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For my mother, Thea




Obsession


“Fear will be a terrible fox at my vitals under my tunic of behaviour…


Moon, moon, rise in the sky to be a reminder of comfort and the hour when I was brave.”


—Elizabeth Smart, By Grand Central Station I Sat Down and Wept


This is an anti-confessional and an anti-self-help not-book. It is entirely unconstructive and will likely foster rage or rebellion depending on who you are and what you care about, if indeed you care about anything at all. You may know that many people do not.


Your responses to everything should be aligned along the lines of the physical and intellectual. This is present in concentrated form when you have obsessions and compulsions. It is pathologised as obsessive compulsive disorder, or OCD. It is like living on a planet colonised by H.R. Giger, and run by Nurse Ratched.


Or maybe Nurse Jackie.


Its effects are physical and both intellectual and anti-intellectual at the same time. It is similar to everyone and different for everyone. It is not about liking things clean. It is about making a mess of human mechanisms, of trying to control metaphysics. It is a means of playing God.


***


On average, 200 glottal strops a day to mask swallowing. Misfortune of teeth gritting too hard when perturbed. A nightmare for grinding teeth, whittled down now to toothpicks.


Five chapters in to By Grand Central Station I Sat Down and Wept, the female protagonist is already doing my head in with her self-pitying, self-effacing carnage of a non-voice.


Write your books and leave the Apocalyptics alone: that is, in the pub, and not in the trenches. The blithe lack of judgement needed to read George Barker’s oeuvre and think ‘this is a man to seduce and go to prison for’. A man to converse with. Wince at admiring and admonishing her passion. Wish it would be ever thus or else always otherwise.


If you must simper over a man, let it not be one who wrote Calamiterror. We are doing the work of God and Angela Carter, avoiding and repairing her despair. No woman should crawl for a man like that, and he should know intimately what it is to crawl ignominiously towards the act of contrition and the state of understanding that you are not owed anything. That play-making bloody war does not make you a war hero; that playing at making children does not make you a master of morality. That the earth will not remember you and that she will spit you out. Know that the worst is yet to come.


Devoid of an Apocalyptic, a dating app is appropriate. In place of entrails and birth canals there are dick pics, though one is not markedly worse than the other. I would choose unsolicited harassment over the marvels of egomaniacal literary masculinity from a follower of Dylan Thomas who never saw a litre of shrapnel any day of the week.
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