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Dedicated to Hester & Evie
Part I

My name is Michael Robertson but you can call me Mishka.

As a student, when I was twenty-one years of age, I went to Germany for the summer. After a few days, Hungary opened its borders and the collapse of the Eastern bloc began. I went to Budapest and stayed there for several weeks.

I introduced myself as Mike the English Man; my new-found friends referred to me as Mishka. It's a nickname that has stuck with me ever since. 

I hate it.

So, I don't like my nickname but I love travelling abroad. Everybody calls me Mishka these days. Except for my ex-wife who still calls me Mike. She's been abroad only the once and that was a short trip to Ireland.

She didn't like it.

This is the story of my hometown, Lancaster, England’s former First City, and this is the story of those aspects of my life that slowly infect the mind and poison the soul.

Several years ago, when I was a child, I moved to Skerton to live with my Nan, as my father had died and Mum had left me for California.

Skerton, once a town in its own rights called Schertune, was a great place to grow up in. It was swallowed up by Lancaster in the 1880's. I spent most of my childhood and adolescence in it. Skerton is full of gypsies, as they weren't allowed to settle in historical Lancaster. It also incorporates the flotsam and jetsam of modern Lancastrian society: people too poor to live in the city itself and too poor to be treated with the humanity they deserve.

I love it.

I often ask myself why the people of Eastern Europe managed to rise up against their oppressors while the people of the West watched lazily, ignored their own predicaments and went back to eating in front of the tv.

I have to admit that this is an idle question which I try to answer when I feel I have the time. Otherwise I tend to contemplate more pressing issues.

Why did my dad have to die? I'm not sure, actually. We, Nan and I, don't talk about my father, her son.

Why did Mum go to America? I don't know, actually. I'm not allowed to mention her in front of Nan.

So, why did Mum abandon me? I don't know. I wish I did.

I live in a two up/ two down in Skerton on Pinfold Lane with my grandmother. My hobbies are cooking and travelling. My ex-wife hates travelling. I may have mentioned this before. Margaret only left Lancaster twice. Once for a weekend trip to Ireland and once to study the Arts at St.Andrew's University. She enjoyed herself but she prefers Lancaster. She wouldn't have it any other way; I don't understand her. I like travelling. I confess that other places have their drawbacks too. Switzerland is magnificent but the valleys trapped in shadows and the mountains with their snow-covered peaks narrow the mind. The Netherlands are gorgeous but the cantankerous North Sea and the flat green landscapes with its dikes and canals daze the mind.

I like it here but sometimes, every so often, I find that Lancaster overwhelms me.

My grandmother is dying. She's old; 85, I think. I have to help her out a lot. Recently, last May to be precise, she asked me to deliver a letter to my aunt, her daughter, who lives in Freehold. I wanted to decline the assignment, for I felt if the letter were to be delivered, I was sure that the Royal Mail or the World Wide Web would do a better and more efficient job than me. Besides, I was tired, it was the only day of the week I had taken myself off work, I had time to waste, and I simply couldn't be asked. Nan was persistent (‘You are more reliable’) and I gave in. 

I usually do.

 Part II

I don't have a car or a bike and public transport these days is so unreliable. 

I set off on foot.

I went past the Skerton triangle, that piece of grassland (so green, ever so green in May) trapped between Skerton's main road on the one hand and Broad Way, Norfolk Street and Pinfold Lane on the other and walked towards the river Lune. I wanted to avoid the high-rising flats of concrete.

I hate them. They now occupy the site of 17th Century Skerton. The flats were erected in the early 1960's to accommodate the lower classes of Lancaster. They were a feat of social engineering at the time. Now they are run-down buildings.

Skerton, before the post-war madness of the 20th Century, was a small Lancashire town. It was integrated into Lancaster around 1890. It had been a cobbled-together affair, typical of the North-West, with its slate houses and grey but cosy looking cottages. Skerton had been a settlement since the Dark Ages: a sanctum for the poor and needy of Lancaster. Once a rural town (or urban village, depending which way you look at it), Skerton had had its own police force and public library.

Then, all of a sudden, it was razed to the ground in 1960 to make way for highways, triangles and high-rising council flats. Skerton lost its character and became one of Lancashire's many venues for suburban nightmares.

That is the way of the world, I suppose. Some things cannot be changed.

I started to cross the Georgian bridge over the Lune: the Skerton Bridge, Lancaster's only one after the medieval bridge was torn down and before the railway crossing was built over the Lune (now the highway to Morecambe).

I have seen the pictures of pre-1960's Skerton. It had its own character, its own class. It was sacrificed on the altar of technological and political progress to the detriment of its social and cultural health.

Why?

I don't know. Do you?

Half-way over, I decided I wanted to cross the Millennium Bridge instead. And why not? I had time to kill now that I was up and about. I felt like walking around Lancaster and building up an appetite for tea. My Nan had mentioned the possibility of cottage pie, Lancashire's answer to shepherd's pie. It was to be served with peas. I walked back over the bridge excitedly, thinking of a delicious meal that would later be presented in front of me. 

A joyous thought, indeed.

On re-entering Skerton, the same old thoughts invaded my head. Why did Mum leave me behind? Why did my dad have to die? Why did my wife leave me for a younger man?

I thought about Mum. She went to America, a place my generation seeks to emulate but cannot (will not!) understand. America, a country to spit on; America, a place which should be here in Europe. America, a place people of my mother's generation adored. Why? If you have to emigrate, then why not South Africa, Australia or New Zealand? Why not Gibraltar, the Continent or Malta? But America… that's a long way away. Not spatially, but culturally and temporally, with its consumerism, 19th Century hard-core capitalism, base ethics and even baser morals. It's a place I really don't understand.

I hurried along quickly. I don't like dwelling on things I do not understand. Not even the nature of my wife leaving me.

I walked along Lune Street, straining to keep my mind off unpleasant things, went under the highway bridge and on arriving at the banks of the Lune, I bumped into my cousin Jack, my best friend.

Part III

My cousin Jack (James, not John) was on his way to Torrisholme, a relatively well-off Northern suburbia. Once, it'd been a hamlet half-way between Lancaster and Morecambe Bay. I don't particularly like it. But I like my cousin Jack. We are the best of friends.

My cousin, sound in most ways, had had a somewhat traumatic childhood. I was lucky in comparison. Yes, my father had died of bowel cancer before my sixth birthday. Yes, my mother had left me for California four months after my ninth birthday. But Jack had been exposed to his parents for all of his life.

Poor lad.

When Jack was eight, he was given a train-set for Christmas. He was never allowed to play with it; he was only allowed to watch his dad build it up and play with it. And then only after he had done his homework and had got ready for bed.

In addition, there was Jack's mother. She was special. Once, when Jack was fourteen, he was on his way up to his bedroom, he had cleaned his teeth a long time ago and had been allowed to watch his dad add new tracks to the train set, when he spied his mother in her dressing gown waiting for him at the top-landing. She noted his gaze, smiled enigmatically, opened her gown and revealed her naked body to him. She put her left hand on her left hip, played with her hair with her right hand and said: "Young man, this is what a woman looks like."

I don't think Jack was ever able to overcome these exposures. I consider myself to be lucky, really, when it comes to my parents. They died when I was young.

I said hello to Jack and he said hello to me. We exchanged pleasantries such as 'How are you' and started chatting about what we were up to. I told him I was on an errand for my Nan and he said that he had just been to the jobcentre: the usual story of waiting in a dead-end place filled with dreadful muzak. He had gone through the motions of having to apply for a menial job and had been given his fortnightly stamps. He was now on his way home to his bedsit in Torrisholme.

I hate it. It’s the kind of place you go to to die. It hadn't always been like that.

A thousand years ago, a Scandinavian longboat came to the marshy shores of Morecambe Bay. A Viking named Thorvald disembarked. He had brought along with him his family, a crew and cattle. They were looking for a place to call home. A mile inland, surrounded by marshes, was a small island. It was there that Thorvald settled, grazed his cattle, cultivated the land and bestowed to the marsh-locked island the name Thorvald Holm (holm being, apparently, Norse for 'island'). Over the centuries, a small village grew beneath Thorvald's hill, straddling the road from Poulton-le-Sands to Lancaster. In the 11th Century, the village, home to roughly thirty people, was known as Toridholme and by 1202 it had assumed the name of which it is now known as, Torrisholme.

It prospered throughout the ages, leading an independent life. In 1889, Torrisholme joined up with the townships of Poulton-le-Sands and Bare to form a new entity called Morecambe.

These things happen.

Jack asked me what I was doing at the moment, after all someone who claimed he was a literary expert like me should be much in demand, and I replied that since cataloguing, assessing and evaluating the books of the second-hand book shop 'Ex Libris', I hadn't been able to find a new assignment. I was filling in my time by hanging around and pretending to write a novel. I asked him what he was up to and Jack replied that no-one wanted to know about computer technicians like him.

That's life, I suppose.

Part IV

Jack and I said good-bye, told each other to take care (urgently, too urgently for my liking) and we went our separate ways.

I walked over the Millennium Bridge (built to celebrate the year 2000 and opened in the year 2001) and reached the other side.

I watched the river Lune swirl along the quayside, collect itself beneath the old harbour and glide towards the sea. A cloudy dirty river; the ducks seemed happy enough with it. A popular place for some, I mused.

I stopped for a moment and thought about my ex-wife.

The Lune rises near Newbiggin in Cumbria and flows for 45 miles: first westward, then down south and into the Irish Sea, just below the village of Heysham, a settlement since 10'000 BC. It was the most habitable place for many miles around (fish in the sea and elk and reindeer roaming the forests nearby). The Lune's entry into the Irish Sea is called Sunderland Point, a place celebrated for its mighty sand flats when the tide is low. Lancaster is the only major city on the river Lune, after which it is named. Incidentally, by the way, the city is built on the lowest crossing point of the Lune, now at this point a tidal river, whereas the castle was built on the crest of one of the highest hills in the area. There are many pretty and picturesque villages on the Lune before it reaches Lancaster. They have charming names like Caton, Halton and Hornby.

Food for thought: If the river had a different name, say Rouge, then Lancaster would be called something like Rougeburgh. 

I met Margaret when I was twenty. She was 17. It was at a party. She looked gorgeous and she radiated beauty. She is what some people would call a dreamboat. She had flowing dark brown hair, hazel-green eyes and long legs to die for. Margaret had a certain kind of uniqueness. I felt insignificant. She didn't feel the same way. Gradually, we got to know each other. We fell in love. She warned me that she was different. She could see fairies. I said that I could cope with that. Margaret said the fairies had taken her brother away when she was young, which was strange as I met him a few weeks after the beginning of our courtship.

Nice lad, in fact.

I think her name was Margaret but I could be wrong. My mind often plays tricks on me. I think she was Margaret; I'm not too sure. She left me because she thought I was mad, schizophrenic. I saw things; I felt things that weren't there.

I miss her; I need her. I think Margaret left me because of her own delusions. But I could be wrong.

I looked at the Lune. The river was still grey and brown with filthy white foam forming on the edges of the swirl, developing along the river bank. The water looked so clean up-river. Enticing, inviting. Two more months, and I would be swimming in it with my son, Samuel. I shook myself and turned to leave the riverside. I really don't like thinking about Margaret; my love, my life.

I hesitated. Should I go straight to town or walk along the quayside and then up-hill to the priory and castle?

I chose the long way round. After all, what else would I do with my time? Waste life on a novel? Brood over my father's demise? Cry over my mother's departure? Miss my son and wife? It was better to move on.

Besides, the birth of a five course meal for my girlfriend was taking place in my head.

I miss Margaret. I love her.

I miss Mum. I love her.

I miss my dad. Who was he?

I walked along the quayside, a row of Georgian houses. Further along, I would miss them this time round, were warehouses built around the same time.

 Part V

The quayside, St. George's, is one of Lancaster's many pretty features. Gone are the days that long ships sailed down the Lune. Now there is only the occasional water skier in the summer.

Lancaster thrived on the Triangular Trade in the 18th Century and the quayside still has its Georgian warehouses and a grand looking customs house.

Opposite the quayside, just across the river, is the highway to Morecambe and an office block belying the beauty of the quayside.

Lancaster was a rich town; the city's streets are littered with beautiful late 18th Century buildings. The quayside was the heart of this success. Tea and coffee, sugar and tobacco, spices and cotton: all of them came to Lancaster in small sailing ships. Until a wall was built on the south bank of the Lune, so that ships could tie up against it, goods were unloaded onto the river banks till 1750. Reclaimed land was then sold to Lancaster's merchants, upon which the warehouses were built.

For a hundred years, the merchants of Lancaster did well; it was a period of prosperity. But then came the Industrial Revolution, focusing on the major cities of Lancashire except for Lancaster itself. And the Lune gradually silted up as well.

It was the end of the city's affluence.

I ascended the hill, taking the path leading to the priory. What a beautiful May day it was.

I like to pretend that I am a literature expert, don't you know? After school, before going to university, I travelled. I went to Gibraltar, the Continent and Malta. I went to South Africa, Australia and New Zealand. Then I went to university, spent a glorious summer in Hungary, met a beautiful Hungarian girl, nearly married her, came back to Lancaster, graduated, married Margaret, did my masters and went on to do commissions, assignments and similar things.

It's exciting to be your own boss; the jobs and income aren't that steady.

Sometimes I had work; sometimes I didn't. Once upon a time, Margaret was okay with that but then we had a kid and things became too precarious for me to keep my unsteady job. It was time to find steady employment.

Margaret and I broke up, because of my incapability to find a proper job. And the projection of her madness onto me. She persuaded me that I was crazy. Something her psychiatrist agreed with.

Strolling up the hill towards the priory, I met one of Lancaster's many tramps. He was a young man, barely older than me. He was playing with one of his dogs.

The tramp greeted me cordially. I wondered if he wanted something from me.

"Here mate, you couldn't spare me a few coppers?"

"Nope, I've got nothing on me." Actually, this was true. I hadn't brought my wallet with me, as I hadn't deemed it necessary.

I looked at the tramp. His skin was grimy; his hair was dirty. His jeans must have once been blue, his leather jacket was bursting at the seams and the tattoos on his face seemed somewhat out of place (they represented the Star-Spangled Banner). His teeth were rotten. I don't trust people with rotten teeth (Apart from Jack, but he's my best friend).

"No worries, mate", the vagrant replied.

I shrugged my shoulders, grinned sheepishly and then I realised why I didn't like him. He was the chap who played the guitar outside the library. There's nothing wrong with that, indeed buskers should be encouraged to entertain the good folk of British towns, but this guy seemed only capable of playing the same two chords over and over again. There had been many a time when I had wanted to grab his guitar and smash it over his head.

I told the traveller to look after himself and continued walking up towards the priory. 

It really was a beautiful May day.

Part VI

I was nearly at the priory (such a steep hill) when my thoughts drifted towards my father's dissolution.

He had been athletic, sporty and conscious of what to do and what to eat. No, no; not a killjoy. He just knew where the limits were. He often quoted Paracelsus. "Everything is a question of measurement."

My father tried to make me a runner, a swimmer, a climber. But I took after Mum; I was a dreamer. Dream, dream, dream; all day long. I wouldn't have had it any other way.

I haven't mentioned the slave trade, have I? That's the real reason behind Lancaster's success story in the 18th Century.

Lancaster was a large slaving port and up to 25'000 people were sold into slavery by local merchants. It was rare to see a slave in Lancaster, as they were sold into slavery in the Americas.

Lancastrian merchants would get together and invest in a slaving voyage. Spread the risk, so to speak. The potential profits were as high as the risks. 

Capital was spent on commissioning Smith's shipyard in Skerton to build a distinct type of sailing ship called snow. Once completed and laden with provisions, the ship was loaded with trading goods such as gold, guns, beads, etc. and then set sail for West Africa. Once there, an agent traded the goods for slaves: sometimes directly with a tribal leader, sometimes at a European fort. When the ship was stuffed with as many slaves as possible - 60 to 90 people in a dark, dank, narrow hold - the ship set sail for the Americas. There, the slaves were sold to work on the plantations growing tea, coffee, sugar, spices, rum and the like. 

The ships sailed back to Lancaster carrying spices, sugar, coffee, tea, rum and the like. 

A huge profit was made. These things happen, don't they? 

My father died of bowel cancer. He told me, when he was ill, that there was nothing to worry about. It was one of those things. My dad was bombarded with chemicals and medication; he grew gaunter and gaunter. "You know, Michael", he would say, "We will overcome this. You'll see. Brighter days are ahead".

I believed him at the time. I watched him lose his hair.

Recently, a slave girl's arm was found in a grave on the Priory's grounds. She had been shackled to the wall of a basement and her master had ripped her arm off, as he was jealous of a young merchant who had been paying her too many visits. Her arm was found in an open grave. What happened to the rest of her body is unknown. 

One bright summer's day, my father was taken to hospital for a check-up. Mum and I went to visit him with pressies and fruit, after all, he did insist on a healthy diet. We talked, chatted and parled till the early evening hours and then we kissed him good-night.

Four hours later, he was pronounced dead.

My father, that unstoppable bio-machine, was no more. I don't think I cried at the time. In fact, I think I kept on watching television peacefully while my mother banged her head on the wall downstairs in the hall. I can't believe I was that insensitive at the time. Life went on and, two days later, there was the funeral with me and Mum and her red eyes (huge bags under them). I was oblivious to what was going on. Once my father had died, I didn't care anymore.

I finally made it to the priory and gazed down the hill, over the green meadows and grave stones. In the distance, I could see Skerton and beyond that the Cumbrian hills. I took a deep breath, went over to one of the many graves and sat down on the grass.

What a glorious view.

Part VII

A couple of years ago, after I had had a blazing row with Margaret, I went out for a few pints at the 'John O'Gaunt'. Afterwards, I walked up to the Priory to have a few spliffs and enjoy the view. An hour or so later of staring at the stars, I saw a spectre materialise in front of me. It was the ghost of John O'Gaunt.

He looked resplendent in his medieval robes. I felt humbled, as he looked so dignified. Furthermore, he was, after all, the most famous Duke of Lancaster, and I felt somewhat flustered.

It was hard to understand him. He spoke Middle English, a language I'm not too familiar with. We tried French, for mediaeval French is close to Modern French, but both his and my French were, shall we say, on the rusty side. We gave up on talking to each other verbally and settled on communicating with our hands. He told me that he was damned to patrol the streets of Lancaster till Judgement Day (for having only spent a couple of days in Lancaster during his life time). I told him I was damned to walk the streets of Lancaster till I came to an understanding with my wife (I never did).

Eventually, he and I stopped waving our hands about and settled down to admire the Priory.

The Saxons, when they came to this part of Britain, built a church in 630 AD. So far, no remains of this ancient church have been found. But there are the remains of Saxon crosses in the walls of the Priory. 

In 1094 a Norman noble man, indeed a robber baron, called Roger of Poitu gave the medieval priory, as a gift, to the monastery of St Martin of Seez in Normandy - out of thanks to God for the successful conquest of England.

The monks of the Priory provided the local populace with specialised services, for they were skilled in medicine, teaching, astronomy and metrology. However, it seems that there were never more than six monks based in Lancaster, so the Priory was never able to provide that much in services.

The authorities were not that happy about the Priory belonging to a French monastery and in 1414, Henry V gave the Priory's revenues (and later on the Priory itself) to a nunnery in Syon. Once the Prior was dead, the nuns turned the Priory into a parish church in 1430 and a new building was constructed. 

It was getting cold and dew was forming on the grass. I decided to call it a night and turned around to say good-bye to my new friend but the spectre of John of Gaunt had gone. Shame, I quite liked him. I did have a pleasant chat with him. We could have exchanged phone numbers or something.

You know, by the way, my Nan isn't all there. She sees things. Mainly ghosts.

I once caught her talking excitedly to a piece of space above the settee. It seemed she was communicating with one of her many dead cats. She asked if I could see the Colonel. She was most perplexed by my negative response. 

Then there was the time she was in the back yard, screaming and shouting. She told me that the pixies had come to take me away. I explained that there were no such things as pixies, I couldn't see any anyway and besides, pixies take away little children and not grown-up men who are divorced.

In addition, she keeps on talking to the ghost of her late husband, my grandfather, in the middle of the night. Sad, really. My Nan is such a sweet thing but she sees things that aren't there. 

There are no ghosts or fairies.

Part VIII 

I have met the space people; they have conversed with me.

According to them, I carry much baggage. I have 'issues'. I'm not surprised. There is my dad who died when I was very young, there is my Mum who left me when I was still young, there is my wife who left me when Samuel was young and there is Nan. Of course I've got issues. Who wouldn't in my circumstances?

I told the space people I didn't think much of their assessment. They didn't take heed. They said they wanted to help me; they wanted to show me the way out. After they went, they never came back.

That is the way of the universe.

I've told you this before: Lancaster often overwhelms me. When I walk the streets of this town suspended between the Eighteenth and Twenty-first Century, I hear the old buildings screaming out to me: "Respect us, respect us. We are of the Golden Age of Lancaster". The new buildings, night-clubs and shops, shout out: "Come here, come here. We represent the new age; the new millennium."

What to do? Should I stay because of Lancaster's past or should I go because of Lancaster's future?

A small breeze reminded me of where I was: the Priory's grave-yard. I had been sitting on a grave for quite a while. It was time to get up, stretch myself and walk over to the castle. It's right next to the Priory. A beautiful Gothic building, it expresses everything that is great about Lancaster.

I looked at it like a man looks at his woman.

The Romans came to this part of Britain in the late 1st Century AD. They built a fort and a small town developed on the edges. What is now Church Street in the centre of town was the Roman high street.

The Romans fortified this crescent due to its strategic significance: it overlooks Morecambe Bay and the south of Cumbria, ideal to defend against enemies of the Roman Empire. 

After the Romans, came the Saxons and they built a settlement with new fortifications in the ruins of the Roman fort. Then, at the end of the 11th century, the first castle proper was erected: the Norman Keep, the heart of the fortification, built to accommodate the Castle's lord. Since then there have been numerous additions: the Fourteenth Century Witches' Tower, the impressive Fifteenth Century Gatehouse which rises 20 metres, and the Nineteenth Century Female Penitentiary. 

The Castle's physical presence dominates the city of Lancaster. Its outer walls are three metres thick. The Gatehouse has two semi-octagonal towers with a large portcullis and battlements built out over corbels. It is perhaps the finest gatehouse of its kind in England.

My mother writes to me monthly, as a matter of fact. She has done so ever since she left the country.

Mother tells me of the good life in California; Mother tells me of her success in the aromatherapy business. I can't say I envy her. And I don't want to meet her second husband, my step-father, and the three kids they have bred. Yes, I know, they are my siblings. Half siblings, maybe; but they are still closely related to me.

My mother writes that everything is okay and we will meet again soon. I hope not. I have grown accustomed to a life without her and I don't see why it should change. I like things as they are. Just me, Nan and, occasionally, Samuel.

Why do I hate America? Is it because it took my mother away? Is it that I hate what the US stands for? Is it because I don't understand what it personifies?

America is a long way away. It represents everything I don't. The exploitation of aboriginal people, the segregation of society and the common wealth of a nation based on money and not on a shared culture or history. It is a business venture and not a country. 

I don't like that.

Part IX

Margaret, my ex-wife, can't form relationships with people who submit to her will. My ex-wife, Margaret, will not form relationships with people who demand her submission. She moves from relationship to relationship. I believe it is known as serial monogamy these days. But I could be wrong. My grandfather would have called it sleeping around.

Margaret used to love me but then came Samuel. She got what she had wanted. I was used as a breeding machine, a stud so to speak. Flattering? No, not really.

After my son was born, Margaret and I indulged in a lengthy power struggle. It wasn't nice. It ended with me declaring defeat. I had a nervous break-down; I went mad.

The castle has two courts: a crown court and a court for criminal and civil affairs. In the former, cases range from theft to murder. The prisoners are brought into the dock from the cells below. In the latter, cases include acts of terrorism and the prisoners are led through the door.

The Crown Court has a long history of barbarous treatment of prisoners who, for what would now be regarded as trivial offences, were often sentenced to death or transportation. 

A relic of past times is the branding iron in the prisoner's dock, consisting of a fixed strap, known as the hold-fast, where the branding iron in the form of a letter M was heated red hot and applied to the thumb, denoting the convicted person as a 'Malefactor'.

The most notorious trial to take place in the castle was the prosecution of the 'Pendle Witches'. Ten papists, both men and women, from Pendle in the Ribble Valley were accused of witchcraft.

The trial took place in August 1612. The prisoners weren't allowed to have a defence plea for them, nor could they call any witnesses to speak on their behalf.

The ages of the defendants ranged from 9 to 80 years. Much of the evidence given by prosecution witnesses was inconsistent, based on rumours, idle gossip and false confessions.

At the end of the three-day trial, they were found guilty of witchcraft, sentenced to death and hanged on the moor above the town.

These things happen, don't they?

Most of the castle is now a Category C Prison housing over 200 prisoners. The castle belongs to the monarch and is rented from her, the Duke of Lancaster, for this purpose. Actually, a substantial proportion of the Queen's income is raised from her holdings in the Duchy of Lancaster.

Like all good castles, Lancaster Castle has dungeons. Here, prisoners were incarcerated in cruel conditions, without light or sanitation. The doors to the dungeons are of solid oak with metal studs and padlocks. The only ventilation is through the small aperture over the door and the only furniture is a plank of wood to sleep on and a block of wood to sit on.

I don't know what to make of my parents.

Parents, they are there to remind you of your flaws; parents, they are there to remind you of their weaknesses. When the parents are dead or gone, the child can live its own life. No more qualms, no more hang ups; if only it was that simple. 

When the parents are no more, doubts about life start to gnaw at your mind. Gnaw, gnaw; all day long and into the night.  What would the dead parents think? Gnaw, gnaw; all the time. Would my parents approve of my life? Would they be content or dissatisfied? How can I free myself? The long arms of my parents reach from beyond the ocean and the grave.

I am ill; sick in the head. I have a bi-polar disorder which prevents me from getting a job, let alone lead a normal life. I am weepy; I am moody. I see things that aren't there; I feel things that aren't real. I get paranoid; I get depressed.

Part of me refuses to recognise the illness; part of me indulges in my condition. I wouldn't say that I am not all there but I would say that I am unreliable. I should pull myself together... I can't pull myself together.

Part X

I once saw Mary and Jesus floating across Coniston Water, searching for Donald Campbell's soul. It was a beautiful experience. I realised that the deities look after us and simply want the best for us: an agreeable existence after death.

Mary and Jesus came over to me and told me that it was my duty to serve God and respect all other men. I now realise that that was an illusion and that there is no God and no after-life. All there is, is my illness and the long arms of my parents.

Standing at the entrance to the castle museum, lurking in the shadow of the building, I saw Tom. It was odd to see him out in the open on such a beautiful May day.

Tom was staring at the ground, muttering to himself as always. He looked grand in his dark over coat. He had long black hair and dark make-up on.

Tom was smoking a cigarette, which I considered unusual, as I thought he was a non-smoker. I walked over; he looked up nervously. We said 'hi' to each other and lapsed into a prolonged silence. We didn't have much to say. I suppose we regard each other as too similar to talk to. We said good-bye. 

Some encounters never fulfil their potential.

I walked over from the castle to the bulwark at the West; it was waiting to defend the Duchy against some medieval enemy. The view is splendid: To the north the ancient Cumbrian hills (formerly part of Lancashire, then given away in 1974 to Cumberland), to the West Morecambe, that sad town on the Irish Sea, and to the South-West the picturesque village of Heysham, also on the Irish Sea, with its chapels, port and nuclear power stations.

I was at ease with myself.

I breathed in; I breathed out. This is the side of Lancaster that keeps me here; the sea, the hills; mountains older than the space people, a water prettier than the North Sea.

Before 1846, there was no Morecambe. There were three fishing hamlets called Torrisholme, Bare and Poulton-le-Sands. For centuries, they lived a quiet live in the shadow of Lancaster. And then came the railway.

When Lancaster acquired its own station, it was decided that a railway line should be built all the way to Morecambe Bay. With the arrival of the trains, came the working classes of Lancashire and Yorkshire seeking the fresh air and waters of the bay away from the industrial centres where they lived. 

The new town was named after the estuary and it quickly became a seaside resort, a proletarian holiday camp until the package holidays of the modern age arrived, offering cheap trips abroad. A pretty town in its heyday, Morecambe lost all its shine and glory after the Second World War.

It is a sad place; a remainder of a by-gone era when Britain was once great.

My dad used to be scathing about Morecambe. He disliked it with as much passion as I do. A dilapidated Northern phantasm, we both hate it.

My dad and I had a lot in common. I think. Yes, he was a sports man; I'm not. He wished he had joined the SAS. I'm glad he didn't. 

My dad talks to me from beyond the grave. He tells me to get a wife; he tells me to get on with things. My dad wants me to be happy with what I have and not indulge in despair.

My father was an optimist and when he died, I don't think he was aware of it. 

All that exercise, all that healthy food; to no use. 

Part XI

You can call me Mishka but my name is Michael Robertson. 

Until recently, I used to travel. I went to the Continent (I spent an agreeable summer in Budapest, don't you know?), Gibraltar and Malta; I went to South Africa, New Zealand and Australia (I roamed the Outback for many a month. It was cool; the heat was devastating). I enjoyed myself.           

Now, I am an unemployed so-called wannabe literary expert stuck in Lancaster. I love this town but I want to leave it.

I am a divorcee with an eight year old son. I am currently writing a novel. At this moment in time, I am walking around Lancaster, England’s Red Rose, and talking about myself and the history of the city of Lancaster. I wish I knew how to let go.

Across the fields, right next to the bay, there is Heysham.

Heysham has been a settlement since 10'000 BC. At first, it existed at the foot of the cliff where the ruins of a chapel, dating from the 8th Century AD, can be found. This is St. Patrick's chapel and it's renowned for the six graves carved into a rock facing the sea. It is said that the British saint left for Ireland from here. 

There was a Celtic presence in Heysham: the Kymry. They dominated the North-West well into the 7th century. With the arrival of the Anglo-Saxons, Heysham turned into a settlement belonging to an Anglian Lord called Hesse. The village received the name 'Home of Hesse': Hessam which became Heysham.

Despite spectacular and daring raids on the North-West of what so was to become known as England, West Saxony, Heysham never became a Scandinavian settlement, and it was not until the Norman Conquest that Heysham changed hands again; the manor of Heysham, belonging to none other than Roger of Poitu, a so-called robber baron.

Until the 19th Century, Heysham remained a large hamlet, whose 16th and 17th Century cottages and mansions still exist: a beautiful and proud settlement, it ascends time and space. When you are lost in this part of the world... come to Heysham. It reminds one of the passage of time and the parting of ways: the futility of our being but the continuity of our existence.

With the creation and expansion of Morecambe, Heysham grew to become a village and in 1928 it became part of the borough of Morecambe. 

What is Heysham these days? A picturesque village with a port and two nuclear power stations.

My dad is gone but I still have my grandmother. Nan collects things; Nan lived through the Second World War. She doesn't talk about her collections; she doesn't talk about her memories.

Nan likes to cook me meals, talk about her husband, my late grandfather, over-indulge Samuel when he is around, listen to Bach and talk about the good old days. She frets a lot. Mainly about me.

I wonder if she is all there. She makes out that she can see things that aren't real.  I wish I could see such things. Sometimes, I think she is kidding me; sometimes, I think she isn't. Are there such things as spooks and fays? I don't know anymore. 

I left the bulwarks of the castle behind me and went down into town. I walked past the green in front of the castle and past the gates of the castle, only opened to let prisoners in and out. I strolled past Georgian buildings housing the affluent of Lancaster; I walked past 18th Century buildings of great magnificence. I was determined to deliver Nan's letter. I didn't want the sights of the city to distract me anymore.

Deep beneath the community of Lancaster (the cities of Lancaster and Morecambe plus the village of Heysham), there lies another world. Morecambe is a grand place; an ancient town. The Romans built a port there 2000 years ago; the Saxons established their first settlement here in the North-West; the Normans installed a fort to defend England from its enemies and in medieval times, the King gave special preferences to Morecambe, as it was unsurpassed in the defence against the Scots.

I walk through Lancaster, along the Lune, and through my life like a Bach cello suite. While I watch the river flow and recall the events of my life, I hear the bow moving up and down the fret-board. It conveys a variety of feelings, as the notes rise and descend and my life ebbs and flows like the Lune. 

Just like a Bach cello suite. 

The bow moves backwards and forwards, vigorously and slowly, the left hand’s fingers perform pirouettes and occasionally perform a little tremolo. The right hand earnestly, obsessively, moves the bow backwards and forwards.

The notes rise and descend, rise and descend, just like the Lune, just like my life.

On the surface, the nature of the suites is one of seriousness but beneath there is zest, suppressed energy and a lust for life.

And there is not just a great variety of technical virtuous, but also bags of feelings and an intimacy rarely encountered in human culture. Or so I believe.

All those Preludes, Allemandes, Courantes and Sarabandes intermingling with each other, a systematically conceived cycle of beauty with intermezzo movements.

When I hear Bach’s cello suites, wondrous emotions fill my soul and I lose the consciousness of being, the inherent mindfulness of the self. I become real; I am.

The preludes: my parents’ departure, the allemandes: Lancaster (my hometown), the sarabandes: Nan and other obsessions, the dances: Margaret, the gigues: Sam and the intermezzos: the space people and other interesting intrusions into my life.

As they progress, the suites and the events of my life increase in technical complexity and emotional richness. These are pieces of music with little to no chords which explore the whole range of the cello; this is a tale with little to no coherence which inspects all human emotions and my life. 

I wish.

I walk through Lancaster, along the Lune, and through my life like a broken record.

That is the way of the world.

During the Civil War, Morecambe frequently changed sides, as the Cavaliers and the Round-Heads knew of its strategic importance. Afterwards, Morecambe thrived in the 18th Century, due to its connections to the West Indian Trade.

Part XII

In the underground world, Lancaster is a pitiful industrial city. Consisting of several villages that existed outside of Morecambe before the Industrial Revolution, its sole remit is that it was a town that sprang up during the 19th Century due to its unique position in the development of industrial Britain. How it thrived, how it has come down in recent decades.

Looking at it, I turn away in disgust. 

My mother lives in California. Or maybe she died when I was young. I'm not that sure, don't you know?

Mother left when I was only five years of age. Did she emigrate to California? Did she kill herself? How should I know?

I haven't had a mother since I was nearly six years old. These things happen. Maybe she lies in a grave in Lancaster; maybe she resides in America.

I like to think that I receive letters from her once a month. She tells me of the good life in California. I hate America. But you know that by now.

My mum hated life. She always talked of hanging herself. I wouldn't know. I was too young to understand her when she was around.

Lancashire was born out of the Palatine of Lancaster. At first, in early Norman Times, the county was divided between the land within the rivers Mersey and the Ribble on the one hand and Lancashire north of the Ribble on the other. Then, in due course, the first Lord of Lancashire, Roger of Poitou, gained lands which became the Honour of Lancaster. It was created to defend the North-West of England from the Scots. After much intrigue, the Palatine of Lancaster became the Dukedom of Lancaster in 1351. It had its own seal, chancellor, courts and council in London. Lancaster was Lancashire's first city; a settlement with its own market rights, a cathedral and a county named after it.

How things have changed.

Lancaster dominated the land that was to become Lancashire; a county that included the future cities of Liverpool and Manchester; a county that included the south of modern Cumbria. Lancaster was the fore-most city north of Cheshire and south of Scotland; it was the King's primary settlement of a medieval and Renaissance waste-land. The Duchy of Lancaster had its own powers independent of Westminster, judicially and politically. Lancashire evolved as the land belonging to the city of Lancaster. It is the county palatine of Lancaster.

The Duke of Lancaster became the King of England in the 15th Century. Since then, He who is Duke of Lancaster is also King of Great Britain and Ireland.

Lancashire was one of the Catholic strongholds of England and the victors of the Civil War did not like that. Lancashire suffered under the Republic.

After the Glorious Revolution, Lancashire led on its mundane life until the Industrial Revolution which saw the rise of such cities as Manchester and Liverpool, Bolton and Blackburn, Chorley and Wigan. Lancaster was left behind. It wasn't a cotton mill town. The old county existed until 1974. Then the government at Westminster decided to divide the county into Lancashire, the Merseyside and Greater Manchester. The northern part of Lancashire, the bit beyond the sands, formed part of a new county called Cumbria. 

These things happen.

I like the profession I have chosen. It's nice researching antique books, unique books and rare books. But I often despair.  The public only wants to watch television and play computer games. Or get drunk and have promiscuous sex.

The people who consult me are those with literary concerns or freaks with no life to lead. 

"My interests are Hitler, birds and psychology", they say, "Do you know of any books on all three of them?”

I am currently trying to write a novel. It is about the space people. I suppose it is autobiographical but I'm not sure. The space people have told me not to write about them. I do not want to upset them.

Part XIII

It is difficult to move on in this part of Lancaster, don't you know? The crest of the hill, on which the city started, is drenched in history: the Roman fort, the Norman priory, the Medieval castle. How do you get away from it? I looked at the flowers in full bloom. How beautiful they seemed. They belied the nature of the castle: a full blown maximum security prison housing the disposed, junkies and murderers.

I hesitated. I wanted to move on but the presence of something else held me back.

I looked at the Folley Gallery opposite the castle's main entrance. This is one of the cultural epicentres of Lancaster; this is where I started as a writer. I didn't get any recognition.

I moved on.

Beneath Lancaster, there is another world. Morecambe is a grand city consisting of Georgian buildings, a beautiful port and a magnificent cathedral. It also has a nice, but small, fort.

Lancaster is a deprived town. It is a sad place: the remnants of Industrial Britain; a place you go to die.

In this alternative universe, Morecambe has one of the most respected universities in the land. People from all over come here to study. But I don't like the students. Like all the other denizens of this place, their skin is pale and their hair is white. Their eyes are blue and their veins stick out. They are different, these freaks. I prefer living here, above ground.

My son, Samuel, is so sweet. He is always there with his clever ways. "Why do we have to put up with this shit", he said when we once watched a royal visit Lancaster. How innocent he is. He didn't know the protocol of decorum at the time. 

My son looks just like me: black curly hair and green eyes, rosy cheeks and a white complexion with hints of pink and red.

He behaves like his mum. Samuel is a sprightly, intelligent lad but doesn't like to question things as much as I do. Instead, he develops his own theories and interprets the world through them. So unlike me, so unlike the Robertsons.

Near the city centre, in Dalton Square outside the city council, that mass of Victorian architecture, there stands a grand statue of Queen Victoria. It is adorned with important intellectuals of the 19th Century, such as Darwin, Faraday and that crowd. Apart from being Duke of Lancaster, Queen Victoria has no relevance to this fine city.

I mention her because I once met her spirit one evening (well, actually, it was 2 o'clock in the morning). A sprightly old lady, she complained to me that she was doomed to roam every single town in Britain that had her statue. The nation had taken possession of her. I felt sorry for this monarch. I consoled her, hugged her and gave her a sip of my gin. It worked wonders. She cheered up and started to tell me about her afterlife. She cried about the decay of Great Britain; she smiled when I mentioned her legacy.

Queen Victoria's spirit was a nice thing and I hope to meet her soon again.

The Condemned Man, after he had been sentenced to death and had lounged long enough in Lancaster Castle, was taken to the gallows in what is now Williamson Park, a quarry before being converted into a grand park with a magnificent memorial to the Ashton dynasty. 

He was led out of the castle, through the town centre, down Penny Street, past Dalton Square and into the Golden Lion for his final pint of beer. Then he was led up to the place of execution where he was duly hanged. A most undignified way of ending one's life, some would argue. Yes, I believe this, I think... I try not to think!

Part XIV

Sometimes, when I have one of my forlorn moments, when I am feeling particularly sorry for myself, I like to imagine there is a god. And why not? The great man Voltaire himself said it was safer to believe in a god than not believe in one.

I imagine how things would be different in my life with a god present. My father wouldn't have died, my mother wouldn't have gone to California and Margaret wouldn't have left me.

However, as things stand, there can't be a supreme being. Unless he is terribly cruel.

Away from the castle, past the Folly Gallery and archaeological institute; away from the Georgian mansions on castle hill, past the post office and into the city centre, I walked.

The city centre was bustling with people: families with screaming kids, police men arresting beggars and travellers, students discussing their work-loads and the youth of Lancaster hanging around the market square in front of the city museum and library. There were Christians trying to convert people with cheaply produced pamphlets, Hare Krishna members hassling the local populace, young people jumping onto pedestrians with the intention of getting a donation for charity and a solitary harp player whose gentle music was drowned out by all the screaming and shouting. 

And then there was the weekly market with its various stalls selling all kinds of beautiful and unnecessary things. Shouting out the importance of their goods, begging for people's attention, the market stall holders were a major influence on the noise and fanfare of the city centre.

Deep beneath this part of Lancaster lies an empty Edwardian square. Where there were once throngs of people from all over the country seeking the beauty of the surrounding countryside, there are now derelict buildings, cheap game arcades, junkies and alcoholics running away from reality, people who still think that Lancaster is one of Britain's premier holiday resorts, bikers and skinheads looking for trouble and elderly people reminiscing about the times before Lancaster fell into decay.

It is a sad place to be.

Whenever I visit the alternative universe, it isn't the pale blue-eyed people that startle me but the state of decay and rot: a hangover from when Britain was once prosperous and almighty, a reminder of a by-gone era before Britain was invaded by Germany in 1915.

I walked through the mass of humanity at the market square, hoping not to meet someone I knew. I always wish to remain anonymous in town. Masses frighten me: they make me feel small.

In the alternative universe, deep beneath Lancaster and Morecambe, spreading from the Lune to the Bay, there is a quaint settlement. Part of it lies in ruins, part of it is a beautiful city, not known to the rest of Britain. The rest of the country is ignorant of Morecambe's inherent beauty.

In this place, the Germans were victorious in the Great War. The Entente was upset by this, which led to World War Two in 1942. The Allies were victorious against Germany and its Axis of Evil. But it came at a heavy price. France and Britain bankrupted themselves. Furthermore, with Europe in shatters, the Soviet Union was able to assert its authority over the entire Continent. 

Europe was a socialist paradise until the collapse of the USSR in 2002.

These things happen, don't they?

Margaret, I miss you. Why did you leave me? 

Just to be with another man, just to get away from me. Why did you go? To be with a younger man, to get away from my fury?

It was that most typical of English malaises. It creeps through British society. When things aren't going well, split. No wonder Britain has the highest divorce rate in the Western World.

Part XV

I remember the days when Margaret and I used to laugh; I remember the days when we used to play. And now, what is left? Hatred and non-chalance. We can barely talk to each other. Complete ignorance of the other person; denial of the other's predicament.

You turned my friends against me and you shattered my world.

After having left the multitude of Market Square, I entered Penny Street. A long, winding medieval street devoid of most of its original Georgian buildings, it is littered with modern shops and arcades, tastefully built in a Neo-Georgian style. I am not kidding you. They fit into the city but they are devoid of any personality. 

It is an interesting place. Before the Saxon Conquest, it was the border street of Roman Lancaster. Penny Street was at the edge of the small Roman town sitting next to the Roman fortification. Just imagine: Roman centurions walking along the streets of Lancaster, legionaries relaxing after a hard day's work defending the land, Roman merchants haggling and wheeling & dealing, the local populace looking in awe at Roman civilisation. 

Penny Street was on the edge and at the centre of Medieval and Renaissance Lancaster, but when the city expanded in the 18th Century it lost its relevance. Now it is a street of shops, bearing no resemblance to its historic significance. C'est la vie, I suppose.

I looked at the people rushing past me, up and down Penny Street. They were busy with their own lives; busy chasing their dreams and nightmares. What have I got in common with them? What sets me apart? Am I not, after all, just a human being with my own problems like everyone else? Yes, I do live in a fantasy world which separates me from everyone else. In this place, there is another Lancaster in the ground. In this other world, I am still with Margaret, my father is still alive and my mother is still around.

It is a dream and I am fully aware of that.

In the alternative universe, I am normal; I don't have psychosis. I can live my life like everyone else. I am not dependent on state hand-outs. I have a good job and a good life. I am truly me.

But life is different for me, here in the real world.

What a beautiful May day it was. I left the resplendent sunshine of Penny Street, entered the gloom of its back alleyways, crossed Thurnham Street and entered Dalton Square. Once again, I was basking in sunlight. I felt at one with myself and the universe.

I surveyed the Victorian grandeur of the place, smiled at the statue of Queen Victoria, stopped to scratch my nose, flicked my fingers at the town hall (as one does) and carried on up the road towards Freehold and Moorlands.

I wasn't going to let anything stop me now from reaching my destination. I was sure that my aunt would be pleased to see me and that she would make me a nice cup of tea. Aah, there is such pleasure in the simple things in life. Cups of tea, cottage pie and delivering letters.

Bliss.

By the way, I've told you about the world deep beneath Lancaster, haven't I? 

In this alternative universe, China is the sole hegemonial power in the world. The European Union is emerging as the next one. Islamic fanaticism rages, due to the rest of the Globe's ignorance, and Coca Cola is the most popular soft drink. Morecambe is a beautiful city, Lancaster is a dump and Heysham has two nuclear power stations, despite its picturesque nature. 

A bit like real life, I suppose. 

Part XVI

On the other side, Heysham has two chapels, just as in real life. They are both dedicated to St. Patrick. Strange that. How could Patrick, a Welsh man worshipped by the Irish, have made such an impact on North-Western England?

My current girlfriend, Edith, is harmless. She has been through many bad relationships.  Her previous boyfriends let her down. They were afraid of commitment; they were afraid of sticking around. 

How different Edith is to Margaret. Dependable, she could be my rock. But no, oh no, I miss Margaret. There was passion between us; there is still passion, but of a different kind. Hatred and non-commitment.  And Edith? She is nice, she is pretty and she won't harm me. I can rely on her; she can rely on me.

I am going to cook her a special meal. First, there will be tomato soup made out of fresh tomatoes, then there will be carp with a white wine cream sauce and wild rice, followed by a salad consisting of roasted mushrooms and wild rocket and then Burgundy Beef, prepared the day before (to let the bone marrow soak in; to let the wine soak in). Finally there will be freshly made Tirami Su.

Margaret would have appreciated it. I don't know if Edith will.

Maybe I should just make cottage pie with fresh peas? No, no; only Nan knows how to cook that.

Perhaps sea bass with diced carrots simmered in leeks and butter, followed by a salad of spinach, wild garlic and smoked ham with a vinaigrette dressing, then roast pork with a red wine sauce & rösti and finally for desert a humble home-made sherry trifle?

Deep-fried fish in beer batter with fresh chips?

Who cares?

I am not sure as to what I am. Maybe I am a monster; maybe I am an angel?

On returning from my travels, I thought I knew who I was. An independent and dependable human being, I realised I was a man: prepared to take on the world; prepared to take on any woman. How wrong I was. 

I don't know who I am and I don't want to think about what my nature could be. Maybe I am just another sucker on the grapevine of life; thinking that I am invincible, realising that I am mortal? 

What do you think? Are you that different? Or are you too kidding yourself?

I walk with Bach's Cello Suites whispering into my ears; I walk with the smell of incense reaching my nostrils. 

Who am I? I am Michael Robertson, a thirty-one year old bum who is an expert in all things literary and likes to think he is writing a novel.

Who am I kidding?

My life flows and I have no control over it. I was diagnosed with a bi-polar disorder but the psychiatrist said I could have anything. One could write an entire book about me.

I suppose that is a compliment.

My nan is the only person who will look after me. Dad has gone, Mum has left me and so has Margaret. Like everyone before and after me, I walk alone.

I went up the hill. I was enjoying this gorgeous May day. Blue skies, warm air and the smell of Spring's flowers. I walked up towards St.Peter's Cathedral. At the crossroads, I was tempted to turn right along the canal and walk through Moorlands and Primrose to get to Bowerham, for Edith lives there.

I turned left and went past Georgian cottages and houses. I walked past bushes, trees and the shrubs of the canal. I wanted to get to Freehold. I took a brief look at that Catholic eyesore, St. Peter's Cathedral, truly a monstrosity for true-believers. It's not aesthetically a deformity, indeed it can be described to be rather beautiful, but rather, it is a symbol of the strong Papist following in this part of the country.

To get to Freehold, you have to turn left after the bridge and walk through West Moorlands. I didn't want to do that, for it was too tempting to spend the afternoon with Edith. I resisted and headed straight for Freehold. Sort of. I did want to get my task over as soon as possible, after all.

I used to enjoy Margaret’s beauty, I used to enjoy showing her who’s boss (I made sure she would smell of me). 

Part XVII 

The entrance to the world beneath Lancaster is a latrine in the city centre. Next to the indoor market, there is a public toilet for both men and women. It is there in a cubicle in the men's department (the third from the left) that you enter the alternative universe.

It sounds sordid but believe me, it is a hygienic affair. I go down at least once a month. 

To get to the other side, you close the door behind you, lock it and dive into the water closet. You swim downwards and arrive dry as a bone at the other side. It's fun. You should try it sometime. It is much more thrilling then walking through a wardrobe.

I have tried to persuade Samuel to come with me to the alternative universe but he won't have it. He thinks that I make it up as I go along. Samuel reckons I just like to stick my head down a toilet. He says we all have our own perversions. He says that he too will have his own when he grows up.

My son is like that, bless him. He thinks he is omniscient. Ah, bless; how ignorant he is. When he is a grown-up he will know that things aren't that straightforward. 

Samuel will receive a nice lesson in reality and he will learn of the alternative universe. But for now, I entertain his naiveté and keep him sweet.

Samuel is a normal kid and like all of us he will grow up with his own complexes. But of course, I would like my son to be normal and I don't want him to end up like me.

After the Second World, higher education became a concern for the British government. It wanted to cope with the demands of an expanding affluent population and a new technological age. There were only nine universities and less than 1000 full time students in the country in 1946. Between 1958 and 1961, the balance was redressed when seven new universities were announced. One was the University of Lancaster, for the North-West had more than 7 million inhabitants and a third Lancashire university was needed. Charles Carter, the first Vice Chancellor of Lancaster University, said that Londoners needed a new Lancashire university to "civilise the North".

Lancaster was thought to be a peaceful place for study. It also had a rich cultural heritage.

Lancaster was one of the last of the new universities to be authorised by the government by Royal Charter. Princess Alexandra became the Chancellor of the University and it (not she) was inaugurated in 1964.

Why am I going on about my old university? It doesn’t interest me; I don’t want to remember. I hated school; I hated education. I hated studying; I hated being told what to think. I didn’t like it, I didn’t make any friends, and I hated the smugness of the lecturers. Education is the purest form of Tartarus - but who am I to judge what I think is unpleasant and what isn’t? So let us move on to a subject closer to my heart. No, not Bach, Hungary, my family, the space people, the other side or my relationship with members of the opposite sex. No, I want to talk about Smetana, the great Bohemian composer, in particular his musical poem Vltava, the Moldau.

Smetana. He studied in Pilsen (Now, that is a place to go to study. Think of all that beer!) and then in Prague, despite resistance from his dad (What a man! Smetana, not his dad that is), where he befriended the great Austro-Hungarian composer and musician Liszt, father-in-law of Dickie Wagner.

But I don’t want to talk about his life! No, no, no. Let’s talk about the Moldau, or rather the Lune as I like to call it. It wasn’t in Sweden, Gothenburg, where he found inspiration for the Moldau, it should have been in Lancashire, where he found refuge from his country, his family and the premature death of his daughter. Smetana would have often walked along the Lune (and not the Ribble or the Mersey or any other minor river of Lancashire) and he would have had great thoughts on the course of the Lune, a river winding its way through meadows, the occasional woods and past herds of cows and sheep. He would have seen the festivities of a farmer’s wedding, water nymphs dancing naked in the moonlight, Hornby Castle, the two Kellets rising above in the distance and of course Lancaster City with its priory and castle.

Walking along the banks of river Lune (Spring: baby lambs and fresh grass, Summer: bees and rhododendron, Autumn: crows and bonfires and Winter: the sea breeze and naked trees), he would have considered an olde English melody and composed Vltava. Vltava: not the description of Bohemian history, culture, mythology and its beautiful countryside but Lancashire. Vltava should have been the adaptation of an ancient folk song of indeterminable origin, yet certainly British or Anglo-Saxon. Vltava: a musical painting of one of Britain’s great rivers in E minor. Twelve minutes of pure bliss.
And when, in 1863, Smetana moved back to Prague, he should have thought back to his time in England and Lancashire, rather then Gothenburg and Sweden. He should have remembered his long walks along the river Lune. Along the Lune in Lancaster and past Halton, Caton and Hornby. He should have looked at Prague’s river the Moldau, Vltava, thought of his Czech homeland and envied Britain, and after having gone deaf through syphilis, he would have written M'vlast.

And when, like all great 19th Century artists who developed syphilis, Smetana went insane, he should have ended up in the Moor Hospital and not a mental asylum in Prague, not unlike me.

Over the headphones, while your sister listens to Hip-Hop and your father listens to Hard Rock, you can hear Smetana’s Vltava vanishing majestically into the distance and pouring into the Elbe just like the Lune pours majestically into the Irish See.

And just like my life will end.

Freehold is an interesting place. Sort of. At its centre is the Gregson Community Centre, an alternative pub that serves cider, veggie food, alternative life-styles and free-range goods. 

The area is full of affluent Hippies who pretend to live a different life-style but cannot be bothered to be consequential. These rich drop-outs like to live outside the rat race of life but they always find themselves sucked back in again and again.

Freehold is a nice area with nice sounding streets like 'Grasmere Road', 'Windermere Street' and 'Coniston Avenue'. It is very middle-class but the grey slated houses remind one of a beautiful North.

I do like normal things. I like to participate in the same events as the majority of the people of these islands of ours do, oh yes I do. Aha, I like blinking, oh yes I do. I like to stare into the mirror and blink. Blink, blink, blinkety-blink, all day long. Yes, blink, blink, blinkety-blink, blink, blink, blinkety-blink and blink, blink, blinkety-blink, all day long. And when I think I have finished blinking, I like to blink just one more time.

It’s better than what I used to do. It’s better than cutting oneself with a blunt knife or a sharp stone. Less painful and less messy. Much less messy.

I surprise myself. I blink more often than I should and can. Blinking is good. It helps me relax. It may not be the norm but it is normal for some people. I like it. It makes me feel secure and comfortable, if you see what I mean? 

I don’t.

I don’t blink really either. I just stare into the mirror and look for the golden yonder.

Part XVIII

I strolled past the canal and stopped to lean on the wall to watch the waters and swans. I am not sure as to whether I should hate myself or my Dad, Mum and Margaret. Sometimes I even want to hate Nan and Samuel. It is easy hating other people; it's easier hating oneself. I try not to overindulge in this sort of thing. Too easy, if you know what I mean?

I am trying to write a novel but I haven't been able to produce anything the last six months. It happens. Really, I should be focusing on getting a new assignment or a proper job. But I can't. I like to wonder about the way of the world and my self-importance. I can't move on from where I am standing. Or rather, I can't leave my illness behind. It's not easy being mentally dysfunctional.

No wonder I don't like myself. 

The canal was a murky brown-green and the birds were ferocious, busy defending their grey brood. Plastic cartons were floating on the surface of the canal, reeds decorated the edges, trolleys were stuck into the canal bed, jasmine bushes adorned the backyards, dog droppings littered the canal path and I watched a pretty young thing walk on by. 

Instead of moving on, I went back to the bridge, descended the steps to the canal path, walked over to a bench, sat down and watched the sun's reflection on the water's surface.

Once you get to the other side and have arrived in the world beneath Lancaster, leave the sad deserted Edwardian square (from whose fountain you have emerged) behind and take the bus to Morecambe. There you will find much history, beauty and joy.

The alternative Morecambe is a wonderful place. The Romans already knew that 2000 years ago. They came here to take to the waters; they came here due to its strategic importance. The alternative Morecambe is Britain's best kept secret, truly a gem. People are friendly; people are prosperous. The city is nice; the city is drenched in history.

Unlike that pitiful place Lancaster, Morecambe exhibits the good sides of the North-West. It is honest yet cultured; it is clean yet divulges a sense of grittiness.

My father has never been to this world, which is a shame as I think he would have liked it.

But I live in the hope that we may one day visit it together.

When my father was ill, he grew gaunter and gaunter, paler and paler. His limbs shrunk, his skin went white. His curly black hair went grey; his sparkling green eyes went dull. He had little strength left in him towards the end. My mum had to help him eat and drink.

I don't know if my father was ill. All I know is that he left months before my sixth birthday. My mum said he had gone to South America. Venezuela, I believe.

That's life, I force myself to think.

The Space People are omniscient. They know every thing about life; they know what I have been up to. If I ignore their warnings, they say that I will end up in a state of hell.

I find it reassuring to know that my friends have my best interests at heart.

The Space People rule the universe. Allegedly. They run around the galaxies in their beautifully lit spacecrafts and control every sentient being's destiny.

They say I should forgive my parents and drop my baggage. What do they know? My issues are the inspiration for the novel I should be writing. In my spare time, when I walk along the Lune river or the canal, I imagine what it would be like to be a full time writer.

Lancaster Canal runs from Tewitfield near Kendal to Preston.

Although the canal as an idea was conceived in the 1770s, the landscape was surveyed in 1772 and the actual canal itself wasn't built and opened until 1826.
Part XIX

The building of the Lune Aqueduct, which stands 62 feet above the river Lune outside of Lancaster, and the building of Glasson Docks in Preston were of no worth. By the 1830s, locomotives had been invented and the first national railway in the world was being built. Lancaster canal thrived for a very, very brief period, transporting slate from Cumberland and coal from South Lancashire, but the railway soon made it redundant and the tow-paths were closed down. C'est la vie, c'est la... and so on.

The canal was never connected to the main canal system until the early 21st Century but by then, of course, things had moved on. Germany had the largest economy in Europe, Switzerland was the richest nation in the world and the US of A was the sole hegemonial power.

I don't know how long I looked at the dark green, brown waters of the canal. It wasn't that long. Minutes, not hours. I checked it on my watch.

It was still early in the afternoon, so I decided to walk up to the park before visiting my aunt. I went back up the steps, over the bridge and up past the Catholic Church, St. Peter's Cathedral.

I walked past Victorian houses, the boy's grammar school, turned right, past more Victorian houses (ever so delightful, full of promises of a mundane suburban existence) and sauntered on towards the entrance. Williamson Park is a beautiful place full of hidden nooks and crannies. I love it.

In the other Lancaster, people spit on you if you look different. They holler if your hair is too long, they laugh if your clothes differ from the norm. These people are drunk most of the time and smell of fish 'n' chips, mushy peas, pizzas, kebabs and damp cloth. They don't know any better. They have never experienced a better life. They are only subconsciously human.

In the alternative Morecambe, however, people accept you for who you are. They invite you into their clean pristine houses. These people are interested in you. They are friendly and tolerant.

This Morecambe is the third most popular town in the alternative Britain and it is truly a delightful town.

The alternative Lancaster is a disaster of a town. The front along the river, the Victorian quayside, has fallen into disrepair and needs rejuvenating. The arcades, theatres and bath houses are desolate and the population either lives in run-down houses near the river or in anonymous houses in a charmless suburbia which creeps towards Morecambe like your dad's growing cancer growth.

At the entrance to Williamson Park, I saw Steve in the distance. He was walking up to the memorial. I didn't want to draw his attention to me.

Steve is an interesting character. No, let me rephrase that. Please. The people he associates himself with are interesting 

I once walked into Steve's house, for it is always open to me, and in the living room I found his sister singing karaoke to Ella Fitzgerald (Strange Fruit), her boyfriend tripping (he was mumbling the ten commandments, fiddling with a rosary and blessing Steve’s cacti in the cactus nursery), while a man was fucking a woman with his member and a cucumber. He was Gary and she was Victoria, Edwina’s best friend. Gary was doing it to Victoria doggy-style on the sofa and she was yelling "Give it to me Mike, give it to me. Oh yeah!”
Steve was in the kitchen making tea and coffee.

It was a very interesting experience. Steve was a bit embarrassed. I teased him a lot afterwards. We are, however, still good friends. Steve can't get over the fact that his oldest sister, Edwina, is a fruitcake. I always try to calm Steve down; it's for the best that Edwina has been sectioned.

But today, I didn't feel like calming Steve. I wanted to be alone. I was enjoying being myself on my own.

Before it was converted, Williamson Park was a stone quarry. The citizens of Lancaster would frequently visit this desolate yet beautiful place and have picnics to experience the spectacular view of Lancaster and the sea-front around Poulton-le-Sands. The quarry was presented by the city to James Williamson, a linoleum manufacturer, in the 19th century

In 1904, James Williamson's son, a former Liberal MP known as Lord Ashton, undertook the major phase development of Williamson Park. The quarry was landscaped and trees and paths were built.

Part XX

Ah, what a beautiful place Williamson's Park is. Fifteen hectares of woodland, shrubs, bushes, a grand pond and a huge entity in the middle known as the Ashton Memorial.

Who am I to say that I am normal? Who am I to say that life isn't an extraordinary sequence of events which culminate in death? Who am I to say that my life is worth living?

I am Michael Robertson, a writer who makes his living by cataloguing books, revising book shops' book lists and living off the dole. That is the way of the world, I argue, whenever I stumble home in a drunken stupor.

I entered Williamson Park and walked up to the Memorial. I didn't have much choice. I could have turned right and into the woods but that would have been mundane and besides, once you get to the memorial you command a magnificent view of Lancaster and the sea front.

Furthermore, my friend Steve had turned right into the woods. I hope it wasn't for an illicit liaison; the kind you tolerate but refuse to embrace.

What a beautiful view you find at the memorial. I lost myself in it. It was an exquisite May day. Summer was approaching, there wasn't a single cloud in the blue sky and the flowers were in full bloom. Pity my back was killing me.

I breathed deeply and moved on. It was time to see my aunt.

I walked out of the park, down the street, turned right and up another part of the hill. I entered Grasmere Road. My aunt lives at the far-side.

The alternative Freehold is not dissimilar to the real Freehold. Both are frequented by hippies, drop-outs and people trying to lead an alternative life-style. The difference is that the real Freehold is full of affluent people; middle-class; respectable in a perverse way. The denizens of the alternative Freehold are poor. You should see the state of their houses. It's a disgrace.

What passes as curtains are ragged pieces of cloth and the houses are in a state of decay. Rats, yes rats, are seen scurrying the roads in broad day-light, road sweepers hardly come this way and the streets are strewn with litter from last night's binge drinking.

It's awful. Thank God that my aunt lives in the real Freehold and not the alternative one.

My aunt's mother, my grandmother, lives with me. She is sweet; she is kind. She sees things I cannot see.

Nan will talk endlessly about her son, my father, but she will not mention my mum, her former daughter-in-law. I am not allowed to mention my father's departure. Yes, she will talk about him for hours on end, but I am not permitted to say his name or ask questions about him. All I am allowed to do is listen.

My nan isn't all there; she is dying. I wish. What keeps her going; what makes her tick? I wish I knew. All I know is that I have to stick up with her until she decides to get weary of life and die. 

Or tell me the truth about my parents' marriage.

The Ashton Memorial, built at the turn of the century, is the crowning glory of Williamson Park. A striking landmark for the whole of the surrounding countryside, it was built to commemorate Lord Ashton's second wife. However, the presentation plaque on the ground floor of the memorial dedicates it to the whole family. 

The building is a remarkable example of the revival of Baroque style in English architecture and has been described as the grandest monument in England.

In 1920 the building was in need of repairing and in 1962 a fire destroyed the dome. Despite repairs at this stage, the inherent problems in the structure led to further deterioration. By 1981, the Ashton Memorial was in very poor repair.

Restoration began in 1985 and the building was re-opened to the public in May 1987. Its contours still dominate the Lancaster skyline. 

Part XXI

My name is Michael Robertson and you can still call me Mishka. I like talking about Lancaster, England’s Red Rose and England’s former First City, a place with more culture and social grace than Colchester or Chelmsford.

Once, a long time ago, I went to Hungary for my summer holidays. I introduced myself as Michael Robertson but my new found friends referred to me as Mishka. That's life, don't you know?

I like you; you are my friend. You have been reading my story so far; you must be an ally of mine.

The screams, the screams; I can't get rid of the screams in my head. The sound of metal on metal, the screams of the slaves cooped up in the holds of the snows, the sound of metal machines fornicating with each other, the screams of the disposed being taken down under, the sound of metal being born and the screams of the outcasts, the loonies and the lost.

The screams will not let me sleep at night and the sound of iron fists thumping iron sheets prevents me from falling asleep during the day.

My Nan's condition, too, will not let me sleep, my father haunts my slumber, my mother's departure makes me weep in the wee hours and my wife's betrayal gives me nightmares and wakes me up: I shiver out of loss.

Somebody once told me to write this story down and so I have. I can't remember who told me to; maybe it was Jack; maybe it was Steve. Or maybe it was myself. I'm not sure.

If you know then please tell me. Send your answer on a postcard to 'The Big House', Lancaster, UK. I'm sure it will let me identify with myself.

This, so far, has been the story of my life, the town I grew up in and other interesting things: the city beneath, the Space People, my baggage and other petty issues. 

Where was I? I was talking about diving into my thoughts, something I don't tell everyone.

Every time I dive out of my thoughts, I get the bends; I am short of breath and I panic.

It wasn't always like that. I used to be a calm person; I exuded Gelassenheit. But now I am a petrified wreck of a man, immersed in anxiety. I quiver for an hour after contemplating my life. Today, when I have finished telling this story, I will tremble for several hours.

These things happen, so I am told. 

The war on terror leaves me cold; the war on terrorism is just another excuse for the state, the government, to exude power. I hate it. No wonder I don't vote anymore. Why bother electing another bunch of losers fighting for a cause I don't believe in?

I stand here on my own and ask of nothing. I just want answers. What is going on? Why did my father leave my mother? Why did my mother leave me? Why do I perceive my Nan to be mad? Why did my wife go away? 

Lord Ashton, James Williamson II, was a miserable sort of person. Whenever he would commemorate Christmas, Easter, May Day, etc., he would give his employees sweet boxes without the sweets inside. He was that kind of person. Lord Ashton would look through a telescope from his bedroom inside his mansion and check that his workers would arrive on time at the linoleum factory he owned. Those who were late were made short shrift of: they were sacked. No wonder his memorial was neglected for such a long time. People hated him. He was a liberal, a person who should have been encouraging the rights of the workers. But that is history of the British Liberal party for you.

Lord Ashton had a flamboyant moustache and he didn't allow his employees to join a trade union. He is now a historical figure of great magnitude but the people of Lancaster hated him.

Life sucks, as our American cousins would say.

Last time I was here in Freehold, a few months ago (New Year's Eve to be precise), I visited the Gregson Community Centre, enjoyed a couple of bottles of Cabernet Sauvignon, listened to the bands play in the community hall, danced like there was no tomorrow and flirted like a man possessed. 

Part XXII

What did I have to live for? Margaret had left me a year ago (or rather she had thrown me out of the house), my mother had been dead for quite a while now and my dad was just a distant memory.

I left the Gregson Community Centre at four in the morning and bumped into the ghost of my grandfather, which was strange, as he is buried in one of the countless cemeteries of Belgium. My granddad, my Mum's father, was one of the victims of the Ardennes' offensive launched by the Germans to counter the Allies' advance through Nazi-occupied Europe. As we know, they didn't succeed but my Granddad died anyway. 

"Herschel, Herschel", he said, "Why do you want to write a story called Michael Robertson, your cousin, when it is really about you?”
I stared at him in a drunken stupor, pushed him aside, as one does, and scurried down the hill to sleep in my bed at my Nan's place. I don't like people confusing the narrator with the author. It hurts.

At this point in time, the author, whoever he or she may be, should reveal him- or herself. Yes, I should let myself go. I think I should let myself go... oh, and I did! And boy, did I. And don’t get me started on me and Katrina. Oh no!

I reached the far side of Grasmere Road and knocked on the door of my aunt's house. I waited a while and then realised that a door bell had been installed since my last visit five years ago. I pressed it and a monstrous ring was discharged. It was Beethoven's 'Ode To Joy'. I was stunned; it was hideous.

A few seconds later, my aunt opened the door, greeted me cordially and invited me in. 

I asked her how she was and she asked me how I was doing. Then we exchanged kisses and I gave her the letter from her mother, my Nan. 

She read it and invited me in for a cup of tea. I thanked her and accepted the offer. I needed a drink after my walkabout.

I often ask myself why we conform to rituals such as drinking tea at other peoples' houses and accepting their biscuits with exaggerated gratitude.

But then, as you well know by now, I have nothing better to do with my life. I ponder, I think and I wonder. This is who I am and that is the way of the world (for it cannot be otherwise, I say to myself when there is silence around me).

Silence is the only Earthly substance that furthers me. Without it, I succumb to life and the ways of the world.

East of the city, just around the corner from Williamson Park, lies Lancaster Moor Hospital. It is a complex of beautiful buildings. They are closed down now, barren if you like. They were once a thriving settlement. Lancaster Moor Hospital was the lunatic asylum of Northern England.

Built originally in the early 19th century, although most of the buildings look Edwardian and were actually built much later on, it was assembled to include all the lunatics of the North. The asylum was a thriving place of about 10'000. The superintendent, Samuel Gaskell, emphasised moral treatment and non-restrains as opposed to physical purges and mechanical punishment.

It is a beautiful place. There are lots of Victorian and Edwardian buildings. It is what your typical loony bin should look like. I kid you not. Sadly. 

The asylums of Britain have been closed down in the mean time and the lunatics of Great Britain are allowed to walk freely just like the rest of us.  The serious cases end up in Ridge Lea, Lancaster Moor's successor. 

I know; I have been there.

It has been eighteen months now since I tried to kill myself. I slashed my wrists and Margaret told me to leave. That is the way of the world, these things happen. Actually, Margaret escorted me to hospital to make sure I had my wrists bandaged (incidentally, I survived because I had cut my wrists the wrong way. Horizontally, not vertically, don’t you understand?). She then escorted me to the asylum and when I was released three weeks later Margaret told me to leave. She couldn't cope with my problems anymore. My illness was too much for her. Besides, we had Samuel to consider and my misbehaviour was damaging him. 

So I left, kissed my wife one last time and walked out.

Part XXIII

I spent the next couple of months at Jack's place and then I moved in with my Nan. She was alone and needed company. I have been there ever since. Fifteen months it has been now.

I haven't seen or spoken to Margaret since I left. No, that's a lie. She seduced me on many occasions after I had moved out but she was waiting for her next lover to come. Until then, she wanted to see me.

Then came Alan, and it was all over between me and Margaret. Alan was Samuel's new dad and Margaret didn't want anything to do with me. I haven't seen her for the last seven months. I get to see Samuel every alternative weekend.

My aunt, my father's sister; my Nan's daughter, talked about her life and what she was up to. These people do exist. They talk about themselves, ask how you are and what you are doing and then quickly move back to themselves. 

Florence, my aunt, had had a busy life since I last saw her in town two weeks ago. A Tupperware party on Tuesday followed by a swingers' party on Thursday; her oldest son's birthday on the following Monday and a visit to the theatre on Wednesday to see 'A Midsummer's Night Dream'.  All very nice, but I hardly paid any attention. I was too absorbed in my own world. And too busy enjoying my tea and cake.

Sometimes time slows down; sometimes it speeds up. Right now, time was slowing down for me and I felt content. It gave me a chance to relax. I was going to leave soon, back to my Nan's for cottage pie and peas, and I would indulge in my insecurities again while walking.

Edith is normal; Margaret is not. Edith allows me to do what I want. Margaret was possessive. One of them likes me to be who I am and the other wants to possess me, control my every thought and movement. Edith is dull; she'll make an excellent wife whereas Margaret is interesting and was the wife from hell. Edith, I like. Margaret, I love. I will never see her again. Unless Samuel wants both his parents present at his wedding.

With Edith, I see a future. With Margaret, I wish I had a future.

Maureen, Maureen; please ignore what I have just written. I want you back. Please, don’t leave me. Please, phone. I know it has been two years... but I need you, I want you. I can’t live without you. Maureeeen! I just can’t take it.

Claudia walks in and gives me my evening cup of camomile and vanilla with honey... I continue with this story. Mum would have approved of Claudia.

I finished my second mug of tea, too weak for my taste, swallowed the last crumbs of my piece of cake and asked my aunt if I was allowed to leave (just before she was able to offer me more tea). She consented and I wished her all the best. We kissed, hugged and told each other to look after ourselves.

I hate this sort of farewell. No, not because of the sentimentality but because of the falseness of the emotions. I don't like my aunt. She reminds me too much of my dad.

I see a lot of similarities between them. The same hair colour, eye colour, physique; Florence looks a lot like my dad. The only difference is that my aunt is alive and my dad isn't.

My aunt is a rabid speaking machine; firing statements like there is no tomorrow; just like my dad. I was glad to leave her behind. I couldn't take anymore of her banter. It would have done my head in.

Ridge Lea, the lunatic asylum, 'The Big House' as us locals call it, is next to Lancaster Moor Hospital. It is modern; it is bleak; it is depressing. It has wards for in-patients; it has visiting rooms for out-patients. Unlike Lancaster Moor Hospital with its Victorian aura, it is modern; it is drab. It's what a contemporary lunatic asylum should be.

Part XXIV

Lancaster Moor Hospital was closed down along with all the other asylums of Britain in the nineteen-nineties. All the harmless cases were let out onto the streets and the others were locked up in Ridge Lea. I spent three nights there. I didn't like it. It was terrifying. The name calling, the dementia of the carers, the insanity of the patients, the long grey corridors and anonymity of it all just got to me. I never want to go back.

Now, I am just another out-patient, visiting the institute on a regular basis.

God, oh god; nooo, oh no, my editor wants me to go on. No, I can't do it. No way. I will not talk about my circumstances. No way. I like the life I lead. It is nice. Nope, I will not go on. Amen.

The Moor hospital had been a separate part of Lancaster but Ridge Lea is fully integrated into the city, right next to the young offender's prison, near Williamson Park. The doctors like to make you feel at home. I wanted to run away from the patients who thought they had seen God, the patients that could not control themselves and would stare at you incessantly, the patients that knew nothing shameful about masturbation or sex in public, the nurses that abused their powers of position and the doctors who regarded you as yet another demented fruitcake.

It was awful. Anything, even Margaret's coldness, would have been better than spending three days in Ridge Lea. 

The place is not spoken about in Lancastrian circles, even in impolite circles, and people of the area like to forget the long history of lunacy in Lancaster. It is for no other reason than the unusually large amount of nutters here that this city was chosen to be the major centre of admitted lunatics in the North of England. 

Life really does stink.

I gave my aunt one more peck on the cheek, stepped out of her house, turned round to say one last good-bye (how I hate the awkwardness of British politeness) and sauntered off down the road towards the other side of Grasmere road.

I walked past beautiful houses, Georgian and Victorian, with front gardens in full bloom. It was a nice sort of place; it was an ideal suburbia; it was a hell of a place and it stank. Well, it didn't stink itself but the inhabitants with their false pretences did. How I loved Skerton, a place of true working-class grit.

I turned right and walked back down the hill.

I hate Margaret. She used me and left me. Maureen, I want you back. Please, I miss you. Please, please, please... come back?

I hate my Nan. She won't let me talk about my parents. Nan, can we talk? Please, please, please, who were my parents?

I hate my dad. He left me when I was a young kid. Dad, who were you? What did you leave behind for me?

I hate my Mum. She too left me when I was young. Muuuum, what did you leave behind for me? Were you just after all, just another figment of my imagination? Merely something I wrote about with my fountain pen (you know, the one I inherited from my grandfather; you know, the one who burned to death in a Lancaster Bomber high above Hanover in the mid-forties...)?

So much resentment and so little love. Why am I still living in this town with memories too painful to think about? Why don't I move on? Why don't I get a new life?

Now and then, when I am relaxing in the bath, reading a book in bed or watching television in the front room, I panic, for I notice that the trolls are outside coming to get me. Actually, I don't always see them per se, but I know they are there for I sense them. They are lurking around the corner, in the gutter or on the roofs but usual they are just standing motionless and invisible in the street. They wait to smash in the window, tear down the curtains, kick in the front door and enter the house in order to take me anyway.

They are seven foot tall, muscular, green, hairy, fairly small for monsters, flabby, ochre-brown and hairless. They are vicious and always mean to do me harm. Terrible, indescribable pain. If only I knew what it was. My psychiatrist tells me I shouldn't pay any attention to them, as they aren’t real. They are only in my head. But what does he know? They are real, I fear them and my psychiatrist likes Wordsworth.

Shortly after Lancaster became the first city of the future Lancashire in the late 12th Century, the burgers of the city exercised the right to execute people. Being the centre of justice in the North-West of England, Lancaster's courts frequently condemned people to death from all over the area. In the 16th and 17th Century they persecuted and killed 'heretics', papists, such as the Pendle Witches. In the 18th and 19th Century, the courts persecuted and executed petty thieves and other such criminals.

But mainly forgers.

Part XXV

The condemned man was led out of his (or her) cell, down hill, through town and into a tavern, now a pub known as 'The Golden Lion', for a last drink. Then the procession went up to Quernmore Road where the execution took place (This was next to the quarries, opposite the entrance of what was to become Williamson Park. It is now a sacred garden, a garden of love and joy, love and joy).

By the 19th Century, executions took place at the castle itself. Very practical. Execute the condemned person outside to entertain the mob and then slip the corpse back inside for a quick and efficient burial.

I walked over the canal, glanced at the waters; I saw some swans and ducks fight over a few morsels of bread; rubbed some dirt out of my eyes, sighed, and continued further down hill. 

Just outside 'The Golden Lion', I ran into Jerry.

Jerry, whose real name is Rashid, is of Sufi descent. He doesn't believe in Allah anymore and has embraced the material world with all its pros and cons. He has a goatee and wears a baseball cap; he has renounced the spiritual world.

Rashid, or Jerry as he prefers to be called, greeted me cordially and I did like-wise. We exchanged pleasantries like "Who are you screwing at the moment?" and I wondered if his spiritual up-bringing had had any impact on him whatsoever.

This question was quickly answered when he told me he was banging three girls at the moment. He grinned like a Cheshire Cat when he said this and he looked very pleased with himself.

These things happen.

The Space People: Where do they come from? They never told me and I don't know if they ever existed. Did they come to see me? Weren't they just a figment of my imagination? I don't know, but I have met them.

Last time I saw them was ages ago. They promised to take me away but they never came back. I would have liked to have left Lancaster. But it never happened.

Perhaps I will leave this town one day. I might go Down Under; I might go to the New World. As long as it isn't America. I hate it. It took my mum away, don't you know?

America caught my mother with its tentacles and dragged her kicking and screaming into its den. No, that's not true. I hate America for I cannot live up to its expectations and demands. I wish I had been born there, the land of the free. Instead, I was born in Britain, home of the mediocre, home of the just-good-enough. I was born in Lancaster a beautiful yet provincial city with not many prospects.

I love the world outside but I fear the loneliness. At least I have my nan here. And Samuel.

St. Leonard's Gate, which I was bound for, grew out of St. Leonard's Hospital. Just outside the medieval city of Lancaster, there was a settlement called Newton. In the middle of it, there was St. Leonard's leper hospital. It was a settlement scorned by the good folk of Lancaster.

St. Leonard's Hospital gave its name to St. Leonard's Gate. It was a complex that became the second oldest religious establishment in Lancaster. It had a chapel, a lazar house and various out-buildings. 

Nothing of it remains. St. Leonard's Gate became the centre of housing in the 19th Century and piece-meal houses were built there to house the working classes of Lancaster. It is now a road of not much description, although people talk about it in revered tones.

My dad didn't die of cancer; my dad didn't succumb to a bowel growth. He left my mother for another woman. These things do happen. He left me when I was six years old and emigrated to Ireland. I haven't heard from him since.

My mother begged him not to leave but he went anyway. He believed in true love. I don't know what has become of him; I don't know if I have any half-siblings (It's bad enough being a single child). We correspond on a regular basis but I haven't seen him for 26 years. As far as I am concerned, I don't have a father.

I said goodbye to Jerry and moved on.

Part XXVI

I walked past the Dukes' playhouse (a theatre and an independent cinema), one of the many local undertakers, a news-agent's, a mobile-phone shop and turned right at the corner. I crossed the street, walked past the 'Friary' (once a beautiful church, now a pub), up along St. Leonard's Gate, turned left, went through a tiny dark alley and past the Sugarhouse (a warehouse turned nightclub affair). I turned right past the Yorkshire House and on towards Skerton Bridge. This time round I was determined to traverse it. I crossed North Road and walked along the green leading up to the bridge. The skate-boarders were out in force again, practising their daring stunts. The Lune looked calm and was at a low ebb. I think a person could have waded through it. 

There was a picturesque view of the castle and priory to the left.

I left university under a cloud. I had had a nervous break-down at the end of my last semester. I spent six months in the lunatic asylum of Kendal, a picturesque town twenty miles to the North of Lancaster in Cumbria, formerly a part of Westmoreland. The town is the Gate-Way to the Lake District, the only part of England that deserves the accolade 'beautiful'.

Most of the people I met there were relatively normal but I shared a therapeutic class with a woman who insisted on stuffing vitamin pills up her vagina. Nobody knew why. Not even the lady in question.

When I was twenty-one I met a woman called Beatrice in Hungary. She was beautiful; she was kind. I should have latched onto her. Instead, like most men, I ran a mile when she said she loved me. I wish I hadn't got involved with Margaret. I wish I didn't have to hang out with Edith.

Britain abolished slavery and the West Indies trade declined: Lancaster's Golden Age passed away. The Industrial Revolution came and all of Lancashire's towns grew fat. All? Lancaster was the only one not to benefit from it. It fell into obscurity and relative poverty.

That's not completely true. A linoleum factory was built and the Ashtons became rich; the Storeys too became wealthy through table baize and engineering. They built the Storey Gallery (an artistic affair that still presents works of art to this day) and competed with the Ashtons for the supremacy of Lancaster.

But Lancaster had gained the reputation of being a rotten borough and industry proper didn't come to the city. The city declined in wealth and status. All kinds of enterprises were undertaken to reinforce Lancaster's status as England's first city (during the Great War, Lancaster was the host of the Britain's primary Projectile Factory), but to no avail. The city sank further into obscurity.

I never knew my maternal grandparents. They passed away when I was very young. My granddad died in a car accident and my grandma couldn't stand being separated from him. She killed herself by slitting her wrists the right way. I was three years of age. 

I never knew my paternal grandfather. He died a few months before my dad was born. His remains lie in a grave on the Continent. But you know that.

My nan, my dad's mother, I have known all my life. She is stoic. The world changes but she is always there for me. Yet mentally she is not all there. Or maybe I am not all there? Who knows?

My nan has seen things which I have not and I have seen things which she has not.

Skerton Bridge, erected in 1788, was the first flat bridge ever built in this country. Crossing the river Lune in town, it has five arches. It is a beautiful Georgian construction discoloured though age and pollution.

Part XXVII

I crossed the bridge. When you look down, you can see the manky waters of the Lune rushing past (or not if it is low tide). I wanted to see my Nan again and enjoy cottage pie with peas. I lit my first cigarette of the day, ignored the swans bobbing up and down on the river, watched a heron staring at me with evil eyes and hurried on. I wanted to be anywhere but outside.

I reached the end of the bridge and entered Skerton.

The Alternative Universe isn't what it is made out to be. Actually, it is an illusion. I like to think that I travel to an underworld through a latrine off Market Square. I like to think that I go to a world where the sky is dark blue during the day and light purple with green stars during the night. I like to think that the real Morecambe's ugliness is compensated by a beautiful alternative Morecambe but that is simply not the case. The Alternative Universe is just another one of the figments of my imagination. I’m so glad it exists.

In Winter, when the temperature plummets, the New Year is celebrated, the canal freezes over and that cold sea wind blows over the city, the town transforms. Yes, it is cold. But the icy blue sky traps the silhouette of Lancaster more accurately than a camera does.

In Spring, when the air warms up, the ducks multiply and the plants blossom, the town transforms. Yes, it can be wet. But those scents emerging from the flowers captivate the mind and one is forced to spend yet another year in Lancaster. Spring comes more acutely to this city than any other place in the North-West.

In Summer, when the temperature can reach as much as thirty degrees centigrade, the city suffers from heat-waves, I go for long walks along the canal and the town transforms. Yes, it is hot. But the green trees and busy ants remind me of the inherent beauty of Mother Nature. Summer is gorgeous up here, not as oppressive as down South or on the Continent.

In Autumn, when the temperature sinks, the people of Lancaster prepare for the long dark winter nights and the festivities of Autumn, the town transforms. Yes, it is windy. But those multi-coloured leaves and grown-up ducks push one to take that extra walk through town. Autumn is sad but not as sad as my life.

I hate America. Not because it took my mother away but because of what it represents and what I try to aspire to. We, all of us here in Europe, try to live up to a dream that was born in this continent but carried out in the New World. Yes, it has it draw-backs. Yes, these draw-backs are hideous. But we cannot help ourselves; we so want to live that dream.

My mother didn't emigrate to California. In the tradition of her parents, she killed herself. Yes, she slit her wrists. Just like my grandmother who couldn't cope anymore, just like my grandfather who thought he was about to be terminated in a concentration camp (incidentally Britain’s most popular invention). I'm sorry I lied to you. I can't live up to it. It’s not fair, is it?

My mother couldn't cope with her husband and parents leaving her and did not see a future for me and her. She thought it was for the best that she went her own way and let me be. She believed in me but she didn't believe in herself.

I wanted to be at home in my room. I wanted to smoke in silence and then go down-stairs to a pleasant meal. I wanted to chat with my Nan and enjoy her company. I hurried along through Skerton, a town whose heart had been ripped out and replaced by triangles, high-ways and high-raising flats. 

Part XXVIII

All of a sudden, I felt giddy. I had to sit down. My mind was racing with thoughts (I told you all this recounting of my life is hard work) and I had to empty my head and let my heart catch up with my disposition. You may be a person I trust but it is hard work talking to you.

A few minutes later, I got up, went past that triangle and entered Pinfold Lane. I walked up to my house. I entered, greeted my Nan cordially like it would be the last time I would ever meet her, and spent the next two hours drinking and smoking in my room. I then went downstairs for the promised meal. I wasn't disappointed. It was cottage pie with peas after all. I ate and conversed with my Nan about this and that. We finished our meal, poured ourselves generous sherries and played a game or two of scrabble. It was then time for me to go back to the Big House (the asylum at Ridge Lea) for my medication and rest period. There wouldn't be time for an hour or so of writing. It's a shame that my novel isn't coming along.

I wish my home was Nan's place and not the Big House.

The other day, a week ago actually, I absconded from the sanatorium and spent a night binge drinking, as one does. I did it for two reasons. First, I was desperate to have a good time (the only fun in my life was drinking tea with Edith) and second, my spirit guide, Boshka, had returned after two years of absence.

Boshka and I go a long way back. He first appeared to me when I was eighteen years of age. It was at Christmas Eve. As he taught me the way of the world, we would get into all sorts of scraps: aggravating policemen, messing with the spirits of the dead, visiting other realities and staring at people. I liked his company but he wasn't that useful in his instructions. They were always banalities like 'Be kind to strangers', 'Treat others like you want to be treated' and 'Be nice to your parents'. However, he was always a good laugh and liked his pint of bitter and treble whiskey. 

‘To touch oneself is to be human’. That was another one of his sayings.

We had a good time seven days ago but he told he had to leave me forever. We wouldn't see each other again. I cried but that is the way of the world. And I never found out what he looked like.

I said goodbye to Nan and walked away, back to Skerton Bridge. It was going to be a good forty minutes walk to the funny farm, my domicile. Yes, it would be pleasant walking there but being there wouldn't. I would walk back past St. Leonard's Gate, through Freehold, up past Williamson Park and then onwards to Ridge Lea. I would greet the nurse on duty, check in, take my pills, play a bit of pool, read and smoke and then retire for the night.

I didn't want to.

I reached the bridge, walked half way over it and lit yet another cigarette. I contemplated the waters. The tide was now in but I could see those mighty rocks lurking beneath the water's surface. I couldn't see any ducks or swans about which was good as I didn't want to harm them. A slight breeze ruffled my black fringe. 

I puffed on my fag, contemplated the castle and priory in the distance, wondered what would have been had I latched onto Beatrice, what would have been if my parents hadn't left me, finished my smoke, climbed onto the balustrade and jumped.

The wind whistled past me as I plummeted towards the river. 

Part XIX

While Lancaster fell into obscurity after its Golden Age, by the mid 19th Century, Lancashire's cities were growing and growing and becoming richer and richer. Lancashire was the power house of Britain when it was great. Liverpool was the county's mighty dock, Manchester became England's second city and entities like Bolton, Blackburn, Preston and Wigan came into being. Lancashire was the industrial heart of Britain.

Successful football clubs were born, important local thinkers like Faraday became great and the elite of Lancashire grew in importance throughout the country and the world. Finally, in the mid 20th Century, Lancashire gave birth to the first electronic computer.

Lancaster became a remote outpost in the North of the county. Once England's first city, it is now irrelevant, forgotten, not important. When the county of Lancashire was broken up in 1974, the once mighty palatine of Lancaster had become a thing of the past.

I fell towards the river at a fast rate. I could see the water and rocks growing, coming closer to my face. Soon I would hit the water and smash my head on one of those boulders. I could make out fish bathing in the river. They were swimming about, diving around and chasing each other or looking for morsels of food. Hopefully, I wouldn't harm them through my fall. They looked so content roving their river.

Lord Ashton and the Williamson family weren't all that mean as I have portrayed them. Not only did they create the Williamson Park for the city but they also had a new town hall built on Dalton Square where I once met the ghost of Queen Victoria.

The old town hall on Market Square was deemed too small for a city and so Lord Ashton had a new one built at the beginning of the 20th Century. Just like the Ashton Memorial, it is built in a new sort of Baroque style. Next to it, Lord Ashton refurbished Dalton Square, named after the famous chemist and physicist. It has Lancaster's compulsory statue of Queen Victoria above four friezes (each directed to the four corners of the compass) celebrating the great British intellectuals of the 19th Century.

By the way, I was an intellectual, don't you know? I wrote fiction and I jotted down essays. I wrote tales about the sorrows of the modern world (although even I have to admit that I would rather live in these times of progress then in the backward years of yesterday) and I discussed big modern ideas with myself and sometimes, more often than not, I passed my opinions onto other people. Just like Doctor Johnson before me. I dotted down my beliefs and transferred them on to the populace around me.

What am I saying? I was hurtling towards the river Lune and I was about to die. I won't be doting down my ideas and I won't be writing any more fictional tales anymore. These things happen. God, I was so afraid. And yet... And yet I felt calm and relieved.

My mum and dad left me when I was young. Oh God, why did they have to go away so soon? I never had any siblings. I was the only off-spring of the union between my mother and father, a produce of Mr & Mrs Robertson’s copulations.

I grew up with my Nan as my guardian. I met girls. My love life was one disaster after another. I could not settle down. That is the way of the world. I was destined to be a secular monk in this age of individualism and isolation. I didn't want that. Never.

I lived out my life and thought I could create, whereas, in reality, I just wanted to destroy myself. I smoked a bit and enjoyed drinking. I took some drugs but not that many. I smoked a bit of dope, once snorted cocaine, saw someone shoot up and hanged out with people that got high & low on all kinds of pills. 

I once tried to kill myself by cutting my wrists instead of slicing my arms and now I was going to drown in the Lune, the focal point of my home town.

Part XXX

I crashed into the river and hit my skull on a rock. It didn't break. I merely hurt myself severely. Blood trickled down my face as I sank to the bottom of the river. Ironic, that. You would have expected the blood to flow away, upwards, and not trickle down my face and gather in a pool between rocks where salmon lay their spawn.

The water was gorgeously cold and transparent. I could see the sun radiate as I sank to the bottom. I could hear the water flowing past me. I came to a halt at the bottom of the river; I rested on its bed. I was at home at last. Beside a safe-haven between rocks where salmon, trout and other fish come to spawn.

See the Lune, Lancaster’s tranquil maelstrom of peace, vanish into the Irish Sea, just like the Moldau, Smetana’s Vltava, vanishes majestically into the distance, just like my body submerges into the Lune. I am at one with the water.

I was Michael Robertson and now I am no more. I could have been all kinds of things. I wanted to be a writer, an artist, a creator. I wanted to love and be loved but that never happened, did it? And now I reside in a grave in one of Lancaster's cemeteries. I like that name although it is a bit too American for some people's taste.

Graveyard, that's a nice word. I prefer it to cemetery.

I have continued the line from my Nan to my dad through to Samuel and I am no longer needed. I could have written a great novel or play but who wants to read yet another second-rate tale bordering on the third rate? Not me, that's for sure. I have fulfilled my purpose.

John O’Gaunt, Jean de Gent, is damned to walk the streets of Lancaster till Judgement Day arrives. He mutters, he complains; he condemned himself when he was still alive.

These days, Lancaster is a town of relative affluence. It is well off. The rest of Lancashire sank into poverty in the second half of the 20th Century. You should see the prosperity gap when you travel to London and the South-East of England. When Herschel Waters visits Essex or Kent, he sees a wealth that exists no-where else in Europe.

Not even in Zurich or Amsterdam.

Lancaster stands out and people here still have bourgeois aspirations. So unlike the rest of the North of England; so like the middle classes of Middle England, the centre of Britain.

The city resolutely remains middle-class and well off. Quite rich, actually. I don't know why. Maybe because its citizens recognise the value of its past and its rich heritage? It is a well-hidden gem that only few people want to know of. Let's keep it that way, eh?

I walked through Lancaster, along the Lune, and through my life with Bach cello suites ringing in my ears, for life without music is a tragedy.

I too would have liked to have followed the norm, be well off and content like all other people. Have a wife, children and a steady job. But it never happened. The crazies got to me and I sank into psychosis and depression. I lost my health and stamina. Afterwards, all I wanted was death or the chance to start all over again. And now I have nearly achieved it. Well, pretty soon, anyway. Hope to God... I do welcome death, I think.

My parents abandoned me, my Nan loved me as a grandchild but not as a son, I never met a woman who could love me for what I am (or rather I didn't want to know those kind of women), my friends, or associates as I should call them really, were even more detached from reality than me, my superiors I ignored and my inferiors I tried to treat with kindness. It didn't work out. Just didn’t. I do not miss the human race. It is nice here. I like it. I finally feel at home and welcomed. I belong.

From beyond the ocean, the grave, the other side, my parents are calling out to me.

As I lay there at the bottom of the river, I finally realised that I was about to die. The pain in my head was intensifying and my lungs were filling up with water. I couldn't breathe (who can under water?). 

Specks of algae floated past my eyes. I was looking upward and could see people gathering above the surface. I made no effort to get up and swim. The sun rays in the water were so beautiful.

The Space People never did return in one of their beautifully lit spacecrafts, did they? They never did sort out my baggage.

Finally, at long last, my lungs were full with water and my brain was hurting intensely. All thoughts on Mum, Dad, Nan, Bach, Margaret, Samuel, my friends, Smetana, the Space People, Edith, Hungary, Beatrice, the Alternative Universe, Lancaster, John O’Gaunt and my life gradually evaporated. My eyes closed forever; the water continued rushing past.

Lancaster, literature, loneliness.

Boshka , Beatrice.

Death.
Finis

If you have enjoyed this novella, then we would be more than grateful if you donated some money towards this publication and the LF website. Not an inconsiderable amount of people have dedicated a lot of time and effort for your enjoyment.
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