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Urban Nightmares

Matt Williamstalksto thewriters of the Urban Gothic
anthology.

Urban Gothic: Lacuna & Other Tripsis a new collection of

first-rate fiction from established and up-comingtiBh horror
authors. The first book from new publishing comparsios (headed
by editor and journalist, David J. How&)tban Gothic is as dark a
collection of tales as one could hope for, desdrif®'a cutting-edge
anthology of death and horror' and released tmtigith the second  pjjen ¢
season of UK Channel 5's populdnrban Gothic tv series. It features
tales from established horror writers Graham MasterChristopher We'd L
Fowler and Simon Clark, alongside contributionsrfralented Hear Fry
newcomers Debbie Bennett, Paul Finch, Steve LockielyPaul
Lewis, as well as an introduction by actor andaweRichard
O'Brien and interviews with series creators, Stéatthews and
David Miller. In addition,Urban Gothic was recently nominated for
the Horror Writer's Association Bram Stoker Awaod Best
Anthology' of 2001, an award given for 'outstandvayk in the
horror field'.
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The stories irJrban Gothic bravely delve behind the gaudy veil tha

is modern-day London. Anybody who has visited tagitol will Help J
almost certainly have felt its careless disregardt§ bustling Ali

interlopers. Feelings that come through stronglstories such as
‘Telling the Tale' by Steve Lockley and Paul Lewibere a down-
on-his-luck reporter finds that the stories he nweestts to tell are
those the city most jealously guards. Or 'Goblity Cights' by
Simon Clark, whereby another hapless reporter fihdsgood
journalism can reveal secrets best kept under wraps

Graham Masterton's 'The Scrawler' tells of a seri@sninous
messages scrawled across the capitol which preselgaracter's
own fate. Says Graham: "l had the idea for 'TheBlar' in 1972
when | was traveling to work at Penthouse magaamthe tube
from Victoria to West Brompton. As | sat down, isthat
somebody had managed to chisel the words YOU'RE RIER
AREN'T YOU? into the wall-tiles. How they had maedgo do it,
and why, was a complete mystery. There was sonettary
disturbing about the danger to which the graffititer must have
exposed himself, combined with the sheer arduossoigsacking
foot-high letters into ceramic tiles. And what weaestrying to
achieve? Was he addressing one person in particulanybody



who happened to see what he had written?

"In several of my horror stories | have imaginestrang feeling or
emotion taking on flesh and becoming a threatepnegence. These
presences are an exploration of several ethnicsngtich as the
Mexican demon Xipe Totec, 'the night drinker', adstwy and
terrifying trickster who persuaded a whole villagat their sins had
taken on the shape of a black and evil monstee Sdrawler' is the
embodiment of the everyday doubts that all of e. feo people
really like us, or are they talking behind our bsZl&re our partners
faithful to us? Doubts like that can etch their viraip our
consciousness in the same way as the scrawlersgichéetters into
concrete and tile.

"| particularly enjoyed writing about North End Rhavhere | lived
and worked for many years. In this story it is sk#em a long way
away - both in terms of time and distance. | wcdgte liked to have
made the story longer, explored the atmosphere araduilt up

the doubt more slowly, but obviously there werestints of

space. Writing about London, however, inspired oneitite my

latest noveKatie Maguire which is set in Cork city, and in which an
ancient Celtic curse arises to haunt the presentrdtebitants, much
as 'The Scrawler' pursues his victims with his Hdeebiselled
doubts."”

Christopher Fowler's 'The Look' is a cruel, datiklynorous
examination of the pitfalls of anonymity as a yound seeks fame
as a model ... whatever the price.

"David Howe came to me with the idea of this proged he, Tom
and | met up to discuss it." says the authdrban Gothic is very
much what | do, although | tend to sprinkle a bblack humour
around. This was a chance to do something a ditfker. Once Tom
and | realised we were on the same wavelengthsll@faopen as to
subject. I'd been talking to a model friend of miaed she told me
about some of the demanding requests she getscfrents. As we
talked, | could see that fame was a trade-off. Won't get to be
worshipped without sacrifice. | wondered how muok'g have to
sacrifice before you thought it wasn't worth it emore, and | still
think some people will go a very long way (furttilean anything in
the story, certainly) to achieve fame. It's a vegent concept, only
possible since celebrity has replaced talent, aswbgect I've written
on before; in Soho Black a man achieves succeabg &xpense of
everything including his life (and death). That abwas also based
on the experiences of a real person, so perhapdeghef The Look'
isn't so far-fetched after all..."

One of the book's darkest tales is 'Lacuna’ by i2eBbnnett, a story
whose themes of paranoia, and helplessness vikié strchord in
everyone. "l got involved witkirban Gothic as David happened to



mention it to me once when we were chatting orptiene," says
Debbie. "I'd only ever seen one episode on telenibefore then.
I've been involved with the small press for mangrgebut mostly in
an editorial capacity, although | have had sev&nalt stories
published and actually have a contract with a Lonkiterary agent.

| asked David if | could have a go atldnban Gothic story as |
wanted to show people that | can write, althougbrifess to being
rather nervous as | knew I'd have only a monthréalypce 10-15,000
words and I'd never even seen a TV script, muchvesked from
one!

"When the storylines came through, we each hattdose one we
felt happy with - fortunately we all chose diffet@pisodes. ‘Lacuna
resonated with me as | work for Customs & Excise laswve seen tr
"official" side of drugs - | thought it would betaresting to have a
look at the street side. Also the novel I've writie very much
centred on the drugs scene.

"The TV episode is very fragmented, with many slsbdrp scenes,
not always in chronological order. | wanted to ké@p idea as it
gives the whole thing a very "trippy" feel to iytdt was difficult to
work it into a narrative, so | settled for mini-ghears, interspersed
with present-tense scenes and diary extracts. idtpdie overall
effect is to create an atmosphere of menace, betlity - did any
of it actually happen or was it a bad trip? I'veodatried to pull in
some religious analogies - from Greek to Egyptiasthmlogy - as
well as the Christian idea of purgatory.”

Simon Clark's 'Goblin City Lights' is a similarlyaik tale, one which
examines the seedy and seductive side of Londemelish hide-
holes of characters that exist on the periphesvefyday existence.

Says Simon: "Writing 'Goblin City Lights' preseni@dnarvellous
opportunity for me. David Howe wanted not just strmrror stories
set in London but I-0o00-ng stories set in Londors éhly other
requirements were to be daring and ambitious. Myr@gch was to
create a story written in the first person anchmpresent tense (not
my usual style) and to describe events in a flowiagy without the
customary restraints on the narrator's point ofvwigo | imagined
the point of view of the narrator to be the uniestd swooping
camera of Citizen Kane. For instance, | describealdon as from a
bird flying over the city streets, yet a bird tleauld plunge out of
the sky through roofs and ceilings, pausing heretheack to describ
some potent incident, before plunging down throtinghearth to join
the central character as he rode the Tube a huheleeteneath the
surface. For me, this experimental approach woréed,it's a way
of writing | want to return to again in the future.

"I think not being a Londoner and not living in aridon, or even a
big city helped me to write 'Goblin City Lightsehvay | did. For



me, as an outsider, London is a vast exotic woolibfated by
equally exotic and interesting characters. To tramehe Tube is
amazing in its own right. Firstly you are traveflideep underground
through some very piquant locations. Secondlyptmsengers seem
to glow with their own secret stories. That guytbg door could be
a gangster; the beautiful woman opposite must kacaess, while
the hook-nosed elderly gent furtively glancing olier hand-written
notes has to be an author of handbooks of satasicTdnese aren't
Tube passengers: they're characters in a vastcdatitasy. | only
have to spend a few hours in London and the stoaese marching
out of the ground at me. Strange, fabulous Lon@re minute
frightening, the next a place of near supernatwaaider.

"The Urban Gothic project was the perfect vehicle for me to explore
the mysterious spirit of London.

Paul Lewis and Steve Lockley's story, Telling Trade', the longest
piece in the collection, takes a different tackl.awis explains:

"When David Howe invited us to become involved vitie Urban
Gothic project we immediately staked our claim on Thintethe
closing episode of the series, as its themes artdasyvere similar
to those we'd explored in our novéhe Ragchild.

"We used Tom De Ville's original script, ratherhtae TV episode,
as our source material. It was quite different# finished show, so
readers would be getting more than just a prossoef what they
had already seen on the television. It was themestgpn of fleshing
out the characters, and bringing some of our owasdo the story
without treading on Tom and Steve Matthews' owioni®f how the
mythos would develop. There was also the needlto fa few gaps
that you can get away with on screen but not orpthrged page.”

How did they come up with a suitable title for gtery?

"There were 13 shows in the series," explains Stég only half a
dozen stories in the book - calling ours 'Six' vaottl have had the
same ring to it! Given the theme of the story, lifiglthe Tale' pretty
much suggested itself. We were pleased with theendt,
especially as it was the first time we'd been iagdlin a three-way
collaboration. Hopefully Tom is pleased with itpt@ven though we
necessarily had to take a few liberties with thgpsc."

Perhaps the most impressive story is Paul Finsltraedinary
'‘Boys Club', gangster-crime-meets-the-supernatigatd-on. A
brilliantly written story, full of convincing detaiWhich shouldn't
come as a surprise given that Finch is an ex-polce

"The story | wrote folJrban Gothic was adapted from the original
TV series' half-hour episode, 'The Boy's Club'ssagul.



"Tom de Ville, author of the origindrban Gothic series, came up
with the idea for a secret club where only theeatit the criminal
elite were welcomed and entertained - even thosehald passed on
- a sort of gangsters' Valhalla, and concentratedife exclusively
on this, telling the tale of up-and-coming hoodluennie Scratch,
and how he thought that by offering the sacrifitis bent-copper
father, he'd be able to gain himself a membershig c. only to be
made the victim of a terrible twist of fate.

"Of all theUrban Gothic episodes, this one impressed me the most,
both for its ingenious sting in the tail and itgdeniable atmosphere
of evil ... and after viewing it, my initial worde the series’

executive producer Steve Matthews, were: "Thatpvabably the
best horror story | never wrote."

"Thankfully, when the opportunity to adapt an episdor the book
came along, | managed to secure 'The Boy's Clut'wdnting to
follow the original script slavishly, though, arfdrtking that a piece
of extended prose offered us the opportunity tdwenfar beyond
the confines of the club itself, | took it upon ralf¢o add what |
hoped would be a wealth of relevant backgroundildetat least in
the character and personal history of Lennie'sfatim the script
George Scratch, in my story Mickey), who of counas a pivotal
role to play ... he being the true heart of darkrthat The Boys'
Club seeks.

"l liked the idea of a wannabe like Lennie, evemeone who
basically knew the ropes and was ruthless enoughttstuck into
crime, being repelled by the extreme levels ofodsness and
betrayal that are needed to make an impact oredtleriminal
underworld. Having spent many years as a coppklaimchester,
before switching to writing, and frequently seethg results of
violent crime close-up, | felt reasonably qualifiedcomment on
this. | also felt the story presented me with aparfunity to explore
an issue that had long fascinated me ... bothcapjper and an
author; some of the best police officers | knewenastonishingly
close in attitude and background to some of thestv@iminals. It's
like there was a worryingly thin dividing line beten the two ...
when it came to the crunch, there was no differeni@d between
these men, except that some wore black hats and same white.

"Perhaps the real question 'Boy's Club' was thezedsking, was
this: Mickey Scratch might well have been evil, tafand corrupt ...
but was he really a bad copper? And if the anssyaas | suspect,
no ... then what does that imply for the rest &f lisve get the job
done, does it really matter that we step on a feadl along the
way, skim off a bit of cream here and there? Wheshgomes to
shove, we might still get the rewards we're due."

Urban Gothic is as vivid and varied a collection of storiegtes



sights it describes. It might not do the Londorrigiundustry a lot
of good, but there isn't a weak story in sight aaduch, it comes
highly recommended.

Urban Gothic can be ordered from the Telwgbsite ISBN:
1903889006; £9.99 (plus p&p)
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