To be or not to be

that is the question.

Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer
the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune
or to take arms against a sea of troubles
and by opposing end them. To die, to sleep,

to be twelve
and naked,
on the school stage.

With the house lights up.
INluminating,

like stark fridge contents

a thousand faces of blushed flesh.

A packed assembly.
Both parents there.
Front row.

My mother gently sobbing.
My father checking his watch.

I am holding aloft a papier-méaché skull.
Set in the sockets are eyes that are real.

It winks at me.

Its mouth

- formed from a, pulped
rat poison packet -
whispers:

‘You're in the wrong fucking play. And you don’t know your fucking
lines’

'tis a consummation
devoutly to be wished. To die, to sleep,
to sleep, perchance to dream

that I'm twelve,
and naked,
on the school stage.

Alone.



But for a fully-grown lion
waiting in the wings.

Luckily,
he is stuffed.

Unluckily,
with only canapés:

Light wildebeest vol-au-vents,
citrus-cured antelope on blinis,
sticky pigs in blankets.

The lion lets out a part roar,
part burp.

I shit myself.
The audience laughs.

The lion makes a move.

Takes a bow.

Takes another.

Then leaps from the stage.

The audience shits itself.

Ilaugh.

Ay, there's the rub.

And soon I'm drenched in turning milk
sprayed from sprinklers

that hang like dull brass breasts

from the ceiling of a, derelict hotel.

With its telescopic corridors,
and its endless Escher stairs.

Suddenly, I can smell the lion.
The worst breath in the world they say.

And they’re not far wrong.

I hammer manically on the elevator button.
To die, to sleep

no more, and by a sleep to say we end

the heartache, and the thousand natural shocks
that flesh is heir to.



Suddenly, I can smell my father’s aftershave.
01d Spice.

It battles for supremacy with the lion’s breath.
Loses.

Just.

I hammer manically on the elevator button.

The lion turns the corner.
Faces me.

Opens its mouth.

A blood-stained maw.

His terrible teeth.

His bouffant hair.

His dirty laugh.

Its head far bigger.

than it ever is on television.

It lets out a roar
that rattles the dead glass light fittings from their housings.

I hammer manically on the elevator button.

The lion approaches.

The lift approaches.

The skull laughs.

The lift stops.

The lion stops.

Coughs up my father’s watch.
Still on his wrist.

Flicks its tail.

Licks its lips.

Ting!

The lift arrives.

Its doors open.

Slowly.

As in a dream within a dream.

As if wading through molasses

in a ballgown made of lead

heavy

the pangs of despised love, the law's delay.

I enter the lift.

The lift is lined with mirrors.
Walls,

floor and ceiling.

I am reflected to infinity.
Refracted to obscurity.



Ilook up

only to see myself
looking up at myself
looking down at myself
looking up at myself.

I do a quick 180

to see me seeing myself sideways from both sides.

I feel the need to reverse the 180

and so spin back the other way,

but the me that did the initial 180 stays put

and the me doing the new 180 ends up doing a 360
to face a third me

desperately searching for the elevator floor buttons.

That are not there.

Just fingers fingering fingers
fingering fingers.

To no avail.

To grunt and sweat
under a weary life.
To be, or not to be

twelve and naked.
On the school stage.

In my hand a human skull,
dead dogend in its mouth,
looking up a me.

“I wouldn’t bother”

it says.

“They’ve all gone home”

Be all my sins remembered.



