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For Pia





'We are not free. And the sky can still fall on our heads.'

Antonin Artaud, The Theatre and its Double





THE COMPUTER WAS sleeping. Liv Moberg only had to disturb the mouse to wake it and bring its screen to life.
She bit her bottom lip and placed her fingers on the keys.

She began by watching videos because she liked to keep up to date with the world of entertainment. But when Liv began to watch videos online like this, watching one would invariably lead to her watching another and she would soon find herself whiling away two or three hours.

Because the videos came constantly. Events came quickly.
It was like watching blood run from a cut: wars, erections, shocking interviews, embarrassing accidents – all recorded with shaking hands and camera phones by psychos, soldiers, funny fuckers, brimming tosspots. It often happened that
Liv Moberg, once she started to watch these things, couldn't tear her eyes away.

And even when she had told herself sternly that she had been at the computer for long enough, she would still find one or two other things to do. She would check her emails.
She would tinker a little with her profile on whichever social networking site she was enjoying at the time. There were always things that needed her attention.

On this occasion, Liv decided she would edit her
'Interests'. She decided it was high time that she listed the things that genuinely interested her on her online profile.
This way the world would know for certain what Liv
Moberg liked and there would be no embarrassing confusion. She held her breath and stared at the ceiling in thought. And just a few minutes later she walked away from the computer with a satisfied spring in her step. Under
'Interests' she had listed three things. She listed: Fun, Sex and Events.





I AM A young man and I know my bollocks off by heart. The past is in my head and it's moulding like a slice of birthday cake, and although I'm not desperate to remember, I can.
I can remember everything and can even write it down.

I remember people were amazed by each other. They met. They were astonished. They said, dear me, you look incredible, fuck me, you are fantastic, you've got genuine guts and your soul's elastic. You are. Suddenly. Speaking as a human. It's unreal to finally meet you.

I remember there was talking. More than anything else, people talked about the Wild World. You couldn't go down the shops or flush a toilet without being reminded that something called the Wild World was coming soon. Are you ready to get excited? Apparently we were. We always are. We start talking. The Wild World this. The Wild World that. No more piss and hardly any crap. No more struggle or huge disappointment. None of that! The idea of the Wild
World was everywhere. It stretched above us like a new sky.

You should know, I'm calm. It makes me nervous I'm so calm. You could tell me that aliens are tentacle-fucking in the White House and I would only turn my head to one side and breathe. I would only think of home, of birds and fishes, of rain, of love. The Wild World meant nothing to me. I like wildlife and that's what's so sad.

It would be quicker to just spew it all out like this, in one go. I could just hack it all up over your shoes. But you would only sip from some drink and hiss 'As if' and that would piss me off, make me groan, make me rattle like the skeleton of my broken year. What am I saying?

I'm saying this: I could spit this story at your feet. But I won't. Because I don't. I can't. Because you and me, we need, let me whisper it: Fun. And, of course, the truth is simple. I see that now. The truth is desperate and just because girls like Liv Moberg love fun and love sex and love events, it doesn't mean life's going to be one long goal celebration. It might just be a bit of a joke.

Knock knock.

Scratch.

The living are haunting the living.

Knock knock.

Scratch.






I

The Wild World

'A Wild World will come. And with it the end of our days. Finally, armed with our future, a Dickhead will rise.'
  
  Extract from a press release issued by

    Wild World UK
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JOE ASPEN SPENT New Year's Eve staring into his toilet.
Rather than going out and going absolutely mental, Joe just stared into his toilet for hours and then listened as, around midnight, his heart croaked like a Coke can.

It's New Year's Day and Joe's lying in bed. New Year's
Day arrives looking weatherless. Fresh light and air so still you'd have to breathe to know it's there.

On the chest of drawers above the bed two stuffed puffins are kissing each other. I could fall in love with a puffin, thinks Joe, opening his eyes. I could be a puffin and peck the beak of my puffin lover. I could build a nest in a cliff. I could do all that so easily.

Above the puffins, hanging on the wall, is a calendar. It has hung here since Christmas Day, waiting patiently for the new year to begin. January is a blank grid, untouched by pencil or pen. Above January is a photograph of a leopard, its body wound and tightened, ready to pounce down on its prey.

Joe Aspen gets out of bed and shuffles with socked feet in the direction of the window. It's there, he thinks, peering out. The world, he means. Or, more precisely, Rusholme,
Manchester, the junction where Platt Lane meets Wilmslow
Road. The traffic lights flick through their cycle for their own amusement, in the absence of cars. Both roads are New Year's
Day dead. Colourful lights changing in a cold light. Joe turns away from the window because it is time to piss in the sink.

Joe's been pissing in his sink for a week. There is already a very yellow stain around the plughole. The reason for pissing in the sink is simple. A week ago Joe's girlfriend left him to work in London. She wanted a better life. Wanted to pursue a career in events management and get away from Joe. She took everything with her apart from the wildlife calendar and a small crumb of shit which she left clinging to the grey porcelain of Joe's toilet. Joe knows, like all men know, that were he to piss in his toilet he would be compelled by God to piss this morsel of shit away. He would, as a man, simply have to fire it off the porcelain with a forceful jet of urine. This can't happen. This piece of shit is all he has left of the girl he adored.

Taking a crap is out of the question, too, because of the inevitable flushing. The little crumb would never survive.
It must be given enough time to dry and grow hard, to tighten its grip on the toilet bowl. It's true that the day she left, Christmas Day, the little crumb had survived two flushes. But Joe knew that it wouldn't survive many more.
It would eventually disappear, leaving, at best, a stain. It was as he ate a nut cutlet alone on Boxing Day that Joe decided that, from now on, he'd have to do his poos publicly.

After pissing, Joe runs both taps simultaneously. He rinses his fingers and stares at his reflection in the mirror.
He has made one New Year's resolution: to stop dyeing his hair black. He's been dyeing his hair black throughout the five years he has spent in Manchester. At the age of twenty-four, he feels it's time to stop. New year. New ideas.
No more dyeing.

Joe leans in towards the mirror and pulls two clumps of hair apart to get a close look at his roots. So far nothing.
Still black. He can't actually remember what his natural colour is but he suspects it is a mousy brown.

Joe's girlfriend came from the Faroe Islands and was called
Life. Her real name was Liv, pronounced Looeeve. Only no one in England pronounced it like that and she disliked the imperative bluntness of Liv. She decided to translate her name.
In Faroese, Liv means Life. Not surprisingly, everyone enjoyed the opportunity to call a beautiful young girl Life. Though some called her Lie for short.

Joe returns to his bedroom to where the puffins are still kissing. I want to be a puffin, thinks Joe, instead of a human.
They eat puffins in the Faroe Islands. Joe has seen it for himself. He'd visited the previous Christmas and Life's grandmother had slaughtered seventeen birds for a feast.

The beauty of Life cannot be done justice. She is five foot ten, has golden hair and large human breasts. Her face is slightly generic, as if, with its blue eyes and full red lips,
Life is staking a claim to possessing the definitive female face, the only face that matters. Her perfection goes on. In millions of years, metal robots will discover the remains of
Life's backside and ejaculate instantly into their silk underpants because Life is the next generation, the next type of human. Life is so successful socially that she demands a new form of reality, where it rains vodka and coke and where wankers are punctured at birth. Life is funny.
For such a beautiful girl, she's caring. She's a shit cook. She can take her booze. She bleeds honour. Life likes being spanked on her naked arse. She makes this fun and liberating. Life likes sex in public places. Her favourite film director is Nicolas Roeg and, in truth, Joe Aspen was lucky to have ever known her.

Christmas Day was dead to begin with. Joe woke up with his face held against Life's arse. This was normal.
He did this every single night. He would stir at some blue-lit hour to discover that Life had disentangled her body from his. Respecting her decision but also desperate to feel her, Joe would sneak beneath the covers to where the air groaned with the smell of sweat and yet tingled too with the scent of vagina and cock. Joe would hold his face against Life's buttocks and smile himself back to sleep.

But on Christmas morning something was wrong with
Life's arse. It's hard to say what exactly, but something was certainly different. It was almost, Joe had thought, it was almost as if her arse contained emotions and that these emotions were sour towards him. As he kissed Life's arse in the dark, kissed it cos he loves her, he had sensed red anger burning in each cheek.

Joe pulled himself out from under the duvet and Life turned to look at him, her warm face framed by her golden hair.

'What?' said Joe.

'What?' said Life.

A bad start. Life's eyes contained no temperature.
Bloodless. You could see the doubts of her brain.

'Sleep well?' Joe asked.

No reply. The traditional morning lovemake in the spoon position was already out of the question. Life just lay there until:

'I've been thinking,' she said.

It is hell to meet a person who's been thinking. Waking up next to a person who's been thinking is the worst. What they mean by 'been thinking' is simply that they've realised they're in the shit. In the shit, lifewise. Life is crap. You shouldn't have to have been thinking to figure this out. All this been thinking bullshit has been pissing about with people's lives for ages. I've been thinking – we should kill all the Jews, bomb all the cities, fuck with the countries.
I've been thinking – we should start a band. I've been thinking – we should try for a baby, get a better car, do it up the arse. I've been thinking – we're drifting apart.

'What have you been thinking about?'

'Oh, you know,' said Life, sitting up on one elbow with a hand on her cheek. 'I've just been thinking about the Wild
World and everything. What I'll do.'

Just been thinking is the worst. You're fucked if someone's just been thinking.

'I've just been thinking about your job,' Life said.
'Working in a theatre isn't going to get you anywhere, is it?
And I've been thinking that the Wild World is really going to need well-managed events.'

Life, by the way, has almost completely lost her accent.
The Scandinavians are good at this. Shit hot at English.

'What are you saying?' said Joe, knowing that since Life had been thinking it was his job to ask, What are you saying?

'I don't know what I'm saying,' replied Life.

Of course she did. Joe knew it. Life knew it. Yes you do, thought Joe, turning over in bed and staring at the ceiling.
You're saying that you've realised and you're saying that the sex has gone to shit. The struck match of love has become twisted, scrawny and black. You're saying that you've noticed. Take no notice. You've noticed that I've been clinging to your arse every night for a year. You're saying that at twenty-four, I work a poorly paid job and that I've lost the beauty contest. You're saying that it's over.

'I'm moving to London,' said Life. 'I've been offered work with the Wild World.'

'What?'

'Helping with the launch. I interviewed. They said I was great fun.'

'But, what about Manchester? Can't you help out with the launch here? I mean, can't you . . . What about
Manchester?'

Joe watched from the bed as Life prepared to leave. She took her suitcase from the top of the wardrobe and began filling it with her clothes. Leaving on Jesus' birthday was mean. Mean on Jesus, I mean. But all statistics showed that
Joe and Life weren't the only ones breaking up. Everyone was at it. Rejection got purchased early in November and sat wrapped under the tree until Christmas. Jesus was a tit for getting the whole Christmas thing going. Christmas gives people just enough space and just enough time to realise that they are completely disappointed. Capitalism keeps us busy while religion makes us see. No one wants to see. But once a year, at Christmas, we do see. Our eyes are allowed to focus. We choose to separate.

'I love you so much,' Joe had said, as Life packed at speed.
'Lie, please, I love you so much.'

They'd met two years ago at the Royal Exchange theatre in town. The play was The Seagull. Joe had approached Life at the bar and told her that he was Constantin. A beautiful boy of ideals. A brain. A hero. A hope. They'd got together.
They'd been happy. Life stuffed a fistful of knickers into her suitcase.

'I'll call you. Don't take this too hard, Joe. I promise I'll call you soon.'

Life spent twenty minutes in the bathroom before finally coming to say goodbye. Joe had heard two flushes. What an insensitive shit to take, he had thought, frozen alone in the warm Christmas bed.

'You're special to me, Joe,' said Life, from the doorway.
'But . . . you know it's all about the Wild World. You do.'

  Joe nodded. Glass shattered inside him. He covered his nose 
    and mouth with his hands as Life left the room. His eyes were so wide. The 
    door slammed. He cried.

  

  He found the crumb in the toilet an hour or so after she left. The only piece 
    of crap that Life had left behind. He considered eating it. Then decided that 
    it had to be preserved and lowered both seats.

  

Joe will return to work tomorrow. Back to the theatre. The pop star Asa Gunn is starring in Corneille's The Illusion and full rehearsals begin in the morning. Returning to work will be tough. Normal life will lick him with its warm, rough tongue, and Joe will want to scream.





2

AS A TEENAGER, Anka Kudolski looked set to lead a brilliant life. She was named in the Sunday Times 'New Millennium
Talent' feature at the age of just fifteen. There was a picture of her, stern-faced, wearing a beret and Doc Martens boots with a paintbrush in her hand. To the question, What would you like to be?, Anka answered, somewhat precociously, A poet, a playwright, an artist. I want to live a brilliant life.

At the age of eighteen Anka got a place at Goldsmiths
College to study Fine Art and Philosophy. She cut a cool figure in south-east London. She wore shades in the studio and was a virtuoso smoker (Lucky Strike). She taped long alcohol-fuelled rants about the misery of contemporary art and left unmarked cassette copies around the bars and on the doorsteps of New Cross. Anka Kudolski was known.
Known for her quick brain, bleached-blonde hair and impeccable half-German genes. She was on her way. She was pointed at in bars throwing tequila down her neck or swinging round lamp posts late at night screaming Talking
Heads lyrics at parked cars. But what is youth and what can we say about it? Its drum roll is tribal. There is a solitary hit on a snare and you take your deepest breath. Then what?

Two years ago Anka Kudolski went to take a laxative-induced shit on her family toilet and fell through the wooden seat and got stuck. She was too thin. She couldn't get out. Too weak. As she sat there, completely trapped, pelvis wedged, waiting for her parents to return home from work, she decided it was time to have herself sectioned.
This was a good idea. Two months of monitored eating in an Ealing clinic got her weight up dramatically and she never fell down a toilet again.

  A psychiatrist told Anka that her anorexia was underpinned 
    by manic depression and by a desire for control. Had she considered getting 
    a job? Building a routine? She hadn't, but she could see the sense in it. 
    Anka finds little comfort in the activity of shopping. It's too anarchic, 
    she feels. There's too much choice which, for Anka, means indecision, self-doubt, 
    panic, a loss of control and then weeks of living on mineral water and one 
    Jacobs Cracker a day. Anka is twenty-two now. She moved from London to Manchester 
    in January '05 and began applying for as many jobs as the week would allow. 
    She works at Selfridges, selling designer bags. She works as a barmaid at 
    the Press Club, an all-night celebrity dive on Deansgate. She's also the presenter 
    of QUIZ TV on the Urbisbased TV station, Channel MANC. She's not sure 
    what any of these jobs have got to do with the Wild World.

  

Anka leaves Selfridges via the staff exit on Corporation
Street. She turns left.

Anka does enjoy selling. Shopping is like shitting; it feels too normal, but selling is much more fun. Anka particularly enjoys selling the designer bags at Selfridges. She likes the laughable designs and she gets to meet a gone-off bunch of leather-loving piss-drinkers.

It's a short walk across Exchange Square to the Urbis building. On arriving, Anka eats a gratin of mussels with melted Camembert and foaming hollandaise. She drinks a bottle of Indian beer. She's downing the dregs as she enters the Channel MANC studio and approaches her producer, a ginger-faced boy called Ben.

'Which one was it today?'

'Flogging bags,' says Anka, taking a sheet of instructions from him.

'You eaten?'

The studio is basic. Two cameras and a cheap set designed to mimic what might best be described as a boudoir. There is a bed draped in imitation velvet which
Anka often lies on, tits puffed out, imploring people to phone in and answer questions. Behind the bed is a false wooden wall painted gold.

'Well, there's nothing new,' says Ben, pointing out to
Anka the usual spots marked with red tape where she is permitted to stand. 'But please, babe, do your best. We have to triple the amount of calls. Yeah?'

Ben is a boy that shouldn't say 'babe'.

The background music for the show is already playing.
It contains atmospheric synth strings and a foreboding bass line. The bass line goes dum dum din dum, dum dum din dum. Anka and the young crew find its incessant promise of disaster very annoying. It's the first thing they switch off at the end of the show.

'We're all going to Room for dinner after if you fancy it,' says Ben.

'Room?' Anka replies, raising and bending the pitch of her voice. 'Very Wild World. I can't make it.'

Ben nods and turns from where Anka has begun to perform her pre-show breathing exercises to where the two cameramen are awaiting his instruction. Anka can't be certain because she's breathing so loudly, but she thinks that Ben whispers, 'Keep the cameras off those limbs. Tits and face, right, tits and face.' Anka's about to ask Ben how he can be so rude when he spins unexpectedly and addresses her abruptly through a smile.

'Anka, unbutton, we need a tit shadow.'

'Right,' she replies, looking down at one of her arms, assuring herself that it is coated in flesh, as limbs should be, yes, we humans should have flesh. Satisfied, she releases two of her shirt's buttons so the white rim of her bra becomes visible. So simple, she thinks, the channel-hoppers will see this bra. They will. They will see the shadow cast by my pushed tits and they'll reach for the phone.

'Try not to speak too much,' says Ben, putting Anka into position. 'Just stare. Open your eyes wide. We have to get them calling!'

When Anka got this job she was required to speak a great deal. It was her pretty face and her ability to speak in sentences that made her such a strong candidate.

'OK. On in ten, everybody,' shouts Ben, retreating out of shot and placing a hand on the shoulder of the principal cameraman.

But QUIZ TV is changing. The public has become wise to the format. They've been fucked over too many times.
People watch it for the funny guys and the fit girls but don't bother calling any more. There are too many horror stories of people going bankrupt because they couldn't stop calling.
Hundreds of times a night. Quid a pop. Pile of shit. TV's dead.

Anka corrects her straight blonde fringe with her fingers and stares down at the first question on the card of instructions. Gold lights illuminate the scarlet boudoir.
'Five,' shouts Ben. Anka stares into the camera. The cameraman zooms in on her pretty face, her blue eyes, her happy tit shadow and her red cheeks, not knowing that two years ago this face was only bone and the flesh that cared to remain was grey. The clock on the studio wall says ten. 'Action!'

'Good evening!' Anka explodes with enthusiasm. 'I am
Anka. Anka as in wanker. Welcome to QUIZ TV!'

She'd used this line at her audition and it quickly became her catchphrase. Anka points at the thin air beneath her tit shadow, saying, 'This is the number you need. This is the number you're going to dial. Isn't it, guys?'

QUIZ TV has been getting more and more forceful as the number of callers falls. Anka stares into the camera with a look of contempt. She pictures the late-night losers slumped on their sofas, staring into her top, into her pretend eyes, hands round cans or hands round cocks. She purposefully eyes them with disdain. To make the pretty girl speak, you have to make her happy, you have to make the call.

'Tonight's question is simple,' she says, climbing onto the bed and appearing to relax amid the cushions. 'What beats beyond your ribs?'

She turns away as if bored by the camera.

'The question is easy: what beats beyond your ribs?' she yawns.

Two work-experience girls are hunched over the telephone switchboard, waiting for red lights. 'What beats?' says Anka, staring down the camera with a sudden and slightly evil enthusiasm. 'Come on. For five thousand pounds. What beats beyond your ribs?'

Time passes.

'I'm getting very bored here.'

Anka Kudolski stares sternly into the camera. Shit shows like this are one of TV's final attempts to get cash.
Advertising revenue is declining rapidly. The talent/reality shows like The X Factor, Celebrities on Ice, Best Twat, they're good because people pay to vote for their hero or their villain. But they're more expensive to produce than shows like QUIZ TV. The profit margins aren't as easy to realise.
Anka Kudolski stares sternly into the camera.

Around Greater Manchester, people sit on creamy leather sofas. They watch as Anka attempts to bleed and intimidate them with silence. Give in. Go on. Reach for your phone. But the people on their sofas know better than to call. They're desperate. They're not desperate. They're desperate.

Behind the camera, Ben whispers into his mouthpiece and Anka presses her finger against her earpiece to listen.
'Anka,' she hears, 'try slagging them off, yeah? Try taking the piss, babe.'

Oh, Ben, never say babe again! Anka smiles and returns her gaze to the camera. She knows what's going on. All her life has led to this moment. The talent. The art. The beret.
The Sunday Times. The eating. The not eating. The falling down the toilet. Now, look at us, here we are!

'Go on,' whispers Ben. 'Try it.'

'You lot,' Anka mutters, picturing her audience, shaking her head a little, exhaling in pretend disbelief. 'Sometimes
I don't know why you bother. I mean, you sit there on that sofa you haven't finished paying for. You tip all that shit into yourself every single day. You're mad. Take a look out of your window, if you've got one. Look at the world, sniff it, walk on it; it's changing. You're going to need the money. You're really going to need the money. What beats beyond your ribs?'

Anka gets a round of thumbs ups from the Channel
MANC crew. The two work-experience girls smile at her in genuine awe. Red lights are already beginning to ignite on the switchboard. The wankers will always rise. The economy told me so. Anka suppresses a rush of pride and excitement. She grimaces into the camera.

'The fact of the matter is this: you're a loser. Deep down you've always known. All day every day you are two things.
You are noisy and you are boring. Every night you are two things. You are alone and you're a wanker. You really need this money. The Wild World will watch you drown. Tell me what beats beyond your ribs?'

The more TV channels people acquired in the early twenty-first century, the more the large audiences of the past were broken into pieces. To watch TV, particularly late in the evening, particularly complete crap, is to feel inconsolably alone.

'It's a scramble. It's always a scramble,' snaps Anka, exaggerating the vindictive tone in her voice. 'And the fact is you're too fat and too thin to scramble to safety. Your bank account is a joke. You daren't check your balance.
Your debts to the old world will make you unviable in the
Wild. I hate to be the one to tell you this, but unless you win some money soon, you're fucked.'

'Keep going,' mouths Ben through a smile. The girls by the switchboard are leaning backwards in amazement.
This is the economy getting angry, thinks Anka. I am the old economy getting angry. This is fun, she thinks. I'll remember this when I'm safe and working and eating in the Wild World. I'll tell this story. I'll tell it to people, in the future, when I'm happy.

'Come on,' she shouts, leaping off the end of the bed and skipping close to the camera's lens. 'The one thing you don't have is time. It's New Year's Day. What beats beyond those ribs of yours? How will the debts be paid? Come on. I'll give you a clue: it rhymes with tart. It beats dirt around your tracksuit. Put your cock down. Take that cushion off your fat tits. Call in. I just know you want to keep living.
Call in and tell me what beats beyond your ribs? For five grand. What beats beyond your ribs?'

Ben nods to the switchboard girls. They can afford to take a call. The pre-recorded voice of a crazy bastard shouting 'WE HAVE A CALLER!' echoes round the studio.
The crew are in hysterics, they've gathered round the camera to watch Anka deal with the caller. Anka's finding it difficult to keep a straight face. She's completely forgotten
Ben's remark about her limbs. Her reddening cheeks keep rising into a half-smile.

'Hello, who's there?' she says.

Silence. Then the sound of accelerated breathing. Ben flicks to the next line.

'Wanker!' shrieks Anka.

'WE HAVE A CALLER!' shouts the pre-recorded, craziest of bastards.

'Hello, who's there?' says Anka.

Same again. No answer. Just breath. A slight groan.
Vague ecstasy. The line goes dead.

'Wanker!' shouts Anka.

'WE HAVE A CALLER!' shouts the wacky, recorded shithead.

'Hello, who's there?'

A Northern woman: 'You skinny southern slut, why don't you try –' Cut!

'WE HAVE A CALLER!' Zany-brained, dead cunt.

'Hello, who's there?'

The sound of breath being drawn through a very dry throat.

'Do you have an answer?' asks Anka. 'Come on, what beats beyond your ribs? Come on. Quickly. What beats beyond your –'

'Nothing,' interrupts the voice.

'Nothing?' says Anka, smiling.

'Nothing beats there,' says the voice. It is male and panting. It is almost completely breathless.






End of sample
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