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         ‘The world’s in crisis and you’re living in a dead industrial district, watching films about madness.’

         
             

         

         Joel Lane’s first collection of short stories, The Earth Wire, was the kind of book you hear about from other people. Within a year of borrowing a copy from someone and not returning it, I had lost three further copies, bought and paid for, by lending them to people who didn’t return it. It’s a quiet measure of an author when someone recommends you a book they borrowed from someone else you lent it to, a circular signal-pumping process that everyone ought to be glad to take part in; sometimes there were more degrees of separation than you expected, sometimes rather fewer.

         That was in the early-to-mid 90s. I was down on my luck and couch-surfing Harringay. It seemed like exactly the right place to be reading The Earth Wire if you weren’t living in the industrial Midlands of the UK. The fact is, reading those stories was exactly like losing concentration on the towpath of some disused Black Country canal and scraping your bike along a brick wall on your way home in the dark. It had that same heart-stopping quality, the sudden lively twist of the handlebars, the over-correction, the dirty water that, previously beside you, now lies in front. You wonder about someone who can give you that sensation.

         Later, I met him, around London, mostly at strange wrenched evenings at Filthy’s, where we would stand in corners drinking quietly, too shy to say much to each other listening to other writers read their stuff. Joel was, you sensed, as hard on himself as his characters, out of some bleakness, some idea about the world that wasn’t going to be revealed: the result being a quality often found in horror stories – the sense of a symbolic structure which doesn’t quite let the reader in on its real themes, instead guiding you to where you can make a leap of your own. It’s a genre technique that, broadened away from genre, led to and still drives the best of what’s now called ‘the Weird’. It’s also a kind of demand, challenging the reader to dig into their interpretive reserves, to examine not the fiction so much as themselves. Twenty eight years later Joel’s no longer with us, but that characteristic challenge of his resides, haunting this 2009 novella.

         The Witnesses Are Gone begins in a familiar landscape, a familiar climate both actual and economic, on a deserted Midlands railway station where infrequent goods trains rush past filled with ‘new cars, toxic waste or nothing at all’; makes its way via chains of badly made and managed websites to a real-life contact in the Thames Estuary; and ends unilluminated by the ‘dense grainy sunlight’ of Mexico. In between these mismatched nodes of experience, it visits Paris and somewhere that might be called ‘beyond Paris’, and takes a moody retrospective interlude in a kind of drowned Dorset, where the air is ‘lukewarm and brackish, as if it had a mild fever’. In a sense it takes place in none of these locations, rather in the psychic landscape generated when narrator Martin Swan, after finding four mangled videotapes among the rubbish in his new house, enters the umwelt of cult auteur ‘Jean Rien’ and his mysterious contribution to the ‘cinema of the unconscious’, L’eclipse des sens.

         What do we learn about Rien? Hard to say. He’s that French art-house guy whose name, although you never quite remember it, rings a bell. Didn’t he make one or two ‘offbeat’ horror films in black and white? Don’t you associate him vaguely with Lucile Hadžihalilović? You skimmed an article on him a decade ago, in some old paper magazine, perhaps Screen Bizarre, years ago – it was already barely legible due to damp? As for the film itself—

         Shot with heavy filters to create ‘a sense of enclosed, rain-blurred twilight’, it features a group of young people in a house. You watch them drinking, dancing, fucking. There’s a room at the back that’s always locked. ‘From scene to scene, the occupants seem ‘to undergo some kind of progressive sensory disorder’; later, obviously, the door opens, to reveal ‘a darkness in which something like a child was crawling’. The tape is in such poor condition, Swan soon can’t remember what he struggled so hard to see; a few days’ later he’s lost it anyway. ‘It was more depressing than shocking,’ he tells the members of his film group. We wonder instantly: does the film even exist? Can it even exist, under the terms and conditions Joel Lane now lays down, as Swan sets out on his increasingly obsessive attempt to retrieve the film, the film maker, the film’s relationship to the world?

         Not only Rien’s work but Rien himself, he discovers, was a hoax: films circulating as L’eclipse des sens are further hoaxes, fan work, tributes to a nonexistent original. Other films claiming to have been made by Rien; interviews with him; articles about him: all hoax or rumour, all fading away as you investigate them. Under this kind of logic it’s impossible to construct a working hermeneutics. Nothing you can know about L’eclipse des sens or its auteur is dependable. Worse, no way of gaining knowledge of L’eclipse des sens or its auteur is dependable. Rien is just that: Rien. Nothing gets you nothing. Nothing, anyway, beyond your mounting sense of instability and alienation.

         Reality itself is no different, Swan is forced to conclude. Written and rewritten on a daily basis, it ends up ‘thin and transparent, like a strip of celluloid’. People, too: ‘Maybe I’m not really a person,’ one of his early informants tells him, suggesting that a close encounter with Rien really will get you nowhere. Every life under capital – and especially any record or remains of it – is a solutionless mystery, a flickering, briefly separate world, a nagging epistemological problem for those who come after. ‘Fantasy and deprivation always go together.’ Every story is a story of ghosts. Every story consists in the author’s attempt to enchant the reader, while the reader becomes more and more desperate to erase the author and receive the fiction as untold: that is, as real.

         Don’t forget to read the Acknowledgements, where the origin story of this story of Joel’s reveals itself, or claims to.

      

   


   
      
         
            ONE

         

         Maybe if I hadn’t bought the house, I wouldn’t have found the videos and none of this would have happened. Judith would still be alive, and I’d have lost nothing except some memories I could live without. But I’m not convinced. I think it would just have found another way of happening. Even before it all started, I felt like I was living backwards. The future seemed more real than the past.

         The house was in Tyseley, an industrial district on the south side of Birmingham. I moved there because I needed to be on the train line for my job in Warwick. The station was a bittersweet reminder of the days of adequate public transport: a beautiful, sombre Victorian building visited by more trainspotters than trains. Three of the four waiting-rooms were permanently closed. The toilets, which had an authentic scrolled iron screen in place of a door, were boarded up. Only the local trains stopped there, and not many of them.

         My strongest memories of Tyseley are of waiting on the platform, watching the factories further down the line add their smoke to the clouds. In January the snow was grey, a sublimate of polluted rain. You’d know when a train was coming from the vibrations, just too low in pitch to be heard. Nine times out of ten it would be a freight train: dozens of jolting carriages, filled with new cars or toxic waste or nothing at all, going by so fast you had to turn away not to feel its wind on your face.

         I was thirty-nine when I bought the house, and I suppose it had to do with needing to belong somewhere. It was a district in transition from industry to retail: new shops and wholesale outlets selling what local factories had once made – furniture, tools, carpets. I need to feel that I was in transition too, even if I couldn’t say what to or what from. At the same age, Robert Smith had sung that he had nothing left to burn. I didn’t feel burnt out, but I had a sense of time moving too fast. A certain nostalgia for the days when ‘text’ was a noun rather than a verb. After twenty years of rented rooms, I had the chance to unpack all my boxes and survey all the pieces of my life: books, letters, records, souvenirs. Maybe I can be forgiven for assuming that the pieces would fit together into some kind of meaningful pattern.

         Another reason for the house was that I hoped Judith would move in with me. We’d been seeing each other for two years, staying at each other’s flats, even going on holiday together a couple of times. But somehow the house didn’t appeal to her. An Edwardian terrace with no central heating wasn’t her idea of comfort. Maybe it reminded her of the run-down terrace we’d rented for a rain-dogged week in Dorset, our first summer together. Or it brought back memories of her five-year marriage to a paranoid civil servant in Walsall. Whatever the reason, being in the house any longer than a night depressed her. ‘You wanted to make a new start,’ she told me, ‘but all you’ve done is hide in the past. There’s nothing new here.’

         The irony was that I’d never felt so close to her as when we were in the house. Her tension excited me: I wanted to touch her whenever she passed by. In my mind, she was the house’s natural occupant. Her touch drew me into her private world: it gave me access to her memories, the rhythm of her breath, the dreams she hid behind open eyes.

         The one thing Judith enjoyed doing in the house was watching films or videos on TV, curled up with me on the Afghan rug in front of the gas fire, drinking red wine. She liked thrillers, science fiction, anything that took her out of herself. Apart from booze she disliked drugs, which helped to stop me falling back into bad habits. We watched the entire second season of Angel on video, the broadcast version having been cut to ribbons by Channel 4. ‘It’s the potential for darkness that makes him so attractive,’ she told me. ‘Without that, he’d just be another pretty face. And if the darkness took over, you wouldn’t go near him. Know what I mean?’

         The creations of Joss Whedon certainly offered more insight into the nature of evil than anything issuing from the mouth of George W. Bush. It was a strange time. You had a president who’d corrupted an election talking about threats to democracy. And Britain fighting in a war against a country that was unable to defend itself. We were told to be on our guard against ‘terrorist reprisals’. It wasn’t terrorism when US planes bombed a wedding party, or when they wiped out an entire village as a gesture of frustration because Bin Laden had slipped through their hands. But it would be terrorism if the enemy did that to us. Despite the anti-war meetings and demos we attended, Judith and I both felt a sense of frozen helplessness. It was as if ordinary people no longer existed.
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         In March of that year, I decided to get the garden into some kind of shape. There were bushes to trim, weeds to pull, a damaged fence to straighten. I bought some gardening tools and cleaned out the shed. The previous owner had left several dead pot plants and boxes of rubbish; from their age and dampness, I suspected that she’d inherited them from the owner before. Newspapers twelve years old; paintbrushes whose bristles snapped when you touched them; densely printed books on railway history, the pages blotched and sticking at the edges. A cardboard box tore apart when I lifted it, dropping four black unmarked video cases at my feet. I wiped them clean and took them inside.

         Judith was working that weekend, a freelance design contract. Her absence, as usual, left me feeling empty. I took a can of beer out of the fridge and sat down to watch the videos. The first was taped over with news broadcasts from the early nineties: the Gulf War, John Major, the Balkan conflict, the rise of Le Pen. The second was a series of history programmes from BBC2’s Open University service, including a study of film newsreels and their representation of the news. The third video was a blurred nth-generation copy of two German hardcore porn films, the poor quality of the images attaching ectoplasm to the flesh and filling the mouths and other holes with a ragged darkness.

         The fourth video contained a French art-film, with subtitles rendered illegible by a fault in the copy that distorted the bottom edge of each frame. It was called L’éclipse des sens, and directed by Jean Rien. I thought his name rang a bell, but I wasn’t sure. I’d seen a lot of French films at the Arts Lab, before it became the Triangle Cinema, before it became a derelict building. This could have been one of them.

         It was shot in black and white, with heavy filters used to create a sense of enclosed, rain-blurred twilight. A group of four young people, maybe students, living in a house. You saw them drinking together, dancing to old records; two went upstairs to make love, while one painted a shadowy landscape on a canvas and the other knelt on a balcony, praying to the night. There was a room at the back of the house that was always locked up.

         The rest of the film was mostly a series of repetitions of that night. I wasn’t always sure whether the scenes had been re-shot with variations or just touched up. From scene to scene, the occupants of the house seemed to undergo some kind of progressive sensory disorder. One boy played the piano, but his girlfriend heard only a kind of discordant screaming. The other girl looked in the mirror and saw a bruised, deformed figure. In one extraordinary scene, the couple made love frantically (and without apparent relief) in the garden while the other two walked slowly around them, either not seeing or not caring. Their blank faces scarred by rain. The painting developed over time to resemble a giant eye closing, with trees for lashes. Condensation filmed the windows, and damp began to streak the painted walls.
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‘One of the best British post-war writers of horror and the weird.”
- Adam Nevill, author of The Ritual






