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Why I can’t eat at Asia Style 
Sarah Tripp  

I often feel emotional about food – delicate and callow and needy. It’s a childish 
urgency to be nourished, a biological fact which fuelled a lot of the excitement 
and enjoyment of my early social interaction. I now recall even the quarrels 
over family meals as fortifying. It’s true that my current course and moody 
relationship to the preparation and consumption of food has its provenance 
in the difficult pursuit of love. This relationship has reached an impasse.

I haven’t eaten at Asia Style for a year.  Today, in my lunch hour, I walked down 
St Georges Road and stopped outside the restaurant. I’ve been conscientiously 
avoiding this place for months and now I’ve found the courage to return, the 
door is locked. 

For two years between the ages of 15 and 17 I was unable to hold a knife 
and fork in the presence of another person. This phase substituted an earlier 
phase, lasting only a few months, when I ate everything with a knife and fork: 
sandwiches, crisps, fruit and cake – seems strange now. I asked my brother if 
he remembered this cutlery fuss. He said that he didn’t but he remembers 
that time I lied about who broke the lamp in the living room and he was 
unjustly punished. 

She says the image she sees when she thinks of Hainan is Hainanese Chicken 
Rice, that’s just what she thinks of. Her father was born in Hainan where 
lots of people work in the food industry – they either open a restaurant or a 
café. Everyone in her family works in the food industry. Her brothers are all 
chefs, she is the youngest, she has nine siblings and only two of them don’t 
work in the food industry. She says that both the chefs who work here are 
called Cheung Gor, which means Brother Cheung. Brother is a sign of respect. 
When she was young and she was dating she tried to avoid chefs. She met her 
husband in Taiwan. He’s a chef.

Circumnavigating Asia Style involved changing my route to work, changing 
my route to the pool club and declining invitations to dine there with friends. 
Cedric, who always wants to know why, asked, ‘Why?’ I told him that I don’t 
like the food at Asia Style. A lie – I love the food at Asia Style. Cedric’s silent 
and willowy suspicion finished with another probing, ‘Why?’ I said that I 
couldn’t talk about it. 

I was in the middle of a fraught conversation with one of my former students 
when I suddenly located the subtext of our friction. What we were really 
talking about was his covert desire for someone, not just anyone, but someone 
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he respected professionally and personally to ask him to exhibit his ‘art work’. I 
said that nobody had ever asked me to exhibit my ‘art work’. Ever. I must have 
been creaking with frustration because he spat back, ‘It just shows how far you can 
get by being pushy.’

I knock on the locked door. In the back of Asia Style someone is cooking. He 
waves NO. I wave YES. He tries to shuffle out of sight. I knock again to signal 
that I have observed him trying to shuffle out of sight and I’m not going to 
give up. He reluctantly snaps off his rubber gloves. As he approaches the door 
I project an urgent smile, the one I employ when asking to use someone’s 
toilet. You couldn’t have dragged me kicking and screaming over this threshold 
twelve months ago. I squeeze my polite face through the tentative door gap 
and he squeezes back his broken English, ‘Come back at five and a half.’

I’ve been approaching strangers as a function of art for a while. Being from 
out of town is an important perspective to hold onto. I’ve never totally let 
go of my own stranger status in Scotland and for this reason, and because 
I’ve always been naturally propelled towards the black void of awkward and 
stilted conversation, I enjoy talking to other strangers. Plus, the conversations 
I have with strangers often have an egalitarian quality to them – it’s as if a 
sort of sympathetic consonance flourishes in the empty space between us, the 
hiatus created by an absence of familiarity with each other and with our 
immediate surroundings. 

Conversation is a kind of commerce, and when we give speech we become part 
of what we speak, Lewis Hyde wrote that in his book ‘The Gift’.

She says migration from China to Malaysia has always accompanied the trade 
between the countries. Her father left Hainan and settled in the fishing village 
of Endau in the province of Johor Bahru on the border between Malaysia 
and Singapore. She considers herself Malaysian Chinese. Someone else from 
Malaysia may not have the same Chinese influence as her but all Chinese 
are the same – we eat to socialise. For the past seven years there has been an 
increase in Malay coming to Glasgow but the immigration of Chinese has been 
steady since the 70’s; Loon Fung on Sauchiehall Street was the first Chinese 
restaurant to open here in 1975, then in 1987 Dalian was twinned with Glasgow 
consolidating these economic relationships into a diplomatic kinship. 

In the village where I was born there has been a Chinese take-away since 1973. 
It’s always busy, there’s always a queue but that’s part of the event, part of 
being its attendee. The Chinese calendars, the calligraphic bilingual menus, 
the flavoured air, the tonal language, the ringing of hunger inside you are all 
absorbing and intensely distracting. 

She says that people from all classes come and dine at Asia Style, rich people 
and ordinary people like us, and they are treated exactly the same way. She 
says the way they treat their customers has never changed, they are just as 
friendly as possible to everyone. Customers often have to queue to get a table 
but everyone is very polite about queuing, the customers like to adopt the 
Asia Style culture, the way we serve food and the way we operate. In Malaysia 
very often you will see a whole street that is almost like a food court, but you 
wouldn’t stay there and chat all night, you would just come in, eat and go, this 
is the atmosphere of Asia Style. The food is like the street food you find in Malaysia 
and Hong Kong.

At five thirty I’m standing inside Asia Style. In the twelve months I spent 
zigzagging around Woodlands Road, West Princes Street, Great Western 
Road avoiding this I’d forgotten about the poise and charm of the Asia Style 
waitresses. I’m offered a table. I decline. They wonder what I want. We wonder 
together in an uncomfortable silence. I decide to request an interview. A raft of 
smiling faces carries me towards the owner. I speak one language and she speaks 
five. We quickly agree we can’t understand each other. I need a translator. 

The kinds of relationship nobody feels happy in are super-glued to the past. 
Inhibitions can also be symptoms, Sigmund Freud wrote that. Moulding a 
new relationship with Asia Style has now become a creative process I would 
confidently say I’ve committed to. I can’t say it was planned; I just didn’t want 
to go on avoiding Asia Style forever. It’s true that I am now the subject of a 
bespoke project that began with the aim of desensitising the site of an unhappy 
personal drama. Cedric suggests that I fan the confessional impulses in my 
artistic practice. 

It’s Monday night and I still have a hangover from Sunday. I almost never 
drink and I almost never have to fight the emotional undertow of a hangover. 
If you drink a lot you probably have to do a lot of internal mediation and 
you must become adept at holding your own emotions at a distance, like the 
unfathomable moods of small children. I do not possess these skills. Mercifully, 
my translator is a charming man. 

She says you don’t have to worry there are no rules to eating at Asia Style. You 
can eat in any way you want. It’s important to really enjoy the food. She says 
she finds it pleasing when customers come here almost daily, having a good 
relationship with the customers is very rewarding. Working long hours is worth 
it when the customers love the food and really appreciate it. It’s particularly 
rewarding when the customer finishes the whole plate of food. She says she 
uses it as a guideline to show the standard of the food.
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I watched the Danish film Babette’s Feast not long after I’d moved to Glasgow. 
Paths across the city made by my friends and I were connecting up galleries, 
cafés and cinemas – we were finding our place and forgetting the towns and 
villages from which we’d escaped. At that moment, the film was like a honey 
trap for the small, wavering voice inside me calling me back home. The film 
details a meal prepared and consumed in a remote village on a stretch of 
desolate Jutland coastline. Its pious inhabitants live ascetic lives of solitary self-
sufficiency into which Babette is invited. Babette’s gastronomic feast slowly 
draws light from the cloudy faces of the villagers – faces rigid with self-sacrifice, 
abdication and lost love begin to yield colour and grace.

She says the most popular dishes are Malaysian Pancakes, the Salt and Pepper 
Crab and Sze Chuan Chicken. She likes Salt and Pepper Crab and Malaysian 
Pancakes because they remind her of home where it’s easy to catch seafood. The 
popular dishes with the chefs are Prawn Noodles and Home Made Noodles. 
Very often when you go to a Chinese restaurant there are two types of menu, 
one written in English and one in Chinese. The English menu is just normal 
take-away food. What they’ve done here is basically mix the menu and take 
out all the English menu dishes. She believes the origins of Chinese cooking 
are iconoclastic. By mixing different things together you make new food. It’s 
good to be curious, always.

Tiny, desiccated, fried fish float in a limpid soup with lettuce, mushroom, 
spring onions and etiolated balls of fish. In the bottom of the bowl is a tangled 
bed of hand made noodles with the resistant texture of fresh squid – it’s like a 
warm aquarium of nutrients. Prawns simmer for hours to make the soup for 
the second dish. Threaded through this resonant liquid are noodles, fine green 
beans, slices of beef and egg. It’s comforting and it rewards your hunger with a 
benevolent mood of fullness. 

She’s talking, explaining the dishes and even though I can’t understand what 
she’s saying she’s still looking into my face and smiling. Her careful attention 
to smiling and showing her face openly to me is gently drawing a cincture of 
kindliness around our table, around the sentient food, around me – tethering 
me to the visceral present of the meal, the conversation, the place. 

She says, a good smile, that’s all you need. I get a lump in my throat.

Nobody knows exactly what Aristotle meant by Katharsis because the second 
book of the ‘Poetics’ is lost. The word appears in the last book of the ‘Politics’ 
but here he says that he’ll not labour its discussion because he had already 
defined it in the aforementioned volume, now missing. He says it’s like the 
calming relief of listening to sacred music, or the release of fear, or a venting of 

tension through art or drama. It’s a lacuna which acknowledges that there are 
certain kinds of emotional transition that happen to some of us, sometimes, 
to different degrees, in everyday life when we’re close to art or something or 
someone artfully shakes us and what falls away leaves us feeling freer.

She is being very modest. She says perhaps if you work as a chef in a restaurant 
you could claim your food is art, but she thinks her food is very homemade 
and traditional. She says in her culture all the important events are celebrated 
with food. Meals hold us together, eating is something that holds us together.
It’s true that my sensibility increases around food. She either has or hasn’t 
noticed my mood changing as I eat. I tell her how I feel. I say that the food 
tastes wonderful – that the food makes me happy and that I feel inspired to 
write a love story set in her restaurant. 

She says that she doesn’t think Asia Style is a romantic place to eat. The 
atmosphere here is for chitchat and casual conversation. If you took a date out 
you wouldn’t take them somewhere like Asia Style, not in Malaysia. The décor 
might seem unique to Western eyes but the setting is very homely for talking 
and chatting. She says she used to work at the Thai Fountain. She thinks that is 
a romantic place – she’s seen two or three proposals of marriage made there. 

Between adults disappointment is always worse than anger. That’s what Cedric 
said while we looked at old photographs together. I’m trying hard to work 
out why this slightly melancholic aphorism was prompted by casual photos of 
our friends having fun. Don’t have too many expectations, be an opportunist, 
improvise – I think that’s what he was trying to say to me. 

In a book titled, ‘Intimacy’, which takes the form of a dialogue between 
Leo Bersani and Adam Phillips, a new kind of intimacy is proposed called, 
‘impersonal narcissism’. This intimacy is based on being valued by other people 
rather than on the acquisition of personal knowledge about them. So, getting to 
know you might be less interesting or exciting, and more inhibiting and coercive 
than intended. Instead, by entering a process of impersonal transformation – 
hosted by the wider world and ignited by a narcissistic love of other people’s 
potential – we evolve in correspondence with the world rather than through 
opposition to it. 

She says she would like to know why you want to write a love story set in 
Asia Style?

I want to repair something; I want to repair my relationship to this place that 
was broken by disappointment.
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She says the Chinese rarely talk about romance; they are quite shy about it. 
Chinese culture has progressively become less and less romantic and more 
materialistic. We are a very conservative culture. We do not express ourselves 
that often. In many Chinese communities we have such long working hours 
that we rarely have time for romance. She says she is part of a strong family 
system where financial planning for the future education of your children is 
important and supporting them until they are able to support themselves is 
vital. Then the children look after their parents when they age, so there is a 
circular system that preoccupies us. This has always been the tradition. She says 
she’s been brought up to think about traditional family values and planning for 
a future rather than romance. 

In an essay on and not about Bas Jan Ader, Frances Stark takes time to 
attentively observe the way abandoning your identity can be a solution to the 
problem of disappointment, and the frustrating self-enslavement that ferments 
in the realisation that there’s often no one to blame but yourself. But she notes 
that abandoning your identity means forgetting the past or at the very least 
being successfully distracted from it. If I keep knocking on doors I’ll keep 
finding new kinds of intense distraction that will keep my mind off the past 
but that’s all they’ll do. Or, I could give the past a title, write it all down, then 
remove the confessional specifics and leave a democratic gap. 

Self-employed. Employed by yourself – as a child I took great pride in the 
independence and self-sufficiency of that phrase which was used to describe 
my parents’ vocational status. You can do things for yourself – that’s the loose 
motto I improvised from their professional choices and Protestant work ethic. 

She says Asia Style was her dream. It was her dream to have this restaurant and 
this location. Back in 2000 this was another Malaysian restaurant called Sui 
Kee. The minute she saw that restaurant her gut instinct told her she could be 
successful working here, she could work hard here and make something unique. 

Due to the poetic nature of Asia Style’s Chinese name – it’s also a set phrase in 
Chinese – it’s quite difficult to translate. The best interpretation the translator 
could come up with is one of the following: a local snack referring to the taste 
of Malaysia or an aroma. He hopes this translation vaguely captures the essence 
of the name.

The translator and I are full of talk and food. We’re stuffed and philosophical. 
We feel suggestible. Why not? is our reply to any invitation. We say thank you 
many times in English and Cantonese. 

She says the feeling of being full is happiness.

Sarah Tripp  Why I can’t eat at Asia Style
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eight different breeds at a time to make a buck. Schnauzers - Pugs - Arctic 
Huskys. I have to get off the street. I have to get drunk enough to see this 
through. Fuck the dogs. Skip the Duchamp and the beats, get to the Chelsea 
Hotel, soak up all that pain, all those drugs, do my dance to Sid and Nancy.

 But it’s blocks to go and all I see are Chow Chows and Dalmatians 
and Bernese Mountain dogs jogging beside their owners, and I’m becoming 
this theorist of dog signification. Each dog seems to know every other and they 
greet with explicit displays of physical intimacy, while their humans fumble 
with iPods, consider their appearance and calculate how much energy it would 
cost to communicate to the other human at the end of the leash. I’m staggering 
away from dogs and joggers and this drunken vision comes to me as I gaze 
up at the heights of midtown. It’s a bit like The Matrix. The visible world is 
a lie, and the real world is too terrifying to face. At three in the morning in 
Times Square the thoroughbreds meet to discuss their covert plans for global 
domination. A right wing totalitarian hierarchy, based on breeding, secretly 
running the greatest economy on Earth. Alpha Males. Bitches. Kappa Beta 
Kappas. Oh and I have proof. Didn’t I once witness a Weimaraner sticking 
its head out of a window, the sole passenger of a taxi heading uptown along 
Madison, smiling as its ears flapped in the wind? 

 The vodka is done and the light is failing and the joggers are thinning 
out and I’m all my plans are shot and I’m staggering towards my chosen pier. It 
is quiet there. No-one around. A mess of rubble. The hole in the fence where 
the junkies climb through. Focusing on my feet to get there. No doubts, no 
fear now. Two more blocks, five minutes and it will be done. A sound 
ahead. I look up.

 The six long legs, the curves of the muscular thighs, balanced 
precariously on tiny, delicate feet. She walks as if barefoot, he walks as if in 
stilettos. Both look ahead, strong, directed, not distracted by sights or passing 
people, their noses lifted, perfectly poised as if focused on the same invisible 
point in the future. She is a model, six foot tall, size zero - he is a Great Dane. 

 Drunk or dreaming I don’t know. I’m staring. Fifty yards away and 
they stop, just by my hole in the fence. He looks up at her as if asking and she 
nods. He lowers his gaze and squats. She does not look away, embarrassed, 
neither does she try to encourage him to quickly finish the humiliating task. It is me 
that feels the fool, hiding in the doorway of a warehouse, snatching glimpses. 

 His face as he squats. It is not the usual pain of passage, no, it is 
that of knowing that no matter how strong their love, what he must do now 
is the mark of what he really is. And her face, as she goes to her wrist-strap 
and pulls out the poo-bag from the cleverly designed bracelet, her face of 
infinite understanding and compassion as the colossal shit descends, and hits 
the sidewalk, as he raises up and lifts his eyes to her heavens as if to ask for 
forgiveness; it is her smile then as she inserts her hand into the bag and reaches 
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Tonight I leave New York, forever. I’m on Christopher street, the half litre of 
vodka decanted into my old jogging bottle and the plan is this - History day 
- I am history - I will stand beneath the triumphal arch on which Duchamp, 
in 1913, declared the Free Republic of Greenwich Village: I’ll have a double 
in the bar on 11th where Dylan Thomas had his last. Another double in Café 
Wa on McDougal where Hendrix played and Ginsberg ranted, then walk 
reverently past the Stonewall memorial to 6th and Bleeker where the Weather 
Underground blew themselves to bits. Up to the 23rd and the Chelsea Hotel 
and Warhol and the Velvet Underground and Leonard Cohen’s love song for 
Janis Joplin and have another double. On seventh and 32nd I’ll have a shot in 
the transvestite bar in homage to Lou Reed then stroll up the banks of the 
Hudson where Trocchi drifted on his barge high on heroin, then up to 42nd and 
fifth to sit in the New York public library where Trotsky planned the Russian 
revolution and Henry Miller came to sleep. I’ll have a final drink then for all 
the great lost minds in this city that has become more lonely than I can bear. I 
will let that last drink walk me to the blank wooden planks of the Chelsea piers 
and throw myself into open arms of the Hudson. 

 That was the plan but this is the problem. You have some really 
powerful idea for an ending and then the world throws something utterly 
banal at you and you lose the plot. I’m standing in the doorway of Cafe Wa 
and it’s not that there’s no trace of Hendrix or even that all I can see is trendy 
30-somethings with iMacs. That’s not what’s making me mad. What is it even 
called? A whippet? It’s blocking the doorway, snarling at me like it knows about 
the vodka. Like it knows I’m just this washed-up burned-out guy that just got 
fired and always wanted to be an artist or a rock star or a great poet or a great 
lover, or anything other than this.  This forty year old who had no time for 
relationships who put off being creative till tomorrow. There is no tomorrow 
for me and the dog knows it. 

 So I’m out heading towards the Weather Underground place but 
c’mon - I try not to notice but the dogs are everywhere. This guy across the 
street, Nautilus pecs, Californian tan, cut-off denim shorts and a Bull-Mastif. 
This woman, face – fifty, legs – twenty – a Norwegian Elkhound. I know 
they say dogs look like their owners, and it’s true everywhere I’ve been apart 
from here.  Here people are mongrels and they aspire to being as pure as their 
thoroughbreds. 

 Up 10th  just to get away. Trying to get back to the point, but then 
there’s a guy with dreadlocks and a matted looking Bohemian Shepherd. And 
how do people working nine till nine in apartment blocks manage to keep 
dogs? Do they have carers? Yes, I’ve seen little Mexican men on fifth walking 
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The stranger 

Sarah Lowndes 

The scene: It is almost seven o’clock on a Friday evening in London in mid-
October. Dozens of people are still spilling out of the white tent of the art fair 
into the darkening cool of Regent’s Park.  Most are fashionable, some are rich: 
all are hungry, and somewhat fatigued from a day spent in the brightly lit and 
slightly unreal atmosphere of the fair.  Across the road, a courtesy coach laid on 
for VIP guests is parked.  The driver is waiting for the officious blonde intern 
with the clipboard to instruct him to drive off across town, to the opening 
of a Wallace Berman retrospective at the Camden Arts Centre. As the last 
passengers board, a man sitting behind me is making a phone call to what 
sounds like a male colleague, or possibly his gallerist.

‘I was just in the Yoko Ono talk –’
[inaudible query, something along the lines of – ‘Did you ask her something 

in the Q & A?’]
‘Yeah, I did actually and she gave me a nice answer.’
[Inaudible response, possibly a comment to the effect that it would be 

good to get hold of a recording of it]
‘Yeah, I think it was recorded and it’s going to be out on Resonance FM, 

so it should be easy to…’
[inaudible reply, perhaps checking that everything is in hand for that 

evening, and that he knows how to get to the place where he will be staying 
that night]

‘I’m going up to Camden now on this bus.  Yeah - I’ll go by the overland 
to Dalston later.’

While the man has been on the phone, a woman with a heavy accent, 
either French or Spanish, has boarded the bus and now asks if the seat next to 
him is free.  Silently he indicates that it is, but with a feeling of slight surprise 
– given the number of empty seats on the bus.  The man concludes his phone 
conversation in a more self-conscious manner. Feeling that it might be bad 
manners to pass the journey in silence, he now turns to the woman and begins 
making polite conversation.  

‘Are you enjoying the fair so far?’ 
‘Yes’, she says with a girlish laugh.  
‘And you’re here as an artist, or a curator or…?’  
The woman gives him a slightly too lengthy rundown of her various art-

related activities.
‘So you run a space, a magazine and you’re an artist, you must be very busy.’
Again the woman replies with a simpering ‘Yes.’
‘What kind of work do you make?’
‘Photography’.

down for that hot, wet, brown mass, the delicate graceful smile she gives him 
as lingering as a kiss, as her fingers tighten round his mess and she lifts, deftly 
withdrawing her hand and feeling that good, warm, proud weight, and ties the 
bag. The look she gives, as they go on their way, her carrying his still-hot shit 
in her hand. That look that holds me transfixed. And I have never seen a dog 
so noble or a man as noble as that dog, or a woman more loving of weakness. 
They pass me and I am drunk, I know, staggering I know, following them. For 
three blocks I watch their hips swaying in perfect unison as they lead me away 
from the piers. 

Ewan Morrison  Dogs
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‘Yeah, I’m sorry I left in a bit of a panic and just left a big pile of clothes 
on the floor…’

[inaudible question, likely to be ‘what are you wearing?’]
‘I just put on my leather jacket.’
[inaudible question, probably concerning his plans for the evening.]
‘Yeah, I’m going up there later.  I’m getting a bit nervous actually, it’s going 

to be packed.’
[Inaudible statement, likely to be ‘I love you’]
He replies, ‘Yeah, me too’ – the classic response when unwilling to say 

aloud in a public place ‘I love you’.
[inaudible statement – probably ‘I miss you’]
Having only left home a few hours earlier, he replies with a trace of 

irritation, at having this rare free time interrupted, ‘I miss you too’.
[the imagined reply, perhaps slightly frosty in tone: ‘I can tell you’re busy, 

give me a ring later if you have time.’]
He says (with some relief ),‘Okay, yeah, I’ll phone you later.’
Turning once more to his companion, he says, by way of explanation, ‘As 

you’ve probably gathered, that was my partner, we’ve got a young son and she 
was just putting him to bed (a slight pang enters his heart at the thought of his 
son in his pyjamas, fresh from the bath with his hair tousled and his face rosy, 
clutching his favourite story book, How do dinosaurs go to bed? But a second 
later, his thoughts turn back to the evening ahead in London, and he says 
brightly to the woman, ‘I’ve got a couple of nights off!’  Then, unable to resist 
a small boast, he says, ‘I’m going up to Dalston later to do a performance at 
this Fluxus film event.’

‘Oh’ says the woman, clearly about as interested in performance as the 
man is in photography.

Changing tack, the man says, ‘I went to the talk about [inaudible].  It 
made it all seem really important – sometimes I don’t know how important art 
is – so it’s good to feel that it is.’

‘The woman, who clearly suffers from no such misgivings about the 
importance of art, offers nothing in reply.  Gallantly, the man asks, ‘What is 
your work about?’

‘Mostly I am taking photographs of funerals around the world, as an 
expression of individual and community.’  This is said in a slightly prim and 
self-important way, with the subtext ‘my work is far more worthy than your 
silly performances’.

The man is left gobsmacked by this response – thinking silently, her work 
sounds awful – and really out of date.

A silence descends for a few moments in which the artist thinks, God, I 
am so tired.  His son had woken him up at 6am that morning, and his partner, 
extracting the last bit of co-parenting available before he fled to London, had 
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‘Photography, right’.  There is a slight pause in which the artist tries 
and fails to think of anything to say about photography – it is clear that the 
medium is not his ‘bag’.

Moving on in search of something to talk about with this complete stranger 
that might interest him slightly more he asks, ‘And what is the journal?’

‘The journal does not exist any more, I am just looking after the archive 
now, and running the space –’

‘And is the space...?’
‘Yes, it is new.  We are having exhibition programme and events.’
‘What kind of events?’ he asks, perking up, but adopting a slightly 

proprietorial tone - it is clear that live art is more up his street than 
photography.

‘Well, all kinds’, says the woman, somewhat bemused.  ‘Is boring to just 
have exhibitions so we have talks, tea parties – events!’ she finishes emphatically 
as if exhausted by what strikes her as an unnecessary explanation.

‘Okay, I wasn’t sure what you meant by ‘events’ – it’s become a term that is 
used a lot in the art world and I wanted to qualify what you mean’, the artist 
replies in a reasonable tone.

His phone rings again.
‘Hi’ (it is obvious that it’s someone he is very intimate with, either his 

long-term girlfriend or wife).
[inaudible question]
‘Yeah, I’m just on the bus going up to Camden’.
[inaudible question: likely to be ‘who are you with?’]
The man replies with some hesitancy, as if wary of arousing suspicion, 

jealousy or irritation in his partner.  ‘I’m with –’, he pauses, ‘a stranger, actually.’  
He lets out a small, nervous laugh. ‘She just came and sat down next to me.’ 
(This last said as if to admonish himself from any wrongdoing).

[inaudible question, likely to be: ‘What is her name?’]
‘I don’t know actually – what is your name?’ he asks the woman.
‘Arelia.’
‘Arelia?’ he pronounces the strange name uncertainly.
‘I’m Bob’ he says, and then, something about the strangeness of the 

situation causes him to perceive the shortened version of his own name as 
being potentially misunderstood, being a verb as well as a proper noun.  An 
image of apples bobbing in a bucket of water for Hallowe’en floats into his 
mind. ‘Bob as in Robert’, he adds, laughing again uncertainly at the oddness 
of introducing himself to this woman while on the phone to his partner.  
Returning to the conversation with his partner, he responds to a comment 
she has made concerning the mess he has left in their home (in a Northern 
city some three hours train ride away) in his haste to depart for London and 
the fair.

Sarah Lowndes  The stranger
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Nobody, at any time, should allow themselves 
to be lifted off their feet  

Kathrine Sowerby

Felix opened one eye. The sun had moved round the tower block and the small 
red bedroom was drenched in light. He focussed on the objects scattered on 
the bedside table: a torch, cigarettes, an empty cup, and a broken telephone. 
The telephone belonged to his Dad, but his idea of mending something was to 
hit it as hard as he could. It had been early enough, when he came back from 
his job at the market, to climb back between the sheets. He’d dreamt his hat 
was on fire.

Flipping onto his back, Felix pushed the black curls out of his eyes and 
reached for his cigarettes. He leant over the edge of the bed feeling for his jeans 
and tried each pocket until he found a lighter. One hand behind his head, he 
smoked and tried to work backwards from the burning hat. It was something 
about blackbirds walking up the street. There were children slapping dogs and 
a girl on a ladder looking through a window. It was her. She’d dropped a box 
of matches and his hat had caught light. The curtain billowed like a sail in 
front of the open window. Outside an engine shut down and, next to him, the 
broken phone started ringing.

‘Luc, is that you? I’ll be right down.’
Felix splashed water on his face and pulled a clean white T-shirt from the 

drawer. In the kitchen he wrapped a parcel of fish cakes, a jar of honey and 
some biscuits. He checked his tangled reflection, patted his back pocket for 
his wallet, and ran down the five flights of stairs, baseball boots clicking on 
buckled metal with each step.

‘You’re a vision, Luc.’ 
He meant it. Luc wore faded black denim and his blonde hair was thick 

with dust. He leaned against a black car. At his feet, a flattened frog baked in 
the sun. They hugged.

‘Where d’you get this?’ Felix patted the dented bonnet. Flakes of dry mud 
fell to the ground exposing a patch of rust. Luc laughed and threw a crumpled 
bag of sugary crumbs into the road.

‘Let’s get out of here, Fee.’
Luc drove them out of town on a single-track road bumping in and out of 

potholes. They rolled their windows down and the wind buffeted through the 
car making conversation impossible. When the road widened a lorry overtook 
them. On its back planks of wood bounced and rattled, threatening to escape 
their fastenings. Their random clatterings made Felix and Luc laugh and kept 
them laughing until, seeing the long queue ahead, Luc pulled over. 

‘You sure it’s okay to leave the car here?’
‘Fee, my uncle wouldn’t notice if we brought it back or not. Let’s go.’

said, ‘Can you get up with him please?’ and then turned over in a way that 
suggested she was not asking, but telling. The man cannot draw up the strength 
to discuss the woman’s terrible photographs of funerals – and thinks, a bit 
petulantly, I didn’t ask her to come and sit next to me.  He wishes he could be 
alone to mull over the events of the day and to think ahead to his performance 
that evening - to enjoy the strange tinselly feeling of nervous excitement that 
being in London at night brings.  The coach has now stopped at some traffic 
lights in a leafy street in St. John’s Wood.  

‘It’s so dark’, the woman says.
He, mistaking her comment for self-congratulation relating to the 

profundity of her own practice assents blandly, ‘Yes, it must be.’
‘No, I meant –’, she gestures towards the night outside.  ‘It is quite scary, 

especially if you are a stranger’, placing emphasis on the final word as if piqued 
at being described in this way to his partner.

‘I’m sorry about that’, he says, ‘I didn’t know how to describe you as you’d 
only just sat down beside me.’

‘Ah –’, says the woman, and then muses, ‘What is the difference between 
foreign and stranger?’

‘Well -’, the artist says, with a spark of sudden interest, being a man who 
likes to pin down the specifics in life. ‘They are similar words, but you use them 
in different contexts – you would talk about a foreign language for instance, 
but not a strange one.’  He is conscious suddenly of the race issue, and how 
describing the woman as ‘foreign’ might even be worse than describing her as 
a stranger.  Suddenly, and with blessed relief, he thinks of Albert Camus and 
offers, as if he had been complimenting the woman all along, ‘Stranger sounds 
better in French…’

‘Yes’ the woman agrees, giggling again girlishly.  Silence descends once 
more, broken by the arrival of the coach at the gallery.  The man and woman 
disembark, the woman immediately encountering some friends approaching 
the gallery on foot.  She embraces them warmly and begins talking to them in 
fast and excited French.  The artist, who has been forgotten, walks towards the 
bright lights of the gallery and the slender flutes of champagne sitting fizzing 
on the counter inside, just waiting to be drunk.
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They jogged a little to join the line of people. In front of them was a girl 
their age in a patchwork, wraparound skirt combing her long hair while her 
friend read from a book of poetry:

‘butterflies flooded 
into the car
their wings too soft
to bruise.’ 
A sign pinned to the fence read, ‘NOBODY AT ANY TIME SHOULD 

ALLOW THEMSELVES TO BE LIFTED OFF THEIR FEET.’ Felix turned 
to Luc and shrugged.

‘I’ve no idea, Fee. Look, we’re moving.’ A gate had been opened and 
everyone jostled through. Luc and Felix held hands as if they were small boys 
again, and ran.

It was beginning to get dark when they reached the trees at the top of 
the hill. They leaned against a rock watching the crowd swell below them. 
Every few minutes they heard a voice through a loud speaker. They caught odd 
words that swung round telephone and power lines, scooping and snatching 
combinations, carried uphill on the breeze. Felix unwrapped his parcel of 
food. 

‘We need something to wash this down. D’you see any stalls down there?’
‘Nothing. Just people. And fires.’ Stars studded the darkening sky. They 

dipped the biscuits into the jar of honey. Luc pointed up, making a sweeping 
figure of eight with his finger. 

‘What noise d’you think stars make?’
‘A kind of fizzing, I reckon, maybe a pop,’ said Felix, mouth full. Luc 

jumped up and dusted down his hands on the back of his jeans. He turned 
and pulled Felix up.

‘Come on, we might miss something.’
They walked down through a patch of forest. A quilt of fallen needles 

softened the ground underfoot. The trees were purple on the windward side, 
their trunks sloping downhill. Felix rubbed the soft down on a leaf as he 
brushed past then sniffed his hand. Nothing. 

Coloured lights lit the way to rows of upturned crates. An envelope lay 
on the seat they chose. Felix picked it up and read, ‘a gift of air’. The lights 
dimmed and, as their eyes adjusted to the darkness, they made out angles of 
scaffolding. There was a loud click. A crisp circle of light fell on the centre of 
the makeshift stage and, from behind a curtain, more than twenty but less than 
thirty people walked slowly into the spotlight. They formed a circle, held hands 
and, with a nod, they raised their arms. Pressing their palms against the palms 
of their neighbours, they widened the circle then, without making a sound, 
leaned forward slightly, bent their knees and pushed away from the ground. 
And just for a moment, there they were, suspended. Luc stood to clap. He wolf 
whistled. Felix held the envelope and looked around at the empty seats. 

Kathrine Sowerby  Nobody, at anytime, should allow themselves to be lifted off their feet



24
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