Flesh gripped cock an’ ‘e eased in. 

Rockin’. Gentle.   

We lay on the ground in Saltwells, wrapped in each others 

limbs, stinkin’ ‘a sweat an’ cum an’ shit an’ the stale ferment of the 

wet woods.  

I’d love to know if he remembered it the same way. Tell him 

it was important. 

 

Michelle 

Gem, Mom, Nan, me – we all ‘ad to deal wi’ being talked down to. I 

remember meetin’ a lad from Guildford back when. E’d come down 

to slum it in Netherton one night, with a chap e’d met at 

Birmingham Uni. Carrick was gerrin’ on at this point but ‘e still gid 

‘im a kickin’ for tekkin’ the piss on ‘ow we spake. I remember lyin’ 

in bed later that night thinkin’ of all the witty things I coulda 
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shurr‘im up with. Esprit d’escalier – the French call it. I’d ‘a told ‘im 

that the way we spake ‘is from the Germans an’ Vikings an’ so it 

pre-dated ‘is proper English, so ‘e can goo do one back to Surrey. 

 

When we met up in our twenties an’ ‘e said ‘e knew about Bella, 

Tim’d always be lookin’ up to check who was listenin’. ‘E’d check ‘is 

nails - ‘e still wore black nail polish - then check who was in 

earshot. Burr’e wor bothered who was. He wor never bothered if 

anyone gid ‘im the eye. Non of our lot’d come down Stourbridge.  

Tim was still really into Blake all these years on. ‘E’d‘ witter 

on about higher planes ‘a consciousness an’ comunin’ wi’ nature, 

an all that hippy bullshit them cranky, scruffy wannabes’ use to 

dress up theya selfishness. I’ve never met an hippy who did 

anythin’ other. I remember a wench on holidee once, said ‘er’d bin 

to Goa an’ found ‘erself, an ‘er was all righteous about Yoga an’ 

macrobiotic an’ everythin’, an’ ‘er med a real point about ‘ow we 

should all love each other an’ step away from material wealth an’ 

stuff.  

Gem’d said, “Enlightenment’s all well an’ good but ‘er day 

buy a round all night an’ ‘er smoked all that fat girl’s fags, the 

bitch”. 
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I knew a couple a wenches on the Delph Run, big dikes who’d 

knock anyone’s yed off if you said anythin’ or they sid you 

scowlin’.  Gem worked with ‘em at The Tenth Lock when ‘er was 

eighteen, an they ‘elped us ‘ome a couple ‘a times when we’d gone 

past closin’ time. We was different to them, an’ Quarry Bank 

separated us, which meant a lot back then, but they was solid 

wenches who looked after ya.  

“Gem’s our Sister, an’ yow am too, now”. 

 

I still sid Rich about. ‘E still kept isself to isself, ‘e did. When ‘e left 

school ‘e gorra job at Corngreaves Golf Course. It wor a club, 

anyone could goo, you day ‘ave to be a member or wear saft 

trousers. I think the kids round Halesowen and Colley Gate used it 

like we used the cut more than anyone actually playin’ golf. It was 

another of them places in-between. One of them places of grass 

an’ trees an’ mud, just out of sight. Linking the flats an’ houses to 

the industrial estate. Rich cut the grass and looked after the place. 

‘E always loved nature an’ that. ‘E’d spend ‘is wik tendin’ the golf 

course, ‘e’s wikend tendin’ ‘e’s allotment. It was ‘is Dad’s, I think, 

but Rich liked it more. Now, when me an’ Gem an’ our lot am 

dancin’ on the pool table an’ linin’ up shots, Rich is talkin’ of 

vegetables.  
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“I cor stand petit pwars. Gi’ me a marrowfat. Them the best 

ones, fuckin’ king of the pays, the marrowfat”.  

 

Joyce 

I started hanging out in Saltwells with Yvonne and the Cinder Bank 

gang. This was before all the graffiti and all the scary stories. 

There was something a bit scary about it, but that was woods at 

night and desolate, nothing to do with those rumours about 

witches and whatnot. The Bella story was like the flu, it infected 

the whole area, it morphed a little and got passed on. I don’t think 

even the couple of dog walkers who pass it off as superstition can 

completely ignore it. Somewhere in their minds Bella is there.  

Back then, though, she didn’t exist. We used to go down and 

muck about in the woods. We’d smoke and drink and kiss, throw 

stones at the windows of the factories, play hide and seek. 

Roundoak was on the edge of Saltwells back then, we used to 

break in and play in there too. I didn’t like it too much but I liked 

them and didn’t want to look like a wimp.  It was Ernie who liked 

me, he’d always catch me and kiss me. I liked him too, but I 

wasn’t ready to kiss boys. I did it though.  

Yvonne was cool. She never said much, she just had a 

feeling about her. She was the only girl taller than me, had short 
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blond hair – only boys had hair that short back then. Yvonne didn’t 

care. She didn’t smile at stuff really, you’d see her occasionally 

raise one eyebrow and purse her lips slightly. Her little cough-

squeak. You knew then you’d impressed her. It wasn’t a smile. It 

was a pout that showed off her dimples. She was lovely. Beautiful. 

Tough and cold. She never said much. I kind of hovered. 

Sometimes she’d roll her eyes at me when the others were being 

silly. 

She was lovely. She lived with her parents and her little 

sister. We were her mates but she didn’t have friends. Apparently, 

she hung out with the older boys at school. She had secrets. She 

never said much. I had to learn how to get her. Her uncle used to 

trade records in Liverpool so she had always heard the most recent 

LPs.  

“Wass yower uncle got this wik, Yvonne?” 

“A chap called Tennessee Ernie Ford, ‘e said it was too close 

to ‘ome for ‘im an’ summat I ay ever ‘eard the like of” 

Then she sang. 

“One for the money! Two for the show! Three to get ready 

now go, cat, go”. 
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We never looked back. 

There was something distant about her. She wasn’t spaced 

out or anything. She just sort of saw through all the nonsense and 

shrugged it off. Still, even when I didn’t really know her well, I 

thought she had a little sadness in her. Some kind of muttering 

sadness that was trying to yelp. Maybe that’s hindsight, though. 

 

Tim 

Me an’ Dave lay there for a while, just daydreamin’. Listen’ to the 

sounds of birds an’ squirrels fidget in the bushes, of the breeze, of 

seeds droppin’ from trees. Layin’ back and listenin’ to the hum, 

whisper an’ crack of the place. Then summat ‘appened, changed 

the mood like. I don’t think either of us could say for sure what it 

was but it made us jump. It wor loud an’ it wor bright or dark, it 

was just a feelin’, all of a sudden. I know this sounds saft but we 

both felt it an’ we both said it felt the same. It was just a feelin’. 

Out of nowhere, at the same time, me an’ Dave both thought 

someone ‘ad sin us, someone was watchin. 

 

Michelle 

I said I day believe in ghosts an’ witches an’ that but there was 

summat odd about Saltwells. I sorta felt touched by it. 
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I remember spillin’ coffee on the floor of Nan’s carpet once 

an’ er’d just ‘ad it new. I scrubbed it but it wor comin’ up so I 

bought ‘er a coffee table an’ it covered it up, an’ ‘er thought I was 

the best granddaughter. Now that stain’s still theya an’ everytime I 

goo over to ‘er house I can feel it, like iss whisperin’ the secret - 

an’ one ‘a these days someone’ll ‘ear it. 

I remember when we was about seventeen, wid started to 

goo to Turner’s on a Satdee. Iss a scruffy pub between the flats an’ 

the allotments. The sort with mud for a beer garden, frayed 

curtains, six dart boards in the back room which am never used. 

The wench theya wor bothered if we were under age an I doh think 

anyone outside of Netherton even knew where it was so no one 

was gonna call the police or anythin’. One night, Tim’d come in too. 

On ‘is own.  

“Dirty cunt,” Sam’d said, an’ a couple ‘a the others joined in.  

‘E stayed for another pint, day look anyone in the eye, day 

respond to them, just sat, ‘ad a couple ‘a pints an’ left. Sam an’ 

three ‘a the others saw ‘im bein’ quiet as an insult, like ‘e was 

pretendin’ they wor nothin’ to ‘im. They follo’d ‘im ‘ome. 

They ‘ad to wait til after school. Til we was almost grown 

ups. Tim’s Dad was ‘ard. ‘E’d bin inside a couple ‘a times. If you 
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knew ‘im an’ ‘e knew you, you was alright, an’ if you gid ‘im a nod 

an’ quick ‘ow do, Carrick? but left it at that, then ‘e was alright. 

Well, better than alright really, ‘e ‘ad ya back for life. 

Even now Carrick’s the sem. You’ll see ‘im walk into Turner’s 

an’ tek a quick glance around, like ‘is checkin’ who’s theya an’ 

where the exits am.  

Grandad said, “thass what you was taught then, you goo in a 

place an’ you check ‘ow to gerr’out before you mek yourself at 

‘ome”.  

I think it was only Grandad who you’d see actually talkin’ wi’ 

Carrick, actually askin’ an’ answerin’ like. ‘E was ‘ard, Carrick was. 

But, so Tim tells it, ‘e wor all block’ead. As Tim says, Carrick still 

‘ad ‘is mother’s old recipes up on the wall in theya kitchen. It wor 

nothin’ burr’a piece a paper with about six hand scrawled 

instructions on it. But ‘e kept it pinned on the wall.  

“‘Er day need it,” Carrick’d say. “‘er was a bostin’ cook. I 

think ‘er ‘ad it up ‘cause ‘er ‘ad a saft ‘ead about jokes an’ it med 

‘er loff”.    

When Carrick was in a good mood, an’ not too drunk, ‘e’d 

say ‘ow ‘e knew a wench called Una who was cousin to a bloke 

called Jack, who’d bin part of Bella’s death. Carrick’d say ‘ow Jack 
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an’ Una were drinkin’ in Ma Pardoes one night. Some Dutch 

immigrant, an’ a wench called Bella got drunk wi’ ‘em. Jack gid ‘er 

a lift ‘ome but ‘er fell asleep in ‘is car. Carrick day know why but 

apparently Jack an’ the Dutchman took ‘er into Saltwells an’ stuck 

‘er in the Wych-elm.  

“Una said they was teachin’ ‘er a lesson. They thought ‘er’d 

wake up in the cold of the tree an’ find ‘er way ‘ome, knowin’ not 

to drink wi’ strangers again”.  

Jack ended up in a mental hospital, so Carrick says. “‘E’d wek up in 

the middle of the night – two eyes in the dark, two eyes spyin’ 

from a tree trunk”. 

 

Tim 

I wasn’t picked on too much, think I had my Dad’s rep coverin’ my 

back, think they wanted to, mind. I don’t see him anymore, I think 

he thinks I moved away.  

See times were different then. Dad grew up when you had to 

be a fighter. It was like Sid an’ Sheena an’ Shahid these days, you 

stand up or get shit all over. Everyone was the same, they hated 

the Irish, an’ even his teachers an’ the police played their part too. 

Dad an’ Uncle Tom’d go on about how they had to fight for 
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everythin’ ‘cause the sign on every door said No Blacks, No dogs, 

No Irish, an’ it was important that Irish came last, under dogs. 

They’d tell you stories …   

“I stopped a couple ‘a lads kickin’ shite outta ‘a dog on the 

res one night, it ay right that, so I stepped in. Gid the fuckers a 

good lampin’ too. So the next day at school I got took in the ‘ead 

teacher’s an ‘e lamped me back – said ‘e knew it’d be a Paddy 

involved, day want to listen to wharrappened, just sid the name 

Carrick Carmody an’ that was all ‘e needed to know. Even the 

police did the sem, they said “Y’am Pat Carmody’s boy, ay ya”, an 

thass all they needed to know.”  

It wasn’t like the Victorians, you know, they proper hated the 

Irish an’ didn’t see nothin’ wrong with lumpin’ ‘em at the bottom ‘a 

the pile. They didn’t have actual signs when Dad was growin’ up, 

an’ they didn’t have actual laws to keep them down but they still 

had to fight, ‘cause change doesn’t happen just by sayin’ the word, 

it trickles down, an’ back on Lodge Hill an’ the banks of Netherton 

it trickled down pretty slowly. 

 

There were a couple a weeks in year nine or ten when Dave’d 

been off with mumps an’ Rich was doin’ summat else, so I was on 

my own. That’s when I started up on the wankin’. I mean, I’d done 
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it before, but this is when it started in a weird way. So, one day I 

got stopped by Miss Wyatt. 

She stopped me an’ took me to her office. 

She had to try ‘an be special. She never needed her own 

office, she was just a teacher. Her office was like a dentist’s. It 

stank of cleanin’ an nothin’ was out of place. She got me with the 

deep, Spanish Inquisition shit.   

“Mr Carmody. I’ve seen you coming in and out of the toilets 

quite a lot today”.  

My heart sank, I had that empty stomach feelin’ you get.  

“Do you have a problem, Mr Carmody?” She said.  

I shook my head and stuck my eyes to the floor.  

“As you know, there are certain responsibilities and duties of 

care that are required of a person in my position, yes?”  

“Yes”, I said.  

“So, if I see unusual behaviour I’m compelled to act in some 

way that will protect the reputation of the school and the safety of 

its pupils, yes?” 

“Yes Miss”.   
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“I’ll need you to empty your bag then please, Mr Carmody?”  

I kicked off, you know.  

“Why?” I said. “What for? I wor doin’ nothin’”.  

“Empty it or I’ll empty it in the next assembly”.  

I cried. I wasn’t scarred or nothin’, but I was embarrassed 

an’ when you’re fourteen – fifteen, you’re still a kid really, an’ you 

cor just turn off that feelin’ of havin’ to cry.  

“Empty your bag, please, last time”.  

So I did, an’ she found a porno. 

I unpacked my bag ‘an there it was. On her desk with my 

lunch box, pencil case an’ books – a big, thick, glossy porno. Wyatt 

was quiet. She just looked at it for a few seconds then picked it up. 

She held it with thumb and finger like it was diseased, an’ she 

dropped it in her bin.  

For a few seconds she looked confused, like she didn’t know 

what to say an’ do next but she shook it off quickly an’ got back to 

her hard self.  

“I’ll have to talk to Mr Price about this, Tim”.  
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I started to cry again. Felt like I was gonna piss myself. If it 

got as far as Mr Price it’d probably get home too.  

“Doh tell me Dad, Miss Wyatt!” I begged ‘er.  

She knew. She changed again then, she was hard still but 

she sorta looked like she enjoyed it all. She had a look about her, 

like she was excited by it all – wide eyes, a tight grin in the corner 

of her mouth. 

 

Other thing is, it wor just a porno, it was like a scrapbook I’d med. 

I’d cut up loads a different pictures an’ put ‘em back together. 

Mixed ‘em all up so they wor just the normal shots of naked girls 

looking confused at the camera. Mixed ‘em all up so they wor just 

shots of ‘ard men screwin’ women. Med it me own. Med a cut up 

collage of all sorts of figures, they wor men and they wor women. 

 

Mr Price an’ Miss Wyatt must’ve had a chat, an’ I bet my Dad’s 

name came up ‘cause they didn’t call home. I had a week ‘a 

detentions and told my folks I’d had a fight. Dad seemed pleased 

but he still made me wash his car an’ clean the tops for mom.  

“Thass ‘ow it works, our kid. Yo’ pay yo’ dues, even if y’am in 

the right”.  
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Any road, this is why the lads hated me, an’ this is why they 

followed me home after Turner’s. See Wyatt hadn’t done the right 

thing, she didn’t not tell my Dad ‘cause she knew what he was like, 

she just didn’t want to have to have him up at the school. They 

didn’t want to have to worry about Carrick Carmody so she dealt 

with it herself. ‘Er turned the school against me. 

 

Dave 

“Let’s go to the Wych-Elm,” ‘E’d said. I day want to. E ‘ad ways of 

persuadin’ me. Like that time I sucked ‘im off. ‘E ‘ad ways, the 

cunt. My fuckin’ jaw is killin’. An’ these sores. I’m shiverin’ but I’m 

‘ot too. This blanket needs changin’. Gotta get some soup an’ some 

a them cold and flu drinks. I’m gonna need to blaze in a bit. I’ll goo 

see Tomo an’ pick up some spice. Pick it up with left over crank. 

We were dancin’ in the woods. I doh think Tim took it serious. 

Skippin’ and’ spinnin’ an’ stompin’ our feet. We went ‘round an’ 

‘round. The woods were odd. They always was. They were always 

talkin’ about Bella. Even on a sunny day them woods were damp - 

‘ad that resin smell. I could go for some resin. You cor gerrit now. 

Wid goo down the Parkhead Viaduct an’ you’d bong it from the cut. 

It was only down the road from the estate but we were out of 

sight. By bushes an’ birds an’ rodents an’ buttercups. Spend an’ 
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hour just loffin’. I need a doctor. These sores. Them blisterin’. We 

‘ad nutmeg that day, it day work for me but Tim sid summat that 

day. They say that about nutmeg. You’m better off on predictable 

drugs. It was slow motion when ‘e came at me. We was dancin’. 

Thought we was comunin’ wi’ nature - I’d looked at books on white 

witches an’ the red dog saloon. It was spring an’ the bluebells were 

out - pokin’ up in patches through bracken. The spunk smell of 

pollen an’ soil. See I cor stop itichin’ an’ when I itch iss cuttin’ me 

up an’ them weepin’ - I’m off to Tomo’s as soon as the sun comes 

up. It was slow motion when ‘e came at me. Like ‘is big brown 

eyes was swallowin’ me. See Tim ‘ad these eyes, just big, intense 

dark. ‘E was lovely. No one else sid it back then. The bastard, ‘e 

soon changed. If I just get up, ‘Ave a quick smoke with tomo, sort 

through last night’s crank an’ then I’ll get myself sorted - I need a 

new blanket an’ I’ll get the cups washed an’ I’ll goo to the drop in 

an’ see about these blisters an’ tell the nurse about the shivers, 

then maybe I can look at gerrin back to Mom’s. I swear I ‘eard the 

jackdaws an’ magpies clappin’ along as they fluttered. It was dark 

green an’ brown an’ the bits ‘a light an’ purple flower ‘eads all spun 

together. ‘E med it look like it was an accident, like ‘e wor lookin’, 

but the way ‘e fell into me was sorta soft, ‘e knew I was little an’ 

we both fell to the ground. I looked up. ‘E looked back - them big, 

brown eyes - wide. Tiny little dimples on the side of his smile. It 
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wor more than a few seconds but it was longer, you know, longer 

in the yed, then ‘e kissed me. We both knew it was comin’ to this. 

Me fuckin’ jaw, an’ these shivers, I cor think proper, my neck, just 

around my jaw, iss all swollen. ‘E kissed me ‘ard, tongue soft, 

ticklin’. ‘Is ‘ond stroked down from neck, chest, hip - slipped into 

trousers, grabbed cock. It was slow for a few seconds but I was 

‘ard in no time an’ ‘e started grippin’ it an’ ‘e was like a piston. We 

kissed. ‘Is lips pushed deep into mine. Our tongues searchin’ our 

mouths. I cor stop itchin, there’s sores an’ blisters an’ rashes an’ I 

cor ‘elp it but them gerrin wuss. I ‘ad the shits yesterdee. I ay ‘ad 

nothin’ to ate. It wor long till I ‘ad my ‘ond on his fly, ripped down 

‘is trousers. I must a got some strength from somewhere - I turned 

him over an’ ‘is jeans come down an’ ‘e was on ‘is knees, back 

arched, elbows, forearms, fingers, grippin the earth. ‘E rooted to 

the dirt. I spat on me ‘ond an’ rubbed it on me cock an’ I spat on 

‘is arse an’ I fucked ‘im. It was tough for a second. ‘Is skin 

tightened around the end of my cock an’ I pulled back. Waited. ‘E 

breathed out. Deep. I thrust. Slow. Gently swayin’ my hips. Gently 

pullin’ in an’ out. ‘E stroked my thigh, reachin’ back. I stroked ‘is 

neck, cheek. Gently swayin’. Gently pullin’ in an’ out. Deep. 

Waited. Push. Wait. Pull back. Arched back. Rim tight an’ twitchin. 

I’ve got the twitches. I need to goo see Tomo. Iss almost mornin’. 

‘E’ll be up soon. Fuck! These blisters. I ay well.  
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We lay lookin’ up at the soft sun an’ the jagged branches. 

Black vines against the bright an’ pale. Sweaty an’ sticky with the 

muck of Saltwells on our flesh. I lay on ‘is chest an’ we cuddled an’ 

‘e kissed my fore’ead. 

‘E flinched. Then I did. We wor sure what it was. I shook it 

off as a daydream. Tim said we ‘ad to leave. 

“Is someone theya!?” ‘E ‘alf asked. 

I went back years later. Our names were joined in the bark 

of the tree. In theya, weem part of the echo of them woods.           

Michelle 

Miss Wyatt’d ‘av ya back after school for not tuckin’ ya shirt in, or 

laughin’ too loud at lunch. ‘Er day care about ‘avin a punishment to 

fit the crime. If you was runnin’ late an’ ‘er caught you runnin’, 

you’d ‘av the sem shit as someone who’d bin fightin’. There was 

good an’ bad with Wyatt. Right an’ wrong. There wor degrees of it. 

‘Er was a weird wench too. Old – too old to be workin’ still. Big too. 

‘Er was big as a bonk oss, too big for a wench really. ‘Er ‘ad a 

funny way about ‘er. There wor no room for rule bendin’ or turnin’ 

blind eyes. ‘Er was always tightly wrapped in ‘er clothes an’ ‘er 

clothes were always crisp. 
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‘Er ‘ad a separate office. ‘Er wor nothin’ ‘cept a normal 

teacher. ‘Er ‘ad to ‘ave ‘er own special office. Everythin’ was always 

in iss place. Always surgical. 

I s’pose we all like stuff in iss place, doh we? It ay like we cor 

gerron an’ what not, iss just that we like stuff in iss place. Maybe 

we see ourselves better by seein’ what’s different. It was different 

for Wyatt though, ‘er relied on it, ‘er day function without divides. 

Shahid was our mate, ‘e was the sem as us in loads a ways, but 

sometimes ‘e stank a cumin ‘an talked to girls in funny ways. Thass 

enough difference, an’ difference we were used to. Tim wor our 

mate, but we day gi’ ‘im an ‘ard time until the rumours started up. 

We knew ‘e was different an’ sometimes we took the piss a bit, but 

it wor really a big thing. Wyatt marked ‘im out as proper different.  

Imagine it. The toughest teacher in school, an’ the sort who 

probably ‘ad a seal on ‘er minge ‘cause ‘er was savin’ ‘erself for 

Cliff Richard, an ‘er ‘ad a shrine to ‘im too probably. Miss Wyatt 

was tough, she day tek no prisoners, day suffer no fools, an’ ‘er 

day care for any of that sort of stuff.  

Nan’d bin to school wi’ ‘er back when they was kids. Nan 

went to the Girl’s Grammar School in Wolves, ‘er was smart, Nan 

was, read every day, ‘Er’d never gerra question wrong on 
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Blockbusters, said ‘er wanted to be a spy when ‘er was a kid but ‘er 

met Grandad an’ me mom was born.  

“‘Er was med ‘a steel back then, that Wyatt wench,” Nan 

said. “‘Er was ‘ead of the choir, an’ captain of the ‘ockey team, ‘er 

was popular, taller than the rest on us, not a tart but ‘er knew ‘ow 

to play the game. It wor a rough school so there wor much fisty-

cuffs, but if you crossed Joyce Wyatt ‘er’d turn the school against 

ya. ‘Appened to my mucker, Diane, ‘er ad to leave after a to-do on 

the ‘ockey pitch one lunch time. Wonder warr’ers up to now, Diane 

Bennett?”  

 

Nan’d tell me an’ Gem a different story about Bella. 

“‘Er was a gypsy wench, ‘er was. Sold ‘er soul to the devil so 

‘er could ‘av power over life an’ death. But the devil’s a trickster, 

ay ‘e, an ‘e day tell ‘er she’d be locked up in the Wych-Elm an’ er’d 

only be able to use ‘er power each ‘allows eve”.  

Then Nan’d jump up an’ shriek an’ me and Gem u’d run 

around the front room. Nan loved that stuff. Me an’ Gem still tek 

‘er up to see the horror films at the pictures. 

 

No one knew the truth about them rumours an’ Tim. They come 

outta nowhere really. No one questioned it. Yo’ ‘eard about 
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Brolley? No one was told what’d actually ‘appened, but one way or 

another, it’d gorr’out that Tim Carmody was a perv. Flashed at a 

mom an’ ‘er kids, day ‘e? Mr Price sid ‘im playin’ wi’ isself with ‘is 

tie wrapped about his neck. I ‘eard ‘e was watchin’ people shit in 

the loo. I reckon the story changed every few months an’ it’d 

depend who you was talkin’ to but for the last couple ‘a years of 

school we all behaved like Tim’d done summat really vile, an’ even 

though he wor non ‘a our mates, we all acted like e’d disgraced us, 

like e’d lied, like ‘e was a traitor. For some on ‘em that disgrace 

outweighed their fear of Carrick. 

Iss odd ‘ow it ‘appens. Iss like a virus or summat. It spreads. 

Some on us’d ask a few questions about it, try an’ look like we wor 

being judgemental. But thass the power of it. Like Bella. Like 

nature tekkin’ back control. We can shrug but, we doh never totally 

shrug it off. Wyatt’d spread them rumours, med ‘im sorta criminal 

an’ med ‘im sorta contagious, an’ we all bought it.  

It was always Tim, Dave an’ Rich together, so we lumped 

‘em all in the sem way. To us they was all pervs. The rumours 

fucked ‘em all. They stuck together though. Never left each other’s 

side. An’ if someone ‘ad a truck with Dave or Rich, Tim day worry 

about standin’ up an’ that soon cooled ‘em down. Iss Carrick’s son. 

They were freaks, to be fair. They wore black an’ liked The Cure, I 
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like the Cure but they liked the borin’ bits with no words too. 

Nothin’ awful ever ‘appened. I think Dave got spat on once and 

they’d always get roughed up a bit in PE, but that was sport, wor 

it. Mostly we left ‘em alone. I remember some people sayin’, you 

doh wanna get too close to ‘em, like they’d pass it on. Silly really 

but it stuck. Even the teachers felt it I think. The way they handed 

out books. Who they chose to read. The grades they gave. It was 

better for them that the three freaks were invisible somehow. It 

was better if they day stand out or they’d infect the rest of us.  

There was two science teachers we ‘ad an’ everyone knew 

they was ‘avin’ an affair. I ‘eard ‘em once …  

“How do they expect to get on in anyway,” one said, and he 

used words like human interaction an’ social engagement an’ all 

that.   

“You’re awful, Simon,” the other said. It was always a bonus 

learnin’ your teachers fust name.  

“It’s true though isn’t it?” ‘e said. An’ they said ow they 

thought they were gays an’ ‘ow there was summat that’d fester an’ 

infest or summat.  

“I think he’s probably a homosexual, Simon,” the one said.  
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“It’s more than that from what Joyce told us and you know 

it”. 

Those two teachers always smoked at the back of the staff 

room. We ‘ad a spot just on the other side of the gulley. The birr’ a 

land that sits between the school and the park. There was a steep 

bonk an’ then a flat patch of weeds an’ dirt. They day ‘ave a clue of 

all the stuff we over’eard ‘em sayin’.  

 

It wor until we was seventeen an’ gooin’ down Turner’s that 

anyone did anythin’ about it. Years of pent up wonder an’ anger, a 

few too many pints, bein’ in a gang – just one face in a gang, the 

stupid, boyish confidence of young men – it all come together that 

night when they followed ‘im ‘ome. 

So they followed ‘im ‘ome from Turner's. Six on ‘em. The 

quickest road back was to cut through the allotments, slip up the 

gulley an’ into the estate. Thass the way ‘e went an’ thass the way 

we all went. At the end ‘a the allotments ya meet a track. It ay a 

path, iss a birr’a land where the grass doh grow no more ‘cause 

thass ‘ow we all gorr’ome. So the track dips an’ then rises an’ thass 

where you meet the gulley. Thass where they gorr’im – at the 

bottom of the dip.  
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Some on ‘em called it the rec, but it wor a rec, it was a patch 

‘a land that was always brown an’ muddy, almost a perfect square 

‘a land that sat between the flats, all grey an’ dusty, an’ the 

redbrick terraces of Sledmere. ‘E says ‘e day ‘ear ‘em but ‘e must 

‘av. Thing is with this sorta thing is you doh know if y’am being 

followed or iss just that them walkin’ the sem way, an’ if you do 

run, an’ they ay stalkin’ ya, then you’ve just med an enemy by 

thinkin’ it. We all ‘ad that from time to time. It happened to our 

Gem too. She ‘ad a massive row wi’ a wench called Kim once. 

Kim’d bin following Gem but Gem day know it was ‘er. ‘Er got 

shaken up an’ legged it. Kim thought ‘er’d dissed ‘er an’ it took us 

ages to convince ‘er it wor personal. 

Thass where they gorr’im. At the bottom of the dip. They 

talked about it in Turners for ages, showin’ off about ‘ow quickly ‘is 

nose ‘ad broken, ‘ow you could see the bruises risin’ from ‘is 

kidneys. ‘E took a proper beltin’. 

 

Tim 

So, they caught up with me an’ they kicked me feet away. They 

stood around an’ they all start stickin’ the boot in. All I could do is 

curl up an’ try an’ cover me ‘ead. I took a proper lampin’. One lad 

‘ad a grip on me ankles an’ was kickin’ at me knees. Just stampin’ 
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an’ kickin’ at me knee cap, over an’ over. One lad was puttin’ the 

boot in around me stomach an’ sides. One lad just ‘eld me face an’ 

kept poundin’ fists into it. I tried to wriggle an’ hide the soft bits 

but these guys were too many. They just kept beatin’.  

Time slowed right down. I could see each clout slowly comin’ 

but there was nothin’ I could do.  

When me an’ Dave fust ‘ad sex in Saltwells I could feel every 

second like a thousand, every thrust and touch like I was just one 

massive sensor. Time, space and senses do summat strange when 

summat important ‘appens, they make you take it in an 

hundredfold. 

I knew they all laughed about it. They don’t tell the full story 

though, I bet.  

So, I was on the floor, takin’ a kickin’ an I’m practically 

unconscious, I mean they really took it out on me. Then, summat 

happens, changes the mood like.  

“Gerr’outta it you bunch ‘a bastards. I doh care what ya think 

‘e’s done. I’ll rip ya yeds off ya shoulders”.  

So they all stop, an’ they turn, an’ they see Mick wi’ ‘a cricket 

bat, leggin’ it towards them. An’ then they leg it, an’ leave me 
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battered on the floor. So Mick picks me up, cradles me, an’ he 

carries me back to him an Nicki’s house. 

My lip was split, my nose was screwed an’ I had bruises all 

over my body. Nicki gave me a clean up, an’ she had some cream 

she said she got from Corfu that worked dead good on bruises. I 

asked Mick about it ‘cause I wasn’t sure why he wasn’t afraid, 

‘cause if they’d turned on him he could ‘a got a kickin’ too.  

“We’ve gorr’a look out for each other, ay we? There ay many 

on us about”.  

He carried me upstairs. He was a big lad. He clutched me. He 

undressed me and placed me down in the bath. I stayed with them 

for two days an’ that’s when I thought I wouldn’t go back home, 

an’ I didn’t. 

 

Carrick 

‘E’s my son, ay ‘e? But if ‘e’s a faggot I doh want ‘im under my 

roof. I’ve ‘eard the shit they was sayin’ down Turners. ‘E’s my son 

ay ‘e - I ‘eard what they did to ‘im an’ they’ll ‘ave it comin’ to ‘em. 

I’ll ‘ave a word wi’ Stan an’ see wass true fust. Then skulls’ll be 

split. 



   
 

221 

 

I know warr’I’m like. I ay clueless. I see wass ‘appenin with 

all on ‘em an’ meself. I get like this when I’ve bin on me own too 

long an’ I gerr’on the Jack. Fuck knows what our mom’d think of it. 

‘Er’d a took me up to … no, fuck it. I’d a never crossed ‘em like ‘e 

as. ‘Er was solid. Everyone loved mom.  Look at this, ‘er ‘ad a saft 

sense humour an’ ‘er knew ‘ow to kip an ‘ouse gooin’. Yo’ ‘ad tay 

time round the table then. Everyone did. Look at this - thass ‘er old 

recipe sheet. 

Ivy’s Fittle: 

Groarty Dick 

Soak your groarts the night before - one cup on them will do. Cut 

up an onion and a Leek. Chop your meat - cheek, belly or shin. Or 

just have the groarts, it doh matter. Stick it all in a stewing pot. 

Pop it in oven for a day. 

Tongue 

Tek your tongues from out the pickle. Give them a soak and sift off 

the muck. Boil them up for the morning with a few cloves and 

some cuts. Kip the boiling licka for broths. 

Gray Pays and Bacon 
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Soak your pays in water overnight - a cup on them will do. Boil 

them up for a day. Cut your bacon and fry it in your lard (not 

butter, you doh have butter with bacon). Add the bacon and the 

licka to the pays. 

 

I’ll jump in the cut, I ay bothered. No one wants me around now 

anyroad. There ay room now for an old steelman, an’ an old 

catholic. Iss Irish in these veins. I cor blame ‘em if them right 

about ‘im bein’ a queer, I’d a gid ‘im a kickin an’ all. I know, I’ve 

bin on the Jack an’ our wench is on nights.  

Burr’is our kid too, our Tim. Fuck! ‘E’s lost to us now, ay ‘e? 

I’ll jump in the cut. Yo’ wait. Watch the central news in the 

mornin’. My mom, rest ‘er soul, ‘er warned me about it. Said ‘e 

was on ‘is own a lot. Said ‘e was watchin’ them vampire films a lot.  

Whataboutya, Carrick. Keep a savage eye on him, Carrick, 

it’s unnatural. Fierce. Would you look at his hair.   

Ivy’s Fittle:  

Spring Pluck 

Get a lamb’s pluck and boil it. Kip the boiling licka for broths. Cut 

the pluck up handsome. Fry it up with lard (or butter on a 

Sunday). Add some of your larder licka.  



   
 

223 

 

Pettitoes 

Get your pigs feet, heart and liver and boil them. After about 10 

minutes tek the heart and liver out and mince them small. Stick 

them back in. Add flour and some lard (or butter on a Sunday) to 

thick it up. Have it with fried onion and bread. Kip your stewing 

licka for broths.  

Cow Heel 

Boil your cow heel and cut it up handsome. Dip the bits in egg and 

breadcrumbs. Fry them. Kip your stewing licka for broths. 

 

Nah, it’ll be them that gerr’it. Mom was solid burr ’er’d tell yo’ too. 

No one teks down a Carmody. No fucker. An’ I know, I’ve bin on 

the Jack all night, ay I? But them lads berra watch it. That Mick 

better watch it - ‘e knows summat. I tell ya. I’ve teken bigger men 

an’ more on ‘em an’ all.  

 

Bella 

It’s hard to be clear when you’re dead. Nothing holds in the same 

way. It’s hard. I recall the smell of pig shit and how it slugs at my 

throat. When I lived I could get that smell in a mood. When the 

mood was right, I could smell it and every organ in me would flex 

and shiver. When there was a bad mood. That rank stench and 
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body quiver – I’ll never know where it came from or how it 

mustered so much feeling. That’s what it’s like now. My life is held 

in rushes of smells and the moods that flood with each sniff. 

Memory is difficult when you’re dead.  

Mom married Dad when I was still inside her. He worked 

days and she worked nights, so it was me and Nan. Me and Nan 

pulled potatoes in the field. She made the best chips around. 

Potatoes and pig shit. Sweat and soil. You would gag on it, and like 

the gag too, sometimes. I learned to like Dad’s belt too, 

sometimes. Mom normally liked it for me. There’s no pain out here 

in the woods. Just the spasms of smelling things. Memory is 

difficult and these spasms are like tears – they soothe and soil. 

Dad had one leg. They cut it off in the trench. That cut saved 

the rest of him. He screams sometimes, he can still feel it. That’s 

what you do too. When you wander in to Saltwells looking for the 

Wych-Elm, chasing rumours and that empty stomach feeling, you 

find the bit they cut away. You call me Bella. 

Memory is difficult but I see like cut crystal. I see you when 

you wander in. That brown skinned boy, he is terrified. Skinny 

limbs shivering. Sweat pearled over flesh. Deep brown eyes bold 

and wide. He breathes in gasps through a wide mouth. I don’t 

know if he saw me but he froze. He froze at the Wych-Elm. Just 
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stared. Stared straight through me. He was stiff. Then he collapses 

– slumped at the trunk. I stood and looked over him. I took in 

every pore of him. Then those older guys came and grabbed him 

and pulled him away. The oldest was strong. The oldest seemed to 

know more. He could see something of me. He said, Doh look, doh 

look at ‘er. They carried him away in a rush. 

 

Joyce 

I was never a part of their gang really. Just kind of loomed about. I 

wanted to be with Yvonne. I wanted to be just like her. That meant 

leaning against the fence and having a fag, rolling your eyes at the 

ones that were still ‘playing’. I had to learn how to get her but I 

was a fast learner. That’s the way of it. That’s how I was at school, 

that’s how I carried on being. All I had to do was pick out the bits 

she wanted to keep in Eric and the others and get rid of the rest. 

All I had to do was kind of method act it. It took a few weeks. No 

real hardship.  

I’d taken some of Dad’s cigarettes. I gave her a Camel.  

“Y’am alright, yow am, Joyce,” She said. “D’ya fancy gooin’ 

to the outdoor at The Bull. My old mon always sends us with a bob 

for ‘is Mild so they know me”.  
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I nodded and followed and tried to shrug and be with it.  

“Iss onny down rode theya. We can come back ‘ere an’ ‘ave a 

sup. Saves us pitherin’ about with this lot”. 

Off we went, through the patchwork of red bricks to The Bull. 

I stood on the corner and Yvonne went to the latch to pick up a 

jug.  

Some drunk past by, saying What yo’ doin’ theya on the 

corner? Yo’ look like yo’m workin’ under the clock. I had no idea 

what he meant then. 

The Cinder Bank lot were different. Yvonne was different 

again. I’d given her a Camel and done my best to be cool.  

“Yo’ doh say much, Joyce, ay? Thass cool”.  

Back at the church we drank the Mild. Yvonne swigged at it 

and I tried too. She was lovely. Tall, blonde, hair short-trimmed 

around her face. She was pale, skinny – blue eyes would splinter 

you.  

“Wass it like at a wenches school? I know them all tek the 

piss but really, wass it like?”  

“It’s okay, as good as school can be”.  
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“I know, ar. Ours is alright. I cor wait to gerr’out though. I ay 

like them. Warram the other wenches like?”  

“I’m not like them either. Most of them had a bob on them”, 

I said. “Faces like a fourpenny hock.” She laughed her head off at 

that. Smiled at me. I’d heard my auntie say it about mom. You’d 

freeze in Yvonne’s smile. She was lovely. We weren’t like them.  

We became untouchable. Whenever we had anything to say 

we whispered it. It was cool. You really had to listen to hear what 

we said. That was never much, though, we said more with a raised 

eyebrow and an exhale of smoke than with sentences. We were 

cool and it was just me and her. 

Even all those years later I wanted to be untouchable. All 

those years later I was still outside of it all. It had happened a few 

times at school. A few times growing up and as a teacher. 

Something got stuck in me when I was faced with that stuff. You 

know, sex stuff. Something needed addressing. I’m sorry. 

Something needed rebalance. And it needed to be kept away from 

me. 

Yvonne 

I was always bored. Mom and Dad never bothered so I never 

bothered with them. Eric and Ernie were dickheads an’ the others 
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was just kids. I ‘ad to look after our bab most afternoons. I cor 

remember ‘ow Joyce joined in. ‘Er was different an’ I sid straight 

off ‘ow ‘er looked at me. ‘Er ‘ad nice shoes an’ a way of spaykin’. I 

lerr’er in.  

“Y’am alright, yo’ am, Joyce,” I said. Yo’ shoulda sid ‘er face. 

‘Er went red in the cheeks, ‘er did. ‘Er wanted summat different 

too. I started tellin’ ‘er about Johnny Cash an’ me plans fer life in 

America.  

“I would just love that,” ‘Er said. ‘Er gid me ‘er fags, ‘er could 

never smoke ‘em proper anyroad. 

‘Er ‘ad a look about ‘er, Joyce did. ‘Er was unsure. ‘Er’d never 

bin down Saltwells. Never bin to the Outdoor or ‘ad a drink. Every 

now an’ then ‘er tried to be like us, tried to spake it, like. ‘Er liked 

skippin’ an’ ‘er knew stuff about plants. ‘Er ‘ad a paleness about 

‘er. I was gonna colour ‘er.  

I sid at school ‘ow standin’ off a bit worked. Med people a bit 

worried, a bit protective, a bit more willin’. Joyce was the sem. 

Them all the sem. They’d do stuff. Anything. I’d sid it with Phyllis 

Dietrichson at the pictures when er says to the insurance bloke 

there’s a speed limit in this state, Mr Neff. Yo’ ay even gotta 

promise ‘em nothin’. The fust time I gid ‘er a hug ‘er cheeks went 
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red too - ‘er cowered a little. I walked home wi’ me shoulders back. 

‘Er cousin ‘ad said they was poshos. ‘Er dad ‘ad a car. It only took 

Yes Mrs Wyatt and thanks Mr Wyatt a few times. Charm. It only 

took me a little smile, the odd hug - ‘er was charmed. ‘Er got me 

an LP from Bilston Market one time. They took me swimmin’, let 

me use ‘er mom’s bike. ‘Er was in my palm. 

 

Michelle 

Our last year in sixth form was Miss Wyatt’s last year too, but ‘er 

should’a retired before, ‘er should. She was old. Older than all of 

‘em. All teachers am old when y’am thar’age but Wyatt was dead 

old, I mean ‘er coulda bin found on a dig at Dudley Castle. ‘Er 

looked sorta skellington-like too. Tim’d grown up quite ‘ard, like ‘is 

Dad. ‘E was sorta gaunt lookin’ but all muscle an’ sinew. ‘E’d a 

knocked ‘er ‘ed off ‘er shoulders if ‘e’d a caught ‘er. 

Wyatt was a fossil. ‘Er was in a perfect place, ‘round ‘ere. We 

built all this on Fossils. Underneath the council houses. Buried 

under Hingley’s factory. Deep down beneath the tarmac, the 

foundations, the brick an’ ores. Fossils. The bloody coat of arms is 

a bloody trilobite, ay it. See the earth under all this modern stuff is 

hundreds of millions of years old. Weem built on the clay and the 

lime that used to be home to reefs an’ full of giant insects. It was 
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pure survival back then. Fuck an’ eat your way through life – it doh 

matter who or what. All these bugs got caught up in the claggy 

minerals and dried out. Iss all over. Iss all over the place. It gets 

into the water. It sits just below. Iss the roots of us. Iss where we 

all goo back to. 

 

Tim’d lost some a’ the blackness now we was older. ‘E’d bin away 

so e’d lost the coke in ‘is voice an’ all. ‘E day look as pale. ‘E was 

still odd. Still odd lookin’. ‘Is cheek bones looked like they’d pierce 

‘is skin. ‘Is eyes were sunken - deep brown. ‘E was always 

fidgettin’, checkin’ ‘is honds, iverrin’ about to see who was lookin’. 

‘E’d start talkin’, an’ you’d see ‘is eyes twitchin’. ‘E wor nervous. 

Never sure who ‘e was lookin’ for.  

 

Tim 

I wor scared. But I ‘ad to get away, even if it was just to the Lye, 

so I could properly be myself. Far enough away so it was safe to 

come out. Close enough so that I could look back too. Somewhere 

between safe and unsafe. 

So after I got the kickin’. An’ after stayin’ with Mick an’ Nicki, 

I didn’t go back home. Mick said he had two week off work so I 

could kip down there when they were in Malaga. An’ when they 
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were back, if I hadn’t sorted anythin’ out, then he had an old lorry 

cabin down the industrial estate near the Lye.  

“Iss the sort we use on long hauls, mate,” Mick said. “So, iss 

basically a caravan. You’ve gorra bed an’ a little camp stove”. 

It wasn’t a caravan, I stayed in there for six weeks. It turned 

out alright for pullin’. The Lye is full ‘a three things, Pakis, bikers 

an slags. 

 

Michelle 

For someone as odd as Tim, an’ for someone who’d bin through the 

wringer like ‘im, ‘e day ‘alf ‘av some attitude to people who was 

different. The old’uns were like it, but you could get that, they day 

know ‘ow to be different, an’ they day know ‘ow to deal wi’ change. 

An’ they were freaks. Not freaks like Tim an’ that - freaks who day 

know they was. So when the factories got closed, an’ they day ‘av 

nothin’, an’ no one seemed to wanna ‘elp, an’ the social club got 

boarded up ‘cause no one was suppin’, an loads ‘a people on the 

‘ousin’ list got screwed cause the council ‘ouses got sold, but Sid 

was drivin’ a BMW, it was all the fault ‘a the pakis, wor it? I always 

knew it wor that simple but the Enoch Powell sorts was gerrin’ big 

numbers ‘round ‘ere again, an’ I know they love you to buy a 

scapegoat. Any road, we was mates wi’ Shahid, an’ there was 
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Faisal an’ Dipak an’ the ‘alf-caste kid wi’ the spaz legs. I doh say 

‘alf-caste an spaz anymore, but it used to be a shop, The Spastics 

did. We gorr’on wi’ it mainly, we wor saints, an’ they was different 

than us, but we gorr’on wi’ it. Tim day ‘av an excuse for being that 

way. 

There wor no real reason for ‘im to not goo home, for ‘im to 

sort of live out theya. I s’pose Carrick wouln’t ‘av liked it much. But 

‘e wor thick, ‘e couln’t ‘ave not ‘eard all the stories, so ‘e must’ve 

ignored ‘em, ‘an you gorr’a ask why then, doh ya? I doh think 

anyone ‘ad the guts to tell the full story to him. See Carrick could 

be a cunt. ‘E was a drunk an’ a fighter, an’ ‘e’d bin inside. But ‘e 

was loyal an’ family was everythin’. I bet our Grandad’d said 

summat to ‘im. No one ‘ad the full story, mind. ‘E wouln’t of bin 

‘appy about Tim an’ the pornos an’ the boys. ‘E’d probably ‘ave 

gorra lampin’ for it. But nothin’ more than that. Maybe Carrick just 

day wanna admit it an’ if ‘e day do nothin’, nothin’ was outta place. 

After the kickin’, thass when Carrick turned in on ‘imself. ‘E 

was ‘ard, an’ you ‘ad to be a bit careful. But ‘e was sound too.  

“Always gets a pint in,” Granddad said. “An’ I remember 

when ‘e dug the allotments out for Bernard and Trev – they ‘ad to 

force ‘im to ‘ave that twenty quid an’ ‘e only went an’ shared it out 

in Pardoe’s anyroad”.  
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‘E wor never talkative, like, but ‘e day look miserable or 

nothin’. You’d ‘ave to watch your step with ‘im ‘cause ‘e’d tek 

offense an’ that’d be it. ‘E’d gerr’is round in an’ there’d be some 

small talk, an’ ‘e was good to know ‘cause ‘e sid everyone ‘e knew 

as a friend of the family, an’ in some ways we all wanted to be 

introduced as friends’ of the Carmodys. But ‘e went in on ‘isself 

when Tim got lamped. ‘E wor the sem.  

“‘E’s took ‘is eggs to a fine market,” Grandad said. “Young 

Carmody, lef ‘is old mon between a rock an’ a ‘ard place. ‘Ows ‘e 

s’posed to act?” 

‘E wor never talkative but even chitchat stopped.  

“‘E doh talk with yo’ no more, ‘e talks at yo’. Sorta lamps yo’ 

with ‘e’s stories. ‘E’s all bark now, Carrick is”.  

‘E blamed us all, includin’ Tim. See, ‘e day know the truth an’ 

I think somewhere in ‘is ‘ead ‘e wanted to clout the fuck out of the 

lads who’d took Tim down, but ‘e couln’t, ‘cause Tim an’t come 

‘ome, an’ thass a coward’s way for Carrick, an’ it meant mebe 

there was a reason for ‘im runnin’ off. So, Carrick wanted to knock 

the sin out of ‘is son too. But ‘e wanted ‘im back too. An’ ‘e wanted 

revenge but ‘e day know who to gi’ it to. When ‘e ‘ad too much to 

drink ‘e’d tell tall tales of wenchin’, fightin’, money. We’d all ‘eard 
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‘em, an’ ‘e was too drunk to end any story so ‘e’d just keep sayin’ 

the sem thing over an’ over as if repeatin’ would ‘elp you realise ‘is 

point.  

“I gid ‘im a fish ‘ook, I did, ar, gid ‘im a fish ‘ook, ripped ‘is 

cheek up to ‘is lug ‘ole, I gid ‘im a fish ‘ook”.  

Gem called ‘em Lager stories – the more Lager, the larger 

the story. S’pose ‘e wanted to save face, but ‘e day know fully 

what ‘e was savin’ it from. ‘E was lost – that ay as simple as it 

sounds, ‘cause you lose summat an’ iss sort of in your control an’ 

out of it too. If you lose yourself or get yourself lost, well, ‘ow’d 

you get unlost, ow’d you re-find? Carrick’d become a drag thug. 

Mebe weem all drag versions of ourselves. Mebe weem all lost.      

 

Tim 

I had all sorts back at the truck stop, that’s what I called it. Big 

men, old men, all sorts, an’ sometimes more than one, an’ 

sometimes it’d be like a little show, with them all around watchin. 

It was just off the main road, so the traffic would be gettin’ 

on with its usual business, an’ McDonalds an’ the BP Garage 

carried on the day to day. Just off the main road was a track, 

lightless, cut off with a thick, rusty chain an’ padlock. About a 
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hundred meters down was the yard, a tippin’ ground for unwanted 

tat. Piles of brittle exhaust pipes sat next to moss covered fridges, 

next to mounds of black, torn tyres and towers of moulding pallets. 

All this tat, neatly arranged. Then the truck cab. My truck stop. 

There was a pub up the road from the truck stop where the 

bikers hung out. Mick ‘ad introduced me when they came home 

from holiday. That’s how they knew what I was like. ‘Cause Mick 

was too. Most ‘a the bikers were just bikers, a solid group that’d 

nod hello an’ how do, pay their round at the bar, an’ watch your 

back as good as me Dad would. But some ‘a the bikers were just 

dressed like it, you could tell which ‘cause they didn’t have wear 

an’ tear on their boots an’ jackets. That’s when I learned about The 

Leathers. They taught me things. 

See, The Leathers had gestures an’ symbols, an’ you had to 

learn ‘em. Me an’ Dave had picked some of ‘em up from the toilet 

traders. The same rules applied with this lot. You day just come 

out an’ say it. A carefully placed handkerchief, a particular colour, 

pokin’ out of a specific pocket, that’d tell you all you needed to 

know.  You needed a decent memory, mind, the whole hanky code 

was complicated, I mean the gays ay just gonna have one shade of 

blue an’ one shade of green, am they? If you wor careful you’d be 

in for a proper surprise too – confuse lavender with magenta and 
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you’d confuse drag with armpit fetish – not an easy ask in the 

corner of a dark pub. I was still a tourist then, most of ‘em got 

that, most of ‘em enjoyed it. I guess I still am really. 

It’s more about a particular mood, a particular and peculiar 

sense. I don’t want to end up in clubs like The Nightingale or 

Gorgeous, gettin’ off with a twink while his girls from the salon 

giggle, ‘cause iss nice to be out wi’ the gays ay it, Trace, safe ay it. 

Eh, watch that dike, Trace, ‘ers gorran’ eye on ya. 

I don’t want that. Don’t want Disney Gay. Safe for the 

families. I want the accidental catchin’ of a bloke tekkin’ the 

shortcut past the bins, the lad who’s parked up on the brown land 

where the chimneys used to pump four moons into the air. Iss 

more than just being gay, iss a gay that could only come from 

where we do. 

Maybe it’s self mythologisin’, but what I’m gerrin’ at ‘as a 

point. It’s easier to be gay now, they can ‘av weddins’ an’ adopt 

kids an everythin’. But with me, an’ probably a lot ‘a the others 

too,  we day want that. There’s a joy in the hidden, a love of bein’ 

off-kilter, it wor necessarily swingin’ an’ not settlin’ down but it wor 

based around suburbs an’ all that. It doh ‘av any pink pounds in it, 

an’ in a big way, that meks all the difference. 
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See, the Leathers had wives. They had kids an’ cars an’ jobs, 

well some of them did. It was different down in the Lye. We’d get 

chattin’ an’ we’d have a few drinks, sometimes just two of us, 

sometimes a whole lot of us. We’d head back to the truckstop or 

we’d head over to the viaduct. Most people don’t know but there’s 

a cut off down Grayling Road that’d take you down an’ past the 

Stour an’ onto a bit a land, just behind the houses, where they’d 

be tuckin’ their kids in to bed. We’d find ourselves through a 

thicket of hawthorn, down a steep bank an’ into a little 

openin’.  Kids had made tree houses in the day. I sucked the fat 

cock of a fat Triumph rider by night. 

 

Michelle 

The bikers down Lye an’ Quarry Bank were a big deal, they was 

great to get pissed with an’ you’d ‘av great fun wi’ their heavy 

metal nights at The Lamp. Every now an’ then you’d see a bikers 

funeral. You’d ‘ear it fust – the low roar of slow movin’ Triumphs. 

There was never any less than ten bikes in the procession, but 

mostly up in the twenties. It was a sight you day forget, an’ it day 

get less impressive each time it ‘appened either.  

“They stick together them lot, meks ya wanna weep,” Nan’d 

say. “Yower Dad was a biker, Gem. ‘E’d goo from Wolverhampton 
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to Bridgnorth on one ‘ar’em low rider ones. Think they did it in 

fifteen minutes once too, bloody nutters”.  

There were certain rituals bikers did, they day spake much, 

well, they day say ‘ow they felt, but a big bike parade to send 

someone off and a row of bandana crested ‘eads bowed at church, 

that said more ‘bout ‘ow they felt.  

 

The Wench behind the bar of Turner’s was a biker, she used to be 

a whore. ‘Er day talk about it. Why would you? But some of the old 

timers in Turner’s u’d tell ya when they got drunk ‘ow ‘er used to 

turn tricks on the Hagley Road. Couple a bob a goo. Now, some of 

the old timers’d also tell you ‘ow another wench on the game was 

Bella. ‘Er was a favorite of some of ‘em an’ they noticed when ‘er 

went missin’. I asked the landlady once when I got drunk enough 

to think it was alright.  

“Doh believe all you ‘ear, them lot ay got anythin’ better to 

think on. Mind you, I wouln’t get werritin’ about Bella an’ them 

woods, summats stuck in theya.”  

I day ‘av no truck wi’ that story really though. I mean, if 

you’d killed a prossie down on the Hagley road, you ay gonna carry 

‘er back to Netherton, am ya? You’d stick ‘er in the Clent ‘ills, 

wouln’t ya? I needed to know an’ I collected these stories. 
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Dave 

See the crank ‘s useful at fust, but yo’ soon find yo’self awake for 

too long. I doh think I can mek it out to the drop in centre. I’m just 

too cold. My limbs. Every joint. I fuckin’ creak just sittin’ still. Just 

off the main road was a sort of driveway, cut off by a rusty chain. 

There was loads of tat. Machine parts an’ old pipes an’ rotten 

plasterboards. I went down an’ hid in the corner. I was gonna get 

the fucker. That blister on me back ‘s gonna pop, iss pussin’ ‘E’d 

left. I day know ‘e wor dead. At the one end was a lorry cabin. 

Thass where ‘e was. ‘E was theya with some little twink - messin’ 

with each other. I ay bin to the bathhouse for a wik or two. I‘m 

outta money. My feet wo’ tek me theya - these jitters an’ feelin’ 

hot an’ cold an’ I doh know if I’m awake sometimes. Just at the 

back of the shop in Heathtown - I pay for the cubicle, the punters 

pay for me. Iss mucky but … I’d tell ‘im. I was sat on a pile a 

corrugated tiles, damp an’ covered in moss. I’d tell ‘im. Doh yo’ 

remember back at school, it was only ever us. Day yo’ ever think. 

Tim, we ‘ad summat. The real thing. We could ‘ave gone away 

together. I thought it meant summat. I was just a prop up to ya, 

wor I? Now you’ve plopped me down. Yo’ should see ‘ow they look 

at me. I cor goo down Turner’s or the ‘ope. I’m locked out. Yo’ did 

this. We ‘ad summat. It wor just that once. Doh yo’ remember? 
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‘Oldin’ ‘onds through the woods? Huggin’? Bein’ together. Proper 

together. I’d sin gays on the miner’s march. It’s  turnin’ around. 

Jesus, Tim. I love yo’. What are yo’ runnin’ from? From the outside 

the bathhouse was just a paki shop but when yo’m in the know yo’ 

goo through the curtains at the back, an’ yo’m in a space wi’ a few 

little rooms, med up of MDF, there’s a lightbulb, tarpaulin an’ a 

sink. These fuckin’ shivers - Tomo owes me - ‘e pissed all over my 

blanket. Tim finished that guy off an’ I went over.    

“I’m spent kid, iss no good waitin’”. ‘E said. But then he sid 

me. “Wass’up, Dave, iss bin ages”.  

“No one knew where yow’d bin, Tim,” I said. I screamed 

arr’im. “We day ‘ave a clue”, it didn’t goo to plan. The puss, iss like 

mustard, it stinks. My jaw. My teeth. I need to sleep. I wanted to 

win ‘im over. I went right up to ‘is face an’ raised my fist. “Yow doh 

know what you’ve done to me, Tim, you cunt!”  

Joyce 

I needed things in their place. Tim needed something as 

punishment. But I needed to keep myself out of it all too. Simon 

taught Chemistry and he’d only finished uni about three months 

before. He was a kid himself and like a kid he loved to gossip. I’d 

heard him with the PE teachers at the Christmas meal. I’d seen 
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him with Miss Simmonds on their cigarette break. Rumours would 

spread. All I had to do was accidently leave my logbook out on the 

desk, open at that day’s page. He’d come and get registers for 

year nine and I’d turn my back on him for a minute too long. 

Simon saw the entry - the stuff about Tim and the magazine and 

the toilets. I’d set it out perfectly - just enough detail to taint the 

boy, enough to make a mark and enough gaps to let the hearsay 

spread. It was safer dealing with it this way. I didn’t want Carrick 

Carmody up here. I didn’t want anything touching me. Nothing that 

close. Nothing that might second guess, raise an eyebrow. I’m 

sorry. I still get it now. Closing up like I have is addictive. 

   

Me and Yvonne were the queens of the gang and no one else 

bothered to challenge it. Most nights were the same really. We met 

up on Cinder Bank, hung about at St Andrew’s cemetery for a bit 

then walked down Lodge Hill Farm and into Saltwells. We got into a 

habit of walking around, smoking, sometimes drinking. The others 

would run off ahead, mucking around while me and Yvonne 

strutted along.  

“We’ll get a little place together,” I said. “When we finish 

school”. 
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“In America, Joyce. Get outta this dump an’ get to where iss 

‘appenin’.” 

“And you can marry Johnny Cash.” 

“Ar. Thass it. An’ I’ll ‘ave ‘is babbies an’ we’ll drink 

milkshakes an’ there wo’ be any piece work for us”. 

“Too right, Yvonne”. 

  

We started spending more and more time away from Ernie and the 

others. We’d hold back and let them play about. That’s when we 

became more. We were only about fourteen but we spent so much 

time planning, and seriously planning too.  

“We’ll breeze the exams,” I told her. “I can help you with the 

science ones. Mom and Dad’ll help with the sewing and stuff. Then 

we can get teaching jobs in Chicago, New York, Boston, 

Washington. And we can move around every few years”. 

“An’ we’ll stick together wo’ we, Joyce? An’ we’ll be the fust 

ones to ‘ear the new music an’ goo to the roundhouse.” 

“And marry a couple of writers or journalists or filmmakers”. 
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“Ar, an’ live next door an’ on Satdees we’ll tek the babbies to 

Coney Island”. 

It all sounds like childish girl talk but we were serious at the 

time. Looking back now, it wouldn’t have been that difficult to do. 

It still isn’t, I suppose.  

“It’ll be yo’ and me, our Joyce. Out theya in New Orleans. 

Tharr’ll gi’ ‘em a cog knowler to chew on. Wo’ it? We’ll gerr’a little 

apartment, Joyce, eh? Work in a high school. Eat Creole Stew. Ar, 

no more pieces a licka for tay. The American dream”.  

She’d started giving me a hug goodnight. She’d walk me 

back to the Dudley bus stop and wait with me. She’d fling her arms 

around my neck and squeeze.  

“Tara’abit, bab”. 

Yvonne came over to mine a few times for tea. We never 

went to hers.  

“Dad works shifts and we cor wake ‘im and them bastards 

anyway”. She always said. 

My Mom and Dad let her stay the night a few times. They 

loved her. You wouldn’t have thought it really, being the coolest 
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and most rock and roll of all of us, but she knew how to turn it on 

and off. She knew how to be the best girl in front of parents.  

“Thank you, Mrs Wyatt. That’s a lovely necklace, Mrs Wyatt”.  

She was smart too which helped. My parents knew Cinder 

Bank, and there were loads of people who knew us so they felt 

safe with that. Yvonne knew how to be polite and could talk about 

school and stuff. She had plans, like me, my parents liked that.  

Mom worked nights so only really saw Yvonne on a Sunday, 

after she’d stopped the night. We had breakfast and then we 

dropped her back before church. The rest of the time it was us and 

Dad.  

“It’s good to see you again, Yvonne,” Dad said. “I’m heading 

out to get some wild garlic down on the common”. He gave me a 

wink “There’s a trout in the larder I caught yesterday. Help 

yourself”.  

“Thanks Mr Wyatt,” Yvonne said. We both gave him a little 

smirk. He smiled back. 

“Maybe the three of us can go out sometime, eh? We’ll show 

you what we can do, Yvonne?” 
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Dad was lovely. He knew I still wanted to collect berries and duck 

eggs with him, but he knew I was a different sort of Joyce when 

Yvonne was around. He was great. He got it. He’d make us tea and 

stuff but that was that.       

We spent less and less time with the gang. We used to spend 

a few nights down in Netherton and then a few at mine in Penn. I 

think she liked it at ours. Mom would always do sausage and mash 

or cottage pie. She loved being the host. Dad liked to see me with 

a friend. She’d stop over on a Friday night and stay to watch Big 

Daddy and Giant Haystacks on the TV on Saturday. Like I said, we 

spent a lot of time planning. We had a massive scrapbook of our 

plans. Cut outs from magazines and catalogues and all our 

scribbles about what we were going to do. Mom and Dad just 

laughed but we were deadly serious. It didn’t last that long and it 

never worked out. 

Dad used to take me to Bilston Market. I loved it there. It 

was always full of people rushing about and hollering to each 

other. It looked crazy. People looked crazed. But if you knew it, 

you knew. Between the charge and scrum of shoppers you’d see 

the quick pat on the back, rub on the arm, handshake. If you cut 

through the sounds you could break up the shouts between 
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Tuppence for ya opples, tuppence fer ya pears, and, ‘Ow do Frank, 

your Rose back on ‘er feet? I got a Johnny Cash LP for Yvonne.  

“Joyce! Bloody ‘ell Bab! I love it, iss great, that”.  

That’s the first time she kissed me. A hug and a quick peck 

on the cheek. That little giggle.  

“Happy Birthday, Yvonne”. I said.  

“Cheers Bab. Weem really gonna do this, ay we? We ay like 

the rest on ‘em, am we? Yo’m great”. 

    I knew what she meant. The rest were mates - muckers. We 

were different. She’d only ever hugged me before. 

I sort of grew out of the foraging stuff with dad. 

 

Yvonne 

I did love that Johnny Cash LP. I felt a little stomach turn on that. I 

did hug ‘er proper that day. I was med up. Thing is, ‘er wor on the 

level. I’d sin Mom an’ Nan an’ me sister just doin’ the sem old shit 

over an’ over. Like if yo’m born on Cinder Bank yo’ ay got no 

choice. I s’pose this was trainin, in a way. An’ I s’pose if ‘er could 

gerr’us to America I’d lerr’er. I was gerr’in out. Joyce’d teach us 
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‘ow to hold my knife an’ fork an’ tell us about the stuff at the 

wenches school then I’d gerr’out.  

I day feel good all the time. Iss a strange feelin’. Yo’ sorta 

feel a tickle from it an’ yo’ cor separate the thrill from the guilt. Mr 

an’ Mrs Wyatt was dead nice. Generous. 

It was a beautiful day when we went to the Stourton Lido. I’d 

bin out in the yard a few days before an’ I was lookin’ good. 

Sunkissed. There was only me in a bikini an’ I sid the dads all 

lookin’, an’ I sid Joyce see the dads too. People care when yo’ doh 

care. It was fun, doh get me wrong. ‘Er was a nice wench an’ they 

was a nice family. Nice ay gettin’ the babby a new bonnet. Yo’ve 

gotta kip an eye on the aim.  Be like Margot Shelby in Decoy. I’d 

sid ‘ow ‘er looked up at me. 

Eric was talkin’ to me once. 

“I thought maybe me an’ yo’ could, yo’ know, if yo’ want,” ‘e 

said. I just looked arr’im. Raised my eyebrow. I giggled a little but 

I was ‘opin’ tharr’d purr’im off.  

“She doesn’t want to,” Joyce told ‘im. ‘Er just stepped in. It 

gets to yo’ that does. Feels good. Yo’ wanna see ‘ow much yo’ can 

bend it.   
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Tim 

Dave’d come an’ found me one night, down the truck stop. Said 

he’d bumped into Nicki and Mick. I was busy, you know. I think 

there was me an’ another fella who wanted me to fuck him, kept 

sayin’ he wasn’t gay, an’ was married, an’ just did it sometimes. I 

wasn’t bothered, he looked like Mickey Rourke. I saw this guy 

watchin’ us from out near the big pile of railway sleepers. That 

wasn’t that odd, people did that sometimes. But this guy stuck 

around after Mickey Rourke had gone. He just sat there.  

“I’m spent kid, iss no good waitin’,” I shouted. Then he came 

up to the cab. It was Dave. ‘E was shiverin’, snivelin’. I called out 

to him.  

“Wass’up, Dave, iss bin ages”.  

“No one knew where yow’d bin, Tim,” He screamed. “We day 

‘ave a clue”.  

He came right up to my face and raised his fist. He was in 

bits.  

“Yow doh know what you’ve done to me, Tim, you cunt!”  

Then he legged it. That’s the last time I saw him. I didn’t 

give him much thought around that time an’ I wasn’t too bothered. 
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All that was in the past an’ I’d moved on. I could do with another 

chance at it really. 

I’d been stayin’ at the truck stop for about five weeks, an’ I’d 

settled in to this little life. These people loved a good fuck but they 

were tender, decent people too. They’d say ‘ow am ya bab? You 

eatin’ alright? Our Sylv’s gorr ‘er stew extra for ya, our kid, an’ ‘ers 

fixed ya jumper up, an all. They were a tight bunch, an’ they’d 

introduce you to all sorts, other Bikers in Wolves or Telford. So 

you’d always be chattin’ with the cousin of a mate or someone who 

knew Mick when they went ‘round Scotland in the sixties.  

One night a chap we called Welsh John led me through to the 

back room an’ there she was. She didn’t see me straight off, she 

was chattin’ with a couple of others. Then she did that thing people 

do – she looked down at her glass an’ moved her hair to one side, 

an’ as she did her eyes caught mine for a second, she looked away 

then looked back, then pretended she hadn’t seen me. But I kept 

lookin’ an’ about five seconds after she looked again. 

I wanted to pull ‘er apart, but I day. Part of me was froze. 

Part of me knew that if Miss Wyatt ‘ad med it to this pub in Lye, 

and med it in biker gear then ‘er knew some people who wouldn’t 

want me smashin’ ‘er in the face. An’ ‘er would’ve known the sem 

too.  



   
 

250 

 

Now that she’d seen me an’ she knew that I knew we’d both 

seen each other, there was no ignorin’ it. She finished up her 

chattin’ with the others then came over.  

“I hadn’t expected to see anyone from school in this place”, 

she said.  

“You’ve got a nerve comin’ to this pub,” I told ‘er. “An’ 

another nerve to talk with me”. 

Her left hand, just on the knuckle, ‘ad the stretched, pale 

plastic look of scar tissue. 

“Cigarette? Pint?” 

“That’s the least you can do.” 

It wor a beer garden, it was a six by six patch of land with a 

bunch ‘a broken pavin’ stones as a patio an’ a wooden bench that’d 

creak under anyone’s weight. A rusted caravan an’ a wet mattress 

dumped in the corner. Like the garden at Turners, but at least the 

wench behind the bar ‘ad built a sort ‘a bus shelter. No one needed 

a beer garden then though, the cunts ‘adn’t stopped us smokin’ 

everywhere back then. 

The bikers pub was built for us really. I liked those old man’s 

pubs too though, especially  on an afternoon. Loads a people find 
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‘em depressin’ but I doh. Them old men ‘ave summat blue about 

‘em but they’ve made the pub lounge a sorta sanctuary. Doh 

forget, they’re freaks, a bit like me I s’pose. But they’re proper 

freaks, no pretendin’, they doh even know ‘ow strange they are. 

They’d get upset out of nothin’. Spend ages talkin’ about their 

teas. Their laughter sounds like a train breakin’.  

I remember one old timer in Turner’s once, ‘e’d ‘ad a fall an’ 

‘is face was all cut up, an’ ‘e was cryin’. 

“Ah use to be one of the ‘ardest men in Dudley”. That’s all ‘e 

said. That’s all ‘e ‘ad. ‘E was in bits about it. “Ah use to be one of 

the ‘ardest men in Dudley,” ‘e just kept sayin’ it. ‘E’s creased face 

an’ bloodshot eyes, ‘e’s twitichin’ lip, ‘e’s furrowed brow - looked 

liked ‘e’d lost everythin’. There’s a lot of it ‘round ‘ere. Men who 

day figure out what to be next when the windows started gerrin 

boarded up an’ the rules changed.  

You’d hear ‘em say faggot or Nigger or chinky but they never 

bothered no one about it as long as you day bother them with it. It 

ay perfect but …   

They’re nothing like me, but it’s easy here. I nod an’ say 

hello. They nod back. We’re not the same people but it’s manners 

before morals. 
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The bikers pub was best, mind. We were completely safe 

there. 

 

“I think I owe you an apology,” Wyatt said. 

“An’ then some”. 

“There’s some stuff I need to explain”. 

Bella 

I can’t piece it together. Can’t fully make a picture from these 

senses. I said it was like a smell. Like the smell that electrifies 

through the body. The incense at St Andrew’s on a Sunday. Dad’s 

beer breath. Mom’s carbolic soap. I taste it and I don’t know if I 

should relish in it. It sits just out of view – a blurred spot in the 

corner of your eye – and every time you turn to see it it’s gone. 

You don’t know if it’s a devil or a guardian. That’s how it is.  

You step into the woods and you step away from the path. 

That’s when you start to notice. Away from the normal routes the 

things you hear become more, and it becomes more for you that 

you can’t see what makes it. The fidget of animals. The insect 

buzz. On the path you’d shake it off, but here, with me, you can’t 

be sure. It’s a throb. The throb grows with each step closer to the 

Wych-Elm. Most of you turn back early. Some of you make it to the 
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tree. Some of you see me. You call me Bella and you know I see 

you. 

There are two boys who come to me. They come unafraid. 

Not totally unafraid. Less so. I see them grab at each other and 

kiss. They rub hungry hands over each other. They bite lips and 

scratch at backs. I see one take a cock in his mouth and spend 

delicate moments sucking, licking thrusting pelvis into face. They 

look at each other and small smiles curl in the corner of their 

mouths. They stroke each other’s cheek. They kiss. They kiss over 

and over. They are starved and each is a feast for the other.  

The first time I saw them they were dancing. They’d been 

drinking. They took it in turns. They lay on the damp earth and 

cuddled. With heavy breath, sweat dripping, curled up in each 

others’ limbs. I saw it all. At one moment they must have seen too. 

They must have half seen or sensed me seeing. Something startled 

them. They dressed and rushed off.  

I like to see them. They got used to the woods. I think they got 

used to my stare. They come back often to love each other. 

 

Michelle 
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I’d read reports about Bella. Old newspapers and police 

statements. Iss always vague. Just details. Some weird ones 

though. I had to know. I collected ‘em. When them scouts found 

‘er, ‘er ‘ad a wad of taffeta stuck in ‘er mouth, well, in the mouth of 

the skull. They found one shoe an’ bits of ‘er clothes. They say ‘er 

ad distinctive teeth, warr’ever that means. There was one hand 

they never found. Still stuck theya hidden in the Saltwells woods 

more than likely. One hand.  

“The hond of glory”, Nan’d say. “The Black Sabbath priests’d 

cut theya hond off an’ then they could summon the power of the 

dead. They’d stick the body in the wych-elm to keep the spirit 

locked up”.  

 

Miss Wyatt ‘ad me a couple of times too. Caught me runnin’ to 

English once.  

“Plenty of energy you have there, perhaps we need to 

transfer it to a more suitable place though, hmm?” ‘Er said.  

‘Er ‘ad me meet ‘er at the sports ‘all, ‘ad to get changed into 

kit from lost property – ‘er stood theya watchin’ me struggle into 

shorts too small and a stinkin’ rugby top, ‘er watched with ‘er stern 

look on ‘er face, tappin’ ‘er index finger to ‘er dimpled chin like ‘er 
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was twitchin’ an’ impatient. ‘Er day tek ‘er eyes off me ‘til I’d 

wrestled into the kit.  

Then ‘er med me do two laps ‘a the sports field. The wust 

was it was lunch time so every one sid me an’ every one ‘ad ‘a 

proper loff an’ really took the piss. Even Shahid took the piss, an’ 

that was before ‘e med the gang. It was wuss than that too 

though. It was lunch, and the sports field went past the Staff 

Room, an’ Mr Bragg ‘ad sin me an’ ‘e come out to see if I wanted 

to be in the cross country team, an’ Miss Wyatt said that’d be a 

great idea, an’ ‘er gid me a look like – Doh you dare get cute wi’ 

me! – so I ‘ad to join the fuckin’ cross country team, an’ all I 

wanted to do was hang about the cut, get the older lads to gerr’a 

bottle of twenty-twenty , smoke some of the superkings Shahid 

nicked from Sheena’s, an’ get off wi’ James Hadley an’ maybe let 

‘im slip a cheeky finger. I think ‘e liked Gem though, but ‘er day 

care about boys, never did. 

 

Nan’d said ‘er was a queer one too, Wyatt was. ‘Er day mean it like 

we mean it now. Nan wor into rock an’ roll and all that leather shit. 

Nan day ‘av time. She was either ‘elpin’ down the allotments, doin’ 

the washin’ or at the pictures. Pictures were Nan’s thing.  
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“Satdee afternoon me an’ our Sue’d goo down the Plaza, 

you’d watch cartoons, the news an’ a film back then, bag a chips 

on the way ‘ome, an’ wid look over our shoulders an’ quick step 

past all the gullies all the way ‘ome if we’d sin a Lon Cheyney 

picture”.  

Nan’d say ‘ow Wyatt was at school too. “‘er was a bully, ‘er 

‘ad ways of meking you miserable that no one else knew about”.  

‘Er was a fucker at our school too, but it was different, most 

teachers were fuckers an’ ya cor tell properly when y’am a kid an’ 

them old. 

Nan day ‘ave rose tinted specs, she saw it ‘ow it was. ‘Er told 

us about it comin’ back from Merry Hill one weekend. 

“Back at school, er wor ‘alf a cow,” Nan said. “‘Er day start 

out like it, it was the last few years really. I was one of three girls 

from our area to get picked, the other two wor from our estate so I 

day know ‘em anyroad. There were wenches from Wolves, 

Kingswinford, Wombourne – all over the Wrekin’ – some of ‘em 

was like us, ‘ard workin’ an’ smart but our Dads did shifts at 

Roundoak or Goodyears. Most of ‘em, mind, were nasty little 

bitches. Wyatt was like that. 

“What did she do?” I asked.  
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“Just med us stand out, bab. Stand out both ends. Mom 

knew ‘ow to grow an’ pick spuds, ‘er knew ‘ow to mek Dad’s wage 

last us, ‘er knew ‘ow to clean the bar at The Bull, ‘er knew ‘ow to 

play the church organ, or anythin’ with keys, ‘er did. ‘Er knew 

wharr‘er needed to, an’ wharr’er needed to know about ‘er knew 

inside out. My old mon was the sem, ‘e was supervisor at 

Roundoak, ‘ad a shift of twenty blokes under ‘im, ‘e knew ‘is trade 

inside out, ‘e did. I day. I day know a thing. I day ‘av to know. An’ 

the more time I ‘ad doin’ Latin an’ Pythagoras instead of ‘elpin’ on 

the allotment, the more I was cut away from ‘em”. 

“So they thought yo’ was posh, Nan?”    

“It wor no different the other way neither. They ‘ad me doin’ 

me sums, lookin’ at Shakespeare an’ photosynthesis – an’ I was 

good arr’it, I was. I wor no dummy. But I day get anywhere near 

the top. See, to them, I was the lucky poor girl who’d ‘ope to be a 

typist if I ever managed to gerr’a new dress. I was gonna be a spy. 

Undercover cold war code breaking – thass wharr’I’d do. To them, 

no matter ‘ow well I knew me conjugations, I was still a wench 

who cor spayke proper. I was just a little too smart for me mates 

from Derby End, a little too mucky for the grammar girls”. 

 

Our Gem said similar stuff to Nan too. 
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“Weem judged on ‘ow we spake an’ where weem from,” ‘er 

said. “I cor ‘elp geography an’ I ay gonna fuckin’ start spakin’ 

different”.  

 

“Doh get me wrong,” Nan said. “It wor like I was on me own an’ no 

one understood me or nothin’. We was marked out a bit, thass all 

an’ even if thass a small crack, it ay one that you can weld 

shut”.       

 

I remember our Gem sayin’ summat similar to this too. About only 

feelin’ fully okay with ‘erself when ‘er was on the Delph with ‘er 

girls. Gem knew pretty early in ‘er life tharr’er liked girls, ‘er told 

me fust ‘cause we day ‘av secrets. Weem twins, ay we, Gem? ‘Er 

loved me and ‘er loved me Nan and Granddad, ‘it wor that ‘er wor 

‘erself with us. But iss like Nan says, if there’s a crack, it ay gerrin’ 

fixed, it doh have to ruin everythin’, it just is. Gem felt the cracks 

less when ‘er was with ‘er girls on the Delph. When ‘er was fifteen, 

sixteen er day know where to goo, there wor anywhere ‘round ‘ere 

‘er could try out bein’ a lezza. ‘Er went to Brum a couple of times, 

to the big clubs on Thursdays, but it day work. I like girls, but I ay 

a dike like them lot, I doh know the rules. See Gem needed a 

bunch of lesbians, a sisterhood ‘er called it, but ‘er needed a bunch 

who ‘ad the same sense of division that ‘er’d spotted. ‘Er ended up 



   
 

259 

 

gerr’in a job at the Tenth Lock, through a friend of a friend, Gem 

said they sort of knew each other back at school, sort of knew to 

look out for each other. After that you couln’t gerr’er away. There 

was a gang of about eight lesbians, who in their own way, ruled 

the Delph run. It wor easy. It wor completely safe. But they all ‘ad 

that edge to ‘em. Skirts from the outskirts, Tim called ‘em. 

 

There was a wench called Jess on the Delph. ‘Er Granddad was in 

the war too, ‘e did four years on the front in France an’ then 

worked in some secret division in Brum.  

“‘E knew a Dutch spy who ‘ad a wife called Arabella or 

summat,” Jess said. “‘Er ‘ad bad teeth ‘an a funny way about ‘er. 

Me Grandad said ‘e met ‘er once but soon after that the dutch 

stopped talkin’ about ‘er. Me Grandad always knew that bloke ‘ad 

got rid of ‘er, ‘e’d stuffed ‘er in the trunk of a tree in Saltwells. ‘E 

never proved it. An’ yo’ know. We doh goo in theya”.   

 

Nan’d say Wyatt wor too bad in the fust few years. They wor 

friends but they wor enemies neither.  

“We knew each other well enough,” Nad said.  “To nod ‘ello 

to, but that was it really. I remember you’d see ‘er down the 

Bilston Market, always with ‘er old mon, ‘oldin’ ‘onds. ‘Er looked 
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dead ‘appy. It wor until we was in the last few years tharr’er 

changed”.  

“That ‘appens all the time at our school, Nan”. I said. “It ay 

nothin’ major, just summat over the six wiks ‘olidees an’ 

someone’s different”. 

“Joyce Wyatt was top class, top of every class; sport, singin’ 

maths, science, the lot. ‘Er was teachers’ favorite. ‘Er was prefect. 

‘Er was clever an’ all that but ‘er wor a swat, people liked ‘er in 

them fust few years, people wanted to be liked by ‘er. Then, in the 

September of our third year theya ‘er changed. ‘Er was still top of 

class, still ‘ead of the choir and captain in hockey, but ‘er day nod 

‘ello to us anymore, ‘er looked down on us, ‘er did. ‘Er’d changed. 

‘Er was cold an’ we all ‘ad to earn ‘er mercy. I day know 

warr’appened, no one did. Just at the beginning of that year Joyce 

‘ad changed an’ we all knew straight away”. 

“I know what yo’m sayin’, Nan. We all changed so much 

durin’ school an’ the six wik ‘olidays were a lifetime back then so 

sometimes we’d come back to school as different people. You day 

‘ave to ‘ave any story, any big event that med you, you just 

changed”. 
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Shahid never said a word about what ‘appened when ‘e got lost in 

Saltwells. Obviously we all begged ‘im an’ begged ‘im but ‘e just 

kept sayin ‘e day know.  

“It doh matter ‘ow often you aks me,” ‘E said. “Ah cor tell ya. 

It ay that ah woh say, ah cor say. Ah got through the thicket an’ 

past the clay pits, Ah cut through into the openin’ an’ ah sid the 

Wych-Elm ... Then me Dad and yower Grandad was shekin’ me an’ 

pullin me out. Yower Grandad aksed my Dad not to look, ‘e said 

you could feel it lookin’ but ya never look back”.  

Grandad day tell us much, ‘e just med us promise to never 

goo back in.  

Nan’d say, “it doh matter ‘ow many times yo’ ask ‘im, ‘e ay 

never gonna tell us what was lookin’ an’ what yo’ shouln’t look 

back at. Now come an’ ‘av ya tay”. An’ ‘er’d med me an’ Gem’s 

sausage, egg an’ chips into a witch’s face. 

Er loved it, Nan did. ‘Er used to tek me an’ Gem up to the 

pictures at Merry ‘ill when we was old enough to get into fifteens 

an’ eighteens.  

“‘Iss stupid any road, these age things, I’m ya Nan an’ I say 

‘iss alright to watch monsters an’ ghosts even if yow am 

younguns”.  
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An’ ‘er used to tell the lad at the counter if ‘e asked us for ID 

too, only ‘er’d say ‘er knew ‘is Nan an’ ‘er wouln’t be too ‘appy if ‘er 

knew ‘ow e’d spoke to ‘er. An’ ‘er used to goo to the video shop too 

an’ get classics out, ‘er loved Vincent Price so we’d watch The Fly, 

The Bat, The ‘Ouse of Usher every six wiks. An’ when Michael 

Jackson’s Thriller come out, bloody ‘ell.  

“Stan, Stan, ‘av yow ‘eard this, Stan. Iss our Gem’s new 

tape, iss got Vincent Price on it! Remember Stan, when we met at 

the Grand, an’ yow took me to the pictures, an’ we watched 

Karloff, Chaney and then Price”.  

Grandad med a noise an’ smiled.  

“An’ ‘e was from Dudley,” Nan’d tell us. That bloke who med 

Frankenstein, wor ‘e? That James Whale, ‘e was a Queer”.  

‘Er loved James Whale though, really,  Nan’d say “he’s a 

queer but e’s alright”. ‘Er’d tek us up to where ‘e lived as a kid, ‘is 

old schools in Kate’s ‘ill an’ Dixon’s Green,  

“‘E med summat of ‘imself, like Duncan Edwards but better, 

‘e med the most important horror film ever an’ look at the state of 

it round ‘ear, it was wuss when Whale was a lad too”.  
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Nan’d say, “play that tape again, our Gem,” an’ ‘er’d try an 

do the moves wi’ us, an’ when Vincent Price came on ‘er’d do ‘er 

best impression, ‘er loved it so much ‘er’d learnt all the words, an’ 

wid roll around loffin’.  

“‘E was a beautiful lad when ‘e was a kid, dead handsome for 

a darky, even on that last one with blame it on the moonlight, ‘e 

was good lookin’. Yow cor tell if ‘e ay a wench these days”.   

Nan was mint, ‘er still is. There’s a new place in Stourbridge 

now what puts movies on. Creepy Sparrow they call it, iss lovely, 

different from Turner’s an’ the ‘ope. It ‘as bands on an’ local artists 

put theya paintins up, an’ all the boys ‘av got beards an’ tattoos, 

an’ they love wax jackets an’ old jumpers, an’ if yow’d sin a film 

the’d sin it before it ‘ad come on the TV, the wenches were sound 

though they just liked it that everyone liked stuff. It ay always 

horror they put on, but whenever it is me and Gem’ll tek Nan up. 

An’ the wench behind the bar’d save Nan the big leather sofa. Gem 

copped off wi’ ‘er once, said ‘er was a kinky bugger, used to ‘av our 

Gem dress up in lace an’ stockins an’ just rub ‘em.  ‘Er was from 

Cradley so ‘er ‘ad the sem landscape as us, old dormant factories 

an’ empty social clubs. So it was probably the sem reason Tim was 

like ‘e was too, nowhere else to goo that was safe to find your 



   
 

264 

 

place in stuff. Tim liked it theya, ‘e liked the wench too - they got 

each other. 

 

Tim 

Now, this was the nineties, now we’d grown up a bit, an’ lot’s had 

already been done but for quite a lot of people we were still 

weirdos – an’ if you threw AIDS in the mix, we were fuckin’ 

dangerous. AIDS was still lingerin’ an’ it did well into the nineties. 

An’ Queer as Folk had bin on the TV, but that was Manchester, an’ 

they had a Gay Village. It wor The Lye, it wor Quarry Bank. We 

didn’t have the same safe places an’ that’s why we were a different 

sort to them.  

Mick an’ Nicky were bostin’. All the bikers were bostin’. With 

our lot, it was more about bein’ off kilter. Some of them wor 

nothin’. Just different. They were married folks – maybe they liked 

to share, maybe they liked to watch, maybe they liked to be 

mothered or smothered or whatever. It didn’t matter. The bikers 

didn’t let anyone get between you, an’ they didn’t judge.  

If I’d ‘a told anyone, she’d have been ruined. Wyatt’d already 

retired but it would have made her life awkward. She’d made my 

life awkward so I owed her one really, an’ I was fuckin’ angry but I 

couldn’t get Mick’s voice out my head, We’ve gorr’a look out for 
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each other, ay we? There ay many on us about. I seen ‘er. I 

decided I’d keep my mouth shut. 

“I still have nightmares. Most nights that Wych-Elm appears 

in my dreams,” she said. 

Saltwells wor frightenin’ to me. We’d play war in the woods 

when we were little, play cowboys an’ Indians. Dad’d always have 

me back before dark anyway, an’ I wor gonna get a hidin’ for bad 

time keepin’. More than this though. Saltwells was where me and 

Dave ‘ad sex, not just the first time but times after too. Other than 

the odd dog walker, no one’d go in the spaces we went to, 

especially after Shahid that time, so we had full reign of the place. 

We’d goo a couple of times ‘a week. We longed for it. We’d spend 

hours kissin’ an’ touchin’ each other, he used to touch my neck an’ 

chest, he was soft, gentle. Then we’d fuck or have a quick tug off 

an’ head home. We’d go back to Saltwells all the time but 

sometimes it wasn’t like that. Doh get me wrong, when we were 

fifteen – sixteen, a couple of times a week, at least, we’d get our 

ends away with each other. We were teenagers and it was always 

‘iverin’ over us. Sometimes though, especially when it got dark an’ 

it was cold, we’d just have a stroll. We’d walk around just holdin’ 

hands. Nothin’ more. Sometimes we didn’t even speak. Just walked 
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about holdin’ hands. It was just us an’ the woods and the night 

time.  

“Yo’ two’ll get square eyes,” Dad’d say. ‘Cause we kept gooin’ 

to the cinema, ‘cause it was dark. It was too public an’ too normal 

there, but we’d held hands through the film and I’d see him look 

over at me an’ grin sometimes too, an’ we’d both get hardons an’ 

have to walk back through Saltwells. So, Saltwells for me was 

lovely. It was filthy, but it was lovely. I hope it was the same for 

Dave. I wish I’d told him. We really had our moments there.  

It was filthy for Wyatt too, she hadn’t been in for donkey’s 

years, it was a constant threat to her, an’ she couldn’t stop 

dreamin’ it. 

 

Joyce 

Simon let it spill to the rest of the science teachers. There was 

nothing too much to tell. Just enough to have him treated 

differently. Enough for all of them to notice.  

I left some advice for the prefects too.  

“Watch that Carmody lad at breaktime,” I told them. “Keep 

an eye on him especially if he drifts off out of sight”. 

“‘Ow come, Miss?” 
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“We need to make sure he’s not up to anything … anything 

improper”. 

That kind of thing lingers. Lingering - like a migraine you 

can’t place the root of. I knew what I was by then. I knew it by the 

time the 60s had come and gone. But it still needed keeping in 

check. I suppose I overreacted. But if that sex stuff, that organ 

quiver feeling, that empty stomach feeling came over me, I just 

locked it out and locked myself away from it. I could have done 

things by the book and had his parents up. I could have just left it. 

I suppose I learnt some of it from Yvonne. But I was torn. There 

was duty and there were secrets to keep. 

I never felt the urge to kiss a girl. Never felt it before Yvonne 

anyway. I don’t even think it was a sexual thing really. I just 

thought she was beautiful. She was utterly beautiful. And bit by bit 

she became mine. She hugged me. Then there was the kiss. She 

had a way of looking at me. Made me feel strange. Good strange. 

We got closer and closer. You had to come through me to get to 

her, even if it was simply asking her for a cigarette, I was the 

gatekeeper. The closer we got the more mine she became, the 

more mine she became the more I wanted to kiss her. I wanted to 

possess, I suppose. I wanted to consume. I wanted her to myself, 
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wanted us to merge, that’s the only way you keep something to 

yourself, you make it part of you. 

We’d known each other for about a year and been really 

close for about six months. We were best friends. Sisters. We had 

plans to conquer America. Sometimes I saw her looking at me for a 

moment longer than normal. Taking me in. We finished each 

other’s sentences. 

So we were as close as close could be. One night we went to 

the Penn cinema. I remember it vividly. We went to see The Belles 

of St Trinian’s. Not exactly Citizen Kane and not our usual, too cool 

for school type thing but we liked it and we were together so it was 

fine.  One thing we both loved was Arabella, she was the rebel. 

She’d been expelled from school and was now back to try and rip 

off a rich Sultan. She had a sort of tomboy swagger about her we 

both liked. We had popcorn and coke. We held hands through the 

whole thing. We held hands a lot. It wasn’t like that. Well … I don’t 

know. We held hands through the whole film and we were really 

close. It felt good. Special. 

She was stopping at mine that night. Penn cinema wasn’t far 

from ours. Mom made us pikelets for tea and we were allowed to 

eat in bed. We shared the bed. We stopped up talking until 

midnight.  
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“The girls at school are different,” I told her. “They’re all 

square. All of them. Not like us. They didn’t get it and they don’t 

get us and they’ll never do anything with their lives.” 

“Thass right, Joyce,” she said. “Weem on the level, ay we?” 

“I hate it. Can’t wait til it’s over. There’s only the hockey for 

me these days. I’m the queen of the hockey pitch.” 

“I bet yo’ am.” 

“The others are all terrified of me”. 

It mattered to me then. It makes me embarrassed a bit now. 

It’s something I couldn’t get rid of really – I needed that control. I 

still do, I suppose. I’m sorry. I’ve tried very hard but some things 

you just can’t shake. 

 

Sheena 

We couldn’t get used to it when we first moved from Lahore. 

Haram Sallar. Not just the cold. Not just the food. Alleys, gulleys 

they call them, cut out routes through most places and most times 

you move from the off-white, pebbledash of the Priory estate, into 

the tall slate and ash of dormant factory works, and then into the 

slick clay, weeds, nettles and brittle trees of somewhere like 

Wren’s Nest Nature Reserve. Nothing like the Punjab. These sites 
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were all over. In-between sites where you can’t be sure if nature is 

dying from all the old smog, or if it was slowly working its way 

back. We know there’s no killing it, there’s no stopping it, it’s like 

the flu, you can go to Dr Patel’s but he isn’t going stop snot coming 

out your nose, you can build new posh houses but the foxgloves 

won’t quit churning up the bricks. Kuti. It’s bigger than us, it’s 

older than us and it’ll be here long after us. Ullo. 

When we first moved in, and unpacked and everything, every 

single clock in the house stopped working. We had about five and 

they all stopped. Not at the same time but within a day of each 

other. They all stopped. 

Then, after about a week there was a wet patch on the wall 

in the bedroom. Only a small one. Sid peeled back the wallpaper 

and it’d seeped through the plaster. Just that one spot though. We 

checked the room below and the one next to it and there was 

nothing. Just this little patch of wet that came through the plaster. 

It didn’t sink down or spread through or nothin’. We got the Imam 

from Lye in. He says, sometimes spaces tek a time to settle around 

changes. Sometimes they doh. Sometimes they never do. Charwal. 

Ullo. 

Sid never spoke about Shahid and the woods. You’d overhear 

customers talking about Bella and people getting trapped in old 
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pits. It took Sid a whole day to scrub the wall of the shop when 

someone had spraycanned Who put Bella down the Wych-Elm. 

That’s what it’s like round here – Badsoorat - they built this 

area over centuries worth a dead oceans, fossils, pit holes, forges. 

It still isn’t used to the new wallpapers we stick up over the old 

ones. 

 

Bella 

She led me by the hand through this. Her arm outstretched and 

pulling me away from the pebbled path. Through nooks of bushes. 

Through gaps in trees. You wouldn’t know they were there. All is 

shadow. Memory is difficult. Every stump, plant, ditch or rise, 

cloaked in the thin crepuscular lace. She led me by the hand 

through this. Her soft hand leading me. All is quiet – not silent. It 

is absent of normal sound. Only our footsteps. Only our breath. We 

are alone here. We are away from our homes. There is no clank 

and churn or purr of forges, furnaces and machines. There is no 

mumble of voices. All is quiet – not silent. Just the flutters, 

scurries, snaps and cracks of the woods and the shy creatures that 

stow away here.  

I saw her look at me from across the bar. She sipped brandy 

and pep. She smiled. I didn’t know what I was doing there. I don’t 
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know why I went back the next week. I saw her look again. She 

sipped brandy and pep. I saw her smile. I’d returned and we both 

knew that was currency. 

Blonde hair, bobbed, cut around the frame of her face. Ashen 

skin. Red lips. Her nose had been broken once. Eyes – the colour 

of the cut – secrets. She wore a blue dress. It was a little tight on 

her. The same dress as last week. I’d returned and we both knew 

that was currency. 

Memory is difficult. She asked me questions and giggled at 

me. Her giggle stood out too. I don’t remember it all. We spoke of 

things and she giggled. She touched my hand for a second. We 

had another drink. I don’t remember it all. She said she liked my 

shirt. I had it tied at the waist with a yellow ribbon. She asked 

about it and giggled. We had another drink. She touched my hand. 

She held it.  

I’d done it before. I thought of Carol from the Ambulance 

Corps. 

She led me by the hand through this. I don’t remember it all. 

Memory is difficult. She led me by the hand to the Wych-Elm. She 

turned me around and pressed my back against it. She became 

ravenous. I was supple. Eyes closed, mouth wide. Soft, moist 



   
 

273 

 

movements of tongue and lips slipped slowly over neck, shoulder. 

One hand pinned my arms above my head, held fast against the 

trunk of the tree. One hand unbuttoned my shirt. Soft, moist 

movements of tongue and lips slipped slowly down. Slowly became 

sucks, nibbles. One hand gripped my thigh. She eased my skirt up. 

She ripped at tights. Wrestled a hand into knickers. Touched cunt. 

My arms broke free and reached for her – running fingers 

through hair, down neck and spine. We didn’t notice how cold it 

was. She teased – delicate and firm. Teased me into becoming 

nothing but that moment. She made me pure – nothing existed 

outside the throb, the stroke, the tickle, the tease. I collapsed into 

it. She led me. I collapsed. Ravenous. Heaven. 

 

Michelle 

Dave joined the army. Well, ‘e signed up. ‘E day actually mek it. 

Day even mek it to trainin’. After Tim went off with Mick an’ started 

livin’ down on the industrial estate ‘an muckin’ about wi’ the bikers, 

Dave day know what to do. ‘E wor as weird as Tim. ‘E knew a bit 

more wharr’e wanted. ‘E just day know ‘ow to goo about gerrin’ it 

wi’ the sem verve as Tim. ‘E started gerrin the 297 to Wolves on 

an evening. Started ‘angin’ out at the bars. Started doin’ crystal 

meth and sellin’ isself to gerr’it. Before the trainin’d start in the 
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army ‘e ‘ad to do a physical. They tested ‘is blood an’ that was it. It 

wor the drugs that bothered ‘em. Summat to do with dendritic 

cells. We didn’t go to the funeral. That idea from school, that silly 

idea that we’d get infected. Everyone just forgot about him. 

I read once, in A Levels at Halesowen College, we did a bit 

on this tribe in Africa. When a girl became a woman, when ‘er ‘ad 

‘er blob, ‘er was sent to a separate hut well away from the rest of 

the tribe. ‘Er ‘ad to stay theya until it was done. ‘Every wench ‘ad 

to goo, every time ‘er was on. Our teacher said it was a mix of 

stuff. They was afraid of blood ‘cause blood meant illness an’ 

death. They was afraid of the blood ‘cause blood was magic. But 

more than that, it was sex too. The women ’ad become sexed. The 

women ‘ad blood coming from the bits where sex ‘appened. So 

these wenches were both powerful, to the rest of ‘em, an’ also 

weak. They might get a spell cast on ‘em, or they might get sick. It 

was summat they ‘ad to get to a safe space. Iss like that with the 

others too. We send ‘em off to a safe space, either ignore ‘em or 

cast ‘em out. We think it stops us werritin’ about it all. We think it 

stops us wantin’ and not wantin’. We doh stop though, do we? 

Our Dave started workin’ under the clock. None of us ‘ad 

anythin’ to do with ‘im really. We day know ‘im. I think our Tim led 

‘im along a bit. Rich still came in Turner’s an’ ‘e was alright when 



   
 

275 

 

e’d growd up. Rich’d said ‘e’d sin Dave up in Horseley fields. ‘E’d 

followed ‘im into a corner shop and through some beaded curtains 

at the back.  

“It wor no different from any other shop,” Rich said. “Just on 

a row of high street, sellin’ the sem stuff as Sheena’s. But there 

was a few men in theya. A few enterin’ an’ loiterin’. I went in, 

followed our Dave like. I was just gonna say ‘ow do. Past the cans 

an’ tins an’ bread to the birr’at the back where the Sheenas an’ 

Sids live. Through some bead curtain. I took one step in, it was 

dark an’ it only ‘ad a couple a light bulbs. All along the right side 

were sorta cubicles, like in the bogs. A long line of individual, 

squares, built from cheap wood, plasterboard an’ curtain poles. It 

fuckin’ stank. Piss and shit and sweat and sex. Humid with it. It ‘ad 

iss own mass it stunk that bad. Yo’d ‘ear strange sounds. I took 

one step in and a quick one out again”. 

You’d ‘ear Tim talk about sheddin’ skins, not bein’ afraid a 

change, that was part of it – removin’ the past. Them days with 

Dave meant summat though, day they? They was both med from 

them days. 

 

Tim 
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I didn’t go to Dave’s funeral. That night at the truck stop when he 

was sobbin’ and swearin’, it stuck in my craw, that. I was angry. I 

didn’t realise. He should’ve known what it all meant. To both of us. 

It was Mick who told me. Funnily enough we were at another 

funeral at the time. One of the leathers. Thick George. Don’t ask. I 

was sat with him an’ Nicki, an’ Mick let it slip while people were still 

takin’ their seats. I never told him too much. He’d have known we 

knew each other from school or Turner’s an’ whatnot.  

“Yo’ ‘eard about Dave Firkins?”  

I got through a pack of tissues for Thick George. 

 

Joyce 

Yvonne got comfortable. So did I. We were under the sheets. 

Warm. Cosy.  

“People at our school am the sem,” she said. They ay worth 

bothering with. I hang around with the year elevens, above us, but 

even they ay great”.  

We got it. Yvonne called it on the level, most people weren’t. 

We got a bit deeper after the pikelets. She started talking about 

her parents. 
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“Mom works days an’ Dad works nights so I only ever see 

‘em on a weekend,” Yvonne never opened up. “I have to get me 

own breakfast, an’ sort out me babby sister. I walk ‘er to school 

an’ pick ‘er up on my way ‘ome. We ‘ave tay together an’ I’ll leave 

Mom an’ Dad’s in the oven. Then ‘er comes ‘ome ‘an ‘e goos out. 

An’ thass it, week in week out. They ay bad, them busy, they ay 

gorr’a choice in it. They doh see me. They doh look up to see ‘ow 

iss gooin’. I used to gerrin’ trouble at school an’ the teachers said it 

was ‘cause I was tryin’ to get their attention. I thought they ‘ad a 

point so I just stopped. They wor on the level so why should I try 

an’ hoist ‘em up. My sister’s too young to know an’ I ay gonna be a 

shit to ‘er just ‘cause Mom an’ Dad cor be bothered. ‘Er can come 

to Chicago wi’ us when ‘er’s older. ‘Er’ll be alright with us, woh ‘er? 

Anyway, it ay that bad. I still get to see you an’ the gang an’ 

Mom’s always ‘ome before six so I ‘ave me evenings. Everythin’ 

else I’ll do for myself anyroad”. 

She had wide eyes as she spoke. Staring out to nowhere. 

We smiled at each other. It was only the two of us.  

“Everyone else can come and go”.  I told her. We smiled at 

each other and she hugged me. She kissed me on the cheek.  

“Good night,” she whispered. 
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    I felt a sort of electric freeze shoot up my spine. Eyes widened. 

An ache started up in me. A throb. I couldn’t sleep that night. Her 

thighs touched my waist. She’d laid in a way so she’d keep in touch 

with me. I kept leaning over to see if she was sleeping. I stared at 

her. I didn’t know what to do with this throb.  

 

Michelle 

It was ‘er minge twitchin’, wor it? Our Tim’d told me about Wyatt 

them years later. I knew that feelin’. Some of us gerr’it when 

weem kids. For no reason at all. I remember Gem used to do Ballet 

at the town hall an’ there was summat about them girls gerrin’ into 

their leotards that med me minge twitch. The bit in The Lion, The 

Witch an’ The Wardrobe when the wolf gets stabbed, there was 

summat about that that med me minge twitch. I day realise what 

the twitch was, obviously, I was a kid. Then, when I was about 

eleven or twelve it twitched when we was watchin’ Bon Jovi on 

Dawn’s Betamax, an’ I knew then, day I. No one wants to 

remember these twitches ‘cause it meks us all look queer.  

 

I’d ‘as it a guess that this was when ‘er changed. Like Nan 

said. I knew people like this too. Shahid spent a summer wi’ ‘is 

elder cousins in Bradford one summer ‘an it took us all about two 

months to persuade ‘im to stop pretendin’ ‘e was a tough 
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northerner who day like the Sikhs an’ day trust the whites. Yo’ doh 

even goo to mosque, Shahid. Yo’ said yo’ ‘ate it so just come back 

an’ fuck about wi’ us again, yo’ dick ‘ead. Obviously, ‘e ‘ad to 

initiate into the gang again, day ‘e? 

 

Yvonne 

It day tek much. I stopped at ‘er’s an’ ‘er mom med us tay. Doh 

get me wrong, I enjoyed meself. They was lovely an’ Joyce was a 

top wench under it all. It day tek much though. I could see the way 

‘er looked at me. Wide eyed. I gid ‘er a little hug, a little kiss, med 

‘er feel like it was only me an’ ‘er. I told ‘er about mom an’ dad an’ 

I could tell ‘er felt for me. It wor nothin’. Thass just ‘ow it is. Burr’it 

‘elped with gerrin me in with ‘er. 

I started givin’ ‘er a little kiss when we went our ways. Like 

we was sisters. Like we was summat anyroad. I know ‘er loved 

that.  

‘Er legs was touchin’ mine that night an’ I day know what to 

mek of that. 

 

Joyce 
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I didn’t make much of the throb at the time. Just put it down to 

excitement. I had a friend, a best friend. We had a friendship that 

no one else had.  

Mom and Dad took us to Stourton Lido once. We were on 

summer holiday. Me and Yvonne helped mom with the picnic, she 

got us a bottle of pop each, said we could take them back to the 

shop when we were finished and get the shillings for glass. The lido 

was beautiful. You wouldn’t think you were only a few miles out of 

Wolverhampton. It had a diving board and slide and there was 

decking all around the sides. We’d pretend we were in Capri. All of 

us did one way or another. Me and Yvonne had a great time – 

jumping in together, doing tandem down the slide – magic. I don’t 

recall it properly, the feeling of it, I can only remember the feeling 

I got. There was something about Yvonne. Something special. She 

was tall and slim and beautiful. She looked older than she was. All 

the kids and all the dads kept looking at her in her swimming 

costume, slick against soft skin, shining in cool waters. Something 

special. She had a way of making you look. Everyone noticed her. 

She always stood out. She was mine. I loved that. They could look 

but no one else could have her. 

We did all sorts of stuff that summer. Took our bikes down to 

Kinver and Highgate, spent hours lying together in the grasses, 
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planning our American dream, climbing the big oaks. She started 

to squeeze my arm when she got excited. We’d be talking and 

plotting and laughing and all that and then she’d reach over to me 

and touch my arm, give it a little squeeze. Every time that throb 

came back.  

Wherever we’d been and whatever we’d been doing we’d part 

ways on a kiss. She’d lean in for a hug and peck me on the cheek. 

It wasn’t anything really but she kissed me firmly, for a few 

seconds, I could feel her properly grip me when we hugged. 

Our favorite thing to do was go to the cinema. We’d go once 

a week, at least. It helped with our plans. Yvonne would come over 

to Penn and we’d go to the pictures. A few weeks after St Trinians 

we went to see Svengali. It was bad. Yvonne said she read Trilby 

at school and that’s what they based it on. It was bad but I 

remember wanting to have his control, to be able to play those 

mind games and win every time. I liked Svengali. He saw what he 

wanted and made it his. 

When we got back to mine we did the same. Mom made us 

pikelets and let us eat in bed. We chatted about school and family 

and all that stuff. She hadn’t held me and she hadn’t kissed me but 

that throb came again. It came out of nowhere, from just being 

with her. I didn’t think. I watched her sleep. Imagining I was 
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Svengali, transmitting my thoughts to her. I kissed her cheek. She 

was out cold. I kissed her lips. She stayed still and asleep. I don’t 

know why, didn’t know then and still don’t now. I was compelled. 

I’m not sure if it was all that sexual. I wanted to have her. I held a 

kiss on her. She didn’t stir. I did it again and again. I wanted her 

to be mine. I wanted to consume her. I don’t know how other 

people did it, don’t know if they planned it. This just overcame me. 

I didn’t think. Each time getting braver. Kissing for longer. Kissing 

harder. Trying out neck, collar bone, breast. She made a little 

moan occasionally. She half made her half-cough-squeak. 

Juddered her limbs a little. I was terrified. I didn’t think. But still, 

kept trying out my Svengali stare and returning my lips to her 

flesh. That was it. That’s all that happened. 

 

Bella 

Time is different. Memory is difficult. Space – infinitesimal. You 

can’t function when you’re dead. Time slowed down when I was 

with her. Time was different. I felt an hour become ten when my 

tongue tasted her. 

You get turned around in here. You turn, into and out from, 

in here. Coal seams still steam from bell pits, now brambled and 

birched over. The toddler tears of fireclay seep through the soils, 
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where roots fossilise toil. Milk stained fens hiccup out of almost 

runs, built from feet daring to step over the edges.  

In my time Roundoak thundered through on one side. The 

Pensnett train clatter-clacked its way throughout. Hingley and 

other small forges hissed and roared at the other end.  

Now, I see it changed. It’s difficult, but I see. Where the 

steelworks were, a shiny, bright and clean space – an indoor town 

with plastic, tile and brass – you come and go like insects. From 

the remains of Roundoak, still warm before the rust, buds this 

hankersore – sharp, sanitised with slick polish. Instead of taming 

steel that feeds every chink of our space, you’re sold stuff that 

breeds skulkworms over our loot. It chews and mottles larvae 

through our roots.  

The forges, whimpering and dormant at Derby End. This, 

Saltwells, is a primordial belt-land, bridging the new and the 

ruined.  

There are many of us who can’t sleep in here. I am here. You 

call me Bella. 

 

Michelle 
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Bella lingered over us. Bella an’ the Wych-Elm. Like fleshy sewage 

washed up on a beach, it was a film that slicked over stuff. 

Sometimes I think weem all so fucking predictable. Just goo 

to Turner’s an’ see us all. Old men bein’ old men. Young wenches 

in kappa tracksuits. We judge ourselves as ‘arshly as you lot do. 

An’ yo’ ay no better. Like Grandad, ‘e was tough an’ e’d sin things 

but ‘e’d sin enough to mek ‘im not want to talk it through. ‘E’d 

‘eard enough chat to mek ‘im realise that talkin’ day get 

nothin’.  Like Carrick, ‘e was tough an’ e’d sin things, e’d tried ‘ard 

to kip things together an’ be a good mon but life ‘ad just turned ‘im 

the other way. Weem all the sem, ay we? Grandad ay never gonna 

tell us what went on in ‘is life, even though he wants to share. 

Gem ay never gonna stop bein’ shy, even though ‘er’s beautiful an’ 

everyone wants to be with ‘er. Carrick’ll buy you a drink an’ ask 

‘ow you’re doing but underneath there’s still a part of ‘im who 

blames you for ‘is lot an’ wants to knock it out of your yed. I doh 

know if iss our true self or what – but iss in us an’ out of us, iss 

lurkin’. 

You ay gonna get to the bottom of it. 

 

Yvonne 
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The film was shit. Wuss than the book. That bloody Trilby an’ ‘er 

singin’ an’ ‘er lovely feet. There was summat about that Svengali 

though. Yo’ ‘ad to be a little impressed, day ya?  

It was lovely havin’ tay cooked for us. I day ‘ave to look after 

anyone, norr’even myself. They did it all. They day spare the 

butter. I ‘ad that mix a comfy-guilt-control. Iss a sorta warmth. 

But it was when I was startin’ to fall asleep it ‘appened. The 

dirty bitch. Fust it was alright - a goodnight kiss, like. But then ‘er 

carried on; Neck, shoulder, arm … my tits. I was frozen. I still cor 

mek sense.  

Iss abuse ay it? I dunno. I mean, I wor asleep. I coulda 

stopped ‘er. But there was warmth to it an’ ‘er was gentle an’ I’d 

bin kissed before but … I wanted to lamp ‘er but I was froze an’ I 

thought about that feelin’ I’d mustered -  that in-betweeny thing - 

warm an’ cold an’ angry an’ calm an’ I felt pinned down an’ I felt 

like a hunter all at once. There was a throb about it. There’s force 

in the passive too, ay there? 

 

Carrick 

“Alright our Dave,” I said. I ant sin ‘im since Tim fucked off. 

“‘Ow am ya?” 
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“Alright Carrick,” ‘e said. “I’m okay, ta”. 

There wor no one down the ‘ope that night. Our Aisha was 

behind the bar. Big Lou sat nussin’ a pint in the corner. Bob the 

Fish by the winda. Polish Pete an’ ‘is racin’ post. An’ then us. ‘E day 

look well. Like ’e’d bin on the coke - skinny, sleepy.  

“Pint, me mon?” I asked ‘im. 

“I’ll get yo’ one, Carrick”. 

“Yo’ wo. Aisha, two more ‘ere, bab”. 

I’d bin in since work got rained off. I’d med enough this wik 

anyroad. Aisha ‘anded over the pints, ticked me off a couple more 

on me tab. 

“Whatcha know then, lad?” I asked ‘im. I wor gonna ask. 

“I’ve signed up for the army”. 

I choked a swig a me pint. 

“Yo’? Fuckin’ ‘ell, Dave. Yo’ gonna put a bit a meat on ya 

fust?” 

“Them Serbians ay much bigger”. 

Fuckin’ fool. ‘E ay never ‘ad a scrap lerr’alone a fuckin’ war. 

‘E can barely ‘old isself up. I wanted to ask. I wor gonna ask. 
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“‘Ave a goo at Polish Pete then,” I said to ‘im. “If them all 

skinny like yo’”. 

‘E laughed an’ tried to shrug it off. I wor gonna ask. 

“Maybe I could do with a bit a meat,” ‘E said. 

I asked Aisha for a Jack. ‘E took a big swig. ‘E wanted out I 

think. 

“Yo’ in a rush?” 

“I’m meetin’ a mate in a bit.” 

Meetin’ a dealer, more like. Fuckin’ eejit. ‘E was part of it. ‘E 

looked at me. We was both quiet. I downed me Jack. ‘E took a 

swig an’ ‘e ‘ad ‘is eye on me. ‘E knew summat. I looked back. 

Slammed the glass down and turned towards ‘im. ‘E sorta blinked 

or winked an’ looked at me then away. ‘E knew. I day ‘ave to ask.  

Stan walked in. 

“Alright Carrick, yo’ paddy bastard?” 

“On ya way then, lad,” I said to Dave, raised me ‘ond to 

Stan. 

“‘Ow do Stan, yo’ old cunt”. 
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Joyce 

I barely slept. I spent the whole night tossing and turning – 

terrified that she’d felt all those kisses and that she’d been too 

freaked out to stop me or do anything. She’d just laid still and 

waited for it to be over and as soon as she could she’d fuck me up. 

I lay awake most of the night with that empty stomach feeling. I 

lay awake with flushes of heat in my face, shivers in my limbs. I 

tried to make plans on how to discredit her. I tried to think of ways 

of getting out of school, out of the area, out of the country. I tried 

to figure out how to be alone. I tried to think about what kissing 

my best friend meant. Mom and Dad were lovely, they’d do 

anything for me, but this? I had to figure it out. 

Mom always said I liked things clean. I always wanted stuff 

in it’s right place. I always reacted well to it. That’s been 

something else I’ve been trying to work on. I’m sorry. It’s not 

always as simple as I thought. Not always as easy to file things as 

I always tried. I’m sorry.  

When she woke she smiled. Said she’d had horrible dreams 

about that awful film. She laughed at herself. She was lovely as 

ever. We had breakfast with my parents and they dropped her 

home. She was the same. I was the same. I just pretended that 

nothing had happened, if she hadn’t realised then that was fine, 
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we’d just carry on being the same mates we’d always been. I’d 

shake off the feeling and it wouldn’t happen again. It was Svengali. 

Just the idea of it. Just the film. 

We’d said we’d meet after Church on Sunday. Meet down on 

Cinder Bank and go have a look at the boat show on the Bumble 

Hole Canal Basin. They still have it there too, down on the canal at 

Bumble Hole - loads of barges, all painted up with lovely colours - 

roses, castles, strange names and those funny jars they use as 

vases. 

So we met where Cinder Bank meets Halesowen Road. 

Yvonne had to look after her sister in the morning so I walked from 

the bus stop on my own. We hugged, as usual. But she didn’t grip 

me. Sort of held onto my elbows and tensed.  

It was a lovely day. One of those amazing spring days - 

bright and blue and lush. The smell of candyfloss and the musk of 

seeds. All the colours and boats. They had craft stalls and a band 

playing fiddles and squeezeboxes. We went on a boat tour through 

the Dudley Tunnel. It’s pitch black. They had a couple of volunteers 

to do the leggin’. Yvonne let me take her hand but, well, I held the 

back of her hand. A limp hand. It should’ve been a really great 

day.  
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I kept getting that empty stomach feeling. Sweats and shivers. She 

knew. Maybe they all knew. But what could I do? I couldn’t very 

well ask her what was wrong. I couldn’t ask why she didn’t want to 

come to mine. I couldn’t stop hanging out with her either. I 

couldn’t get enough of her. It was still just me and her. In a way. I 

couldn’t stop hanging out with her. 

 

That shivering. That empty stomach. It came back those years 

later with Tim. I didn’t know how to tell him. I’d spent too long 

being closed up and learning to like it. 

 

I asker her back to mine a few times more.  

“Friday night pictures?” I asked. 

“I can’t”. 

 

I remember when my uncle got divorced. They’d only been 

together for a year. My Dad took him for a pint and said sometimes 

you grow together and sometimes you grow apart. There’s plenty 

still married who grew apart. That’s basically what happened with 

me and Yvonne. We stopped going to the cinema. She stopped 

coming to Penn. We stopped chatting about America. All of it had 

gone. We both knew it was different. We both knew things about 
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each other. I couldn’t just walk away. I don’t think she could 

either. 

 

Michelle 

We all knew wharr’it was like, missin’ out on stuff. When Gem ‘d 

stopped gooin’ down Turner’s, when ‘er’d bin ‘angin’ about with the 

Delph girls, an’ ‘er come back once, one a’ the olduns said, I 

thought we’d ‘ad a collection for yo’. Everyone laughed an’ it wor a 

massive deal but somewhere under it all some on ‘em ‘ad sin ‘er as 

a deserter. Like they thought that ‘er thought ‘er’d found summat 

better than ‘em. Pubs am like that. Groups am like it too. You miss 

out an’ people move on, you cor just slip back in. You’ve always 

played away. If you ‘ad waters to kip still, though, that curfew an’ 

ban ‘ud be hell. 

Tim ‘ad calmed down after all this time. I met him a few 

times up Sedgley an’ Gornal. He sort of understood Wyatt a bit 

more. He’d told me about it. I needed to know about Bella. At 

school Wyatt was black an’ white, there was right an’ wrong, good 

an’ bad, there wor in-betweens. Tim’d said maybe thass what med 

‘er weird for Yvonne. Tim said Wyatt still couln’t get the measure of 

‘er. ‘Er fancied ‘er but it wor clear. I think ‘er wanted to be Yvonne 

more than ‘er wanted to get wi’ ‘er. Gem said a lot of spaghetti 
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girls were like that, they confused lust wi’ a weird mirror thing. I 

s’pose thass not that weird though. Back then if you fancied girls 

you was ill. You needed treatin’. You needed treatin’ or a lampin’. 

Thass still about really, ay it? Iss just under the roots a bit more 

now, an’ more dangerous jus’ for that. 

Tim said ‘e thought ‘er was scared. I reckon it was wuss than 

that. It was complicated. Yvonne was ‘er fust fumble. Yvonne was 

‘er fust proper friend. ‘Er day know what ‘er’d felt, what ‘er 

might’ve liked. Yvonne was probably the sem. Probably scared. 

Probably excited too. ‘Er said ‘ow ‘er wanted to possess ‘er. I’m 

sure ‘er was scared but ‘er was hooked too, wor ‘er? Dave would’ve 

bin the sem. Sellin’ ‘is arse for speed. ‘E ‘ad to do it, ‘e was ‘ooked, 

but ‘e loved that dirty feelin’ too, I bet. ‘E loved bein’ on the edge, 

day ‘e? Iss the sem for us all. One of the reasons I do shots an’ 

mek a fool of me self is ‘cause I enjoy ‘ow shit it is. There’s part of 

me that loves the hangover. There’s a luxury to it. A purge. I 

remember Tim sayin’ about Mick an’ Nicki, ‘ow part of the reason 

they did what they did was ‘cause they liked ‘ow extreme it was. 

They day just ‘ave extreme tastes an’ ‘ad to live with it. Theya 

taste was theya taste, in a way, because of it bein’ extreme.  It 

was wuss for Yvonne, ‘er was trapped, like Tim’d said, but ‘er was 

lovin’ it too, an’ more than that ‘er day know what it all meant 



   
 

293 

 

really. Back then too, if you was a lezza then you’d be fucked. It 

was a proper trap. Like standin’ on the edge of a cliff, fightin’ the 

urge to jump, ‘avin’ to goo back an’ do it again and again. It ay as 

simple as good against bad, nice against nasty, gain against loss – 

iss like an oil that slicks between two poles. 

 

Shahid 

Ages agoo Sam and Jay throwd mah shoe in the cut. Fuckin’ 

kaminas. Fuckin’ lolas. Ah’d bin showin’ off about this new pair Bibi 

‘ad got me, so Jay pinned me down an’ Sam took off mah shoe and 

threw it off the bridge. Ah went ape. Ma Chid. Kutti Ka Bacha. Ah 

jumped in to gerr’it, but ah was poor an’ ant bin to the baths an’ 

day ‘av no muscle back then so ah was just like a tadpole stuck in 

a puddle, flippin’ about an’ wrestlin’ for life. Ammi would’ve killed 

me if ah’d lost ‘em. Oas chatnee se pyaas nahi bhutji. Ah was shit 

at swimming, ya know. Every time ah got in the water ah was 

gonna die, ah’d flap abart but it was all panic. Proper panic, man. 

But ah ‘ad to, me Bibi ‘ad spent loads on them shoes ‘an we was 

skint all the time. Ah still get light headed an’ lose me breath when 

we ay got nothin’ in the cupboard. Ah ‘ad to dive down. ‘Ad mah 

eyes closed and was ferritin’ about to try an’ grab ‘em. Ah got to a 

point when ah ‘ad to breathe, ah ‘ad to come up for air. Not like on 
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the cross country or whatever, when y’um out of breath, this was 

proper – if ah doh breath right now I’ll die. But at the sem time ah 

couln’t leave the water. Ah ‘ad to keep tryin’. Aage kuan peeche 

khaee. An’ thass when it builds. You try an’ ignore it an’ that meks 

it wuss. You keep tryin’ an’ that meks it wuss. It just builds an’ 

builds until it busts. Ah day drown. Ah day get mah shoe either. 

Sam an’ Jay ‘ad to get theya moms to cough up. Lun pay churh, 

fattu. 

Thass wharr’iss like though, ay it? You doh know what to to 

do for the best an’ you get stuck between places – an’ thass when 

it builds. 

Like that bhen chot in the woods. Down in that openin’ where 

all the greens and grasses turn to shit. That tree. I cor even 

remember really. But it builds. I got stuck. It was them that dared 

me again,  gaand ka bukhaar. Jay said to follow the path through 

the bell pits, past the quarry an’ then ya cut up through the 

brakens. It gets dark. It gets quiet. I wo’ goo back. 

It wor anything to start with. The tree’s massive an’ it teks 

the whole of that space up. Iss odd. It smells - muth ki malai. Then 

when yo’ notice the smell, yo’ notice yo’ legs - they ay stiff but 

they wo’ work. Yo’m stuck. Thass when it builds. Thass when yo’m 
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stuck - inbetween - festerin’. An’ there’s summat there. Watchin’. I 

don’t know what I saw, maybe nothin’ but summat was theya.  

“Teri gand ma keera hai,” I shouted out. Then I fell. 

 

Bella 

It's a constant throb – but miniscule like a whimper from behind a 

deep breath. It starts from where I am and leaks out slowly, 

meandering about the woods to the bypass that announces the 

edge of town. It's like metal sawing against metal. It's a game of 

Chinese whispers. It's a series of ticks and whistles that swirl. 

There was once a track the odd rambler would stumble 

across. The track can no longer be traced. 

There is a little patch of land, overgrown with bushes, 

brambles and weeds. A small opening of wet soil. I let the thicket 

grow. It camouflages, creeps and engulfs. It has buried us here 

beautifully. Small insects and rodents gather in the green and 

brown to build their nests. 

Many saunter straight past without notice. They have done for 

years. It's quiet and desolate. Nature creeps. At night large 

animals pass by and sniff around for things to steal. Foxes, stoats 

and badgers reel around. I'm out of the way as they sweep. 

There's no intimacy. Just an exchange. That is nature. 
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The whisper of rumours calls a few out. 

I look down on the road where cars zip by and the people 

sprint about. The jigsaw patterns of developments - their pristine 

shine. I see the glass and metal, choking and raging. I'm among 

the great history. I mark moment to moment. And I send out little 

whispers. I own nothing. All of my movements are in autumn. I sit 

in my thicket away from it all. I am being. 

Curious people, lost in the dark or people who have come to see 

for themselves if the rumours are true. They see little. They run 

away. Tripping, breaking away little by little.  

It is a hard lesson, being alone. I still go down to the edge of 

the woods for a peek. The rumours work. A little sign here and 

there. Each tale needs a flint. 

She led me along the old track. I still had cravings. It could 

have been anyone, but she was easy, kind, trusting – easy. 

When the rumours started, people made up such fables. 

There were the two of us around. The tree too distant to see 

or hear. All of those fables. I work hard and I stay invisible. I am 

being. 

They were the first for some time, those boys. It was dusk 

and the sky flamed pink and orange. They were tempted and afraid 

and shamed. Like I was. Like all of us. I had to do it. To view it. 
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No one came to find me, deep down in the wych-elm. They 

know that it’s just a story and that the woods are dense and full of 

those whispers. You can easily lose your way back from here. You 

can easily lose your way.   

   

Joyce 

Things started slipping though. I couldn’t sleep. School started 

getting on my back. We almost lost the hockey league. You know 

what it’s like, you get crabby when you’re hungry and tired and 

then the teachers start up on you and then your parents start up 

on you. You miss out on something. You start seeing things in 

people’s looks. They go to the park without you a couple of times. 

Start reading too far between the lines of jokes. It gets tricky. 

“Is everything okay, Joyce?” Mr Reynolds asked. I shrugged. 

“You seem tired. You usually look full of energy on the 

hockey pitch”. 

“I’m fine,” I gave him a little Yvonne smirk. 

“Mr Pritchard said he had to keep you back after English 

yesterday”. 

 



   
 

298 

 

Things had already changed so she’d make conclusions. They all 

would. And it’d bloom like Chinese whispers. I was fucked. It was 

too much for me to go back. So there I was, alone, knowing all the 

time that my absence was making it worse. I didn’t sleep. I didn’t 

eat. It didn’t work. It didn’t get better. It wasn’t like I didn’t try, 

there was nothing else I could do. I just tried to get better. 

Strange daydreams of Yvonne telling them all about my kisses, 

everyone would find me out. I’d see them outside my school gates, 

waiting for me, hands clenched in ready fists. I’d see teachers 

whispering, the hockey team giggling, Dad with a slipper. It didn’t 

work. I didn’t get better. 

Dad never used a slipper on me. He wasn’t soft. He had no 

cause to. We went foraging and for our walks whenever the 

weather was good, a couple of nights a week. I loved it. The Friday 

night after they’d gone to parents’ evening I remember putting my 

boots on and waiting at the back door. Dad was in the front room. 

“Dad!” I called.  

“What?” 

“Aren’t we going for the Tettenhall Dick tonight?” I waited for 

a reply. Waited. It was only seconds but any kind of wait you 

notice is wrong, isn’t it? 
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“We’ve got that jam from last year, Joyce. No point in getting 

anymore. Maybe you go through your books tonight, eh?” 

 

When I did sleep, for the odd hour or so each night these dreams 

crept up on me. Like the dreams of Saltwells do. It’d all be fine 

then slowly something leaked into it until the dream was 

consumed. Me and Mom and Dad would be walking around Penn. 

We did this sometimes, when they’d treat me to chips on a Friday. 

We’d all walk around the block, grab a cone of chips and sit in the 

park to eat them. Dad would throw the soggy bits of batter to the 

ducks. So, we’d be walking around Penn, Dad held my hand, it was 

bright and lovely and all that, there’d be this relaxed, satisfied sort 

of mood. I don’t know, you know moods in dreams? Then we’d 

turn the corner and it was different. We’d go around the corner and 

we’d be in Derby End, we’d suddenly be in Netherton … 

 

Michelle 

Ya know, I ay thought of it before but our town is Nether Town, ay 

it? Iss the underworld, the between world. Iss limbo. Weem in-

between. Weem a non town. An thass it. Weem a bit of Dudley but 

we ay quite Dudley Town. Weem a suburb like Cradely or Kates ‘ill, 

but we’ve gorr’our own suburbs too. We were ‘ome to Hingley’s an 

we built the Titanic Anchor. Joe Derby used to jump the bonk 
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‘osses. Thass gone now but we’ve got statues. Iss gone an what’s 

left is odd. Weem always lookin’ forward an’ lookin’ back. Iss 

Nether Town. 

Who put Bella in the Wych-Elm? 

 

Joyce 

... there’d be Yvonne and the gang, the hockey team, the cousins – 

all stood there in that gap of land between Derby End and 

Saltwells. That nasty patch of land where weeds crack through the 

concrete. The gang were dirty - torn clothes, cuts all over them. 

Pale, skinny, dark eyes that just sort of stared without blinking, 

straight at me but straight through me too. I’d suddenly realise my 

Dad’s hand wasn’t holding mine anymore. Then I’d jerk awake. 

Mom would burst in with me screaming sometimes. That’s when it 

really started to slip. 

Mom always said I liked things clean. I always wanted stuff 

in its right place. I always reacted well to it. I’d been cut off. I 

couldn’t reach out to the cousins, little plebs. I was cut off. The 

other kids at school stayed out of my way. I was still head of the 

choir and captain of the hockey team and I still did well there. That 

gave me status. I hung on to it. I liked stuff in it’s right place. Even 

when things were slipping. 
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For Auntie’s birthday they were putting a do on at the church hall. 

Netherton.  

I went mad. Locked myself in the toilet and screamed. I 

would not go. Yvonne wouldn’t go. They didn’t even know Yvonne. 

But that empty stomach feeling. Netherton. That shivering. Dad 

took the lock off the door and dragged me out.  

“Iss their age, love,” Auntie told Dad. “Our Jonathan was like 

it too. Look arr’im now,  got ‘is own garage”.  

They didn’t know.  

Plastic table cloths with paper plates and defrosted sausage 

rolls. Our Trace’s boyfriend set up his ghetto blaster in the corner. 

They had a sort of DIY skittles lane and we sat around the edges 

as the little ones clattered balls, thunderous and constant. 

I sat with Dad all night, just the two of us. They tried to talk 

to me. The cousins wanted me to dance and play. They tried. I just 

grunted at them. For the rest of the night they kept their distance. 

They stayed on their side of the hall. 

“What is with you, Yvonne?” Dad asked. “First school, now 

this. You’re making a show of yourself”. 

I gave him a smirk. He gave me a look. 
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Uncle Flow came over. He was everyone’s plummer, not a 

real uncle.  

“Why ay ya muckin’ around wi’ the others, bab?” He asked 

me. “Looks like fun to me. Goo on, me wench. Let me an’ yo’ old 

mon ‘ave a chat”. 

“My old man doesn’t want to talk to your sort,” I said. “I 

don’t want to play with them either”. Arms folded. Cute Yvonne-

type smile and eyebrow raise. 

 

Driving home Dad spoke to Mom like I wasn’t there.  

“We’ve got to do something about Joyce, love”. Dad said. 

“It’s gone too far. I think we made a mistake. We didn’t let her find 

her way, make her choice. We’ve made a mistake with her. We’ve 

got to do something, love”. 

Mom looked back through the rear view mirror, rested a 

hand on Dad’s knee.  

“It’s just a teenage thing, isn’t it, love?”     

“Maybe,” Dad said. 

Maybe. It clings to everything, that word. 

 

Sid 
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I went back to the woods to look for it. Your granddad said, Y’om 

mad, Sid. I said doh look for ‘er, day I? 

I told ‘im I ‘ad to, I was scared. Like Bella ‘ad passed 

summat on to me.  Said it was a Qarin. We all ‘ave one. Summat 

that whispers to you. Meks you do stuff. Thought that warr’ever 

was out in Saltwells was a Qarin. They attach themselves to 

people, places. Thought it was attached to Shahid and Sheena, all 

of us. Each one of us has his own Qarin. They try to turn you 

against Allah. 

So I went back to Saltwells an’ back to the Wych-elm. Stayed 

theya all night, sat by the tree, praying. Nothin’ ‘appened. It was a 

bit bloody weird, yeah, but there wasn’t anything like bloody last 

time, yeah, just dark and lonely and bloody cold. Nothin’ ‘appened 

until I got up to leave. Said it was almost mornin’ so I could start 

to see all the shadows of the woods a bit clearer. I got up and 

started to walk off but summat med me turn around.  

I’d been bloody sat there all bloody night, and nothing had 

happened. It was dark and cold and your eyes play tricks on you, 

but that was all. Nothing bloody happened. But when it was almost 

light, when I could just start to make out things and I got up to go. 

Bloody hell! Something bloody made me turn around. I’d sat there 

all night praying-  'A 'oothu billaahi minash-Shaytaanir-rajeem – in 
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the dark, I was frightened, but I prayed - Allaahummak-fineehim 

bimaa shi'ta. Just when it was almost safe, when it was almost 

light and I was walking out, something made me turn around. And 

there she was – Qarin. Filthy clothes, cuts on her skin. Pale. 

Skinny. Dark eyes. She bloody stared without blinking. Straight 

bloody through me. I only looked at her for a second. I’ve never 

ran so bloody fast. 

 

Michelle 

There’d bin loads of stories like this. We wor allowed in Saltwells. 

Not many people did goo in. There’d always be one or two down 

Turner’s who’d tell a tale. We’d laugh when they told ‘em. Then try 

an’ shake it out of our sleep later. 

 

Stan 

Our Michelle doh remember. ‘Er’s obsessed though. ‘Er’ll probably 

get to the truth one day. Cross me heart she doh. ‘Er ‘ad 

nightmares for the fust year after it ‘appened. Me an’ ‘er nan took 

it turns to calm ‘er down. ‘Er an Gem shared a room when we 

moved to Sledmere an’ that sorted ‘em out. ‘Er’d wek up in sweats 

an’ shiverin. ‘Er’d be iverrin’ and werritin’ an’ ‘er’d say some wierd 

stuff when ‘er was wakin’ but not awake.  
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The trees can watch you! They sid us! 

Me an’ ‘er nan do our best. ‘Er’s turned out well really. Weem 

proud of ‘er. An’ our Gem. like I says, ‘er doh remember but 

summats stuck. Summats stuck to ‘er. 

 

Joyce 

I got grounded for talking to Uncle Flow like I did. Not that it 

mattered. 

I couldn’t shake it. Those dreams of being caught, found out, 

that strange looking woman in the dirty clothes. I can’t shake 

those dreams of Saltwells now either. I was on my own. I didn’t go 

out. The gang would all be gossiping about it. Mom and Dad were 

worried. 

“I do think we need to listen to some experts on this, don’t 

you?” Dad said. 

“I think we know what’s best. Not people who haven’t been 

around”. 

“That’s as maybe, but it can’t hurt can it? We can try it. Do 

you think the girls school, me and her doing the boys things 

together …” 
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“I don’t accept that”. 

“So we just ignore what’s happened then?” 

“We don’t ignore. We just don’t get over excited by it.” 

“It’s our Joyce we’re talking about”. 

 

It was never overly obvious, the arguing, the ‘our Joyce’ of it all, 

but that sort of thing sinks deeper, doesn’t it?  

 

Mom had gone to see Auntie and the Cousins. She’d gone to take 

flowers over. Uncle Flow wasn’t even a real uncle. It wasn’t that 

much really. I wasn’t nasty, just not nice. Mom had it in her head 

they’d taken offense. They were different from us, Mom and Dad 

had moved to Penn when he got bumped up to being a manager, 

we had an indoor toilet and we’d been to France and Spain. I don’t 

think it bothered them but Mom was always cautious with 

manners, especially with them.  

I locked myself in my room and Dad sat in his chair. It was 

when she came back it all went up. 

At first it was just raised voices and I tried not to be 

bothered. I just sat in my room. But their voices went on longer 

than normal. They were louder. I couldn’t pretend. I slipped out of 
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my room and crawled along the landing to the foot of the stairs. 

Just lay there listening. They were in the living room and they’d 

have to come out and come back on themselves on the stairs 

before they saw me. I’d hear them coming. 

“Well, how do we know they’re not making it up?” 

“Well, I suppose we don’t, but come on, it adds up doesn’t 

it?” 

“Well, I suppose. Let’s not get carried away though, eh. 

Maybe we need to check it out a bit first”. 

“Maybe. So what do we do?” I’d stopped breathing. Every 

muscle tensed up. 

“Well, we need to check it out. Make sure it all works out”. 

I’ll never forget this talk. Never forget these words. I was 

frozen. I just lay there listening to it all unfold. I bit my knuckle. I 

didn’t blink. I was frozen. Just a corpse on the landing. 

“I think, and think this through first, love, we need to speak 

to Yvonne”.  

All the blood rushed to my head. My stomach emptied. Every 

inch of me spasmed. 
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“Yvonne? Well …”  

“... there’s no other way!?” 

 

Bella 

It’s not just the memory. Not just time and space. It’s the not now 

of it all. It’s never now anymore. When I watch you you’re in a 

present I can never be part of. And I still can’t get back to mine. 

So when I watch you, walking your dog, kissing your girlfriends, 

playing hide and seek. I see you watching me back. Every time you 

step into these woods you watch me back. You might not even 

know it. You can’t avoid it. Sometimes, it’ll creep up on you. It’ll 

stop you in your tracks for a split second, like something caught in 

the corner of your eye. It’s me. I’m looking back at you to see you 

looking back at me. 

She made me think of that song when she led me through 

the woods. We left the pub, not together, but at the same time. 

We were both looking back to see if the other was looking back to 

see. This runs over and over here, stuck in these woods, stuck in 

this nether. It plays on repeat. 

We forget the cold, the damp, the dirt. We fight it off with 

nibbles on the neck, with sucking nipples, with tender tickles over 
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skin. We become warm, flushed, moist. We forget it all in fucking. 

We become heartbeats, panting, curious and starving touches. We 

become bitches, beastly. We’re tranced in each kiss, flex, stroke. 

Tranced in the shiver of it. The shiver that pins and needles its way 

in waves. Waves break. Spread out. Stretch. 

It plays on repeat. Memory is difficult. We see ourselves 

looking in and out. Looking forward and back. It plays on repeat. 

Waves break. 

First it was just the crack of a twig and she turned. I froze. 

And then we heard the footsteps. We heard the odd whispered 

mutter. We stopped. We turned. We froze. Whispers and footsteps 

closing in.  

I still can’t see what direction. You seem to envelope us. 

Prisoned. 

 

Michelle 

Gem ‘ad a mate who worked in Bushy Fields Mental ‘Ospital – 

fuckin’ ‘orrible place. ‘Er told ‘orrid stories about them lot, shittin’ 

‘emselfs, cuttin’ up theya arms, mekin’ ‘emselfs sick an stuff. ‘Er 

said it was always cold an’ it always stank of sanitiser, sick an’ shit. 

It was grey an’ pale green. The colour of the wench in The 
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Exorcist. No wonder no one got well. These places ‘ave changed, 

but they need to change more too, I reckon. Weem all different 

now an’ weem all in our own ‘eads all the time. There ay nothin’ 

real an’ we cor find ourself so iss all gorr’a be different, ‘cause we 

could all end up theya pretty easily, an’ most of us ‘ave got 

somethin’ gooin’ for us in that way. One of the things with them 

though is they ‘ave a sort of contagious thing about them. There’s 

a weight about Bushy Fields, a gravity. Like when we talk about 

the Wych-Elm and the woods, what keeps you out is the sem as 

what pulls you in.      

I needed to find out. Bella infiltrates us. She slicks into our 

pores. All these tales do. The fossils in Wrens Nest, the ruins of the 

steel shafts, the sink ‘oles, Stambermill Viaduct, the stories – them 

all part of us. All this mix of history and folktale. Thass where 

weem from. Thass who we am. It all comes down to this. I live on 

the sem rode as the Tipton Slasher did, weem med a tough stuff 

‘ere. It all seeps into us. Iss natural for us to be creative, ‘ere. We 

built our world turning sand into crystal so iss in our blood - 

alchemy is. Even the beer. We build ourselves up on all sorts. Even 

the beer gets treated. See the Batham’s Brewery ‘as iss own well, 

so the water they use in the brew comes through the coal seam, 

doh it. Thass why you get that taste. It cor be replicated. Bella 
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infiltrates us. ‘Er’s under our streets, under our feet. ‘Er was right 

around the corner all the time.  

One of the old timers in Ma’ Pardoe’s used to love Bella 

stories. ‘E’d written local history books. No one knew ‘ow old ‘e 

was. Not many people liked ‘im ‘cause ‘e went on a bit an’ ‘e 

always looked like ‘e’d bin dredgin’ the cut with ‘is fingers. 

Anyroad, ‘e said that when ‘e was a lad, ‘is dad owned a factory in 

Quarry bank an’ ‘e did the last shift on a Fridee when ‘e was a bab. 

‘E used to walk ‘ome through Saltwells. One night ‘e ‘eard a woman 

screamin’.  

“It was always quiet in them woods,” ‘e said. “But this 

scream, it wor like nothin’ I’d ‘eard before, it was like a sow. There 

was a wench called Joan who worked in the butchers who was a 

little way up the path too, an’ ‘er froze, so I think to meself, it cor 

just be in me yed. So me an’ Joan set abart lookin’ but we day see 

a thing. Them screams echoed through Saltwells. It bounced off all 

the bonks and trees so we day know wheya it was comin’. We give 

up after a bit an’ told the police, like. Thass as close as anyone got 

to Bella. They day find ‘er for two years an’ no one else ‘eard them 

screams ‘cept for me and Joan. Joan was lovely wench …”. 

‘E was alright. Bit of a blether yed, thass all. 
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Joyce 

I almost screamed. As soon as that name was mentioned. I choked 

down a scream. Yvonne. All the tight muscle fear just snapped. I 

was stiff. Throat lump. I focused on the floral wallpaper - the 

endless fractal repetitions. Slowly got to my feet and tip toed back 

to my room. 

 

I packed my bag while they slept. A couple of weeks worth of 

clothes and underwear, some soap and toothpaste and whatnot. It 

was late, well past midnight. Get out. Start again. I was clear. No 

finite plan but it was cool, steady. I jumped the gap from my 

window to the porch. Landed it. It was pitch black. I started 

walking. Not thinking. Not daydreaming, really. Just staring. In half 

thought. My stride was wide. My breath was deep. Watching the 

sleepy suburbs of Penn, with its tree lined streets and semi-

detached homes, become Himley, with their hectares of neatly 

cropped fields, hay bails, manure, that great looming house. Over 

the odd bits of wild meadow and greens stuck between terraces 

and old barns, then hitting Gornal. Then Dudley, cutting past top 

church and through the zigzag of redbricks. It was early, the 

morning moon lingering, cutting through grey mists and wisps of 

cloud. Netherton loomed. Yvonne. 
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I knew why I was there. Yvonne. 

I’d kissed Yvonne. It’s something else if you say it out loud 

though. I didn’t have the guts. It was different back then. I 

couldn’t get the measure of myself. I couldn’t say it outloud and 

make it real. 

 

Tim 

I’d been imprisoned in my own way, from the lampin’, the rumours 

an’ all that. Most of what happened to me had a bit of choice in it, 

day it? I hadn’t done nothin’ wrong, as such, but I made myself 

strange. 

I never said I was gay, but I said enough to make whatever I 

am a thing, an identity, an’ I lived with that even though some 

folks couldn’t. I med myself what I wanted.  

We all wanna be different an’ the same, doh we? Weem from 

Netherton – it ay Cradely, it ay Dudley, an’ we’re different from 

one side of the bonk to the other, but they’re in the Black Country 

too so if it’s a choice between all of us an’ Brum then we’re the 

sem again. Then if some bloke from London gets involved then 

Brum gets in on it too an’ we become West Midlands, then if the 

Frogs come then we’re England. An’ all the time there’s a bit of us 
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that’s just us, that no one can touch, it’s just ours. We think. We’re 

all the sem an’ different. We all mek it in ourselves and for others. 

It ay real. But it stains. 

 

Michelle 

Carrick’d said ‘e day feel imprisoned until the fust night. ‘E said it 

day sink in ‘til the screws turned the lights off.  

“Thass when you know yo’m on your own,” Carrick said. 

“Thass when yo’ know you gorr’a wake up and face it”.  

Grandad said the sem about bein’ in the forces. ‘E was out in 

Malaya after the war. ‘E said it felt like a scout camp until that fust 

night in the jungle.  

“Yo’ doh know dark until yo’m in the jungle at night, me 

wench”. 

 

If you ay got reasons you cor mek sense, if you cor mek sense it 

festers. Thass why Carrick was like ‘e was. Thass why Sid ‘ad to 

goo back to the woods. Thass why we all ‘ad to figure out these 

stories about Bella. I needed to know. Things fester and festering 

spreads. Just look at the tomatoes up in Quarry Bank. We’d built 

concrete on concrete. Factories on factories. Estates on top of 

estates. Never reckoning the bitch of nature lurkin’ under it all, 
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mullin’, rottin’, renewin’. Weem a strange mix a green an’ grey, 

‘ere. Weem a strange mix a old an’ new, death an’ birth, real an’ 

unreal. Weem like algae growin’ on a pool of rust stained water. 

Who put Bella in the Wych-Elm? 

 

Joyce 

The throb came upon me. The throbbing and I felt sick.  

They’d all be down Saltwells circled around Yvonne as she 

told them about how Joyce Wyatt was a disgusting dike and how 

they’d sent her to hospital. They’d laugh and tell jokes and pass it 

on to my cousins and then everyone would know. That’s how it 

happened. Maybe Yvonne just let it slip or someone guessed and 

she didn’t deny it. Whatever. It spread like chicken pox. The quick 

disintegration of our friendship, my school work and all that, and 

now.  

I bit my knuckle and it bruised. Steadied myself.  

I hadn’t thought it through. I’d kissed her and I felt strange. 

I wanted to consume her, make her mine. That empty stomach 

feeling again. I bit my knuckle and it pierced the skin. But that 

wasn’t all.  
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Mick 

Down the ‘ope, our Nic, thass where they was. Talkin’ about our 

Tim. ‘An one on ‘em, ‘er was a bloody specials nurse. For the 

mongs. ‘Er stook ‘er penneth in, day ‘er. Called ‘em behaviours! 

Fuckin’ behaviours! Fuckin’ judgement call! Dirty little 

bastards! Think they can control it all, doh they. Shit! One a these 

days there’s gonna be a queue at the courts with a ton a trannies 

suin’ them cunts. 

Tek ‘em to court! All the others should an all! They ay god 

an’ they think iss all simple. It ay. Some men am proper men, an’ 

some am different, an’ weem all strange an’ weem all always 

changin’. An’ in the guts of us all we all know weem messy. It ay 

simple an’ I doh think there’s just boys and girls anyroad. I mean, 

weem born with tons a stuff in us, genes an’ chromosomes an’ all 

sorts. Yo’ have a look in a science book an’ see what a stew a stuff 

humanity is med of – an’ they try an’ tell us iss all down to two 

chromosomes, come on. But that one decision, it fucks all sorts up 

– it fucks families, friends, schools. It fucked up generations. 

Like our Nicki says, call it what it is - potty trainin’. They 

treat yo’ like a babby, t’ay nothin’ more than sittin’ on the naughty 

step. Thass right. 
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Bella 

Memory is difficult but I remember feelings, smells. I think I do. 

In the springtime the woods are fresh, green, wet. They are 

acrid, fetid. We’re stuck in the muck of it all. 

We were all over each other. We couldn’t let each other go. 

Her lips, tongue, teeth against my neck, my breast. Hot breath. 

Panting. She pinned my arms behind my back. Face pressed into 

my frame. Ripped back my skirt. Circled cunt. 

Memory is difficult. It’s just flashes of moods. 

This is when you came. We heard the snap of twigs, the 

muttering voices, the muted footsteps. This is when we froze. We 

stopped. Stared at each other, scared. You were ten strong against 

us. You stepped through the thicket out into our space. Circled us. 

 

Joyce 

Cinder Bank is a criss cross of redbrick terraces. A maze of little 

family homes all connected, running into each other. There’s a line, 

framed by walls that run the length of the streets, separating the 

yards of one road and the other. There’s a line, a path that cuts 

between two rows. That’s where I went. 
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“Yvonne,” I whispered. It was dusky. It was quiet. Just a 

little breeze and the odd alley cat. “Yvonne”. 

I held my breath. Listened. Nothing. Just the little breeze. 

Just the odd alley cat. 

I picked up a pebble and launched it at the window. I held 

my breath. Listened. Nothing. Repeat. Bigger pebble. Launch. 

That’s when the silence broke. It happened quickly. Smash. The 

pebble went straight through the window. It shattered - a clank-

clatter-crash. 

“The fuck?” a voice screamed. Then a light came on. Then a 

face at the broken frame. 

“What the fuck am yo’ doin’, Joyce?” 

“We need to talk”. 

“Yo’ need to gerr’outta ‘ear. My old mon ‘s ‘ome in a bit”. 

“Yvonne, we were best friends. Come on …” 

“That was before yo’ become a perv, Joyce. Now get lost”. 

“You don’t mean that, just …” 

“Doh tell me what I mean, Joyce. Yo’ crossed a line”. 

I fell silent. Sighed. Just stared up at ‘er. 



   
 

319 

 

“You took advantage of us,” I said. “You played on how nice 

my mom and dad are”. 

“I ay gerr’in to who took advantage, Joyce. I was willin’ to 

kip it to myself. I doh want the taint. I doh want the ‘assle. It was 

always a game, yo’ blether-yed. I played yo’. Just leave”. 

I just stared up at her. Let out a long breath. “Yvonne!!!” 

“Wass gooin’ on?” A man’s voice. I turned. Yvonne’s 

neighbour ‘ad come through his back gate.  

“Er’s crazy, Niall, broke the bloody winda wi a bibble, ay ‘er”. 

He turned to me. “There’s a babby in theya. Who d’ya think 

yo’ am?” 

He stepped forward into the gulley and I turned to run. But 

he was quick for an old chap and he held onto my arm. “Yo’ ay 

gooin’ nowhere, bab”.  

I swung my arm at him and caught him on the cheek. Saw 

his eyes widen in the dark. In a second he had my arm pulled up 

behind my back and my face into the tarmac. I couldn’t keep it in. 

I screamed. My heart thumped. Face burned. Limbs shivered. 

Gums sore with teeth clenched. Spittle. Sweat. Tears. My tongue 

tasted salt, metalic.  
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“Get off,” I shouted. “I’m only a girl”. 

“Yo’m a bloody vandal an’ a thug, me wench”.  

Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. My heart ran thump-thump th-rump. 

I was hot and shivering. Every inch tensed.  

“Snap ‘er arm,” Yvonne called. “Snap ‘er bloody arm”. 

“Go up to Bill’s, Yvonne,” he said. “‘E’ll tek ‘er in”. 

Bill lived at number two. He was the local bobby. Niall held 

me down as we waited. 

“I doh get beat, Joyce”. Yvonne whispered as I was carried 

off. “Yo’m beat. I doh wanna ‘ear from yo’. Doh wanna see yo’ 

again. I doh get beat.”  

That’s the last we spoke. 

 

Dave 

“Hand it over,” They said. They ‘ad me pinned to the wall of the 

boys. Gripped on me blazer an’ pushin’ me in to the lockers. “Hand 

it over, faggot”. 

I’ve ‘ad ‘eadache for days an’ I ay slept. I dipped me ‘ond in 

me pocket an’ pulled out the quid mom ‘ad given me for lunch, 

‘onded it over. I was tiny. I was always small, still am. There was 
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three on ‘em. Year nines. One on each side wi’ a grip on me. One 

in the middle pockin’ finger in me face. I need money an’ these 

shivers. Fuck. There’s sores all over - blisterin’. 

“An’ the watch,” the middle ‘un said. “I’ll ‘ave the watch an’ 

all”. 

I shook me yed. It was a Swatch Dad’d given me last 

birthday. I shook me yed. I’m shekkin’ now an’ I cor stop scratchin’ 

an’ the sweat wears me. Tomo should come around soon. ‘E’ll be 

‘ere today. Get some crank. Get some levellers. 

“No ay an’ answer ‘ere, Dave, yo’ queer”. ‘E grabbed me 

wrist an’ undid the watch. Slipped it away from wrist. “Come on, 

lads,” ‘e said to the others. Then they turned to leave. 

It was the fust time I’d met ‘im. I day know then what ‘e’d 

become. What ‘e’d do to me. Everytime I move me lips they crack. 

Me joints am tight - seized up. I’d sid ‘im about an’ I knew 

everyone called ‘im Brolley. Yo’ couln’t miss ‘im ‘e day care ‘ow 

much ‘e stood out. They turned an’ stood in the doorway. 

“Yo’ gorr’a problem, mate”. 

“I ay yer mate,” ‘e said. Shrugged and grinned. “Give ‘is 

watch back”. 
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“Or what?” The middle ‘un said. 

“Give ‘is watch back”. ‘E took a step forward towards ‘em. 

There was three on ‘em. One took a step back. Tim day tek 

‘is eyes off ‘em. It was like a Van Damme film. Thass ‘ow I feel - 

like the bloke at the end of Kickboxer - like when Van Damme 

crossed the desert in Awol. Then the lad who stepped back spoke. 

“Tim Carmody, ay it?” 

“Thass right,” Tim said. “CARM-O-DY!” 

The middle lad dropped the watch to the floor. Tim stepped 

to the side an’ the lads walked through. ‘E jerked ‘is yed out as the 

middle lad past ‘im. The dick flinched an’ skipped off. 

Tim walked over to me. I was shekkin’. I’m shekkin. Me nose 

kips bleedin’. These blisters am weepin’. I’m shekkin. That Tomo’s 

forgot ay ‘e? Probably just lookin’ afer isself. Tim put ‘is ‘ond on me 

shoulder. Gid it a rub. I looked up arr’im - them big brown eyes.  

“Come on,” ‘e said. “Come an’ meet me mate, Rich”. 

I smiled an’ walked wi’ ‘im. I was mates wi’ a Carmody. ‘E 

split is lunch wi’ me  that day - corned beef an’ brown sauce. 

 

Bella 
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Memory is difficult. It’s hard but I still sense parts. Light breezes. 

The night time outline of bushes and branches. Rustles. Her breath 

on my neck. Circling fingers over my frame. Then the footsteps. 

Then you stepping out from the thickets to face us. Then dread. 

Then enclosure. Then you closing in.  

She’d stripped me. Goose-pimpled skin stuck to the bark of 

the wych-elm. It was just us two. Then you – surrounding, closing 

in. Dread. Throb. Thump.How could we even scream? We putrefy 

like this old trunk. We’re hounded. 

I am still here. Guardian. Prisoner. Portent. You call me Bella. 

 

Joyce 

“I knew your mother just after the war,” the desk sergeant said. 

“Top wench. Looked after my leg”. He tapped the stump below his 

knee. He saw Dad’s leg too, and he knew. 

Dad paid for a new window and it turned out Uncle Flow 

could sort a few other things out for them too - he worked with 

Yvonne’s dad on a couple of sites a few years back. The three of 

them and a couple of policeman spoke in the office as the desk 

sergeant took a damp cloth to my face.  

 

“You’re grounded,” Dad said, driving home.  
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I shrugged.  

“Shrugging? You think that’ll help you, do you? That’s part of 

the issue, I think, Joyce. You’re spoilt”. 

I shrugged again. Gave him an Yvonne smile. He went quiet 

for a while. Dudley became Sedgley and we pulled through Penn 

Common. It was light now. Early birds were walking their dogs 

through the wispy grass. Somewhere between gold and green it 

waved. An endless-wriggling-conjoined-serpent.   

“You never had any brothers or sisters, Joyce,”  

I looked up at him.  

“Just let me say this”. 

He checked his mirrors. Pulled over. 

“Me and your mom couldn’t have anymore kids. We were 

lucky to have you. Maybe we took it too far. Maybe I tried to be a 

dad and a brother and a mate. Maybe mom was too keen on the 

girls school. We did our best, Joyce”. 

“I’m sorry, Dad”. 

“I’m not going to tell your mom the full story. She already 

thinks too much on Yvonne”. 
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“What?” My neck jerked back to the common and the waves 

of long grass. He went quiet again. 

“You don’t really have friends do you, Joyce? Maybe it’s 

going out like a boyscout with me. I won’t go as far as to say you 

feel … but it is … something’s become clouded. Do you agree, 

Joyce?” 

“What do you mean, Dad? Where’s this coming from?” 

“There's clearly something. That’s what I mean. You can’t go 

around breaking windows just because Yvonne doesn’t … and 

there’s the legal issue too. Joyce. Do you understand, Joyce?” 

“I don’t understand”. 

“You’re grounded. You’re lucky too”. 

 

Michelle 

Tell me about your father. That was my first reaction when Tim 

told me about Wyatt an’ ‘er dad. 

It was so saft. So obvious. I doh think Freud ever said that, 

iss like everyone gerrin the Casablanca line wrong, ay it? Play it 

again, Sigmund.  We did A-Level Freud at Halesowen College, I 
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thought ‘e was a perv. An’ a bit of a blether-yed an’ all. Iss all eyes 

an’ cocks, ay it? 

Gem always said, “‘e day understand nothin’, just med up a 

bunch a stuff. Put ‘is own daddy and arse issues on us all. I doh 

know any wench who wanted a cock, an if they did it wor ‘cause 

they thought they’d lost theyas. If men knew the clit they’d want 

the clit”. 

Er ‘ad a point, day ‘er? 

‘Ow many Freudians does it take to screw in a penis … eh, 

lightbulb?        

 

Bella 

You call me Bella but you had no name for me back then. Back 

there in the cool woods I was alien.  

I can’t count you. You may have been three strong or ten. I 

remember rope and I remember the splintered leg of a table. 

Dread. You close in – cane handed. 

She slipped her grip from me. Turned. Sprinted. I still see 

her, slight and swift, scupper past your mob and skulk away 

through the woods. Sick. Dread. Left. I was dropped. 
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Tim 

With Dave and Dad and the guys back at school, you learn pretty 

quickly how to cover things up. You get good at it. But it sits within 

you. It sits like a worm, gnawing. With Dave I had to get away, 

with all of ‘em really, I had to cut ties. Like Wyatt, you have to 

learn to stay undercover, doesn’t matter who takes the hard end 

for the sake of the cover up, as long as it isn’t you. That’s hard, 

isn’t it? 

With Mom and Dad I ‘ad to be a good son, a good catholic 

son, a proper mon too. You know my old mon, better to fake it. 

Thass it though, ay it? Iss the fakin’, the lurkin’ about with life that 

stuff spreads an’ festers. 

I was drunk an’ no one had bothered to come down to the 

truck stop that night, they’d already called last orders. I was in a 

state an’ it was one of them nights when you need some thrill or 

some company. I started walkin’ up to Cradley Cemetery. Dave 

was from Netherton but it was Cradley Road end. I didn’t have a 

clue where he was buried and I didn’t have enough sense or light 

to start lookin’. I just got to the gates. They were locked. I gave 

them a kickin’. Tried to climb them. Bruised all my back an’ arse. 

An’ I had a cry and I said sorry and I said thanks. 
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I find myself there in dreams sometimes. I can sometimes 

taste stuff in my dreams. They sorta give me that back a’ the 

mouth, smelly taste. 

 

Joyce 

Dad could be thanked.  

I knew the rules. There’s a blueprint to family, friends, 

school. You can follow it. You can manipulate it too. I did. I 

suppose I’ve done it a lot. All my life. It’s hard to change. I’m 

sorry. 

I stopped going out with Dad, bird watching and picking 

damsons. Things with Mom were fine. She was quiet. Dad kept a 

keen eye on me. I was grounded. Indefinitely.   

“We’ll see some improvement at school first, Joyce. Then 

maybe you can go and see your cousins”. 

We had a walk and a bag of chips on a Friday. Me and Dad. 

We had ‘chats’. I was straight back to school. No respite. It was 

fun lying about it all, it made me look cool in some ways so I got 

back to a good social level.  

“How did you get those scars, Joyce?” 
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“Down at my Auntie’s. There was a fight at the Con Club. The 

police said I can’t talk about it”. 

“Ah, go on, Joyce”. 

I was a normal girl again. I’d say a sort of normal. That’s all 

it ever could be. There was no more Yvonne and the Cinder Bank 

lot. No more proper social life. And there was the cover up. The 

constant lie and the constant worry that it would slip. A constant 

empty stomach feeling. More than this though. I was always 

pretending – simulating. Under it all I felt sick, tight throated, 

confused. 

School was alright. There was a blueprint to follow. I knew 

how to play the game with kids and teachers. The same, to a 

degree, with family stuff. But alone, and always underneath it all, 

was this sicky anxiety. Alone was the worst. Dreams were the 

worst. Dreams still are. The pills made me sick. Pretending made 

me sick. I was good at being alright.  

They gave me pills to sleep. They gave me pills to eat with 

my breakfast. It normally took me a good hour or so to shake 

away the dreams. It would be in the dark green and brown of 

Saltwells. Lying on the wet ground. Yvonne straddled me. Sat on 

my chest. Knees pinning arms back. Hands reaching deep into 
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mouth. Fingers searching down throat. Then slowly pulling out, like 

a fisherman reeling in a catch, a long, thick, matted tangle of hair. 

I’d wake choking. Unable to move. Drowning. 

It’s like guilt. You’ve got to find a way to shake it. To satisfy 

it. I had no way to shake it off. Just imagine going about your day 

to day, faking it everyday, being normal, but all the time never 

settling. I thought about Yvonne all the time. 

I don’t know. I still don’t. I wanted to get her. I wanted to 

hold her. I wanted to explain. I wanted her to explain. I was lost 

with it all. I couldn’t stop thinking about her. We were queens of 

the gang. Leather jackets, leaning against the gates of St Andrews 

churchyard. That little cough-giggle. Our half-smiles and the 

whispers. We ruled and did it with ease.   

Rules and order helped. Helped settle things. I stuck to the 

rules of school, family and whatnot with strict and rigid steps. I 

obeyed and that helped. I was studious and dutiful and that 

helped. I was hard. Dad helped with the trigonometry and that 

helped. I set strict rules around myself and that helped, and if 

anyone made moves to undermine those rules they got it. That’s 

why Tim got it those years later. He’d brought it back up. I’m not 

blaming him. 
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There was a girl called Diane at school. She said something 

to me on the hockey pitch. I can’t even remember now but it made 

me unsteady. It bought the sickness up. Like I said, I knew how to 

play the game, so I finished her. I planted seeds. I was always 

good at it. Calculated and well sown seeds. I spread rumours. 

Diane was finished and the sickness subsided. The cover up was 

safe. It happened to a few girls. I carried on. Soon enough it 

became instinct. The rules became a way of being. Habit. It’s still 

there, I suppose. Sorry. 

But before this. Before the rules and order and control, there 

was Yvonne. I couldn’t shake her. I’d woken too many times, 

drowning and paralysed. She was stronger than me. She’d proven 

it. In some dreams we’d be in the darkness of the cinema. Alone. 

Staring at the screen. She’d take my hand and then came burning, 

pins and needles. Constant, building stabbing. 

I was good at pretending. I knew the game. It didn’t take 

long for the teachers to start loving me again. 

“Great game, Joyce,” Mr Reynolds said. “Best I’ve seen you. 

So alert. So commanding”. 

“Thank you, sir,” I said. “I feel back to normal again now. 

“Good. Mr Pritchard said the same too, Joyce”. 
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It didn’t take long for Dad to start taking the shield down. 

He’d been coming to the hockey games. I’d seen him chatting with 

Mr Reynolds. Seen them laughing together. It was over. Almost. I 

asked Mom and Dad if I could go to see the cousins.  

“I’m not so sure, Joyce,” Dad said. We we’re out having 

Friday chips. 

“Come on, she’s doing much better, you said yourself. And 

it’s only her cousins. It’ll do her good”. 

“Just your cousins, eh Joyce? We’re trusting you”. 

“Look at her grades. Look at the hockey results. Think about 

what Mr Pritchard said. She’s okay. Just wants to see her cousins”.  

“Remember what I said, Joyce? This is a point of trust. Keep 

on track”. 

And I did. I took the cousins off to Saltwells. Me and the 

cousins played games, I was lovely to them and they told Auntie 

and I was safe. But it was reconnaissance. I was spying. I’d take 

the Cousins around Saltwells and teach them the tricks Dad had 

taught me. We hunted for eggs and went bramble picking and all 

that. Built wigwams. Played hunt the flag.  I was tracking Yvonne. 
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Auntie had called home a few times and the cousins were 

happy.  

“Is that right?” Mom spoke down the telephone. “I am glad … 

that’s good … well, it’s a difficult time when you’re her age, isn’t it? 

… I think so too, it’s done with … yeah, her Dad taught her all of 

that … see you soon, sis”. 

 

I went back to Netherton on a solo mission. I did it few times. I’d 

meet them for a few nights over a few weeks then just do one 

night, alone, with Yvonne in mind. I don’t even know what I had 

planned. But you see, she was the issue. I’d been signed out of 

trouble now. School, family, all of that was alright. But there was 

that sickness. The constant thought of her that just sat there like 

pins and needles inside me. It was Yvonne. It needed 

confronting.   

It took me a few attempts. I’d walked Saltwells, the 

churchyard, trekked the whole of Cinder Bank, Buffery Park. I went 

all over Netherton. But I got her. I went to the Outdoor at The Bull, 

where we’d got the jug of Mild that night we made friends. I heard 

her giggle. She’d been in the pub. Actually inside. And you’ve got 

to remember we were still children, really. I heard her giggle and 

saw her through the latch. It was only a split second but she 
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looked different. Livelier. Grown up. She was in a dress and 

makeup. She was different. Yvonne was always confident, always a 

bit older than her years, but she’d moved from the Outdoor and 

into the pub. It was too much and I ran off. I didn’t go back to 

Netherton for a week. The dreams wouldn’t let up. 

The Dreams wouldn’t let up. Yvonne needed confronting. I 

had to go back. I was still a girl. I didn’t know what I was getting 

into. I didn’t know how to do this undercover stuff. But Yvonne 

needed managing. I went back. I tied my hair back, slicked it back 

with Dad’s Brylcreem. I wore black, trousers and top, two sizes too 

big, stolen from school’s lost property. I looked silly. 

Back at The Bull I hid near the privet bushes opposite the 

outdoor. I spied. I waited. There were a couple of times I saw 

Yvonne walk past the light of the latch. She looked different again. 

Older, cooler, glamorous. She giggled and waved at someone. A 

small glass in her hand. I saw her once more, just for a split 

second, with someone else. A woman. Odd. I saw her rest her 

hand on the shoulder of a woman. She held it there and smiled at 

her. That woman was odd. She was older than us. A proper adult. I 

was too far to see properly, but she was different, odd. You can 

quickly tell who isn’t from Netherton, can’t you? It was too much 

for me again. I ran off. 
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Michelle 

Our Gem always said, “there’s different degrees of bein’ Black 

Country, ay there?” 

We knew when someone wor a regular in Turner’s. Knew 

when they wor from Netherton. I doh know if iss a look or aura or 

what. There’s degrees of things, ay there. Some of us am more 

nether than others. I remember a bloke called Rob, used to come 

in from time to time with our Gem, ‘e was probably a puff too. ‘E 

was sound. Day look down on no one, talked to anyone, got ‘is 

round in. But ‘e wor from Netherton. ‘E wor a worker like us, day 

‘ave things like Saltwells an’ ruins under ‘is skin. They took a while 

to warm to ‘im for that. 

 

Joyce 

I spent another week waking with chokes and unable to move. 

With the itchy agony of my knuckle. I dressed up again. 

Brylcreemed my hair. Stared long and hard at the bathroom 

mirror. Told myself to be strong.  

I went back again. Dressed as I was before. Hair slicked 

back. I went back to the outdoor. It was night but it was summer 

so the light lasted long enough. I hid behind the privet bush again. 
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Waited. It seemed like ages. Just watching the latch, the light, the 

figures against it. I kept checking my watch – every five minutes 

was an hour. Then I spotted her. She walked past the glow of the 

outdoor, stood there for a few seconds. She laughed at someone. 

Smiled. Then I saw that odd woman. They faced each other for a 

moment. She put her hand on Yvonne’s shoulder. Yvonne smiled. 

It was seconds but I took it all in as if they performed in slow 

motion, just for me. She touched Yvonne. Yvonne liked the touch. I 

stayed put. Hours passed. Just me, night time, the privet bush. 

Every now and then Yvonne would pass the latch, I saw them both 

a couple of times. That was all. 

It was tough. I wasn’t sure how to feel. I wanted to be in 

there with her, laughing, being cool, being with her. I wanted to 

confront her. Tell her what she’d done to me. Ask her to justify 

herself. Apologise to her. I wasn’t sure how to feel but it swelled in 

me, those pins and needles, that sickness, that empty stomach 

groan. It was tough. 

I think it must have been an hour or two before I heard her 

giggle again. Yvonne’s giggle. Outside. I held my breath. I watched 

Yvonne walking up the road. Got a good look at her this time. She 

looked cool. Older than before. Strutting. She walked away from 

The Bull, turned around to look behind her, smiled as she faced 
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forward again. She smiled that smile of hers – that cool, on the 

level, smile. Ten seconds later that woman followed. She was 

lanky, tall, older than us. She looked odd. Walked in a strange 

way. She smiled too. Her teeth were crooked, one was chipped. 

She walked off through the estate. 

I held my breath. Counted to ten. Followed. They went 

through the estate, pasr all the redbrick terraces. Up past St 

Andrew’s. Down Lodge Hill. Past the reservoir. Slipped over the 

stile into Saltwells. It was dark now. I already knew I was too late 

for home. But I followed. Through the tarmac, trying to tread 

softly, keeping distance.  Into the woods. It was almost pitch black 

in Saltwells. All the greens and browns had turned black, grey, 

blue. I followed. Yvonne, then that odd woman, then me. Cutting 

through bracken, nettles, hawthorn. She was a proper adult but 

me and Yvonne were still just kids, really. They didn’t look fazed. I 

was. They looked assured, determined. I felt lost. But I followed. 

Off the path, past the bell pits, through scratching thickets. It was 

hard to see, hard to tread carefully. I think I saw them take each 

other’s hands. But I followed. 

They stopped at a little opening. A small circular patch of 

dead ground. They were side by side now. I think they held hands. 

The strange woman turned, resting her back against a fat old tree. 
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It looked dead, hollow, brittle. Yvonne stepped towards her. They 

kissed. 

 

Yvonne 

I grab at tits, and nibble on neck. We kissed an’ l pulled up ‘er 

dress to get to ‘er skin an’ stick fingers in ‘er knickers, kissed that 

wench, stroked and touched ‘er. Fingered ‘er. 

I day know we’d been followed but I let the thought play in 

me yed. ‘’Er’d a cried a bit, I was ‘er fust crush, ‘an ‘er day ‘ave 

nothin’ to cling it to, an’ ‘er wanted me to be ‘ers but ‘er day know 

the words to use in ‘er own yed to figure it out properly. ‘Er couln’t 

figure it out, an’ ‘er’d said ‘ow ‘er liked things clean an’ in theya 

place, day ‘er? So with all this, confused an’ scared an’ with all that 

sickness, an’ everythin’. 

I pinned ‘er to the tree and ran lips all over ‘er. Joyce ‘ad 

started this, I suppose. ‘Er’d med me queer. I pulled out ‘er tit an’ 

sucked, nibbled. Nipples, solid, pink. 

Joyce ‘ad kissed me. I got off just thinkin’ ‘er might ‘ave sid us.  

 

Joyce 



   
 

339 

 

I didn’t know what was happening. I just sat in the bracken 

watching. I was angry, sad, sorry. Full of that empty stomach 

sickness, dizzy with it all. And I felt that throbbing. Just the same 

as the night I tried to take Yvonne. I can feel it now as I’m telling 

you. I wanted Yvonne, wanted to possess her. I hated that woman. 

I felt it straight away, as soon as I saw her with her wonky walk 

and weird face. I hated her. I hated Yvonne. But I couldn’t turn 

away, and I had to watch, and I felt that building, longing throb, 

and I hated myself for that. I was confused and afraid, it was odd. 

All of it was odd. It filled the woods with a mood. Like a gas leak 

filling a room. You could taste it. When I dream now, I dream of 

that mood – it has a smell, a weight, the smell of Saltwells. 

 

Tim 

That earthy rot that’d cling to your nails. That shit smell you doh 

want to smell but cor stop smellin’. That mood. Like a hangover 

sickness, iss relief but iss vile. I thought about Dave. It would’a bin 

the same for ‘im. It’s more than just first crush or first love 

though, ay it? It’s the first time an’ first person it’s alright to be 

queer with. Or you thought it was alright. There was somethin’ no 

one else’d understand. An’ it’d bin broken. An’ it was summat that 

day ‘ave a name or a story like so many a these things do, so you 
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doh know it’s sacred until it’s done with. We ‘ad somethin’. 

Sometimes the somethin’ comes too long after the event though, 

an’ it’s too late. 

 

Michelle 

Our Gem said the sem when ‘er an’ Hannah broke up.  

“It ay just a broken ‘eart, bab, iss loss, iss spoiled”. 

 

Joyce 

I sat in the bushes and watched them. Watching them loving each 

other. Can you understand? After a bit, though, something 

happened, changed the mood, like. I heard footsteps. They heard 

them too. We all froze. Footsteps, closing in. Several footsteps. I 

watched them freeze then quickly looked around. I was not the 

only onlooker. I was not alone in following them. There was 

movement in the woods. Several footsteps closing in. I froze. 

Yvonne and her lover froze. We watched five or six dark figures 

step out of the bushes into the circle. Watched them close in. I 

don’t remember it being rushed but it happened quickly. I stuck to 

my spot, sat in the brackens. I saw Yvonne sprint. She’d turned for 

half a second. She saw the people closing in. She fled. 
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It was hard to see, it was dark. There would have been about 

six of them. Each with a big stick in their hand. They had rope with 

them. I’m sorry. They tied her up. They battered her. I did 

nothing. I’m sorry. I was a girl. They tied her up an’ I saw them 

take turns at bringing sticks down on to her. In the quiet of night, 

in the stillness of the woods. That thud and thump of them was 

horrific. I can hear it now. Like the the sound of a cricket ball, 

dropped from a height, in an empty sportshall. I’m sorry. I did 

nothing. I was a girl. They hid her in the trunk of the tree. I’m 

sorry. I did nothing. 

 

Bella 

It must have been quick or I must have faded in and out. Memory 

is difficult. You closed in. She ran. You came for me. Better to get 

one properly than chase the other and risk losing both. You closed 

in. You were silent. I must have faded in and out.  

I taste the iron of my blood. Count three loose teeth. Wrists 

roped – seethe. Then thump. Crack. The sound of mallets working 

dry clods. Thump – six, seven, eight. Nothing. 

 

Anon 



   
 

342 

 

Wid sid ‘er before. ‘Er was more mon than wench. We wor ‘avin 

that. We wor perfect but thass against god that is. An that night wi 

the young girl. Niall an’ Ben knew ‘er. Weem together ay we? Long 

hot hours down Roundoak - weem together. Suppin in the Bull - 

together. St Andrews or the Methodists on a Sundee - together. 

Wid sid ‘er before. We wor ‘avin’ that. Alfred took the lead. 

Grabbed the cricket bat ‘e’d bin given at the four counties, ‘e’d 

‘elped to build it. ‘E shut the bar early an’ we followed ‘em. Dirty 

devil wench. 

Joyce 

I don’t think these dreams will stop. That empty stomach feeling 

won’t either. I didn’t do anything. I’m sorry. But I couldn’t. I won’t 

be able to stop covering up in some way or other. I’ll never lose it. 

I don’t blame Yvonne for any of it. It was before all of this, before 

there was an us we could stick together with. Before there was an 

other to name in any of us. 

There was part of me that wanted to keep Yvonne safe. Keep 

myself safe. I knew I’d end up explaining things to the police 

again. Netherton’s a small place, it’d get around who saw what, it’d 

put us all in the firing line. Put me in the firing line again. There 

was part of me that just carried on building this front, this shield 
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and pushing it to the back helped with that. I know someone died. 

I’ve told you and I’ve told it once. I won’t tell it again. 

 

Tim 

I asked ‘er why she didn’t tell anyone. I said someone was 

murdered. I told ‘er she could’ve given a statement years later. 

You hear about it, doh ya? Er day come back to Lye. But ’er’d be 

alright, the bikers were bostin’. 

I go over sometimes, to the Wych-Elm. It’s marked with me 

an’ Dave. We’re part of the echo. 

 

Michelle 

We cor tell no one. Thass the echo that clings to Saltwells woods. 

Iss never safe. Thass the place that sits on the edge of our estates, 

next to the rusts and rots of our forges. That in-between place full 

of ancient fossils and limestone, full of swampy bell pits. Stuck 

theya with Merry Hill shopping centre on one side, an’ our Nether 

Town on the other. Iss framed by the res, the redbricks, the 

industrial estate. Iss at the ‘eart of us. Bella is too, ay ‘er? An’ that 

rotten Wych-Elm, ay it? Iss the twisted root of our heartland. 

I told our Gem all about it. ‘Er couln’t believe it.  
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“I know iss bin tough for loads of us lot over the years, bab, 

but thass fuckin’ awful,” ‘er said. “Meks sense too though, doh it? 

Bella an’ the Wych-Elm ‘as ‘ung around us all ‘round ‘ere. Thass 

the weight of ‘ate, that is. Thass the weight of guilt an’ lies”.  

Our Gem was right. We all try to kip it at the back of our 

‘eads, bury it like poor Bella, but thass where it festers, ay it? An’ 

all them festerin’ feelins, they all come from us, an’ they all 

infiltrate us, an’ we all tek a bit away an’ we all add a bit. An’ 

weem all the cause an’ weem all the symptom an’ we cor 

gerr’away from the spreadin’. 

After I told our Gem ‘er said we should goo an’ see it.  

“We oughta goo find Bella,” ‘er said. “I dunno, put some 

flowers down or summat”.  

So I called Tim an’ ‘e agreed to tek us. ‘E wor scared an’ ‘e 

always loved another chance to ‘old court. It ‘elped ‘im too a bit, I 

think. So we met at the visitor’s centre an’ ‘e took us in. Through 

the dirty paths, lined with bushes, nettles an’ trees. Cuttin’ through 

a patch a ‘awthorn, past the bell pits an’ bits a jagged limestone, 

along a dirt line where a few strange sorts ‘ad trod before. Then we 

sid it. We cut out of thickets into a wide circular area, all dead an’ 

brown, ‘cept the tree. It was massive. I dropped to my knee. This 
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fat, crusty trunk squatted in the centre, iss wide span a’ windin’ 

branches twistin’ out, droopin’. Dead but still ‘ere.  

I ‘eard Tim sniff, wipe ‘is face an’ walk forward. Gem stepped 

forward too – ‘er touched the trunk an’ shook ‘er ‘ead then left the 

flowers at the base. Tucked ‘em under a few roots that’d pierced 

the dirt and spiralled around each other. Then ‘er moved back. Tim 

stayed for a few minutes. We ‘eard ‘im sniffin, ‘eard ‘is ‘ard 

breathin’.  

“‘E’s ‘avin’ a cry, ay ‘e?” our Gem said.  

On his knees, right up against the tree, back to us, ‘e was 

there for about five minutes. Sniffin’, breathin’, ‘e’s body shekin’ a 

bit. When ‘e moved back we saw it. In the bark, etched Dave 4 Tim 

4eva.     

 

I remember drivin’ up from The Delph towards Cradely, an’ we 

were stopped at the lights at the top ‘a Quarry Bank. Tony was wi’ 

me an’ ‘e’d pointed it out. It ay nothin’ ‘cept a border between a 

couple a places that ay proper towns any road. Tomatoes growin’ 

out a the tarmac.  

Tony called me a wik after that.  
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“Ya know them tomatoes wid sin, bab?” Tony asked. “I went 

back to pick ‘em. They wor tomatoes like I’ve ‘ad before!”  

I day know what they was. No one down Turner’s believed 

us.  

“Them like tomatoes but they ay right. Them really sweet, 

too sweet. An’ them really sour, too sour. Sweet pulp and sour 

skin- or was it sweet outside, and sour within?” 

 

Bella 

You call me Bella. I am always here. Lurking. I am just out of 

sight. Just out of reach. I am the mar. I am the foxy infraction. 

Never living. Never dead. A shade that germs into and out from 

you. 
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Reflective Commentary for Bella 

Liminality in Bella 

In The Uncanny Freud suggests that creative writing can hold many 

uncanny tropes, saying writing ‘tricks us by promising us everyday reality 

and then going beyond it’.201 This was the starting point for my creative 

practice during this project, to provide a form of social realism, that 

focused on the everyday, but to inject it with a sense of haunting, 

abjection, weirdness. To utilise the region and its liminality, as discussed 

in previous chapters, as a setting for and stimulus of the uncanny. 

This, at least in part, came about through my critical investigation of 

Black Country literature, as an attempt to forge or fuse the thematic and 

stylistic modes of the researched texts to produce a conjugate of them. 

As such, Bella is part ghost story, part weird fiction, set within the social 

realist landscape, with a queer agenda. 

In Bella we float between different times, spaces, voices, plots, there are 

interruptions, digressions, MacGuffins. All these apparatuses are linked 

together in a prose form that mirrors the wider themes of the writing. An 

example of this is through the series of rumours about the spirit / ghost 

in the woods, along with Bella’s narratives. What we end up with is a 

series of connected but fragmentary stories, none of which are true, that 

begin and end the same way (much like the cyclical nature of a 

hauntological experience) - the opening and closing words of Bella: 

                                                           
201 Sigmund Freud, The Uncanny, trans David McLintock (London: Penguin, 

2003) 157 
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You call me Bella. I am always here. Lurking. I am just out of 
sight. Just out of reach. I am the mar. I am the foxy infraction. 

Never living. Never dead. A shade that germs into and out from 
you. 

If queer communities are at one point a collection of non-normative 

cultures or people, and at the same time a constantly shifting, melting 

down and remoulding of identities then it is essential that the form of the 

novella (the way the reader perceives time-space and voice), that 

undertakes to speak for them, does so in a form relevant to them. Queer 

is both a steady root, where the strong stance of its politics comes from, 

as well as being fluid, where the multitudes of its identities sit. This is 

why there is both structure, in the sense of character arch and narrative 

transition, as well as fluidity, in terms of the play with perspective, 

spatiality and temporality.   

 

Space and time  

One of the main aims for this project was to put my characters in a 

setting that was a realistic portrayal of the Black Country, that captured 

the strange meetings of green and grey space / rural and industrial 

space, and acted as poetic symbolism for the wider political themes of 

the piece. As such, the storyworld of Bella is Netherton - a suburb of 

Dudley, but one with its own pseudo-village status. It is a place steeped 

in industrial heritage, made up of a predominantly working class 

populace, home to large housing estates and dormant factories. It sits 
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between Dudley town, Saltwells Nature Reserve and Merry Hill Shopping 

Centre: it is important the setting shares space with the hyper-real retail 

park, the ruined industry and the wild-natural. This is similar to 

Cartwright’s, Lane’s and O’Flynn’s - a liminal landscape, ripe for exploring 

the politics of disenfranchised communities, abject experience and / or 

the uncanny. I also wanted to bring to my readers’ attention the sense 

that the region is overlooked and misunderstood, that there are spaces 

within our everyday worlds that are also overlooked and misunderstood, 

and that an engagement with the overlooked can enhance our 

understanding of our environments. When John Rodgers spoke about his 

film The London Perambulator he said: 

I think these places need to be celebrated and I think we need to 

challenge these traditional ideas of heritage because they’re 
misplaced and it’s lazy. In any town they all sort of go, “oh look at 
this building, it’s Georgian” but most people that live in those 

places don’t ever have any engagement with those buildings where 
as they do have an engagement with some sort of piss stenched 

bus stop on the A40 which has so much narrative in it and so 
much heritage within its framework that we should celebrate them 
more.202 

I explore and exploit this “bus stop heritage” in Bella. The opening 

section describes the area and the sense or mood of place my characters 

find themselves in. It is, ‘just a shadow of a place. A place you used to 

get somewhere else. A dried industrial space that day mean nothin’ else 

[...] a border between a couple a places that ay proper towns any road’. 

                                                           
202 John Rogers, ‘London Perambulator ‘Edgelands’ panel discussion with Will 

Self, Iain Sinclair and John Rogers’, East End Film Festival at Whitechapel Art 

Gallery, 29/04/2009, URL: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3eNEfxDt2kA, 

published on 14/03/2014, [Accessed on 30/08/2017] Unpaginated 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3eNEfxDt2kA
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In Narratology, space and setting is mainly discussed in terms of the 

mind mapping authors develop: a text produces a mind map through 

different perspectives of place, literal descriptions of things and the 

movement of characters through the storyworld. Referring to Ralph 

Schneider’s work on cognitive theory in literature, Marie-Laure Ryan says 

‘space in narrative usually serves as a background for characters and 

their actions, and not as a focus of interest’.203 This is not to say that the 

only function of setting is to act as stage for the action. Ryan continues, 

‘an important aspect of the cognitive mapping of narrative texts is the 

attribution of symbolic meaning to the various regions and landmarks of 

the narrative world’.204 She goes on to paraphrase Juri Lotman, arguing 

that, ‘narrative is born when a character crosses the boundary between 

these symbolically charged spaces’. Ryan states: ‘By telling us how 

certain striking landscape features came into being or what happened on 

certain sites, narratives of myth, legend and oral history build a “spirit” 

of place, what the Romans called genius loci’.205 

This thesis’ texts are good examples; the setting is an extension of the 

characters’ experiences and feelings as well as being symbolic of the 

themes of the texts. In my work, setting needed to be this symbolically 

charged space. Each place in the piece has been imbued with particular 

moods and characteristics, be it playful, haunting, communal or 

                                                           
203 Ryan, Marie-Laure: ‘Space’, Paragraph 20 -22, Hühn, Peter et al.eds. The 

Living Handbook of Narratology, (Hamburg: Hamburg University) URL: 

http://www.lhn.uni-hamburg.de/article/space 

[Accessed on:30 Nov 2016] 
204 Ryan, ‘Space’, paragraph 22 
205 Ryan, ‘Space’, paragraph 14 

http://www.lhn.uni-hamburg.de/article/space
http://www.lhn.uni-hamburg.de/article/space
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alienating, in order to set up a kind of symbolism that captured the in-

between nature of the region. An example of this is when my main 

narrator, Michelle, describes the spirit or being within nature, especially 

the nature that lurks behind the manmade:   

It was like the tomatoes growin’ up by the lights in Quarry Bank. It 
was like that all over ‘ere. Alleys and gulleys cut routes through 
most places an’ most ‘a the time you’d move from the off-white, 

pebbledash of the Priory estate, into the tall slate and ash of 
dormant works, an’ then into the slick clay, weeds, nettles and 

brittle trees of somewhere like Wrens Nest. These sites were all 
over. In-between sites where you wor sure if nature was dying 
from the old smog an’ the foul suburb, or if it was slowly working 

iss way back.    

When writing place one must balance several issues: one’s idiosyncractic 

perspective; maintainance of authentic / accurate portrayal; being both 

local and wider reaching; considering on whose behalf one is speaking. 

Sean O’Brien206 has explored issues of poetry of place, looking at the 

various things the creative writer must balance when addressing place. 

Although O’Brien discusses England and Englishness as a wider topic, 

much is still relevant in his argument. He lays out the messiness of 

attempting to write of a particular place and of a specific identity: ‘The 

dead ends and false trails, are part of the imagined England in which we 

live’207. Likewise, I’d argue, are the dead ends and contradictions of the 

Black Country.  O’Brien suggests that ‘some places may seem more 

“England” than others’208 and that there are inherent contradictions and 

difficulties in representing the local due to the interrelated contradictions 

                                                           
206

 Sean O’Brien, ‘As Deep As England: The Newcastle / Bloodaxe Poetry Lectures 

2011’, Poetry Review 102:1 Spring, (2012) 54-69 
207 O’Brien, 54 
208 O’Brien, 55 
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in the history of a place. He uses Northumbria and Yorkshire as examples 

of places and identities that attempt to mark themselves out as a 

different kind, a potentially more authentic kind, of England: ‘that 

making of an exception was also a claim to original authenticity, to 

having been in some sense here before the Normans, who are definitely 

‘not from round here’209. O’Brien suggests an Environmental 

Psychologists’ view; that a community or culture mark themselves out as 

different from other communities, through the conservation, promotion 

and celebration of their shared history, language / vernacular and 

successes. O’Brien also argues that there are certain places that claim an 

‘original authenticity’, which not only marks them out as particular or 

different, but marks them out as a linked in a psuedo-genetic way. This 

can be appropriated to the Black Country when one considers the 

region’s role in the industrial revolution and its population’s pride in that. 

It can also be considered in terms of the preoccupation with Mercian and 

Anglo-Saxon ancestry. A sense of pride and lineage stems from the fact 

that the region’s dialects have their roots in the Saxon, Germanic and 

Mercian languages; attention is given to Wulfruna, Grand-daughter of 

Aethelflaed (Daughter of Alfred the Great), who gives her name to 

Wolverhampton. This too is a marker of exception, one that suggests a 

uniqueness of spirit, class, strength and a geneological link to a ‘real’ 

‘authentic’ place in the UK’s history. These notions border on essentialist 

and exclusionary, begging the questions: what is authentic and who 

decides what qualifies? In terms of this thesis, however, the authenticity 
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of these claims is unimportant - part of the building blocks of place-

identification are the myths and stories we tell ourselves about a locale. 

Indeed, as we know so little factual details of this pre-Norman Britain, as 

so much of the history is recorded through hear-say and Norman 

propaganda, it’s impossible to make an authentic and rational claim 

about this. The Mercian heritage of the region becomes a myth; a 

narrative linked to a place. The sense of place is part-fact and part-fable, 

much like O’Brien suggests when talking about Englishness - the dead-

ends and false trails play their part too. This is evident in the hauntings 

of my work and the writers I’ve critiqued; the authentic ontology of the 

ghosts (that contribute to the region’s spirit of place) is unimportant. 

O’Brien continues to discuss the various contradictions and slippery 

aspects of Englishness, concluding that it is both open for potential and 

inherently weak, calling this:  

a visionary state located neither in the past, present nor future. 
Imaginatively this is a powerful position - that of timeless, the 
immanent, the imminent, the possible - but in crudely political 

terms it is to the same extent vulnerable. It does not require 
proof, and cannot supply it’.210 

As such, the creative writer needs to be alert to this multitude of 

contradictions in one’s views, in the history records and in the myths, 

but, to the same extent, open to timeless, immanent and imminent 

possibilities. The spirit of place and place-identity can be written as a 

bricolage of real and unreal, fiction and non-fiction.  

                                                           
210 O’Brien, 58 
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A way to avoid what O’Brien warns us of, and to actively participate in 

the real-unreal bricolage, is to adopt what has developed in the field of 

Psychogeography or Deep Topography. Sinclair, in particular, talks about 

drifting, deliberately seeking out overlooked spaces, working towards an 

idiosyncratic vision or sense of place, and sees these acts as a form of 

poetics. In a recent lecture at De Montfort University Sinclair spoke about 

his walk around the whole of the M25 and its relationship to a 

development of creative process. He calls it a ‘Fugue’ and a ‘Psychic 

Commando Course’, suggesting that when walking or drifitng: 

There’s a sense of possession, there’s a sense of pilgrimage, 
there’s a sense of allowing place to pour through you and channel 
itself through you until you achieve a voice. You walk out of 

yourself in the way John Clare, the poet, talked of walking out of 
his knowledge. His knowledge was of this very specific locale [...] 

In a sense the walk is a poem: the energy that promotes you into 
that is a way of dealing with these psychological pressures, 
pressures of history and territory that all become resolved through 

the physical act of finding the right form of writing.211 

Part of my poetics has engaged with this part-rational-part-instinctual 

wandering.  I have drifted and wandered, taking photographs and notes 

as I went whilst attempting to allow a drifting of thought. I have 

deliberately sought out liminal spaces and, in some ways formed a 

poetics of place through the joining of personal memories, engagement 

with history, observation of moods and feelings, and documenting the 

landscape. As an example, the patch of land where Tim is beaten up is a 

place I explored - a place I myself walked home, drunk, in the dark. 

                                                           
211 Iain Sinclair, Waywardness, Writing and Place, URL: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JIYBYlZhyg4, published 06/06/2014, 

[Accessed 28/08/2017] Unpaginated 
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Tim’s ‘truck stop’ is a place built out of this psychogeographical method 

too. It is, in many ways based on childhood experiences of playing at the 

scrapyards in Lye, combined with queer experiences as a young adult. 

Another example of this psychogeographical / ethnographic method is a 

walk I took down the disused railway lines between Dudley and 

Stourbridge. This perfectly represented the liminality my work explores. 

On these lines there is a sense of history and industrial heritage - both 

physical and less tangible examples - as well as there being modern 

world of housing estates, shops and business on its edges. Nature has 

reclaimed the space - it is its own unique and miniature wilderness. The 

emotions I felt on this walk were dominated by a sense of spacelessness 

and timelessness - I was simultaneously investigating a site of history, 

within the present, whilst being aware that our possible futures would 

likely share a similar vista. I felt unseen and safe as well as lost, 

alienated and alone. It was this haunting time-space and liminality of 

emotion that I developed in my own creative response.  

Much of the research involved in writing the region comes from over 

thirty years of knowing, growing up and experiencing the Black Country. 

However, studying archive photographs of the area and reading local 

history has been a vital source of inspiration and aid for authentic 

representations. This was particularly pertinent when thinking about the 

creation of the storyworld for Joyce Wyatt’s narrative, set in the early 

1950s.  
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In his book, Dudley & Netherton Remembered, Ned Williams makes a 

case for The Black Country, Dudley and then specifically Netherton, as 

having the unique and peculiar qualities I mentioned above. He describes 

the various townships of the region as ‘simply federations of smaller 

units’,212 explaining that although Dudley is the main hub of a town, it is 

broken into smaller suburbs / areas - each one having their own 

particular character. This, he argues, is born directly from the way in 

which local firms and industries worked and how significant their place in 

the community was. He suggests that, ‘Chain producing works like Noah 

Hingley’s became complete communities in themselves where everybody 

lived in close proximity, worked together, drank in the same pubs and 

worshipped in the same chapels’.213 Williams argues two things here: 

that the Black Country is a strange group of interlinking areas, where the 

whole and the components are difficult to view in singular but somehow 

impossible to ignore in their separateness; and, that these individual 

townships that mesh to make the larger network came about through 

localised industry and commitment to community. Williams takes this 

point further in ‘Netherton: People and Places’, saying not only is it 

possible to break the Black Country down into small parts, not only is it 

possible to break Dudley down into smaller parts, ‘It is possible to 

continue the process by dividing Netherton into parts [like] Baptist End, 

                                                           
212 Ned Williams, Dudley & Netherton Remembered (Stroud: The History Press, 

2010), 109 
213 Williams, Dudley & Netherton Remembered, 109 
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Cinder Bank, Windmill End, Primrose Hill, Lodge Hill Farm’.214  In this 

book he provides an excellent description of how Netherton appears 

today, having faced the challenges of industrialisation and 

deindustrialisation: 

It is now difficult to imagine the number of small pits that covered 
the area during the first half of the twentieth century, or imagine 
the landscape through which canals were built [...] the legacy on 
the ground has been subsidence. Subsidence meant that much of 

the old Netherton had to be replaced [...] by the middle of the 
twentieth century Netherton was an interesting mixture of the old 

and the not so old. Add to that the developments that have taken 
place since the middle of the twentieth century and we have a very 
complex landscape that now forms today’s Netherton [...] Can 

Netherton and similar Black Country towns ever be more than just 
dormitories in the modern conurbation?215   

Along with the maps and photographs, the descriptions in Ned Williams’ 

books became a vital source for my creative process, offering a record of 

how the region looks, how it is made up, the reasons it is what it is, and 

its changing landscape. 

My approach to researching and rendering place came from this agnostic 

or drifting approach - where the physical, historical, esoteric and 

personal have equal weight in the piece. It is similar to what Tim 

Cresswell speaks of in his work on mobility and location. He says: 

‘location that is simply a point / a dot on a map, if you like, becomes a 

rich, meaningful set of ideas as well as a location’.216 

                                                           
214 Ned Williams, Netherton: People and Places (Stroud: The History Press, 

2008), 5 
215 Ned Williams, Netherton: People and Places, 7-8 
216 Tim Cresswell, Mobility between Movement, Meaning and Practice, URL: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EXo0gdlVvNU published 20/02/14 

[Accessed 29/08/17] Unpaginated 
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Another important part of my narrative is the issue of time in the piece. 

What the reader experiences in Bella is several characters talking in the 

present, reminiscing on various pasts. These pasts and presents are 

delivered in non-linear time. As such, Joyce Wyatt’s 1950s childhood 

shares the same place in the text as Dave’s current homelessness / drug 

and health problems. Marco Caracciolo discusses ideas of time and 

temporality in terms of narrative experientiality, using Fludernik’s claim 

that the experience of temporality within a text is fundamental to its 

success in the mind of the reader. She argues that:  

narrative draws on the dynamic patterning of human temporality, 
which is always accompanied by emotional, evaluative processes: 

“Experientiality includes this sense of moving with time, of the now 
of experience, but this almost static level of temporal experience is 
supplemented by more dynamic and evaluative factors”. 217 

Much of Bella is conveyed through a fairly straightforward temporal 

pattern; we learn about the unfolding of and reasons for mystery of the 

Wych-Elm. Although there is a lot of jumping between different times, 

the putting together of the important and significant plot points is, in 

general, an experience of temporal narrative experientiality. This said, 

Bella also includes sequential / temporal shifting: Carrick’s and Dave’s 

histories are disjointed and play out in non-linear ways; Bella speaks 

about events that only two people in the novella have part-witnessed, 

speaking from beyond the grave in a space-time that she cannot escape 

                                                           
217 Marco Caracciolo, ‘Experientiality’, Paragraph 4, Hühn, Peter et al. eds. The 

Living Handbook of Narratology, (Hamburg: Hamburg University), URL: 

http://www.lhn.uni-hamburg.de/article/experientiality [Accessed 27/09/2017] 

Unpaginated 
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from; there is a constant jumping from 1990s, 1950s and the 1980s. 

What this achieves is a disordering effect. Herbert Grabes discusses in his 

thoughts on sequentiality:  

the temporal order of succession of the events in the story and the 
pseudo-temporal order of their arrangement in the narrative,” 
drawing attention to “anachronies”, or “forms of discordance 

between the two temporal orders of story and narrative” that 
result from “analepses” (flashbacks) and “prolepses” 
(flashforwards), as well as to the special case known as “achrony,” 

an incident deprived of any temporal anchoring in the 
chronological sequence. 218 

Talking about his novella, Pedro Paramo, Juan Rulfo said: ‘to leave my 

characters the freedom to talk at will [...] provoked, it would seem, a 

lack of structure. Yes, there is a structure in Pedro Paramo, but it is a 

structure made of silences, of hanging threads, of cut scenes, where 

everything occurs in a simultaneous time which is a no-time’219. Again, 

this harks back to the ideas discussed around hauntings - where one 

finds oneself present and not-present, where the past, present and future 

are happening - have happened - will happen - never happened.  

 

Perspective   

One way to textually express ideas of liminal selfhood and negotiating 

the route to being is through Multiperspectivity. Marcus Hartner suggests 

                                                           
218 Herbert Grabes, ‘Sequentiality’, Paragraph 12, Hühn, Peter et al. eds. The 

Living Handbook of Narratology, (Hamburg: Hamburg University), URL: 

http://www.lhn.uni-hamburg.de/article/sequentiality [Accessed 27/09/2017] 

Unpaginated  
219 Juan Rulfo, ‘Inframundo the Mexico of Juan Rulfo‘, (Mexico City, Ediciones del 

Norte), cited in Susan Sontag’s Foreword to Pedro Paramo, Trans. by Margaret 

Sayers Peden (London: Serpent’s Tail, 2000) i-iv: ii 
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that ‘a general characteristic of multiperspective strategies of narration 

[is] they tend to force the reader into much closer scrutiny of the text’. 

Since each new perspective potentially provides a ‘different view on plot 

and character’.220 The study of multiperspectivity in narratology follows 

Bahktin’s work on Heteroglossia, Dialogic and Monologic - the idea that 

author, character, culture and reader all work together (not necessarily 

harmoniously) to construct many voiced narratives. He called this ‘a 

plurality of independent and unmerged voices and consciousness, a 

genuine polyphony of fully valid voices’.221  

Narratology takes ‘the discussion of perspective beyond questions of 

narrative transmission and structure and reveals narratives to be 

orchestrated compositions of numerous voices’.222 Hartner discusses 

open and closed forms of Multiperspectivity; open being different views 

of similar events, and closed being unresolved, conflicting views. He 

states that using these models ‘serves to differentiate between the 

presentation of entirely incompatible points of view and the depiction of 

perspectives which, despite their differences, can still be integrated into a 

coherent account of the story’.223 Hartner goes on to say ‘‘closed’ forms 

seem to be particularly suited to stage the relative or limited nature of 

individual viewpoints, while at the same time creating a dominant voice 

                                                           
220 Hartner, Marcus: ‘Multiperspectivity’, Paragraph 6-21, Hühn, Peter et al. eds. 

The Living Handbook of Narratology, (Hamburg: Hamburg University), 

URL: hup.sub.uni-hamburg.de/lhn/index.php?title=Multiperspectivity

&oldid=1857 [view date: 27 Sep 2017] Unpaginated  
221 Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, trans. Caryl Emerson, 

(London: University of Minneapolis Press, 1984) 6   
222

 Hartner, ‘Multiperspectivity’ paragraph 14 
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 Hartner, ‘Multiperspectivity’ paragraph 4 
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that provides an authoritative account of the narrated events’.224 For 

Hartner ‘Open’ forms ‘usually feature discordant, sometimes 

kaleidoscopic arrangements of conflicting perspectives which cannot be 

resolved and therefore often possess an implicitly subversive or 

alienating quality’.225 Both open and closed forms are in Bella. In closed 

terms, some of my narrators’ voices allow the reader to know only small 

amounts of information at a set time and in a particular order, they do 

not hint or provide information between or about the different threads 

that run through the novella. In open terms, I allow a multitude of 

disparate and conflicting voices equal share, each offering a different 

perspective, in a different vernacular, on a mix of relatively similar 

topics. The closed narratives frame the piece, allowing the open form to 

playfully run through the larger arc of the story. In the main, the closed 

form in the novella is seen in the narratives of my main characters - 

Joyce, Tim, Michelle, and Bella - all focus on their part of the mystery. 

Each character offers their unique perspective, but one which adds to the 

overall account of events, creating what Hartner called a ‘dominant’ and 

‘authoritative’ voice. There are, of course, other characters who help 

build this closed form of multiperspectivity, characters with less to say 

but who impact the main thread of the piece in fundamental ways: the 

anonymous voice of one of the mob and Yvonne’s narrative. Open forms 

are seen in the marginal figures - those who add to the mood of the 

work, those who offer perspective on sub-plot and theme. Examples are 
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Dave, Carrick, Stan, Mick, Shahid, Sheena and Sid: they offer their own 

insights into the hauntings, the way place and identity connect, their own 

sense of liminality but in doing so they don’t necessarily push the plot 

forward.  What this mix of perspectives acts as is a further expression of 

the marginal and liminal experiences / identities: using form as a way to 

convey the disparate nature of these communities and cultures.  

Some narratology theorists may argue that my text has more in common 

with the multi-voiced than multiperspectivity. Although, both are 

intrinsically connected - indeed, a separate voice is, in its own right, a 

separate view. Nevertheless, this is a separate formal or structural 

marker in my work. What I mean by multi-voiced, rather than 

multiperspective, is this: if we see perspective as the device in which to 

map the plot of the piece, voice can be seen as the device used to depict 

the specific outlook of a character. Perspective is the important 

information crucial to the outcome of the narrative; voice is what is 

revealed about a particular character through their mannerisms. 

Burkhard Niederhoff says that, ‘A character's consciousness can be 

directed inwards, as in meditation, but it can also be directed outwards, 

as in perception’.226 It was essential that the novel contained outward 

speech as well as introspective contemplation, polemical as well pacific 

voices. Furthermore, it was important to allow as many voices to be in 

                                                           
226 Burkhard Niederhoff, ‘Perspective - Point of View’, Paragraph 6, Hühn, Peter 

et al. eds. The Living Handbook of Narratology, (Hamburg: Hamburg University 
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dialogue throughout the novel which is why the story mixes male and 

female, queer and straight, different generations, ethnicities and dialects. 

Much of the text makes reference to mythology and folklore as well as 

actual historic events, and these were intended to sit amongst personal 

and local vernacular and / or rhetoric.  

Niederhoff continues:  

it is important, in analysing perspective, to indicate not only a 
point or position from which the events are viewed, but also the 
kind of mind located at this position and the kind of privilege this 

mind enjoys, i.e. its access, or lack of such, to the different 
regions of the storyworld’.227  

The different threads running through are contained in their own 

storyworlds – they do not interfere with the other threads. These 

different voices allow a slowing down and speeding up of pace, a change 

in style and tone, which are aesthetically and dramatically important. 

Most importantly they allow different and disparate voices equal share. It 

contains strong, knowing and critically informed voices that share space 

with personal accountings as well as ignorant opinions.  

When discussing voice and perspective it is pertinent to think of the 

relationship they have to narrative reliability. In the Rhetoric of Fiction 

Wayne C. Booth argues that the unreliable narrator comes about in a 

text when there is a sense of missreporting that deviates from the 

‘author’s norms’, arguing that unreliability is not merely ‘an act of lying’ 

he/she may be ‘mistaken […] or believes himself to have the qualities 
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which the author denies him’.228 The reader of Bella, is only given certain 

amounts of information and is given it in mixed up frames of space and 

time. My narrators, however, are not tricksters, they lack the necessary 

information to provide simplicity, coherence, trustworthiness. James 

Phelan suggests that there are two categories, ‘mis’ and ‘under’ 

reporting. He argues that unreliability occurs when the voice is:  

unreliable along more than one of the three main axes of 

communication, that is, the axis of facts and events (where we 
find misreporting or underreporting), the axis of 
understanding/perception (where we find misreading or 

misinterpreting/underreading or underinterpreting) and the axis of 
values (where we find misregarding or 

misevaluating/underregarding or underevaluating).229 

This is the difference between deliberately misleading (mis) and leading 

insufficiently (under). Following Phelan’s axis, my narrators are naive 

rather than misleading. My metaphorical examples of hauntings and the 

incompleteness of self made ambiguity a key theme. I give the major 

plot points to separate narrators and make sure their narrative delivery 

comes from different places, spaces and times, to provide them with this 

‘under-reporting’ quality.  

The mix of different perspectives and voices allows for the wider 

meanings to reverberate, and for viewpoint diversity. This polyphony of 

voice and perspective acts as, in Whittle’s words, the  

postmodernist practice of hearing (and listening to) many voices 

and the acknowledgement of their individual truisms, gender, sex 
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and sexuality are facing not just deconstruction but also 
reconstruction in the practices of many individuals and in the 

community's view of who can claim membership.230  

Multi-voiced and multiperspective devices also allow the narrative 

structure to support the overarching themes - exposing the temporal, 

marginal qualities of selfhood I’m focused on. 

 

Voicing the Black Country 

In the same way that Queer is a form of activism and a democratic place 

of identity, my choice of language enables the reader to move from 

domestic spheres into wider socio-political matters, from internal thought 

to outward expressions, being politically noisy as well as emotionally 

sensitive. This links nicely with David Constantine’s arguments:  

Poetry is common. The stuff of it is common, even commonplace. 

Poetry comes from what we as human beings have in common. It 
puts us in touch with our shared realities … poetry helps us realise 

common things better. [However] poetic language has to be other 
and peculiar. If the poetic line comes so close to the spoken and 
written sentences of everyday that it merges with them, it will lose 

its purchase on the realities of everyday.231  

Moving from Constantine back to the psychoanalysis, his version of 

poetry is an uncanny mode of language - both familiar and unfamiliar. 

Combining different types of language or vernacular helps to root my 

                                                           
230 Stephen Whittle, ‘Gender Fucking or Fucking Gender’, Queer Theory: Readers 

in Cultural History eds. Iain Morland and Annabelle Willcox, (Basingstoke: 
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Modern Poetry, Ed W.N. Herbert and Matthew Hollis (Newcastle Upon Tyne: 
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piece in a particular thinking, making the overall novel both Common and 

Peculiar. This creates a queer stew of different voices or discourses, 

different places, different realities. 

Brendan Kennelly adds to this in his thoughts about outsider voices:  

poetry is both a continuing revolution and ultimate democracy 
because it is both questioning these voices […] and also creating 

for them the kind of space which may become the overview of the 
inherited values of the poet-questioner […] surrendering to an 

outcast voice means that one surrenders to complexities of 
history, religion, geography, memory, language, family. 232 

The voices of my text are all ‘outsider voices’. These outsiders are given 

their place in speaker’s corner, without interruption, to make their 

accounts in critically, emotionally, passionately informed tongues. Most 

importantly, as individuals. As such, it has the potential to be that very 

space of ‘continuing revolution and ultimate democracy’. 

Bella’s use of local dialect and the immediate, conversational mode of 

storytelling uses oral or natural narrative. Monika Fludernik defines this:  

The basic prototype of oral narrative is spontaneous conversational 
narrative. This covers narratives produced in face-to-face 

exchanges in a variety of contexts … Labov & Waletzky (1967) use 
the term “natural narrative” for this type of oral narration … 

emphasizing the fact that conversational narrative occurs in the 
framework of everyday interaction.233 

                                                           
232 Brendan Kennelly, ‘Voices’, Strong Words: Modern Poets on Modern Poetry, 
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In Bella I attempted to produce a text that ‘feels’ to the reader like a 

face-to-face exchange, to use the natural poetry of the region’s dialects 

and accents as the main authorial voice. Traditions of storytelling, like 

telling tales in the pub, strike me as another important factor in the 

region’s identity and of working-class culture, oral or natural narrative 

mark this out. 

Bella has one solid narrative thread: characters attempting to unravel the 

mystery of the woman in the Wych-elm. From this, the story branches off 

into diversions and sub-narratives. This further links with oral or natural 

narrative as, ‘there are cultures in which narratives are presented by a 

storyteller to an audience that interacts with the narrator while the story 

is being told, serving as a kind of chorus or speaker of refrains’.234 While 

Fludernick relates specifically to live oral storytelling, the kind one might 

find in African cultures, it is still pertinent to my work. Bella’s chatty, 

informal tone and the multivoiced narrative cause the main events to 

become entwined with the digressions and sub-plots. This textually 

represents the chorus of voices typical to oral narrative (the kind of 

chorus that might occupy a pub conversation). Bella’s chorus of voices, 

dialects, vocabularies and opinions create a textual version of a pub 

lounge discussion. 

The evocation of orality in writers looked at in this thesis is what 

Fludernick calls:  

                                                           
234 Fludernick, ‘Conversational Narration - Oral Narration’ Paragraph 4 



   
 

368 

 

stylization produced by highlighting the most striking features of 
oral language [...]. not a faithful copy of the “original” utterance in 

all its linguistic detail, but the effect of deviation from the norm 
through quaintness, informality, intimacy, lack of education, 

cultural difference, class ascription.235 

The oral or dialect in their work is marked out by its relationship to 

standard English and, indeed, its slight deviation and subtle touch. I have 

taken this conversational tone further in my work by making almost all 

the voices, inside and outside of speech marks, conversational as well as 

region, class and race specific. Bella still uses Fludernick’s model of 

stylization to highlight and convey the dialects of the region, but makes 

the oral narrative or dialect voices dominant. This is done, in the same 

spirit as Irvine Welsh’s Edinburgh dialect writing, as a political act. The 

important and fundamental voices in Bella are the voices of the region’s 

white working-class, a group rarely given the main, dominant and 

authoritative voice of a piece. While dialect is nothing new in literature, it 

is rare that it appears as the commanding voice, above that of standard 

written English. This gives the narrative power to those normally 

considered less worthy, lower educated, less articulate. Paul McDonald 

addresses this in assessing Welsh’s Transpotting: 

Renton speaks to the reader with the same voice that he uses to 
address his friends, which arguably augments our sense of his 

authenticity as a narrator, and our impression that he is confiding 
in us […] might imply a hierarchy between standard and colloquial 
voices.236 
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Fludernick expands on her argument when talking about oral narration 

alongside the reliability of the narrator. She argues that a typical 

characteristic of this style of narrative is one of being: 

garrulous, repetitive, contradictory and illogical; they keep 
interrupting themselves and tend to address a fictive listener or 

audience familiarly; they seem to have an intimate rapport with 
the fictional world, to which they apparently belong, and also do 
not shy away from expressing their feelings and views 

emphatically, thus setting themselves off from the typical 
narrators of literary texts—aloof, bland, reliable, neutral.237 

This is evident in Bella through the constant switching in different 

speakers, different perspectives and different time-spaces. My intention 

was threefold: to use the peculiar dialects. phrasings and vocabulary of 

the region to create a storyworld that was particular to the Black 

Country; to use the local dialect and orality of storytelling as a means in 

which to give the story immediacy - as if one is being told the tale face to 

face, thus providing a further confusion in time-space and adding to the 

in-between nature of the main themes; and, to play with voice as an act 

of authority - allowing each speaker, regardless of their style or tone of 

voice, equal share in the text i.e. never marking out the difference in 

‘proper’ narrative or speech, and that of the regional voice(s). This adds 

to the portrayal of liminal identity and experience by: marking out these 

characters as ones who could only come from this location; using the 

immediacy of the conversational tone to play around with the reader’s 

experience of the story-world’s time-space; and proving an authorial 
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voice that is in conflict. The narrative voices echo the liminality, 

temporality and marginality.  

As suggested, my story is not oral, it is an attempt to render the oral. 

Fludernik calls this pseudo-orality. 

Pseudo-orality occurs in two forms in literary (and sometimes in 
non-literary) narratives: the representation of dialect or foreign 

speech in written dialogue and the evocation of an oral narrator 
persona … the transcription of oral speech in literary dialogue aims 

not at a phonologically precise rendering of dialect, but at 
accentuating typical dialect features. By orthographic means, 
authors thus seek to highlight the differences between standard 

written language and dialectal forms.238 

This ambivalence between spoken story and written story can be linked 

with what narratology has called Skaz. It is characterized, according to 

Wolf Schmidt, ‘by a personal narrator, a simple man of the people with 

restricted intellectual horizons and linguistic competence, addressing 

listeners from his own social milieu in a markedly oral speech’.239 In my 

work there are multiple Skazing voices - the common, everyday voices 

addressing readers from their own culture. Schmidt suggests that Skaz 

narration results in tension ‘between what the narrator would like to say 

and what he actually reveals unintentionally’,240 due to their inexperience 

and/or unreliability as narrators. This, I argue, adds to what I’ve 

discussed in terms of narrative reliability. Schmidt also says this ‘double-

voicedness also means there is a bi-functionality in the narrator’s 

                                                           
238 Fludernick, ‘Conversational Narration - Oral Narration’, Paragraph 6 
239 Wolf Schmidt, ‘Skaz’, Paragraph 1, Huhn, Peter et al eds. The Living 
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discourse: it functions as both the representing medium and as 

represented discourse’.241 Through the use of Skaz I have provided a 

double-voicedness and bi-functionality. Although much of Bella matches 

Fludernick and Schmidt’s definitions there is more taking place in my 

work, Bella also fuses and mixes oral styles with more literary ones, 

mixing the vulgar with the poetic.  

A sub-branch of Skaz is Ornamental Skaz:   

a hybrid phenomenon based on a paradoxical mixture of the 

mutually excluding principles of characterization and poetization … 
Ornamental skaz is thus multi-faceted and poly-stylistic, 

fluctuating between orality and literacy, colloquialism and poetry, 
folklore and literature.242  

This collage of slang, dialect, profanity, literary voice, mythmaking, is the 

ornamental skaz in my Novella. For example, Michelle’s voice is 

intelligent and informed as well as being driven by dialect, slang and 

partial to vulgarity. In the passage below Michelle makes an important 

and radical point about sexuality, desire and attraction in her own 

singular way: 

It was ‘er minge twitchin’, wor it? Our Tim’d told me about Wyatt 
them years later. I knew that feelin’. Some of us gerr’it when 

weem kids. For no reason at all. I remember Gem used to do 
Ballet at the town hall an’ there was summat about them girls 

gerrin’ into their leotards that med me minge twitch. The bit in The 
Lion, The Witch an’ The Wardrobe when the wolf gets stabbed, 
there was summat about that that med me minge twitch. I day 

realise what the twitch was, obviously, I was a kid. Then, when I 
was about eleven or twelve it twitched when we was watchin’ Bon 

Jovi on Dawn’s Betamax, an’ I knew then, day I. No one wants to 
remember these twitches ‘cause it meks us all look queer.  
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This mix of vulgarity and poetry provides  

sharp linguistic and ideological dissociation of implied author, 

narrator, fictive addressee, and implied reader, it lays bare the 
fundamental communicative structures of narrative. The 
relationship between the skaz-teller and his fictive listener(s) 

mirrors communication in an exemplary way.243  

This makes my narrative a direct, immediate story while providing a 

disjointed feeling in the reader. What it also provides is another layer of 

politics into the argument. The use of Skaz has traditionally been used 

(particularly in Russian literature of the 1920s) as ‘a means to criticize 

either the official political ideology that could not be understood by the 

simple man’.244 This may be fairly patronising for today’s readership and 

I am certainly not writing for the ‘simple man’; my use of dialect and 

conversational language is aimed at giving voice to community(ies) 

culture(s) that have been largely ignored, continue to be demonised and 

marginalised. 

Writing about his own interest in local vernacular, Hugh MacDiarmid says 

‘A living dog is worth more than any number of dead lions’. 245 

MacDiarmid suggests that the use of dialect or outsider voices has 

political and / or spiritual potency, that it is more powerful than standard 

written English. He calls the resource ‘an inexhaustible quarry of subtle 

and significant sound’.246 In her thoughts on Tony Harrison, Susan 

Bassnett suggests that ‘Harrison argues that a paper equivalent in the 

                                                           
243 Schmidt, ‘Skaz’ paragraph 22 
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 Hugh MacDiarmid, ‘A Theory of Scotts Letters’, Strong Words: Modern Poets 
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living language of regional speakers [is a stronger], not a restricted more 

elitist language that has no roots in the community’.247 It was this I had 

in mind when writing Bella: the use of a politicised, regional, community-

rooted language that can act to undermine elitist ideals as well as be the 

tongue for rebellious, radical thought. This is particularly important for 

this project, as the language adds to the themes of liminality. The liminal 

is a space-time that allows for the carnivalesque and the transgressive, 

one can link this with the way the queer communities possess, occupy 

and play with liminality, as such the language in Bella becomes an 

extension of this rebelliousness - the language of the disenfranchised, 

angry and outspoken in their liminal position. 

A major part of my employment of Skaz or oral narration is the use of 

local dialect. I wanted to lay out as close as possible the sound, rhythm 

vocabulary and grammar of Black Country dialect, but needed to be 

aware of the reader’s accessibility as well as the issue of the region 

having many, changeable versions of similar dialect. For example, the 

way one speaks in Upper Gornal is different to the way one speaks in 

Lower Gornal. This poses several issues to the creative writer: does the 

reader understand what has been written; does it hinder the plot; how 

does one capture the dialect knowing that it is so changeable; will 

changing the dialect within a work, or giving different characters slightly 

different ways of speaking prove problematic for the reader, especially 

for a dialect driven piece? Liz Berry talks about this issue in regards to 
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her process: ‘You can’t really ever pin down a dialect, you can’t 

accurately transcribe it because everyone speaks a little differently, 

pronounces it a little differently, so it’s almost an impossible challenge, in 

a way that’s quite liberating’.248 What Berry offers for the dialect writer is 

a free pass - it’s an impossible task so don’t let it worry you. What she 

also allows for, in her understanding of using dialect, is a deliberate 

freeing up of using language / dialect. What it comes down to is acute 

observation of the way in which people speak and converse, as well as an 

acceptance of one’s own idiosyncractic mode of transcribing this. Writing 

down the oral will always be different for different writers, Cartwright 

might write Yow (meaning you) and I might write Yo’. In this way there 

is little point in getting uptight or anxious. If the delivery is consistent 

within the individual text then the reader will manage with understanding 

and will not lose their imaginative place in the storyworld by thinking 

“what does it mean?”  

I chose to close in on the accent and dialect in Netherton. This allowed 

me to use a consistent, yet still recognisably regional, dialect. This is also 

the case for my Pakistani and Irish characters, who mix Urdu and Irish 

slang with the regional. Much of my research has come about through 

ethnography and lived experience, as such, the portrayal of local voice in 

my work comes about through acute observation of how words are 

articulated and sentences structured. 
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The use of dialect, region voice or the Skaz approach facilitates a further 

breaking down of boundaries in high and low art forms. In this example, 

the oral storyteller is traditionally a lower form than the literary author. 

In her book about Oral Poetry, Ruth Finnegan writes that ‘there is no 

clear cut line between oral and written literature, and when one tries to 

differentiate between them, as has often been attempted, it becomes 

clear there are constant overlaps’.249 None of us read the page without a 

sense of voice and an appreciation of the sounds of the words and 

phrases used. In this case then, the printed and the heard are 

intrinsically linked. Although Finnegan is speaking about oral cultures she 

makes a point that is pertinent to the development of writing or 

transcribing an oral culture or dialect; hearing and reading the work and 

the words are inseparable experiences, both in terms of the reader 

making sense of the piece, and for the writer in assessing the sonic 

qualities of a piece. 

 

Liminal Themes 

As well as bringing together theme-thought with form-structure, I also 

wanted to fuse seemingly unconnected ideas, themes, voices. My 

intention with this was to forge a kind of unbreakable bond between the 

various strands in the text. An example of this is how place - class - 

sexuality - abjection all run into each other and can’t be seen in 
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singularity. Inspired by T. S. Eliot’s ideas, in ‘Tradition and the Individual 

Talent’, of combining two or more seemingly isolated things and forming 

a conjugate from them. Then using that conjugate to illuminate, question 

or meditate upon the larger topic(s). Eliot describes his process as ‘a 

receptacle for seizing and staring up numberless feelings, phrases, 

images, which remain there until all the particles can unite to form a new 

compound’.250 Eliot is talking about writers’ links with their forbears, 

however, mixing moods and themes, tones and voices can also result in 

poetic conjugates. Berry, Cartwright, McFarlane, Syal, Lane and O’Flynn, 

all make these alchemical connections. For example: sex, place and 

machines are fused together in Lane’s work; hauntings and consumerism 

are inseparable in O’Flynn; industry, myth and community are 

indistinguishable rhizomes in Cartwright’s novels. This idea of taking two 

or more isolated things and placing them together feeds into my choice 

of language as well. Just as the multi-voice and the setting plays its part 

in the overall themes, so does this conjugation of queer, abject, liminality 

and haunting. In terms of narrative tension or the dramatics of the 

writing, this also allows for the shifting in and out of the old and new, the 

real and unreal, the abstract and direct.  

From here then, we can see the ways these narrative devices make up 

and add to the readerly experience of liminality. The post-industrial 

setting, between commerce, industry, nature and housing estates, not 
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only places my characters in typical Black Country sites but provides a 

symbolically charged setting. The dialect and conversation in Bella not 

only places the story in terms of area and era, but acts as an extension 

to the politics of the piece. The multi-voiced and multi-perspective allows 

not just for a polyphony of views but actively compliments the sense of 

haunting. I have aimed for what John Kinsella calls International 

Regionalism. He defines this as writing, ‘in which regional integrity and 

respect are paramount, but threaded together with a consciousness of 

international conversation’251. So, for me, the work must be fiercely 

regional but with enough context that those outside of the Black Country 

could still engage with it. My work has engaged the sense of local voice, 

space culture and history and used that as the platform to talk about 

identity, class, race, sexuality. As the Californian poet, Dana Gioia said 

‘It’s often when you’re being most local, most specifically local, that you 

become most universal’.252 

 

Reading as a writer 

At the beginning of this thesis I asked the research question - in what 

ways might a close analysis of Black Country fiction function as an 

enabling or energising factor in the production of new creative work 

about the region? This final chapter explores intertextuality and how my 
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reading and writing make up a textual dialogue. I discuss Roland Barthes 

and Harold Bloom to explore how reading as a writer differs and how 

influence leads to further creative output.253 

In her book, Reading Like a Writer, Francine Prose says:  

Long before the idea of a writer’s conference was a glimmer in 
anyone’s eye, writers learned by reading the work of their 

predecessors. They studied metre with Ovid, plot construction with 
Homer, Comedy with Aristophanes; they honed their prose style 

by absorbing the lucid sentences of Montaigne and Samuel 
Johnson.254 

Prose is reiterating the old piece of advice creative writers are given - 

read as much as possible. Prose goes further than this, however, 

reflecting on her own experiences of close reading and textual analysis; 

arguing that this acts as a route into understanding the mechanics of 

narrative and poetic devices. She goes on to talk about how the act of 

reading offers the reader new insights, new patterns of thought, thinking 

about these in terms of creative influence: 

A work of art can start you thinking about some aesthetic or 
philosophical problem; it can suggest some new method, some 
fresh approach to fiction.255 

Prose concentrates on close readings of text - studying each word and 

each sentence as a way to explore how character, plot and setting are 

executed. She examines the devices used by some of her favourite 

writers and uses their techniques to discuss the difficulties she has faced 

                                                           
253 As mentioned in my introduction, Bloom and Barthes are very different 

thinkers. In this context, I’m looking to Bloom to discuss ideas of influence and 

to Barthes to investigate the act of reading. 
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when writing. Not only can one engage with rules, craft and technique - 

and their necessary deviations - but also how theme and form work in 

conjunction. For example, how landscape and setting become charged 

with symbolic meaning in the work of the writers studied in this thesis. I 

have looked at this as a literary critic, exposing the patterns, similarities 

and differences in contemporary Black Country Literature. I’ve also 

looked at what techniques, types of language, narrative or poetic 

structures these writers use to best execute their goals. In this sense, 

what I hope to have achieved with Bella, is the production of work that is 

directly influenced by the textual analysis. Thematically, Bella has been 

influenced by typical characters, settings, preoccupations I’ve critically 

associated with Black Country literature. Stylistically, Bella has been 

influenced by the use of language, form / structure, use of dialogue that 

I, as a critic, associate with this local canon. An example of this is the 

way these writers, especially Lane and Cartwright, develop a narrative 

voice for their fiction that has two distinct stylistic similarities: the chatty, 

‘down the pub’, jovial tone; and, the insight from an intense, horror-

stricken / stressed, searching outsider. This has become a marker of 

identity (both socially and aesthetically) for my characters too. The 

example below provides commentary on the complexity of identity 

politics, social status and class, through the vernacular of the ‘down the 

pub’ tone, but also from a character who is informed and articulate: 

Gem, Mom, Nan, me – we all ‘ad to deal wi’ being talked down to. 

I remember meetin’ a lad from Guildford back when. E’d come 
down to slum it in Netherton one night, with a chap e’d met at 
Birmingham Uni. Carrick was gerrin’ on at this point but ‘e still gid 
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‘im a kickin’ for tekkin’ the piss on ‘ow we spake. I remember lyin’ 
in bed later that night thinkin’ of all the witty things I coulda 

shurr‘im up with. Esprit d’escalier – the French call it. I’d ‘a told ‘im 
that the way we spake ‘is from the Germans an’ Vikings an’ so it 

pre-dated ‘is proper English, so ‘e can goo do one back to Surrey. 

The close reading that Prose advocates in her book has provided a similar 

outcome for this project: a novella that comes from absorbing and 

refiguring the mix of styles, themes and moods from writers that deal 

with liminal space, place and people, within the post-industrial landscape 

of the Black Country.  

Mike Bunn echoes this in his essay ‘How to Read Like a Writer’, 

discussing, much like Prose, how the act of close reading becomes a way 

to learn how to navigate creative problems, learn what different creative 

choices achieve. Bunn writes: 

When you read like a writer (RLW) you work to identify some of 

the choices the author made so you can better understand how 
such choices might arise in your own writing. The idea is to 

carefully examine the things you read, looking at the writerly 
techniques in the text [...] you are reading to learn about 
writing.256 

Bunn’s essay moves in a slightly different direction than Prose’s book. He 

aims his argument at creative writing students and teachers, considering 

the important questions to ask whilst reading. He highlights the 

importance on thinking about what genre or form a piece is written, what 

audience the piece is for, what the author’s intentions are. Through this 

questioning, he argues, we begin to recognise both the small and the 

large decisions writers make, and importantly start to consider how 
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effective each word, phrase, plot device and character trait are. As we do 

this we learn what to avoid and what to use in our own practice, 

absorbing and refiguring the practices of those we chose to read. 

Joel Lane’s trope of mixing urban and rural, organic and machine and 

using that as a way of exploring sexuality and horror has been a direct 

influence on Bella. For instance:  

We’d head back to the truckstop or we’d head over to the viaduct. 
Most people don’t know but there’s a cut off down Grayling Road 
that’d take you down an’ past the Stour an’ onto a bit a land, just 

behind the houses, where they’d be tuckin’ their kids in to bed. 
We’d find ourselves through a thicket of hawthorn, down a steep 

bank an’ into a little openin’.  Kids had made tree houses in the 
day. I sucked the fat cock of a fat Triumph rider by night.    

The influence here, is more than landscape, setting, mood and theme, it 

is also through word choice, tone of voice and sentence structure. 

Another example can be seen in the connections between Bella and 

O’Flynn’s novel, particularly in terms of the strange narratives, printed in 

italics, that interrupt the story - the liminal, sociopathic discourses that 

turn out to be Gavin, the man responsible for Kate’s death. The language 

and narrative techniques used by O’Flynn have been reconfigured for my 

purposes in Bella. For example, this plays out in Carrick’s digressions: 

Nah, it’ll be them that gerr’it. Mom was solid burr ’er’d tell yo’ too. 
No one teks down a Carmody. No fucker. An’ I know, I’ve bin on 
the Jack all night, ay I? But them lads berra watch it. That Mick 

better watch it - ‘e knows summat. I tell ya. I’ve teken bigger men 
an’ more on ‘em an’ all.  

What this close reading, absorbing and refiguring touches on is 

Intertextuality - the mosaic of dialogues, discourses and signs that are in 

constant conversation, constantly being re-shaped and added to. This 
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term, first coined by Kristeva, who said ‘Meaning is not given nor 

produced by a transcendental ego. Indeed the transcendental ego is itself 

an effect produced in a social context’.257 Based on this then, the new 

text is only ever an effect produced through this social context and / or 

dialogue. Intertextuality goes on to suggest that not only does a master 

figure influence a newcomer and that newcomer goes on to influence a 

further novice and so on, but that we are always involved in an 

unmappable web of influencer-influenced, speaker-listener, author-

reader, that the dialogue between these participants is not one way, and 

that the new ideas, the adding to the mix, is not always and not 

necessarily a conscious act. To this end, we can never be sure who is 

master and who is the novice, who is the translator and who is the 

translated.  

According to Kristeva, the writer becomes one who reads, interprets and 

then produces. The writer not only reads the influencers’ texts, but 

brings their readings from a multitude of different arenas (not always 

literary) then, through translation, imitation, cross-fertilisation, accident 

or parody, adds to the pool of text. Worton and Still contest that: 

The writer is a reader of texts (in the broadest sense) before s/he 

is a creator of texts, and therefore the work of art is inevitably 
shot through with references, quotations and influences of every 
kind. What is produced at the moment of reading is due to the 
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cross-fertilisation of the packaged textual material (say, a book) 
by all the texts which the reader brings to it.258        

If this is the case, are we stuck within this intertextual battle where the 

only thing produced is the cut-up and re-paste of previously written 

texts? Worton and Still say not: 

Imitation is not only a means of forging one’s own discourse but is 
a consciously intertextual practice [...] imitation is thus not 

repetition, but the completion of an act of interpretation [...] Joel 
Weinsheimer has argued that ‘an imitation has no independent or 

autonomous essence [...] it is neither a copy or an original’ [...] 
Reading enables an act of interpretation which is also an activity of 
idiosyncratic creation in that the displacement inherent in imitation 

engenders a valorisation of the self as writer because one reads 
agnostically [...] Imitation and translation should also be 

considered as forms of creative splitting or catastrophe.259   

Bella adds to the existing Black Country web of texts because of its 

dependence on that canon (or web) for its meaning-making. I have read, 

interpreted and then imitated / translated my chosen texts whilst 

bending, splitting and forging away from them to create something new. 

What I also want to add here is a larger point regarding the study and 

practice of Creative Writing, one that echoes Prose’s ideas on close 

reading: reading with a critical perspective and creative goal in mind is 

an intertextual exercise that energises the creative writer and enables 

new creative work. 

Roland Barthes has said similar things in terms of reading too. He claims 

that as we read, the text and / or its language is digested and then 

redistributed through culture. This redistribution is akin to cutting:  
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Two edges are created: an obedient, conformist, plagiarizing edge 
(the language is to be copied in its canonical state, as it has been 

established by schooling, good usage, literature, culture), and 
another edge, mobile, blank (ready to assume any contours), 

which is never anything but the site of its effect: the place where 
the death of language is glimpsed.260 

A reading-writer engages in an act of understanding language, then 

tearing it up a bit. We understand the symbols of language but what we 

also do is add to them through the drifting of our imaginations as we 

read. Like Prose stated; the triggering of new ways of approaching an 

idea or of a new method of creative exploration. Reading and analysing 

Black Country fiction has encouraged me to enter into dialogue with the 

existing culture, allowing for the assimilation and appropriation of 

existing parts of the stew, as well as, and importantly, to subvert, play 

and cut up. For instance, reading Cartwright has directly influenced Bella 

in terms of the housing estates both narratives occupy and the ways 

these estates become arenas for the uncanny, the abject and the liminal. 

Bella appropriates this from Cartwright but bends it, subverts it and plays 

with it for an agenda that aims to explore sexuality. 

Another useful framework to use when thinking about how writers read, 

and how the act of this reading can be used to produce further creative 

work is Harold Bloom’s Six Revisionary Ratios, as set down in The 

Anxiety of Influence. Bloom contests that ‘repetition dialectically raised to 

re-creation is the ephebe’s road to excess, leading away from the horror 
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of finding himself to be only a copy or a replica’,261 arguing that 

repetition might well lead us to the palace of wisdom. In this text Bloom 

provides six stages the ‘poet’ negotiates and orientates in order to 

become a ‘poet proper’.  

The first of these stages is what he terms Clinamen, ‘which is poetic 

misreading or misprision proper’.262 A kind of misreading, akin to the 

psychogeographer’s drifting, whereby the work of the influencer is taken 

up by the influenced and understood on his/her own terms, without the 

dependency on the intentions, biographical details and political views of 

the influencer. Clinamen is the latin word that describes the 

unpredictable swerve of atoms as they move and collide. In terms of 

poetic influence then, the influenced poet collides with the influencer and 

swerves away from some of the argument, style or form. The distinctive 

element of this stage of influence is its unknowingness, its 

unpredictability, its unconsciousness. The new poem, then, is part of the 

originating poem but also produces something new / extra. Bloom states, 

‘a poet swerves away from his precursor, by so reading his precursor’s 

poem as to execute a Clinamen in relation to it. This appears to be a 

corrective movement’.263 

Tessera is Bloom’s second stage of influence. This ‘is completion and 

antithesis [...] a poet antithetically “completes” his precursor, by so 

reading the parent-poem as to retain its terms but to mean them in 
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another sense, as though the precursor had failed to go far enough’.264 In 

this then, there is more than a swerve, more than a unpredictable 

collision between influenced and influencer. It becomes a conscious act to 

expand on the precursor’s poem. Where clinamen might be seen as an 

unconscious mimesis, Tessera becomes a conscious development, a 

deliberate adding to the existing dialogue. 

I’ve set out some of the preocupations and thematic similarities evident 

in contemporary Black Country literature, highlighting the ways in which 

liminal space, identity and experience is made manifest, then swerved 

away from those primary texts to think about it in terms of queer 

identity. I’ve discussed the ways these writers use dialect and slang then 

swerved away from it to address the vernacular of Dudley / Netherton 

specifically. 

Using Freud and Lacan, Bloom expands on this concept when discussing 

the anxiety of influence in more detail. He argues that:  

the anxiety of influence is an anxiety in expectation of being 

flooded [...] every good reader properly desires to drown, but if 
the poet drowns, he will become only a reader [...] Anxiety, he 
says, is an unpleasure accompanied by efferent or discharge 

phenomena among definitive pathways. These discharge 
phenomena relieve the “increase of excitation” that underlies 

anxiety.265 

This sounds similar to Kristeva’s thoughts on the subject’s concern over 

slipping back or being consumed by the Maternal Chora. Indeed, we 

might begin to think of the flooding of influence as the creative writer 
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stumbling upon his/her own artistic lamella. The threat of losing one’s 

subjectivity, for Bloom, is similar to the threat of losing one’s creative 

identity under the anxiety of influence. Where the reader is happy 

drowning in this intertextual pool, the poet must utilise Bloom’s 

revisionary ratios to transcend drowning. The poet absorbs and 

transcends, as if the only way to stop drowning is to add to its threat. 

According to this analogy, one cannot escape the anxiety of influence. 

Like Lacan’s Lamella, one cannot fully exorcise their influence-daemons. 

It is constant and yet can’t be held, it is part of our building blocks and 

yet we add to the material too, we need it regardless of its threat to 

consume us. 

Anxiety or possession is itself an energising factor. Bloom suggests that: 

‘Poetry is thus both contraction and expansion; for all the ratios of 

revision are contracting movements, yet making is an expansive one. 

Good poetry is a dialectic of revisionary movement (contradiction) and 

freshening outward-going-ness’.266 Being conscious of my own anxiety 

and connectedness to the influence of reading my chosen texts, Bella and 

the process of writing Bella becomes the contraction and expansion that 

Bloom talks about. Bloom’s is a useful structure that satisfies much of 

what I wanted to uncover in this part of my research. It explains the 

process one follows when under influence, and in this case under a 

deliberate and critical influence, illuminating how writers read and how 

that act works as an energising tool for the production of new work.  

                                                           
266 Bloom, 95 
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One question Bloom fails to answer is how we might go about deciding 

what is “good”? It is, after all and according to Bloom, fundamental to 

our process. How do we continue to produce “good” work whilst 

recognising the need for progression? Philip Larkin problematises this 

concept, saying: ‘it is fatal to decide, intellectually, what good poetry is 

because you are then in honour bound to try to write it, instead of the 

poems only you can write’267. Although the point Larkin makes is a 

sensible one, bringing to mind the importance of making it new and / or 

being true to one’s own creative intuitions, he skips over the importance 

of literary heritage, influence and the weavings of poetic history. In my 

view, taking note of, borrowing from, even stealing from the richness of 

our forbearers holds enormous potential in terms of developing craft, 

noticing how multithreaded themes run through works and engaging in 

dialogue with thought itself.  

T. S. Eliot calls this ‘Poetry as a living whole of all poetry that has ever 

been written’.268 Pre-dating Kristeva’s Intertextuality, he argues that any 

poet from any time uses and re-models the forbearers and in doing so 

simultaneously writes new models for, and writes back to, ‘the living 

whole’. As such, it is in a constant state of flux. He writes that ‘no poet, 

no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone’.269 

                                                           
267 Philip Larkin, ‘Statement’, Strong Words: Modern Poets on Modern Poetry, Ed 

W.N Herbert, Matthew Hollis, (Hexham: Bloodaxe Books, 2000) 150-151: 150  
268 Eliot, http://people.unica.it/fiorenzoiuliano/files/2017/05/tradition-and-the-

individual-talent.pdf  
269 Eliot, http://people.unica.it/fiorenzoiuliano/files/2017/05/tradition-and-the-

individual-talent.pdf  
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Eliot describes the process as ‘a receptacle for seizing and staring up 

numberless feelings, phrases, images, which remain there until all the 

particles can unite to form a new compound’.270 Eliot is arguing that by 

engaging with our literary heritage or influences, in the act of new 

production one is performing a sort of poetic alchemy which is part-

borrowed and part-unique - and totally new because of it. The writer 

must engage in dialogue with literary influence and the traditions of the 

past, but to not merely play with these devices, to build on them, 

question them and add to them. In order to do this the writer must 

choose styles and themes that are intrinsically associated with one’s own 

experiences and agendas. In this way, Eliot is arguing in a similar way to 

Bloom’s Clinamen - by embracing the influence and actively borrowing 

from the traditions of the past but using them for one’s own agenda, one 

forms a sort of creative compound or conjugate made up from the clash 

of old and new. As Eliot put it, ‘It is a concentration, and a new thing 

resulting from the concentration, of a very great number of 

experiences’271.  

What this project tackles comes directly from these notions. I have 

borrowed from the traditions, aesthetics and themes of a select group of 

regional writers, using them for a queer agenda, and as such created 

something new from the clash of my chosen influencers and my own 

creative intentions. 

                                                           
270
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What differs between readers and writing-readers is similar to what 

differs traditional scholars of the arts and artists within academia. Like 

Bunn and Prose have articulated, we ask different questions of our texts. 

We’re asked to produce different products from our questioning. From 

here I want to look at questioning what is asked of practice-based/led 

researchers by further interrogating Agnostic Thinking. In their essay 

Webb and Brien go into further detail about agnosticism, using Creative 

writing as a template for their argument. They offer thoughts on how this 

field differs from other practice based research, suggesting that a 

fundamental problem for the creative writer is that they work with words, 

just like conventional researchers.  

Unlike practitioners in forms such as dance or music - and even 

painting or sculpture - our mode of practice is (generally, and 
comparatively) static [...] the language of practice-led research is 
typically based on metaphors and actualities that emerge from the 

visual and performing arts, and that thus positions non-linguistic 
"seeing" and "perceiving" as research methods [...] This gives rise 

to a seemingly intractable problem: is it possible for writers to 
conduct research according to a practice-led model, or is the only 
research mode available the conventional (critical, and often a 

posteriori) investigation and interpretation of content?272  

The best way forward for the creative writing researcher is to adopt an 

agnostic approach. One that understands that what has been produced is 

not a solid, quantifiable piece of knowledge, but one that lingers, brings 

about its meaning through a slow, passive infiltration. Like Webb and 

Brien say, ‘the creative arts disciplines must understand that artist-

                                                           
272 Brien and Webb, ‘“Agnostic” Thinking’ 
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researchers typically produce not fact but artefact, not unique prototype 

but novel example, not truth but possibility’.273 
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Conclusion 

I started this thesis with two assumptions: that the Black Country and 

the queer figure are liminal positions. My critical exploration of the texts 

has exposed a preoccupation within the region’s literature in portraying 

narratives about the region and its inhabitants as being in positions of 

flux, contradiction and transition - of people and places that are 

attempting to understand and come to terms with post-industrial 

upheaval, and how this manifests itself within the literature in uncanny or 

abject ways, as well as giving rise to queer identities and experiences.  

Our sense of self intrinsically interacts with, connects with and clashes 

against our sense of place, creating a bond between heritage, 

community, culture and selfhood. This is what Environmental Psychology 

refers to as establishing a sense of place, through place-referent and 

place-congruent continuity, they argue that loss of that continuity results 

in a sense of loss or anxiety in an individual or collective. In recent 

history the Black Country has changed irrevocably. The industrial, with 

its traditional working-class, masculine-centred cultures, has given way 

to the post-industrial that has destabilised those cultures - resulting in a 

regional identity that is precarious, often demonised, liminal. It also 

results in an identity that bears the postmodern markers of nostalgic 

retrospection, uncertain futures, uncertain boundaries - what Ward 
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defined as ‘a loss of place, community and reference points for collective 

identification that produces new kinds of solitude’.274 

In terms of sense of being or selfhood, this liminal identity can be read in 

terms of the uncanny, the abject and within the framework of Lacan’s 

Lamella. This disturbed sense of being has an in-betweenness, a 

threshold status and / or marginal position. It’s possible to see the socio-

political and geographical position as sharing that sense of familiar-

unfamiliar / attraction-repulsion. This liminal, dislocated in-betweenness 

might result in a kind of cultural lamella - that being without need of a 

body, that aberrant part of ourselves that haunts, the thing that is cut 

away and sat on our peripheries. 

The peripheral moves us nicely onto the queer. Queer figures, being 

marginal and liminal themselves, deliberately hunt out these space-

times, subverting them for their own needs. They also allow for a radical 

re-thinking of sexual preference and its links with being. Queer theorists 

have noted the connection between Freudian, Lacanian, Kristevian in-

betweenness, and its yolky, fluid, boundaryless qualities, with queer 

experience; the potential realisation that adult erotics and sexual 

preference might have its root in the polymorphous perversity of the 

lamella. 

We see this play out in the works discussed in this thesis, and indeed in 

Bella. Black Country authors symbolically charge their settings with post-

industrial imagery - dilapidated housing estates, ruins of factories, 
                                                           
274 Ward, 247 
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enterprise zones and retail sites - and use that as a stage for their 

characters to explore the liminal, the abject and the uncanny. What the 

reader gets from my work, as well as the texts discussed in this project, 

is the portrayal of communities struggling with the current of post-

industrial change and the haunting of a well-established and ordered 

cultural makeup. It is the expression of the post-industrial as sites for 

gender-bending, shape-shifting, body-melting characters, in 

experimental, exploratory sexual activity.  

This is the literature of liminality - narratives that place liminal life within 

a liminal location, where the result is loss, lack, marginality. 

Furthermore, this liminal literature is a radical, subversive and 

transformative literature, one of non-normative, clandestine sexuality 

that might challenge and undermine normative standards of sexual 

identity  - a queer carnivalesque. 
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