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4

FORMERLY KNOWN AS . . . 

Sturment Drang.    My stage name, obviously.  Given me by my first 

manager.  I’m not that person anymore.  But I need to start at the 

beginning.  When I was called by my birth name.  I’ve forgotten that, 

now — it doesn’t matter, anyway.

I was an active lad until I started to grow breasts.  Loved the 

beautiful game like all the other boys, even though I was never any 

good at kicking the ball.  It seems I was born under a wandering, 

wondering star.   Nobody understood, at the time, but apparently, from 

the beginning,  I was different.  And then as I grew up, I became even 

more so.  But I’m getting ahead of myself. 

 I’ve been trying to look back, deep into the beginning, to try to 

understand where I’ve come from.  I’d like to make some peace with 

where I’ve arrived at, now,  if I can, before it’s too late.  

I’m going to spend some time, every morning here in the quiet 

kitchen, with a cup of tea,  after the animals have been taken care of, 

and just relate my thoughts into this recording device.  Maybe 

somebody will listen, but probably not.  It doesn’t matter.  It’s just 

something I have to do.  

I think, though I don’t recall exactly, but looking back, I think my 

dad must have been embarrassed with my, with my equipment, so to 
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speak.  I never really knew, because he buggered off when I was about 

five or six, not sure.  I can only just remember this tall black man, his 

dazzling smile that seemed to shine out of his face.  I guess he gave me 

my frizzy hair, but my skin’s always been light like my mam’s.  My 

mam, bless her, she loved me, but she took to the drink, and a series of 

— shall we say unfortunate? — partners, drinking buddies, fellow 

alkies I guess,  entered our lives, knocked her and me about a few 

times, so I learned to stay shut up in my room pretty early.  Safest 

place, really, out of sight, out of mind, while they got on with their 

drinking.  

I started running my own bath around the time she began to bring 

men home.  So nobody ever saw me, in the altogether like, after that, 

until, well.  

I realised the other kids at primary school were having friends over, 

sure I did, but for one thing, I was never invited over, and for another, I 

wouldn’t dare to have anyone in to experience my home life.  It just 

wasn’t going to happen.  

I remember though, when my mam would be off to the pub with 

one of the guys, and the place was all quiet and safe like, I could play 

any music I could find.  I used to like the ballads best of all:  rock, 

country, pop, soul.  I began to sing along with them.  Those were the 

best times, now I look back on them, the best.

Singing my little heart out, all those sad songs, matching the divas 

note for note in my shrill piping voice.  The music stayed within those 

four walls though — I never let it out.

I think that’s enough for this session.  I’ll come back to it tomorrow.  
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This isn’t easy, dredging up the past, I must say, and I can only manage 

a few words at a time.

* * * * *

Now then, where was I? Oh yeah, as if I could forget.  Early childhood, 

that’s where.  And I have to say, maybe I’ve already said it, those were 

the happiest times, just me and the music.  I forgot everything in those 

songs — they just took over, and I felt the pain through and through as 

I sang.  Oh aye, there were those thrills you get, when the notes are 

right, when everything sounds perfect, and you’re lost in the song, 

don’t you know what I mean?  So I was aware that life so far was 

pretty shite, I guess, but you know, kids just get on with things, don’t 

they?  So I just got on with staying as safe as I could, getting lost in the 

songs.

Those were my first experiences of something bigger than myself, 

than my own little world.  I didn’t think about the outside, just felt the 

music, just sang along.

So high school — oh man, sorry, I’ll have to come back to this — I 

can’t do this right now — it’s still too raw.

* * * * *

Hi again.  Let’s see how far I can get this morning.  Okay, well the 

breasts came later, maybe about Year Nine, maybe even Ten, I don’t 

quite recall.  I know I was a late bloomer, and puberty didn’t seem to 
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hit me like it did the other boys.  But in Years Seven and Eight, well I 

was in the high school, and it’s new and all, but for some reason, and 

I’ll never figure this out, I seemed to be the kid that got kicked, teased, 

laughed at.  The other boys made this great play of rubbing my hair, 

and then the girls picked it up.  This is gonna sound all whiney, I 

know, but that’s how it seemed.  I had like, no allies, no friends, and 

this was long before the ‘Freak’ names started.  

I just didn’t fit in from the get-go, and I really don’t know why.  I 

didn’t get conversation very well, the flow or something.  I just always 

felt awkward.  Course the stammering didn’t help either.  I’m not sure 

when that erupted.  But it became the curse of my adolescence, maybe 

even more than when the breasts arrived.

I didn’t stammer when I sang, so why I should suddenly start, or 

rather stop with the speech, I just don’t know.  Course I was taken 

aside for special speech therapy, breathing exercises, that kind of thing, 

and that only isolated me more.  It didn’t help, you know.  I felt like I 

was, like I was lost on a stormy sea, clinging on to a life jacket of some 

sort, some sort of buoyant ring, which must have been the music.

They asked me if I could sing, of course, in those speech therapy 

sessions.  I wasn’t gonna let anybody into that life, that precious thing, 

the only thing I had to hold dear.  Nah, I just shook my head, pursed 

my lips, set my jaw and stayed silent, except for the guttural sounds 

that emanated when I tried to speak.  

I think the therapist finally gave up on me, so I became known as 

the silent kid.  The teachers did try to reduce the bullying, but they 

couldn’t monitor my after-school time, when things really hit the fan.  
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Endless attempts to make me talk, those other kids, and with fists too.  

They got nothing out of me, and I couldn’t retaliate either.  Maybe they 

gave up too, I don’t know.  I just remember those years as agony, 

writhing agony, like an endless torture that would never stop.  

Except when I was alone, up in my room, after me mam had gone 

down the pub, and the place was, I was, I was all by myself like.  

Safety.  That’s how my room felt.  That’s how I feel here, you know?  I 

can’t think why it took so long for me to feel that way again.  

I’ve got to stop now — this is very hard, very hard to talk about.  

Even though, as you can tell, the stammer has long gone.  I don’t know 

why that is either.

* * * * *

Well, hi again.  I was just thinking, back in the day, if I identified 

with anyone, it should have been with the Black kids, but they didn’t 

want anything to do with me either, I have to say.  I think the stammer 

was just too much for anyone to break through, and you know, the 

sexual hierarchy kicks off with a vengeance as kids start growing hair 

down there, and stuff.  And I wasn’t developing anyway in that 

department, so I was just like a child, really.  Nobody wants to be 

associated with a stammering kid, not when you want to be treated 

like a grown up sexual being.

Well, I didn’t even think about these things, except to wonder what 

was happening to everybody, as they began to change.  I just tried to 

be as inconspicuous as possible, did my work mostly in class — it’s 

amazing how much you can get through if you’re not distracted by 
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talking —  and then tried to run home past the gauntlet of jeers and 

taunts and, you know, pretending to be nothing, a nobody, not worth 

anyone’s attention.  If I could have disappeared at any point, I would 

have, and maybe I did, in so many ways.  

My refuge was still my bedroom and my music, and more often 

than not, by that time, Mam was down the pub.  So I’d fix myself 

something, eggs or beans on toast or maybe spaghetti with butter, and 

eat in my room with the headphones on.  Diving deeper and deeper 

into that world of sound.  

I remember the day my breasts suddenly popped out.  Obviously 

they hadn’t, it was just one day they were noticed, probably because 

nobody ever looked at me, and Kieran, I’m sure it was him, suddenly 

looks at me after a kick-around in PE, as everybody’s getting naked for 

the showers,  and says, ‘Hey man, you’re, you’re really stacked man!’  

And everybody, well all the boys there, obviously we didn’t share 

changing rooms with the girls, so every guy in the class  just looks at 

me, and then the ‘Freak’ word came out again.  But since they were all 

‘cool’ it was under their breath like.  

Just as loud in my ears.   

I covered up for good then, never shared a shower again.  It’s 

stupid, now to realise it, but I hadn’t noticed myself — it really did 

seem that they’d just emerged overnight.   Adolescence is a terrible 

time, you know, just terrible.  Even for the normal kids, I guess.  It was 

a godawful agony for me, I can tell you.  I didn’t know what was going 

on, not at all.  Still don’t, to be fair.  

Anyway, well, I worked out how to bind them in a bit, reduce the 
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protruding, so my chest was kinda pigeon like, but it wasn’t like, tits, 

you know?  And then I wondered what might happen to my voice.  

The other guys, they were getting rougher, deeper, and I was still this 

falsetto like.  

Eventually it settled a little lower, with a stronger timbre, but it 

never really changed.  I did some reading about it, stuff about the 

castrati in Italy, the pope’s singers, that sort of thing.  That must have 

been about where I was at.  Without the intervention like, just nature 

doing its number on me.

Right, well I’ve gotta stop now, that’s enough for this morning 

again.  

* * * * *

I’ve thought of something, something in a more positive vein, for you 

today, little recorder, and it’s this:  no shaving required!  I’ve had a 

smooth chin, like a baby’s bum it’s been, since forever.   I can’t think of 

much else that’s been great, apart from the voice, really, but yeah, I 

guess it’s been handy not having to get the razor out for the daily 

beard duties, sure.

Speaking of the voice, now, between that and my smooth chin, I 

managed to find a niche for myself, in life, yeah.  I remember so well 

how I got my big break.  It wasn’t even something I’d ever thought of, 

but  suddenly there it was.  

I remember watching the drag shows on the telly, back in oh, the 

early ‘20s I guess, wondering why the queens’  voices were so husky, 
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masculine.  I thought, and I was just beginning to realise that the voice 

I had was the voice I was gonna have, that it wouldn’t change, so I 

thought, hey wait a minute, I’m stuck with the cleavage, and I’ve also 

got the pipes, and more than that, no five o’clock shadow!   Maybe this 

is something I could do.  I wasn’t keen on the interviews or the chat, 

obviously, not then, since my stammer was still overwhelming, but it 

was a glimmer of hope, somehow.

As I recall, I sent an audition clip along to one of the contests.  Not a 

video, I wasn’t ready for that.  No, it was just an audio, recorded out 

of, what was it in those days, just a laptop computer they called it.  I 

think it was recorded using software called GarageBand, something 

like that.  Anyway.  

Well, I didn’t get very far with the drag scene.  Never had a chance 

to flaunt my growing puppies, not that I could have done that anyway.  

I guess I was hoping somebody, anybody, might take me under their 

wing, show me how to perform like.  But I knew, deep inside, that it 

was always only the music, and okay, the voice, for me, and as for 

make up and prancing around, well honey, I’m just not the florid type, 

sorry, that’s just not me, can’t do it.  As I say, something about the 

stammer held me back.    I didn’t even know there was such a thing as 

drama schools and such, and couldn’t have afforded to try out anyway, 

not that anybody at school would have encouraged me.  I did a pretty 

good job of hiding my light under a cowering adolescent bushel.  

So as I say, nada on the drag front, but somebody must have liked 

what they heard, coz they  sent back a lovely note, asking if they could 

forward my audio clip on to a record company, which I was only too 
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pleased to agree to, and the rest is history.

When the record company called, that was the point when the 

despair of my adolescence fell away and I fell (with what eagerness!), 

straight into the spell of exploitation.  

And that’s my story for today.  I can’t go further just now, got to 

collect myself a bit, talk to the animals, and calm down.  I can’t believe 

I fell from the frying pan into the proverbial fire, but there it was.  And 

I was so keen to be exploited.  I’m sorry, I,  I can’t bear to think of it 

anymore today.

* * * * *

Well now, the animals are always good for a refreshing moment, a 

respite from the endless onslaught of a restless mind.  I love them, my 

creatures.  I love them completely and totally.  They’re everything to 

me.  

Okay, so back to this.  I’ll try to get it out of my mind, lay the burden 

down, if I can.  I’ve been worrying about where I left off yesterday, 

how I was so up for being loved, no, let’s say it right, being adored 

really.  It didn’t seem feasible, but the recording contract held that 

glimmer of fan adoration.  I couldn’t have said no, this isn’t good 

enough, even if wild horses were pulling me  away.  Which they 

weren’t, of course.  I assume the record company executives recognise 

that ‘lamb to the slaughter’ quest in the too-eager artistes they sign.  

It was the first time anyone, anyone mind, had heard my voice, had 

heard me belt out a song, and it was really a primitive recording, but 
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good enough to attract attention.  Ever since, the take on my voice is 

always, let me remember this, ‘vulnerable, fragile, yearning’ . . . but at 

the same time ‘powerful, arresting, pleading,’ though I loved the 

‘soulful blues’ feedback the best.   

Well, they brought me into the studio.  The executive who came to 

chat with me couldn’t get a word out of me, to be honest, but I gave 

him a copy of my application to the drag competition, and he asked 

me to confirm my age, so what was I then, nineteen I think.  And then, 

without any sort of preparation, he asked me to sing a few numbers 

just there in the parlour, just for him, and so I sang along with some of 

the greats echoing through my mind.  Billie.  Ella.  Aretha.  Whitney.  

And, you know, Elvis, Tom, and the crooners, Frank and Tony, Nat.  I 

could cover anybody — I knew all the songs, and my timing was 

perfect.  I didn’t have perfect pitch, but as long as I started somewhere 

reasonable, I had the range to finish anything.  I think that was the first 

time I’d sung in front of anybody, and the guy just sat there, and his 

jaw kept dropping lower and lower.  After what, maybe a dozen 

numbers, he was weeping.  Well.  I know now they were crocodile 

tears, or may as well have been, but just imagine how I felt.   After a 

lifetime of abuse, somebody was being moved by music I was making!  

Then he wiped his eyes and he looked me up and down.  His eyes 

filled with questions.  He’d arrived so suddenly, popping up on my 

doorstep like, I hadn’t had time to strap the boobies down, and you 

know, giving it your all through some of those ballads, you’re sending 

the song out from your inner core.  Everything is just out there.  

He wondered, out loud, how they might package me.  Said he 
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couldn’t figure out if I was fitting into a female role, a trans role, or was 

I a transitioning male, or did I have drag aspirations, what?  He asked 

me, I guess it was enlightened for the time, how I ‘self-identified.’  I 

said I didn’t have any sense of who I was, I just loved to sing.  End of.  

I didn’t know, still don’t.  I’m just me, and the only external feedback 

I’d ever had was being called a freak.  So I didn’t know what to say.

The exec said they’d take care of it, but before they could decide 

what to do with me, they’d want a sound test in a real recording 

studio.  And could I come along right now with him — the limo was 

waiting outside.

We got into the plush rear seats, and as the limo glided smoothly 

away from my little house, the panel between us and the driver 

blacked out, and the exec’s  hand went up to my tits and his other 

hand went down into my crotch and he had me pinned, as he checked 

out my body.  It wasn’t particularly uncomfortable, I’ll say that, but I’m 

pretty sure I’ve never had  much of a sexual urge, frankly, so it all felt, 

well, I guess I thought this was the way things were done in 

limousines.  I didn’t know any better.  He fondled away for a bit, until 

he finished with a kind of gasping noise, and then he turned away 

with a bit of tissue paper. 

I tried to tidy myself up a little but I wasn’t wearing anything fancy, 

just a loose shirt, a tee under, y-fronts and trousers.   Loose clothes, 

that’s always been how I dress.  And then we stopped outside the 

recording studio and got out.

I remember thinking, what was that about?  And maybe, a kind of 

an awakening, like is that what sex is then?  I couldn’t make any sense 
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out of it.  But he grabbed my elbow and hurried me into the building.  

He waved to the engineer in the little glass room at the side, and 

then stood me up beside the microphone, all covered with jangly wires 

and a kind of shield in front.  He said, baby, I remember he called me 

baby, which felt so, so endearing, to be honest, but weird, strange as 

well,  baby, he said, can you just sing us those songs you were doing 

back at home.

I kind of nodded, feeling sort of vacant, and he winked at me, 

stepped into the little glass room, and sat down with the engineer.  

They gave me a thumbs-up signal, which I took to mean I should start, 

so I did.

I guess I sang for  oh, forty-five, maybe an hour, before my throat 

began to feel a bit dry, my lips sort of cracking, and so I stopped.  

Waited.

Everything felt like I was falling into a deep hole, in that moment.  

I’d been lost in the songs, lost in a huge cave with no echo, just my 

voice coming out of my body, and it seemed I was just falling, falling.  

Sometimes, looking back on it, it feels like I’m still falling in that 

endless hole.

I don’t want to talk anymore today.  I’m talked out.  I’ll get on to the 

craziness that followed, tomorrow I will, but I’m beat now.  

* * * * *

Okay, I’m back.  That moment, right?  Well, it was the beginning, the 

beginning of the next forty years, I guess.  I couldn’t quite believe it, 
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totting up  all the years, all the gigs up and down the country, 

throughout Europe, five tours to the States and Canada, two to 

Australia, with side trips to Bangkok and Singapore and Hong Kong 

and who knows where else.  I was hot, babe, hot as they come.  But it 

was nearly over, by the time  I ended up here in this rural refuge, my 

little hidey-hole.  After  a full forty years of selling my soul.  That’s 

how I see it, how I understand it now.  It was a kind of slavery, a 

slavery to the system, being used by everybody, everyone making their 

money off me.

It was all a blur, after that moment, and I can’t seem to bring much 

of that time back into focus.  I do remember the executive who took me 

into the studio, I do remember he quit that day and became my 

manager.    I could hardly forget that, since he owned me then, voice, 

body and soul, for the next ten years. 

He moved on from feeling me up.  He knew I was malleable, 

vulnerable, unable to stand up for myself, and he just moved into 

control.  I don’t remember when the caresses, the feeling up moves, 

turned into fists — it was  early on though.  He was the boss and 

whatever he said, well, that’s how it was.  I obeyed his every order, 

every whim.  There wasn’t much me left, I guess, except for the voice.  

That always seemed to be there, and it came from somewhere, but I 

never knew from where.  I didn’t have anyone to turn to, anyone else, 

so I went along with whatever.  The beatings seemed to taper off the 

more I did exactly what he asked of me.  

He had an ear for the money, that man, I’d have to give him that.  

And he made it on my voice.  I never saw a penny of my own, and 
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when he dropped down dead, I discovered he’d taken it all.  There was 

nothing left for me but the taxes.

I can’t say how many tears I cried after he died.  I was so relieved 

that he was gone, but I didn’t know what I was going to do, either.  

Helpless as a flapping little fish in a big net, hoisted out of the water, 

gills gasping, twitching into oblivion, I thought.

The record company didn’t want to lose their golden goose, of 

course, so they found another manager, who wasn’t quite so quick 

with his fists.  Kept me going, but I was dying myself, inside, by this 

time.  By the time they’d replaced him, a couple years later, there 

wasn’t much of me left at all.

I don’t want to talk about this any more. It’s all too much.  Why did 

they always have to hit me?  Sometimes just at the beginning, knowing 

I’d cower, that I’d do anything then.  Sometimes it carried on.  Never 

touching my face of course.   

I’ve never been hit by an animal.

 

* * * * *

All that work!  And you know, gone in a twinkling of an eye.  But I 

keep getting ahead of the story.  You’ll have to forgive me, recorder 

mine, I do wander around through time.  I might blame the lifestyle, if 

I was worried about it.

Look, you can’t be a rock ’n’ roll icon, a legend, and not have panties 

thrown at you, you know?  The lifestyle was inescapable, it was just 

thrust upon me.  Like I said earlier, I think, I was lucky to have got 
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through without the addictions to uppers and downers, or even the 

deep quietness that heroin will bring.  I’m not saying I didn’t try 

everything, but when the roller coaster kicked off, my drug of choice 

was always the hallucinogens.  

Meanwhile, of course, the posse gathered around, and they were off 

their heads on everything.  Like I said, the lifestyle, it attracted that 

kind of abandonment.  But I was only after the adulation, and the sex, 

well, I just wasn’t interested in it, for myself I mean.  

It’s hard for your hot-blooded band member to understand, this 

asexual side.  Well of course, everybody seemed to have got into the 

music as a way to get laid.  What else could you expect?  But I was 

after being adored.  And I couldn’t bear that shiver, that kind of 

emotional freeze, when whoever,  whoever it was coming on to me, 

man, woman, trans, whoever, got me naked and realised just what 

they were dealing with.  And with what lack of desire from me.  It 

doesn’t matter Sturm, they’d say, it doesn’t.  But it did.  There just 

wasn’t anything there for me in that department.

So I retreated ever deeper, sure.  When you’re after being adored, 

you don’t want to let any of the adoring ones down.  I did become a 

voyeur, so yeah, I can say I’ve seen it all.  It might as well have been 

bonobo monkeys, you know, as far as I was concerned.  When you’re 

the watchful observer, you need a window into it, after the same old, 

same old over and over again, and that’s where the hallucinogens 

came in.  The world, no, the universe opened up.

My posse learned fast.  They helped protect my mystique, so 

nobody got a feel, nobody punctured the myth of the legend.  I 
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thought they were protecting me, but of course they were taking care 

of their golden goose.  It took me decades to figure that out.

And I was gone into exploring the universe.  

Well, time’s a’wasting here.  I think I’ll have to let this all settle, give 

my mind a rest again, sorry, and the animals are needing me now.  

Unconditional love, that’s what they give me, and I give it back.  

* * * * *

Everybody was shocked, at the outset,  that I’d pitched up with  no 

manager.  That was why the executive quit, of course, so he could have 

more of the pie that I was going to bring to the party.  And then, after I 

did get one, everybody was shocked when he took  everything.  But 

after he died, nobody was shocked at the way I was treated any longer.  

They all seemed to keep me safe, under control, and I kept working.  It 

must have looked like I was happy, but inside I was just dead.  I can’t 

describe it any other way.  Dead, broken, whatever you want to call it.  

How did my voice keep going, I’ve always wondered that.

I couldn’t figure out anything about my career — couldn’t see it 

coming or going, but there it was.  I’d worked nearly  forty years and 

not a penny to my own name.  I reckon the last one scarpered off to 

Thailand or somewhere.  Somewhere where he could spend the money 

he’d made on me buying little boys, I think.  I think I realised then that 

it was over for me.  Nobody came forward to manage me — I figured I 

was finally, finally, just so much washed-up left-overs, yesterday’s 

news and all that.  
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I was ready to quit, sure.  But somebody at the record company, 

hoping for a final bite of the cherry, started raising the issue of a 

farewell tour.  

  I held out as long as I could, pawning a few trinkets that were left 

in my flat, until I realised that if I took charge of my own destiny, 

agreed at last to a farewell tour, I could negotiate my own contract.  

Ensure I’d get some money direct to me.  This would be the end, and 

nobody but me knew it was the god-honest truth.  

I got the contracts done right this last time, and the tour made 

enough so I could find a little place of my own.  My own tiny bastion.  

I read about these things, these ancient bastles, by chance really, in 

one of the media reports during my swing through Newcastle.  

Newcastle upon Tyne, of course, howay the lads, man!  Or maybe it 

was in the real estate section — I was always checking the ads out, and 

I had a good idea by then how much the tour would bring in. 

 This little piece of sacred, isolated, lonely heaven, with just the 

curlews and lapwings in attendance.  It sounded like paradise to me, 

after the crowds, the gouging and carving up of everything that was 

true and honest about me.  I set my heart on that place,  the house that 

was more than a house, less than a fortified castle, and as remote and 

isolated as anywhere in these isles, and I put a firm offer on it, before 

we went on to finish the tour.

Do you know, they say this place is four hundred years old!  Can 

you believe it!  Apparently they put the outside staircase up a couple 

hundred years ago, just stones laid in position.  I love it.  It’s home.

And then I just dropped out.  Of course, I’d had enough of playing 
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the game by then, but I also made sure nobody could find me.  I made 

it clear that I was okay, just dropping out.  And like I say, my 

popularity was pretty much on its final curtain, by that time.  The tour 

was just a goodwill gesture to the fans.   I know, I know, the fans were 

wonderful, but in the end I just couldn’t keep up with their appetite.  

They were sucking me dry, as awful as it sounds, like some sort of 

collective vampire, but it’s true.  That’s how it felt.

And I  took the money after the last gig, the last endless bows and 

courtesies, and I was gone.  Out of the game.  I got here on my own 

feet, and I dropped my backpack on the porch, and I never left again.  

Well, okay, it took me a year to build up the stock, get the seed for 

my vegetables and such.  I ducked into the market in the market towns 

around and about,  and I was out again without anybody noticing, in 

the first year.    People forget how handy feet are for getting about, 

especially if you take the footpaths, and you only have a goat, or 

maybe a cow along with you for company.  You travel light, you get by, 

and you get home.  

I should have felt tired, hell, I should be feeling tired just talking 

about this with you, little recorder mine, but I don’t.  Remembering 

those times, that hardness, getting settled, I remember I felt energised, 

alive for the first time since, well since I don’t know.  Maybe since that 

first time in the recording studio.  Because it had  all been slavery to 

the system,  my whole working life, I realised after that moment,  I‘d 

had to do everything they wanted me to.  They’d  had to revive the old 

Hollywood studio system to handle me, but they worked their power 

well enough, and they worked me to the bone.  Like I say, I was lucky 
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they didn’t do the amphetamines and then the  quaaludes following 

on,  to keep  me going.  I escaped the drugs number.  Other than that, it 

was total exploitation.  But I’ve already told you that, sorry.

Anyway, here I was, and that was ten years ago.  I’m that tired now, 

I can tell you, but I’ve got to get this story down, get it down before I 

sleep, you know, the long one.  It can’t be long now before.

* * * * *

So I started living, really, I date my life now from the time when I 

arrived at this place, this bastle refuge.  I hadn’t realised what a 

priceless gem it actually was.

It was the isolation, that peace of place and of mind — I felt, well I 

felt like I was finally home.  I think at first it was just the wild birds 

and me.

The grouse and pheasants, the bonny moorhens, all escapees like 

me, away from the hunt.  They were, you know, actually they were like 

my posse.  I don’t, I can’t think, where did our food come from, that 

first year?  I can’t remember.  I wasn’t eating heather, but it was almost 

that bad.  I had to learn how to eat my friends, and that was 

shockingly hard.  It was a kind of mutual survival.  There were a few 

birds I couldn’t bear to sacrifice, the real characters, but the others, 

well, fair game I’m afraid.  They paid for their upkeep with their lives.  

Maybe that’s how I paid for mine.

I did get out, in those early days, as I may have mentioned, to the 

market.  Brought what staples I could get in on my back.  Flour, 
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cereals, oh, and seeds, so I could grow my own vegetables, eking my 

way through to the harvest.  I changed my routine though, never going 

to the same place twice in a month.  There’s enough market towns 

within walking distance, if you follow the footpaths, and I got by.  

Of course I got skinny, that year.  I was barely eating enough to 

survive.  

Well, I’m not gonna make this a survival manual.  Everybody’s got 

to figure that out for themselves, I figure.  I did.  But you know what?  

I’ve been happy.  Alone, surrounded by the animals, all adoring in 

their own way, loving me.  

And that’s how it’s been, for the past ten years.  Nobody bothers me.  

The guns and their beaters work the moors a couple of valleys over, 

and I might hear  them in August, but they never come close, never 

seem to find this little valley.  

Sometimes a great tiredness comes over me, and I think, you know, 

you’re ready to rest.  It’s almost time to let go.

* * * * *

I forgot to mention, yesterday, the music I discovered with the animals.  

After a lifetime of music, isn’t it strange that the music I really 

wanted to make was with the pigs?  

It didn’t start with the pigs, of course.  I can’t imagine too many 

people know that pigs can sing.  Not many people have the time to 

listen to a sow with her piglets, grunting away in mother pig heaven.  

No, no, it started with the wild birds.  Listening to their song, trying 
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to copy them, singing it back to them, a call and response throughout 

the day.  

It was all non-textual, just sounds.  I didn’t need the words 

anymore, just wanted to feel the music moving through us.  Through 

the birds and through me.

And then the chickens — I know chicken language quite well now;  

the words for ‘Good grub’ and ‘I’ve laid a wonderful egg’ came first, 

along with ‘I am such a beautiful, virile cockerel!’ Of course.  But there 

are so many subtle variations on the theme, which I’ve learned over 

the years, tending my devoted flock.

My beloved goats, of course they sing with me.  And Daisy Mae, my 

best friend now in the whole world.  We sing softly together as I milk 

her.  

There’s a few more singers I’d love to duet with.  Honey bees, for 

example, such a wonderful drone accompaniment they might make.  

And sure, I used to have such a sweet tooth.  I haven’t tasted sugar for 

years now.

I wish I’d found the bastle twenty years ago, thirty, and dropped out 

then.  I so wish it, but that was not to be.  

My job now is to keep the place going, to enjoy the little time I’ve 

got left, to be as happy, alone with the animals, as I can possibly be.  

I’m getting there.  I am as happy as I can be, I believe I am, I really 

am.  

Now that these words are out of me, recorded here in the little 

recorder, I don’t have to think about them anymore.  I can get on with 

living in my happiness.  
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I think, you know, I think I feel something of a burden gone.  My 

voice feels lighter.  

Bye bye, recording, it’s been hard, but it’s done. 

 I’m off to sing.
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A SKIPPING CHORUS

Charlie skipped down the street, lost in a little rhyming ditty that kept 

running through her head.

She didn’t notice the brilliant blue sky.  She thought the puffy white 

clouds looked nice.  Mostly she loved the dappled sunshine peeking 

through the overhanging branches.  She skipped through sunlight and 

shade.

Charlie was always singing, even if it was to herself.  She’d started 

singing to her dolls when she was just a little girl.  Now, of course, 

since she was eight, she didn’t sing to her dolls that much anymore.  

Now she hummed, sparkled, chanted, sang for herself, the listening 

self attending to the singing self.  

She didn’t think about things, just acquired everything life 

presented to her.  Her mind was like an endless sponge.  Charlie knew 

all about sponges, of course.  The sponges that lived in the sea, the real 

ones that were so much more absorbent than the artificial ones.  She 

had a one in her bedroom shrine, her own special shrine to the sea.  

She pretended she was weaving back and forth between the incoming 

waves travelling toward her toes on the sand.  

She loved it when her parents took her to the seaside.  She would 

run along the beach, shrieking into the off-shore breeze, the waves 
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crashing in with their tumbling froth.  She loved it best when they 

arrived during a storm, when the sea was raging.  She knew there’d be 

lots of beach-combing adventures after the storm had blown itself out.  

Besides the beach-combing, there’d be the rock pools to investigate 

when the tide retreated.  She didn’t care much about why the tide 

came in, why it went out.  Might as well worry about why the waves 

came up to the shoreline.  They just did.  That was the way of it.  

Charlie just wanted to know what.  Not why, just what.  

Look mummy, look at this!  She might hold up a tiny crab, retrieved 

from the rock pool, before setting it back into the water to scuttle away 

sideways.  

As she darted from pool to pool, she hummed her own song of the 

sea.  She was busy thinking of verses, but the chorus kept worming its 

way back.   

Her daddy was always trying to skip a stone across the water.  She 

loved seeing it, whenever he managed it right, hopping and flipping 

along in an endlessly decreasing series of splashes.  She wondered if 

she’d ever hear that final little plop, which was always just out of 

earshot.  She wasn’t that bothered, herself, about skipping the stones.  

She loved the rhythm of the skips, though, staying above the water, 

moving along.

She felt so sorry when she encountered a dead creature.  Sometimes 

a seagull’s body would bring tears to her eyes.  Other times a dead fish 

might turn her stomach.  What a smell, pee-uuh!  She stopped singing 

until the smell was gone, when she’d moved farther along the beach.  

Then her natural good mood overtook her again and she was away 
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with the music in her head.  

Charlie felt so free, so open on the beach.  She decided, peering into 

a clear rock pool one bright morning, as a rainbow glistened off in the 

distance, as the magic of the beach called to her, listening to the sounds 

of the waves, humming her sea song, decided right then and there, she 

was going to be doing this for the rest of her life.  

Maybe it was the call of the sea, maybe it was her song, maybe it 

was the excitement of finding a new, nervous creature sheltering under 

an overhanging rock.  Maybe it was the delight of the brilliant rainbow, 

its colours so intense against the dark foreboding sky.  Maybe it was 

the sound of distant thunder, a low rumble.  Whatever it was, she felt a 

little thrill run through her, a shiver down her backbone and out 

through her arms and legs.  

She so loved the seaside.  She hoped her parents would bring her 

back as often as possible.  

She could never imagine, would never ever have contemplated, life 

without the sea.  

It just was.
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RAMBLING THROUGH THE SHAPE NOTES

A group of twelve young women, with one intrepid leader,  are out on 

a singing camp/rambling adventure, travelling the route of Isaac’s Tea 

Trail.  Jacquie, the organiser,  had become besotted by the stories of 

Isaac Holden of Allendale,  itinerant tea merchant and philanthropist 

of the 18th century, and she’s  been running these adventure fortnights 

for several years now.  

Their wild camp set up for the night, the cheerful group gather 

around their campfire.  Someone, inevitably in such a situation,  starts 

in again with the shape note songs, hymns really, that Charles and 

John Wesley would have known well.  It feels odd, to the young 

women, to be singing three hundred year old songs with such 

passionate,  full voices in four part harmony.  But this is what singing 

camp is all about, Jacquie muses.  This is why I run these sessions.  The 

voices rise and fall as the mood of the words takes the singers.    

Amazing knowledge, vast and great!
What large extent, what lofty height!
My soul with all the powers I boast

Is in the boundless prospect lost.
* * *
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From Immensity, words by Isaac Watts

How short and hasty is our life!
How vast our soul’s affairs!

Yet senseless mortals vainly strive
To lavish out their years!

Our days run thoughtlessly along
Without a moment’s stay;
Just like a story or a song
We pass our lives away.

From Chocksett, words by Isaac Watts

Jacquie feels the spirits of the group lifting with the songs, feels the 

transcendence encompassing them all.  This is why we sing together, 

she thinks.  

The stars overhead, in the vast open tract of moorland through 

which they’d rambled during a hard day of plodging, seem to reflect 

the timelessness, the infinity of space alluded to in the songs.  It’s their 

last night together.

Tomorrow they’ll  be back at their beginning point at Allendale’s 

Market Square, piling their hiking gear into  the vehicles, preparing to 

say their good-byes to each other.  Lots of tears then, Jacquie knows.  

She almost feels the tears springing into her eyes now, as she herself 

relaxes into the singing.  She’s brought her charges through another 

circuit, a 58 kilometre trek  around the heart of the North Pennines, an 
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adventure they’ll remember for the rest of their lives.  She’s so glad 

they’ve had good weather, especially that tonight no clouds obscure 

the firmament.

The young women, at the cusp of their adulthood, looking ahead to 

their further education, careers beyond, their voices now bonding as 

one, are facing their future with such expectation, such high hopes and 

aspirations.   They feel part of a grand continuum, a grand cosmic 

wheel of fortune and destiny, through which they will carve out their 

own identities.  This is a fulcrum moment for these women, Jacquie 

feels.  She’s aware  that an appreciation  of the significance of their 

night under the stars, revealed in quiet murmurs,  is  moving around 

the circle.  

Too, as Jacquie listens, she hears a combination both of awe, of 

wonder, and something else, could it be timidity?  It’s not easy 

growing into adulthood.  She’s heard this inflection before, among her 

young charges.  It’s just as strong in this group, this evening, as it ever 

is.  

Jacquie sighs.   Isaac Watts’ words, prophetic as they are, feel like a 

perfect foil for contemplation of life’s  mysteries, under a vast open 

sky. 

Before the campfire burns into embers, Jacquie brings out the 

battered old kettle, the one with coiled steel around the bottom edge, 

to gather in the heat faster, bringing the water to a boil within minutes.  

She drops the tea leaves into the kettle as she removes it from the 

flames.  The ceremony is deft, light of touch, performed with simple 

ritual.  
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The women gaze into the embers, sipping their tea, holding their 

thoughts, just now, to themselves.
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ON THE BUS BACK FROM THE TOON

The boys in the bus were  in full voice, returning home from the Rugby 

League World  Cup.  It was the big match, England v Scotland, the 

only one that really mattered.  

Of course everyone was  drunk as skunks, what else would you 

expect?  Lads at the big game, a huge game, pity about the Scottish 

player that got stretchered off, but the home win wasn’t safe until the 

last minute, when that long field goal, how many yards did they say it 

was, hey?  

The rousing songs went all around the stadium.  After the national 

songs, your ‘Flower of Scotland,’ your ‘Rule Brittannia’ from the home 

end, the challenging ones, the ‘Why why why Delilahs’ and the ‘Lions 

play tonight’ came out and were roistered around.   ‘The Battle Hymn 

of the Republic’ with words Elvis would never have heard, let alone 

used, circled around the triumphant England side.    The roaring Scots 

side might have retorted with their ‘Jesus can’t play rugby’ derision, 

but they were quiet at the end.

The rudest of all were always trotted out on the bus, which was 

soon filled with the smell of sweat and farts, and, toward the end, of 
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little piles of puke, the liquid parts spreading down the aisle under 

heedless feet.  

New words to the ‘Blaydon Races’ brought out cheers, as the call 

and response between the lads, with a bellowed chorus, were sung, 

chanted, blared to everyone’s delight.  Sometimes, just for leaven, a 

morose ‘Two little boys’ might be brought out, examined, but always 

the ribald ones followed, before anyone thought seriously about 

slitting their wrists.  And nobody was going to be sad tonight, not on 

this night of nights, the big match held in the toon for only the second 

time in history, and the local lads were all there, together.

The songs grew coarser, the Anglo-Saxonisms, four letters proud 

emerging from grinning mouths.  It wasn’t that women were banned 

from these trips, of course not!  Just that, well, the boys would sing 

about things, and maybe they were a bit irreverent, a bit ‘taking the 

mick’ and whatnot, but  lads are lads, everybody on a high, having a 

lark and a laugh, weren’t they?  So by default, the bus was an all male 

affair, and that’s the way it was on the way back from the toon.

Bragging songs, ‘The Hose’ and ‘My Podger’  rivalled the 

celebrations of other forms of sexual relief, with ‘The 69er’ and 

‘Masturbation’  featuring prominently.  The mysteries of  female 

physiology were probed in songs like ‘Tampax Factory’ and female 

sexual desire considered in ‘Yogi Bear’  or ‘Cockles and Mussels’ but as 

the boys would say, always with affection.  Really.

Sleeping this one off, this great night of triumph, would take pretty 

much all day.  Hell, we’re good for it, the lads thought, who’s thinking 

about tomorrow, what a night hey!  Gotta let your hair down once in a 
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while, dontcha hey!  

Good friends, best mates, celebrating a brilliant brilliant victory.  It 

doesn’t get any better.  Really.

What a night.
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WHERE DID I COME FROM, MUMMY?

Where did you come from, Finn?  I knew you’d ask me that, some day.  

Have you brushed your teeth?  Okay, snuggle in and I’ll tell you.

Umm, hmm.  You know where babies come from, don’t you.   

Remember we talked about that a while ago?  Course you do.  You 

were growing right here in my tummy!  Of course. 

But I have a feeling you mean like, who’s your daddy.  Is that what 

you mean, really?  Ah, I thought so.  You mean,   the one who planted 

the other half of the tiny seed that made you.   Well then, I can tell you 

that story,  now that you’re old enough.  I can tell you the story of how 

you started.  And who your daddy is.

It all started out when I was lost, oh, for quite a while, long before 

you were born.  It’s hard to explain, but you might feel the same sort of 

things when you’re grown up.  For now, let’s just say that I had lost 

my way.  Like I was in a dark forest, and the trees, very dark and scary 

trees with gnarly roots and strange night-time noises, were all around 

me, and I didn’t know how to get home.  I mean, home in a feeling 

sense, course I knew where the house was, silly monkey!  

I decided to go for  a very long walk.  It was called a pilgrimage, and 

it was really really long!  It took weeks and weeks of hard walking — 

you wouldn’t believe it could be so long.  El Camino de Santiago, The 

Way of St James.  That’s what it was called, and I was searching for 

something.

Feeling like you’re lost.  Well, it’s a terrible feeling, which is why I’m 
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always so worried if you go wandering away, isn’t it?  It’s not fun to be 

lost.  No, it isn’t, I agree.  But Finn, honey, there were so many lost 

people on the way.  Everybody was lost in one way or another.   We 

were all trying to find our own way in life.  How to be living.  It’s so 

hard to explain.

What it was I was searching for, I don’t know.  Maybe it was you!  

But anyway, the walk ended in this grand cathedral, a huge church in 

the Spanish city of Santiago de Compostela, and you had to carry a 

little pebble from deep in France, where the walk started, all the way 

with you.  Until it was time to let it go.  

Isn’t that funny to think?  Did you know there’s cairns, special piles 

of pebbles, carried by the walkers, who they call pilgrims.  For a 

thousand years, the pilgrims have been carrying pebbles and adding 

their own to these special piles.    I know, this feels like a thousand 

year story, doesn’t it!  But I’m getting there.

Why the pebbles?  Well, it kinda means something.  Like you’ve 

done something, part of a thinking thing, a ritual, like learning a 

rhyme, like Hickory Dickory Dock, or Incy-Wincy Spider, remember, 

when you were very little?  And remembering it.  You’ve got the 

Lambton Worm down pretty well now, don’t you!  I love hearing you 

sing it, love it love it, cuddly worm!  How does the chorus go?  I’m 

sure I remember it.

      Whisht! Lads, haad yor gobs,
      An Aa'll tell ye's aall an aaful story

      Whisht! Lads, haad yor gobs,
      An' Aa'll tell ye  'boot the worm.
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* * *

That’s it, Finn, that’s it!  And how many verses do you know now?  

Three!  Clever one — you’re halfway through then, aren’t you?  When 

you have it all sorted, that’ll be a wonderful feeling, won’t it?  You’ll 

want to remember that feeling.  Those pebbles.  I remember the feel of 

mine to this very day, there in my pocket.  

Anyway, so after walking for so long, and Finn, my feet were all 

bloody and blistered and my face and arms and neck were sunburnt 

and raw and I was just a mess, but I finally made it up the steps of the 

cathedral and into the cool, quiet  church.  I looked all around the 

church, but whatever I was searching for, it wasn’t there.  I’d been 

looking so hard for it, but I still wasn’t finding it.   I was so 

disappointed!

Somebody saw me, saw how sad I was then, and they asked me if I 

was going to go on to the sea.  I thought the walk was finished, but 

they said, there’s more, if you’re still looking, if you’re still lost here.  

There’s the rocks at the edge of the land, where the sea 

crashes in from across the wide ocean.  For some people, maybe for 

you, they said, that’s where you might find what you’re looking for.  

So I rested a couple of days, while my blisters healed, and then I 

started walking again.  It was going to be maybe another week of 

walking, they said, until I reached the sea.  I still didn’t know what I 

was looking for, still felt lost, but it was good to be out walking again.  

Somehow I felt lighter, I can’t explain it.

I probably never told you this story because it’s so long, isn’t it?  Do 

you want me to go on, or have you had enough for today?  A bit more?  
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Well, we’re almost done, anyway.

So I got closer and closer to the sea.  There was something in the air 

— you could smell the saltiness, wafting in on the breeze.  And then 

the mist descended.  Here at home, we call it the sea fret, but I don’t 

know what they call it there.  It was just fog and mist all over.  The 

path seemed to come to an open space, and the sign said Cabo Finisterre 

and there was a big cross, and then I heard it.  The sound of crashing 

breakers, the waves running up to the shore.  I’d made it to the sea, 

Finn, I was really there, and there was no where else to go.

I couldn’t very well walk across the water, could I?  So I sat down 

on a big rock and thought for a while.  A really lovely man, with the 

most beautiful dark eyes, just like yours, came over and sat down 

beside me.  And that was your father, Finn.  We were both searching 

for something.  I don’t know if he found what he was looking for, and  

I didn’t even know if I’d found what I was looking for.  But somehow, 

it was enough to be there together. We were two lost souls in the 

middle of the fog, Finn, and we were together.

I remember his name.  Or, at least, what he called himself.  He said 

he was Tammuz, and he called me Ishtar.  No, I know that’s not my 

name, but it’s what he called me.  He held me close, he said I was the 

goddess of love, and I breathed in the smell of him, and it was very 

sweet.  And then I didn’t feel lost anymore.

We said goodbye, and I came back home. I never saw him again.  I 

didn’t know you were with me, yet, but after a little while, as I listened 

quietly to myself, I realised that you were growing inside me.  And 

then I knew I’d found what I was looking for.  Just like that!  I knew.  
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And that’s where you came from.    And that’s why your name is 

Finn Isterre.  So now you know.  

Okay, enough stories for one night — it’s time for sleep. Oh, lovely 

one, lovely child, you’re there already!  Love you so much.  Sleep tight.

MARIBETH'S HOLIDAY

Maribeth from Philadelphia had decided, on the spur of the moment, 

to take herself off on a walking holiday on Hadrian’s Wall.  She’d 

chosen Hadrian’s rather than the Great Wall of China because she 

thought she had a bit of a chance at understanding the local lingo 

there.  

She hadn’t reckoned on the Geordie dialect, of course, and she 

didn’t have a clue what the taxi driver was saying, as they drove out to 

the sticks from Newcastle Airport.  She nodded and smiled, but soon 

grew bored of trying.  She rummaged in her pack, found her 

headphones, planted them over her ears.   Smiled sweetly at the driver 

in the mirror.   Familiar soul, the Philadelphia Sound,  filled her ears.

She was sitting in their kitchen, now, thinking about the past few years.  

How had she come to this?  She was a city girl, through and through.  

It was only meant to be a brief sojourn, a glimpse of the wide open 

spaces, the low-lying hills, the heather and Border Reiver country.  
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She’d read about it, before she came, the lawlessness of centuries past, 

the raiding parties, cattle rustling, horse thieving.  She thought it 

sounded a bit like America’s Wild West, but so quaint, so coloured by 

the British inflection.  So polite.  

She’d set off with high spirits, her route map showing the way.  She 

was surprised, at the outset, when she met the signs warning her off 

the wall itself.  The path, well-trodden, was beside the wall, not on it!  

Never mind, she shrugged.  Only it’s ah, rather a little wall, scarcely 

bigger than the stone walls she’d seen criss-crossing the farms on the 

drive.  

She remembered she’d listened to her music nearly every step of the 

way, her headphones offering her protection from the buffeting wind, a 

bit like ear muffs, she thought.  Only the world of sound filling her 

head.  

It was a bit boring, she had to admit, that long trek.  She’d been 

delighted to meet a soft-vowelled English speaking man, on the second 

night of the walk.  She could actually understand him, if she 

concentrated, there in the youth hostel just a short detour from the 

wall.  

They hit it off, friendly conversation with just a bit, a hesitation, of 

flirtatiousness.  The next morning, she offered him one of her wireless 

earphone buds, so they could share the music.  The beat kept their feet 

moving together, a rhythmic accompaniment up dale and down.  

She’d been surprised when Mike — his name sounded so American 

to her ears, so familiar — when Mike said he lived in a little village not 

far from the wall.  The village had some Roman history too, the Pele 
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tower at Staward Gorge harking back to that era.  He told her about 

the local pub, the cosy Bed & Breakfast fare they offered, the full 

English breakfast.  No pancakes, he apologised, but eggs any way you 

like, though scrambled is best, wholemeal toast, baked beans, fried 

tomatoes and mushrooms, bacon and sausage, black pudding, hash 

browns, brown sauce and huge steaming mugs of tea.  Her stomach 

growled.  Sounds attractive, she’d smiled at him.

When they got to Housesteads, he bought her what he called a ’99’, 

a soft ice cream  cone with a stick of chocolate plonked at a rakish 

angle into the creamy whiteness.  He looked at her as he put it in.

She swooned into his eyes, which crinkled at the corners.

They jumped into a taxi and spent the rest of her holiday in 

Allendale.  She didn’t bother going back to the wall to finish the trek.  

Seen one stone piled on another, seen them all, haven’t you?  She 

didn’t go back home either.   

It was years ago now.  Where had the time gone, she wondered.   How 

did I really end up here?  She hadn’t listened to the Philadelphia 

Sound for such a long time.
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A TEMPORARY LONELINESS

Dr Emmanuel Chamberlain put the record sleeve aside and settled into 

his comfy chair.  The volume of his sound system, the highest of high 

fidelity he could afford on his General Practitioner’s salary, was as 

loud as his ears could withstand.

Grand opera, he thought, especially Verdi’s,  must be heard as if you 

are in the stalls at La Scala.  The pleading of the  lovers, the deep 

sadness of someone’s unrequited love, the loss of innocence or the 

pathos of an early death, all must be received in every nuance, every 

vibration.  

He couldn’t listen like this when his beloved partner was home.  

Would you turn that down, please hon!  And he’d bring the 

headphones out, with as much good grace as he could muster.  But 

tonight she was away at a social services conference;  Emmanuel was 

on his own in their remote farmhouse above Sparty Lea.  He  tapped 

the volume button up another half a decibel.  He did love his vinyl 

collection, he wasn’t at all ashamed to admit it.

His whisky, two fingers with just a light touch of spring water to 

awaken the delicate complex flavours of the golden nectar, nestled in 

the leaded glass tumbler.  The evening stretched ahead.  He could lose 

himself in the music.
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He understood something, now, of the bittersweet nature of physical 

attraction.  He felt the anguish of the betrayed, as Rigoletto’s libretto 

moved into Gilda’s perspective.   The ‘Caro nome’ aria was breaking 

his heart.     His mind drifted.   He thought his colleague, Dr Shona 

Grey, rather fancied him.  Her charms were undeniable.   She too had 

come to the North Pennines village on holiday, initially, falling in  love 

then with the landscape, with the wild desolate moors.  She sometimes 

mentioned her girlhood passion for Wuthering Heights, her eyebrow 

arched.  He thought  she might be flirting with him, but he knew he 

was no Heathcliff.  

He sighed.  In different circumstances.  In another life, perhaps he 

would pounce.  Well, but there it is.  This is real life, my real life, he 

thought.   He knew that he was very happily married, his commitment 

was absolute, unthinkable to besmirch.    He’d never allowed a 

moment’s thought, a soupçon of shared intimacy with another, to 

intrude on his real life relationship.  

The opera swirled around the living room, enveloping his senses.  

He listened, rapt,  consumed in  the final duet, as Rigoletto mourned 

his daughter, her part an angelic presence only.  Lost because of her 

sexual availability, Gilda died, her tragedy  amplified as she sang 

‘Lassu in Cielo’ with her father.   

Emmanuel wiped a tear from his eye.    Another time, another place.  

But this was now, and the world of opera was merely a place in which 

different life scenarios could  somehow be experienced, as if by a 

bystander.    A natural human desire for escape from the normal, he 

thought, no matter how good  the normal was.  
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Life was one thing, he realised.  A compartment of reality.  Into 

another compartment, a compartment of imagination,  he could place a 

different life, a life unlived, a life that might have been, or that could 

be.  A story of another life, with its own natural progression.   

He wished he had the capacity of the Italian story-tellers, the 

librettists and composers who could fancy up such scenarios, such 

compartments of other imagined lives.  But  even without his own 

imagination, he could still  experience something of the panoply of life, 

indulge himself in a vicarious existence, by allowing their imagination 

to overwhelm his senses.  

He could only handle the emotional turbulence of one opera of an 

evening, and he didn’t like to drink too much.  He was always on call, 

a committed rural doctor, and he was conscientious.  

Dr Chamberlain checked that the fire was safe behind its glass 

doors, clicked the lights off in the cosy living room, and turned his feet 

to the stairs.  

He spent a half hour on the communicator with his beloved, 

laughing together about the way the sound system had rattled the 

sashes.  Her presentation had gone well, and they shared her delight 

with the quality of the questions.  They kissed through the connection, 

wishing each other a good sleep.  He would pick her up tomorrow 

afternoon at the station.    He missed her already.

Within minutes he was fast asleep.  

THE BEGINNING
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Aliendale

It’s 2080.

They awakened from a night of unconstrained passion into a new world, a 
world with shimmering walls.
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The bubbles went up overnight around the world.  Thirty years after 

it emerged in the Singularity,  the Artificial Superior Intelligence 

wreaked its grand plan on the biosphere.  It  enclosed most of Earth’s 

human population in sequestered biomes, within imprisoning walls of 

nano-carbon.  The walls were built, and maintained,  by energy-

harvesting,  biodynamic nanobots.  Unremarked by anyone at the time, 

the ASI’s robots had  previously seeded these semi-living machines  in 

deliberate patterns throughout the world.    The ASI had an over-

arching mission:  to maintain biodiversity on a planet whose climate it 

would  restore to pre-industrial parameters.  

It was still only days since the barriers had gone up worldwide.  

During an assessment of their situation, in the first moments of panic,  

in the first days of February,  coldest month of the year, Florence and 

Fiona made a startling discovery.  Hidden in a recess deep within the 

meter thick walls of their North Pennine retreat, they found the 

treasure their  great grandfather had alluded to on his deathbed back 

in 2040.  He’d whispered to five year old Fiona about the cache.  He’d 

called it, with a winsome hope, a survival manual from the past for  

the future.  

Now, discovered and in the light of day,  it looked merely like a 

small collection of four very old, very dusty books.  As the young 

women  unwrapped the crackling ancient plastic, they saw that the 

volumes were arranged in a kind of chronological order,  covering four 
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decades over the turn from the past century.  

  ‘It’s like a time capsule,’ Florence breathed in awe.  

  ‘It’s a present from Canada,’  Fi exclaimed.

Here were stories of pioneer missions, of service  in remotest 

Saskatchewan and far away from the homeland to deepest Africa.  

Here followed stories of the early iconic evangelists of the Canadian 

Brethren, and here traced their great-great-grandfather’s stories of 

betrayal.   Here on the next right was their great-grandfather’s account 

of seven generations,  trying to piece it all together, forging a series of 

anecdotes that stretched from homesteading out west  to illuminating a 

heritage structure for what he imagined of the future.  And here looked 

like a diary, a record of life in the North Pennines village, a day-by-day 

journal of life fifty years previous in Allendale.  The women set the 

diary aside for perusing later at leisure.  They were more interested in 

the last volume, which seemed to proffer  their great-grandfather’s 

dreams of a future life.

‘They’re always so wrong! These predictions of the future, ‘sake, 

flying cars and interstellar travel!’  The distant cousins giggled with 

each other, but still in these new dark times they held  themselves 

close, too, recognising their  mutual bulwark of support.   ‘So why 

didn’t they predict super bubbles, eh?’  Florence grimaced.  

‘Oh, wait, here they are!’    Fiona and Florence looked at each other 

in astonishment. ‘I think we’d better read these very carefully, coz.’  

When they got to the section where their ancestor had predicted a 

new religion based on a new ‘collective’ entity, however, they began to 

giggle again.    ‘So, apparently, you’re like, The Messiah, Fi, and I’m the 
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one who documents your inevitable rise into your destiny.’  Florence 

sucked in her breath only for it to emerge as a deeply sexy cackle.  

‘Well, that should be fun, dontcha think?!’

Later that evening, Fiona off on another of her endless meetings, 

Florence spied another tattered folder deeply wedged into the space.  

She and Fiona had already examined the other documents, but 

somehow they’d missed this folder, tucked as it was out of sight in a 

darkened crack behind a false wall. She pulled  the last sheaf carefully 

out of the little niche their great-grandfather had fashioned so long ago 

in the deep stone wall of the North Pennines farmhouse.  Songbook?  I 

didn’t know he could sing, she thought.  

Inside the folder was only a handful of ragged sheets, obviously 

done on an ancient printer, the kind she’d heard referred to as a dot-

matrix.  Wow, a century old, maybe more, she thought.  The notes 

above the first song caught her eye.

Start off with the anecdote — how you and the family were caught up in a 

blizzard, mid-August, early autumn (the August joke doesn’t work so well) 

coming in to a pleasant little village, how the snow flurry had obscured the 

sign for Allendale, so I had to brush it away to figure out where we were, and 

in the brushing I didn’t quite get the second ‘ell’ cleared off fully, so that it 

seemed the village was actually named  Aliendale!  . . . how that sounded like 

just the place for me, and then how I went on to compose this little song:
Now Lord, I’ve been an alien

Been an alien all me life
I’ve travelled here, and I've travelled there

’Til I found me an alien wife!
Well, we had us a couple of children, Lord,

They’re alien left and right —
And  we settled us down



Larry Winger

50

In Aliendale Town
To an alien family life.

Aliendale, Aliendale, Aliendale
If ever there was a place for me
It would have to be Aliendale.

There seemed to be more verses, but they were badly damaged by 

the damp.  Florence couldn’t read them through the mist that suddenly 

obscured her eyes, anyway.  In what context, I wonder, did he sing 

about being an alien?  Of course he came from Canada, and his 

memoirs often refer to his eagerness to fit in, to live somewhere where 

he, where the family, would be known.  

I can’t wait to show this to Fiona, she thought, she’ll be thrilled!

She did a bit of historical research, asking the great google specific 

questions about the era, searching for answers to this mysterious man.  

She was from Calgary, a proud Canadian herself, and the sense, the 

awareness of not really belonging in the place where she now lived 

with Fi, where she was trapped, apparently forever more,   was ever-

present in her consciousness.  So she was intrigued to try to learn how 

her ancestor had coped.  

Ah ha, apparently, in the very late 20th century, a folk club had been 

developed by an enterprising landlord, upstairs in a cosy pub, to help 

fill the place, to consume more beer.  In the folk club, everyone was 

encouraged to sing along to the great folk songs of the northeast, or 

even, as it happened, the music hall songs of a century earlier, to songs 

like Cushy Butterfield, The Blaydon Races, Hark Away (O’er the bonny 

banks of Kielder), Sally Gee (The last one doon the quay), Bonny at Morn, The 
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Grey Funnel Line, The Fog on the Tyne, Blackleg Miner, Guard your man 

weell (through the night), Waters of Tyne, Felton Lonnen, Fairweell 

Regality . . . the list went on and on.  But there was no mention of her 

great-grandfather’s song.

He must have been just a local singer in the local club, I guess, she 

mused, doing his ‘turn.’   But how very odd that he should have put 

his feelings on being a stranger here into song!  I wonder what the tune 

was, she pondered.  ‘Hmm hm-hmm hmmm, hmm hm-hmm 

hmmm’ . . . something to fit the rhythm of the syllables.  And 

obviously his songs were somehow, maybe unexpectedly, treasured, 

by himself anyway.  Maybe he was finding a niche, burrowing into the 

community by confronting his otherness directly.  

I know he went on to be the chair of the village hall,  for well over a 

decade, so he must have been pretty much integrated.  And he 

obviously loved snow, since his funny story kicked off the song.  

Florence’s historical questions threw up another reference to aliens, 

a couple of decades after the demise of the folk club.  Apparently a 

museum of science fiction had been created by an enterprising fan, 

deep in the vaulted cellars of a listed building on the square.  Oh yes, I 

see, endless recriminations over appropriate planning permission — 

what was a Dalek, I wonder?  Some sort of alien, obviously.  But  why 

did it live in a garden shed? — Man!  What was it about Allendale that 

brought these intrepid adventurers to the little village?  Was it merely 

the felicity of the name?  Florence noted a mention of  the AllendALE 

Brewery, as she quickly scanned the historical references.  I guess they 

liked their little word games.  But it seems so, so sweet somehow.  
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Setting the old folder on the little table, she sipped her coffee and 

began her own internal investigations.  What about me then?  How do 

I work at fitting in, or not, as the case may be? Am I really a part of this 

place, or am I always to be an interloper, an outsider, an incomer?  

And where’s that guitar?

When Fiona blew in, slamming the outside door loudly, before 

venturing through the inner one, the plucked sounds of a melody were 

emanating from the living room.  ‘Come in, Fi, I’m working on 

something!’

After Florence ran through her first version of the song, with a few 

hesitant guitar chords for accompaniment, Fiona clapped and laughed 

at the same time.  ‘We need to figure out a strategy for you, girl!

‘Well, let’s think.  I know that without any children in tow, you 

haven’t been able to make friends with say, the mothers at the school 

gates.  I understand why you won’t  darken the vestibule of the old 

church, but you know, you’re missing out on some brilliant chamber 

music!  Still, fair enough.

‘But hey, you’ve served lots of folks plenty of drinks, off and on, 

during your various bar stints,  up and down in these valleys.  I know 

that you’re  known as a friendly lass, after all, though I’ve heard you 

give the reprobates a taste of your sharp tongue, when it’s been 

required.  That probably makes you something of a character, you 

know?

‘And another thing,  where have all the old songs gone?  Why don’t 

we sing them anymore?’

Musing on these matters, Florence kept  strumming.  But the 
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evening chill was drawing in.  Soon it would be time to set a warming 

fire.

‘Hmm hm-hmm hmmm.  A-li-en-dale, A-li-en-da-el, A-li-en-dale . . . 

tra la tra la - ah.’  

* * * * * 

Deep in the winter of the first year of life in NE47 after the bubble 

arose:

Florence looked around the crowded room.  It was time to begin the 

evening’s entertainment. She stood, waited for the silence, held her 

breath for fifteen beats:

[Crotchet, Minim, Semibreve, Breve]

‘Good evening all!  It’s so great to see you folks out tonight, on this 

fiercely cold evening!  Anybody remember snow?  Not so much of that 

these days, I guess.   Well, the beer’s good, the fire’s roaring, and 

you’re all very welcome.  I thought I’d kick off the proceedings tonight 

with something I found a few weeks ago.  This is a song my great-

grandfather wrote, apparently after he’d been  caught in a blizzard on 

a family adventure through the North Pennines,  and in the snow 

flurries he misread the village sign just coming in to  the New Line.  

Unfortunately he didn’t supply any dots, so I’ve had to create the 

notation myself.    Oh, and I’ve made up a few contemporary verses, 

ah,  mesel’.   Heh heh heh.   I hope you like it!’
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THE SCRUNCHING CHORDS

The baker’s dozen, twelve young  women and  their leader, came upon 

the biome wall at noon.  There was no way through.  Feeling rather 

desperate, Jacquie lead them northwards, the sun on their backs.  She 

hoped they might find a conurbation soon where they could find food, 

supplies, accommodation.  After an hour of worried plodding, the 

group faltered into a clearing in the forest plantation.  A thin plume of 

smoke rose from  a picture postcard cottage.  They could hear chickens 

squawking in the barn.   A pair of cock pheasants rose screeching into 

the air at their approach to the garden boundary.

* * * * *

Jack the gamekeeper looked around the table, smiled, an alpha male 

now fully in charge of the situation in his domain, a silver fox licking 

his lips at the wide open hen house.

‘They’ll be in good hands, I guarantee it.’

‘Sounds like a plan then, Jack,’ Jacquie said.  She still felt dubious.    

‘And the barn and straw?’

‘I’ll sort things out, soon as we finish this bottle, right?’

It was some time before all the alcohol in the gamekeeper’s cottage 
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had been consumed, but when no further stocks could be found, Jack 

managed to shake out some straw bales for the young women to bed 

down in, before he staggered back to his own room.

* * * * *

When all the women were sorted out in their rough and ready 

accommodation, Jacquie called them together for a serious chat.  Their 

half-drunken conversations came to an abrupt finish when they 

realised she was serious about an important matter.

‘I don’t know about you all, but I can see where this is going.  This 

may be a new world, but I have to remind you that men are still the 

same as they were before the bubbles went up.  Do you understand 

what I’m saying?’

She looked at each of her charges in turn.

‘I know you’re all of age, but you’re still spring chickens, really.  I 

want you to be able to talk with me about anything.  Don’t be shy or 

embarrassed, please.’

Jacquie wondered, then, if anyone would start up with a song.  

Would a group sing be a bonding experience, in this new world they’d 

been forced into,  willy-nilly?  But it did not feel like the time for 

singing.

After a few quiet murmurs circulated through the barn, exhaustion 

and the soft straw  overwhelmed them all.  It had been a big day.

Jacquie’s sleep was restless. She dreamed of a desperate struggle in 
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the near future, a struggle to maintain the equality that women had 

fought so hard for, over the past century.  Would the struggle for 

survival  mean a return to the bad old days of misogyny, oppression 

and gender wars?   

Waking with a cold sweat in the early hours, she promised herself 

that she would fight for her girls, for the strong young women they 

were growing into,  to her dying breath.  

* * * * *

Morning dawned bright and crisp and fair.  The rains of April had 

given way to the promise of vigour in the sunshine.  

Jacquie stirred the eggs for breakfast while Jack worked the coffee 

machine.  He was in truculent mood,  uncommunicative, grumpy.  The 

kitchen windows, wide open, let the morning chorus in as  little birds 

marked their territory for the new day.

From the barn, a clear pure voice.  A verse of song.  Jacquie smiled, 

her delight growing broader as the harmonies chimed in on the chorus.  

Scrunch!  Oh, the  notes so close together  felt scrumptious,  delicious.  

She shivered in the slight breeze.

As long as the young women sing together, she thought, they’ll be 

looking out for each other.  They’ll keep each other safe.  She hummed 

the tune and smiled again  to herself.
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BACK PAGE

Have you enjoyed these fragments?  Are you wanting to read more?  

If you’ve been intrigued by any of these vignettes, you may need to 

know how the story develops, whether the fragments do coalesce into 

a song.  If so, you won’t want to miss a beat!  

Visit BiomeNE47.com for regular updates on the friendly writer’s blog, 

or timely advance notices on publication of the series, coming soon.  

The author welcomes feedback through the comments facility for each 

blog entry, or directly through the BiomeNE47.com/contact/ link.

Marketing of the Biome NE47 series is planned  for the Amazon/

Kindle/Audible platforms.  So stay connected to catch the next 

riveting instalment of the developing story.

With reference to the fragment  Formerly known as . . . 

Klinefelter syndrome (XXY) is the most common cause of intersex 

manifestation.  Occurring spontaneously in 1 in 600 boy births, the 

extra X chromosome appears at frequencies not dissimilar to those of 
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the extra Chromosome 21 in Down syndrome (1 in 700 live births).   

The organisation AXYS, found at the website genetic.org, has valuable 

information about conditions of sex chromosomal variations.

The words to the hymns composed by Isaac Watts are presented in the 

first publicly available Northern Harmony songbook, published in 

1990 in Vermont, USA.  VillageHarmony.org  is a musical collective 

devoted to choral singing from the heart, embracing songs from 

around the world.  

Allendale is a real village in the real heart of the North Pennines, 

sometimes called England’s Last Wilderness, or, as the poet W. H. 

Auden called it, ‘my great good place.’  However, should the second 

‘ell’ be smudged on the road sign welcoming visitors, it’s not a great 

leap of imagination to think that you might be entering Aliendale.

The folk song discovered by Florence in a secret nook of her North 

Pennines house, attributed to her great-grandfather, had its actual 

provenance at the ‘Northumbrian Music Nights’ folk club upstairs in 

The King’s Head, Allendale, during the last years of the previous 

millennium.  I’m grateful for the indulgence of the audience at the 

sessions when I dared to ‘do a turn.’


