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The artist's brother collected over three hundred copies of The Great 
Gatsby and drove between Wales and Scotland doing so. It is still quite 
hard to buy a copy of The Great Gatsby second-hand in some of the places 
he visited. It cost him a hundred and eighty three pounds fifty exactly. 
He kept the change. He was also a man apt to wash his hands before he 
ate, so was unharmed by any residue left by the fly earlier_ in the story on 
the cover of the copy he bought in the quiet second-hand bookshop. 

This particular copy of The Great Gatsby, with the names of some of 
the people who had owned it inked under each other in their different 
handwritings on its inside first page - Rosemary Child, Sharon Patten, 
David Connor, Rita Jackson - was glued into the prow of the boat, which 
stayed afloat for three hundred yards before it finally took in water and 
sank. 

The fly which had paused on the book that day spent that evening 
resting on the light fitting and hovering more than five feet above ground 
level. This is what flies tend to do in the evenings. This fly was no 
exception. 

The woman who ran the second-hand bookshop had been delighted to 
sell all her copies of The Great Gatsby at once, and to such a smiling 
young man. She replaced the one which had been in the window with a 
copy of Dante's The Divine Comedy and as she was doing so she fanned 
open the pages of the book. Dust flew off. She blew more dust off the top 
of the pages then wiped it off her counter. She looked at the book dust 
smudged on her hand. It was time to dust all the books, shake them all 
open. It would take her well into the spring. Fiction, then non-fictiori, 
then all the sub-categories. Her heart was light. That evening she began, 
at the letter A. 

The woman who lived by a cemetery, remember, back at the very begin­
ning? She looked out of her window and she saw - ah, but that's another 
story. 

And lastly, what about the first, the man we began with, the man dwelt 
by a churchyard? 

He lived a long and happy and sad and very eventful life, for years and 
years and years, before he died. 
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Troll Bridge 

They pulled up most of the railway tracks in the early sixties, when I was 
three or four. They slashed the train services to ribbons. This meant that 
there was nowhere to go but London, and the little town where I lived 
became the end of the line. 

My earliest reliable memory: eighteen months old, my mother away in 
hospital having my sister, and my grandmother walking with me down 
to a bridge, and lifting me up to watch the train below, panting and 
steaming like a black iron dragon. 

Over the next few years they lost the last of the steam trains, and with 
them went the network of railways that joined village to village, town to town. 

I didn't know that the trains were going. By the time I was seven they 
were a thing of the past. 

We lived in an old house on the outskirts of the town. The fields oppos­
ite were empty and fallow. I used to climb the fence and lie in the shade 
of a small bulrush patch, and read; or ifl were feeling more adventurous 
I'd explore the grounds of the empty manor beyond the fields. It had a 
weed-clogged ornamental pond, with a low wooden bridge over it. I never 
saw any groundsmen or caretakers_ in my forays through the gardens and 
woods, and I never attempted to enter the manor. That would have been 
courting disaster, and, besides, it was a matter of faith for me that all 
empty old houses were haunted. 

It is not that I was credulous, simply that I believed in all things dark 
and dangerous. It was part of my young creed that the night was full of 
ghosts and witches, hungry and flapping and dressed completely in black. 

The converse held reassuringly true: daylight was safe. Daylight was 
always safe. 
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A ritual: on the last day of the summer school term, walking home 
from school, I would remove my shoes and socks and, carrying them in 
my hands, walk down the stony flinty lane on pink and tender feet. Dur­
ing the summer holiday I would put shoes on only under duress. I would 
revel in my freedom from footwear until school term began once more in 

September. · 
When I was seven I discovered the path through the wood. It was 

summer, hot and bright, and I wandered a long way from home that day. 
I was exploring. I went past the manor, its windows boarded up and 

blind, across the grounds, and through some unfamiliar woods. I 
scrambled down a steep bank, and I found myself on a shady path that was 
new to me and overgrown with trees; the light that penetrated the leaves 

was stained green and gold, and I thought I was in fairyland. 
A little stream ,trickled down the side of the path, teeming with tiny, 

transparent shrimps. I picked them up and watched them jerk and spin 

on my fingertips. Then I put them back. 
I wandered down the path. It was perfectly straight, and overgrown 

with short grass. From time to time I would find these really terrific rocks: 
bubbly, melted things, brown and purple and black. If you held them up 
to the light you could see every colour of the rainbow. I was convinced that 
they had to be extremely valuable, and stuffed my pockets with them. 

I walked and walked down the quiet golden-green corridor, and saw 

nobody. 
I wasn't hungry or thirsty. I just wondered where the path was going. 

It travelled in a straight line, and was perfectly flat. The path never 
changed, but the countryside around it did. At first I was walking along 
the bottom of a ravine, grassy banks climbing steeply on each side of me. 
Later, the path was above everything, and as I walked I could look down 
at the treetops below me, and the roofs of the occasional distant houses. 
My path was always flat and straight, and I walked along it through val­
leys and plateaus, valleys and plateaus. And ·eventually, in one of the 

valleys, I came to the bridge. 
It was built of clean red brick, a huge curving arch over the path. At 

the side of the bridge were stone steps cut into the embankment, and, at 

the top of the steps, a little wooden gate. 
I was surprised to see any token of the existence of humanity on my 
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path, which I was by now convinced was a natural formation, like a vol­
cano. And, with a sense more of curiosity than anything else (I had, after 
all, walked hundreds of miles, or so I was convinced, and might be any­
where), I climbed the stone steps, and went through the gate. 

I was nowhere. 
The top of the bridge was paved with mud. On each side of it was a 

meadow. The meadow on my side was a wheatfield; the other field was 
just grass. There were the caked imprints of huge tractor wheels in the 
dried mud. I walked across the bridge to be sure: no trip-trap, my bare 
feet were soundless . . 
/ Nothing for miles; just fields and wheat and trees. 

I picked a stalk of wheat, and pulled out the sweet grains, peeling them 
between my fingers, chewing them meditatively. 

I realized then that I was getting hungry, and went back down the 
stairs to the abandoned railway track. It was time to go home. I was not 
lost; all I needed to do was follow my path home once more. 

There was a troll waiting for me, under the bridge. 
'I'm a troll,' he said. Then he paused, and added, more or less as an 

afterthought, 'Fol rol de ol rol.' 
He was huge: his head brushed the top of the brick arch. He was 

more or less translucent: I could see the bricks and trees behind him, 
dimmed but not lost. He was all my nightmares given flesh. He had huge 
strong teeth, and rending claws, and strong, hairy hands. His hair 
was long, like one of my sister's little plastic gonks, and his eyes bulged. 
He was naked, and his penis hung from the bush of gonk hair between 
his kgs. , 

'I heard you, Jack,' he whispered, in a voice like the wind. 'I heard you 
trip-trapping over my bridge. And now I'm going to eat your life.' 

I was only seven, but it was daylight, and I do not remember being 
scared. It is good for children to find themselves facing the elements ~f a 
fairy tale - they are well-equipped to deal with these. 

'Don't eat me,' I said to the troll. I was wearing a stripy brown T-shirt 
imd brown corduroy trousers. My hair also was brown, and I was missing 
1L front tooth. I was learning to whistle between my teeth, but wasn't there 
yet. 

'I'm going to eat your life, Jack,' said the troll. 
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I stared the troll in the face. 'My big sister is going to be,coming down 
the path soon,' I lied, 'and she's far tastier than me. Eat her instead/ 

The troll sniffed the air, and smiled. 'You're all alone,' he said. 'There's 

nothing else on the path. Nothing at all.' Then he leaned down, and ran 
his fingers over me: it felt like butterflies were brushing my face -;- like the 
touch of a blind person. Then he snuffled his fingers, and shook his huge 
head. 'You don't have a big sister. You've only a younger sister, and she's 

at her friend's today.' 
'Can you tell all that from smell?' I asked, amazed. 
'Trolls can smell the rainbows, trolls can smell the stars,' it whispered, 

sadly. 'Trolls can smell the dreams you dreamed before you were ever 

born. Come close to me and I'll eat your life.' 
'I've got precious stones in my pocket,' I told the troll. 'Take them, not 

me. Look.' I showed him the lava jewel rocks I had found earlier. 
'Clinker,' said the troll. 'The discarded refuse of steam trains. Of no 

value to me.' 
He opened his mouth wide. Sharp teeth. Breath that smelled of leaf 

mould and the underneaths of things. 'Eat. Now.' 
He became more and more solid to me, more and more real; and the 

world outside became flatter, began to fade. 
'Wait.' I dug my feet into the damp earth beneath the bridge, wiggled 

my toes, held on tightly to the real world. I stared into his big eyes. 'You 
don't want to eat my life. Not yet. I - I'm only seven. I haven't lived at all 
yet. There are books I haven't read yet. I've never been on an airplane. I 
can't whistle yet - not really. Why don't you let me go? When I'm older 

and bigger and more of a meal I'll come back to you.' 
The troll stared at me with eyes like headlamps. 

Then it nodded. 
'When you come back, then,' it said. And it smiled. 
I turned around and walked back down the silent straight path where 

the railway lines had once been. 
After a while I began to run. 
I pounded down the track in the green light, puffing and blowing, until 

I felt a stabbing ache beneath my rib cage, the pain of stitch; and, clutch­

ing my side, I stumbled home. 
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The fields started to go, as I grew older. One by one, row by row, houses 
sprang up with roads named after wildflowers and respectable authors. 
Our home - an aging, tattered Victorian house - was sold, and torn down; 
new houses covered the garden. 

They built houses everywhere. 
I once got lost in the new housing estate that covered two meadows I 

had once known every inch 0£ I didn't mind too much that the fields 
were going, though. The old manor house was bought by a multinational, 
and the grounds became more houses. 

It was eight years before I returned to the old railway line, and when 
I did, I was not alone. 

I was fifteen; I' cl changed schools twice in that time. Her name was 
Louise, and she was my first love. 

I loved her grey eyes, and her fine light brown hair, and her gawky way 
of walking (like a fawn just learning to walk which sounds really dumb, 
for which I apologize): I saw her chewing gum, when I was thirteen, and 
I fell for her like a suicide from a bridge. 

The main trouble with being in love with Louise was that we were best 
friends, and we were both going out with other people. 

I'd never told her I loved her, or even that I fancied her. We were 
buddies. 

I'd been at her house that evening: we sat in her room and played Rat­
tus Norvegicus, the first Stranglers LP. It was the beginning of punk, and 
everything seemed so exciting: the possibilities, in music as in everything 
else, were endless. Eventually it was time for me to go home, and she 
decided to accompany me. We held hands, innocently, just pals, and we 
strolled the ten-minute walk to my house. 

The moon was bright, and the world was visible and colourless, and the 
night was warm. 

We got to my house. Saw the lights inside, and stood in the driveway, 
and talked about the band I was starting. We didn't go in. 

Then it was decided that I'd walk her home. So we walked back to her 
house. 

She told me about the battles she was having with her younger sister, 
who was stealing her makeup and perfume. Louise suspected that her 
sister was having sex with boys. Louise was a virgin. We both were. 
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We stood in the road outside her house, under the sodium-yellow 
streetlight, and we stared at each other's black lips and pale yellow faccH. 

We grinned at each other. 
Then we just walked, picking quiet roads and empty paths. In on 

of the new housing estates, a path led us into the woodland, and we 
followed it. 

The path was straight and dark, but the lights of distant houses 
shone like stars on the ground, and the moon gave us enough light to see . 
Once we were scared, when something snuffied and snorted in front of 

. us. We pressed close, saw it was a badger, laughed and hugged and kept 
on walking. 

We talked quiet nonsense about what we dreamed and wanted and 
thought. 

And all the time I wanted to kiss her and feel her breasts, and hold 
her, and be held by her. 

Finally l saw my chance. 1bere was an old brick bridge over the path, 
and we stopped beneath it. I pressed up against her. Her mouth opened 
against mine. 

Then she went cold and stiff, and stopped moving. 
'Hello,' said the troll. 
I let go of Louise. It was dark beneath the bridge, but the shape of the 

troll filled the darkness. 
'I froze her,' said the troll, 'so we can talk. Now: I'm going to eat your 

life.' 
My heart pounded, and I could feel myself trembling. 
'No.' 
'You said you'd come back to me. And you have. Did you learn to 

whistle?' 
'Yes.' 
'That's good. I never could whistle.' It sniffed, and nodded. 'I am 

pleased. You have grown in life and experience. More to eat. More for 
me. ' 

I grabbed Louise, a taut zombie, and pushed her forward. 'Don't take 
me. I don't want to die. Take her. I bet she's much tastier than me. And 
she's two months older than I am. Why don't you take her?' 

The troll was silent. 
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It sniffed Louise from toe to head, snuffiing at her feet and crotch and 
breasts and hair. 

Then it looked at me. 
'She's an innocent,' it said. 'You're not. I don't want her. I want you.' 
I walked to the opening of the bridge and stared up at the stars in the 

night. 

'But there's so much I've never done,' I said, partly to mysel£ 'I mean, 
I've never. Well, I've never had sex. And I've never been to America. 1 
haven't .. .' l paused. 'I haven't done anything. Not yet.' 

The troll said nothing. 
'I could come back to you. When I'm older.' 
The troll said nothing. 
'I will come back. Honest 1 will.' 
'Come back to me?' said Louise. 'Why? Where are you going?' 
I turned around. The troll had gone, and the girl I had thought I loved 

was standing in the shadows beneath the bridge. 
'We're going home,' I told her. 'Come on.' 
We walked back, and never said anything. 
She went out with the drummer in the punk band 1 started, and, much 

later, married someone else. We met once, on a train, after she was mar­
ried, and ~he asked me if I remembered that night. 

I said I did. 

'I really liked you, that night, Jack,' she told me. 'l thought you were 
going to kiss me. I thought you were going to ask me out. I would have 
said yes. If you had.' 

'But I didn't.' 

'No,' she said. 'You didn't.' Her hair was cut very short. It didn't suit her. 
I never saw her again. The trim woman with the taut smile was not the 

girl I had loved, and talking to her made me feel uncomfortable. 

I moved to London, and then, some years later, I moved back again, but 
the town I returned to was not the town I remembered: there were no 
fields, no farms, no little flint lanes; and I moved away as soon as I cou1d, 
to a tiny village ten miles down the _road. 

I moved with my family - 1 was married by now, with a toddler - into 
an old house that had once, many years before1 been a railway station. 
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The tracks had been dug up, and the old couple who lived opposite us 
used the ground where the tracks had been to grow vegetables. 

1 was getting older. One day I found a grey hair; on another, I heard 
a recording of myself talking, and I realized I sounded just like my father. 

I was working in London, doing A&R for one of the major record 
companies. I was commuting into London by train most days, coming 
back some evenings. 

I had to keep a small flat in London; it's hard to commute when the 
bands you're checking out don't even stagger onto the stage until midnight. 
It also meant that it was fairly easy to get laid, ifI wanted to, which I did. 

I thought that Eleanora - that was my wife's name; I should have 
mentioned that before, I suppose - didn't know about the other women; 
but I got back from a two-week jaunt to New York one winter's day, and 
when I arrived at the house it was empty and cold. 

She had left a letter, not a note. Fifteen pages, neatly typed, and every 
word of it was true. Including the PS, which read: You really don't love me. 
And you never did. 

I put on a heavy coat, and I left the house and just walked, stunned 
and slightly numb. 

There was no snow on the ground, but there was a hard frost, and the 
leaves crunched under my feet as I walked. The trees were skeletal black 
against the harsh grey winter sky. 

I walked down the side of the road. Cars passed me, travelling to and 
from London. Once I tripped on a brancli, half hidden in a heap of brown 
leaves, ripping my trousers, cutting my leg. 

I reached the next village. There was a river at right angles to the road, 
and a path I'd never seen before beside it, and I walked down the path, 
and stared at the partly frozen river. It gurgled and plashed and sang. 

The path led off through fields; it was straight and grassy. 
I found a rock, half buried, on one side of the path. I picked it up, 

brushed off the mud. It was a melted lump of purplish stuff, with a strange 
rainbow sheen to it. I put it into the pocket of my coat and held it in my 
hand as I walked, its presence warm and reassuring. 

The river meandered away across the fields, and I walked on in silence. 
I had walked for an hour before I saw houses - new and small and 

square - on the embankment above me. 
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And then I saw the bridge, and I knew where I was: I was on the old 
r\lilway path, and I'd been coming down it from the other direction. 

There were graffiti painted on the side of the bridge: BARRY LOVES 

NUSAN and the omnipresent NF of the National Front. 
I stood beneath the bridge in the red brick arch, stood among the ice-

1•rcam wrappers, and the crisp packets, and watched my breath steam in 
I he cold afternoon air. 

The blood had dried into my trousers. 
Cars passed over the bridge above me; I could hear a radio playing 

loudly in one of them. 
'Hello?' I said quietly, feeling embarrassed, feeling foolish . 'Hello?' 
There was no answer. The wind rustled the crisp packets and the leaves. 
'I came back. I said I would. And I did. Hello?' 
Silence. 
I began to cry then, stupidly, silently, sobbing under the bridge. 
A hand touched my face, and I looked up. 
'I didn't think you'd come back,' said the troll. 
He was my height now, but otherwise unchanged. His long gonk hair 

was unkempt and had leaves in it, and his eyes were wide and lonely. 
I shrugged, then wiped my face with the sleeve of my coat. 'I came 

back.' 
Three kids passed above us on the bridge, shouting and running. 
'I'm a troll,' whispered the troll in a small, scared voice. 'Fol rol de 

ol rol.' 
He was trembling. 
I held out my hand and took his huge clawed paw in mine. I smiled at 

him. 'It's okay,' I told him. 'Honestly. It's okay.' 
The troll nodded. 
He pushed me to the ground, onto the leaves and the wrappers, and 

lowered himself on top of me. Then he raised his head,. and opened his 
mouth, and ate my life with his strong sharp teeth. 

When he was finished, the troll stood up and brushed himself down. H e 
put his hand into the pocket of his coat and pulled out a bubbly, burnt 
lump of clinker rock. 

He held it out to me. 
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'This is yours,' said the troll. 
I looked at him: wearing my life comfortably, easily, as if he'd been 

wearing it for years. I took the clinker from his hand, and sniffed it. 1 
could smell the train from which it had fallen, so long ago. I gripped it 

tightly in my hairy hand. 
'Thank you,' I said. 
'Good luck,' said the troll. 

'Yeah. Well. You too.' 
The troll grinned with my face. 
It turned its back on me and began to walk back the way I had come, 

towards the village, back to the empty house I had left that morning; and 

it whistled as it walked. 
I've been here ever since. Hiding. Waiting. Part of the bridge. 
I watch from the shadows as the people pass: walking their dogs, or 

talking, or doing the things that people do. Sometimes people pause 
beneath my bridge, to stand, or piss, or make love. And I watch them, 

but say nothing; and they never see me. 

Fol rol de ol rol. 
I'm just going to stay here, in the darkness under the arch. I can hear 

you all out there, trip-trapping, trip-trapping over my bridge. 

Oh yes, I can hear you. 

But I'm not coming out. 
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1he Unknown Known 

l•:ven as we enter the age of cosmic and perhaps eternal war, it remains 

remarkable: the nuanced symbiosis between East and West. Here at Stra­

legic Planning, or 'the "Prism" ', there are three sectors, and these three 
~cctors used to be called, not very imaginatively, Sector Three, Sector Two, 
11nd Sector One. Sector Three dealt with daily logistics, Sector Two with 

long-term missions, and Sector One with conceptual breakthroughs. But 
110w, following certain remarks by the American Secretary of Defence, 
t he three sectors have been renamed as follows: Known Knowns, Known 

Unknowns, and Unknown Unknowns - a clear improvement. There is of 

rourse (this goes without saying) no sector called Unknown Knowns. That 
would be preposterous and, moreover, a complete waste of time. Only a 

madman would give the idea any serious thought. There are no such things 
as Unknown Knowns - though I have to say that I can imagine such a 

category, such a framework, when I contemplate my physical extinction 

(which, I admit, I am increasingly inclined to do). I work in Sector One: 
Unknown Unknowns. 

Our camp lies on the Northern Border. Picking up on certain remarks 
in the Western press, other groups in the region - affiliates, rivals, 
enemies - have seen fit to call 'the "Prism" ' a 'jungle gym' operation, a 

mere 'rope ladder' or 'monkey puzzle' bivouac which the Americans, 
should they ever find out about it, wouldn't take the trouble to destroy. 
According to them, we're not worth so much as a cruise missile-or even, 

if you please, a Hellfire warhead from a Predator drone. They call us 
'daydreamers'; they call us 'sleepwalkers'. Well, all that is about to change. 

Soon the whole world will whisper it - in the East with tears of pride, in 
the West with bitterness and horror: 'the ''Prism" .. .' I refer of course to 
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