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What is a home?

Here are some unconfirmed theories. Home is: 

• The place you were born
• Where you took the first of many millions of steps
• A table full of food

• A one-bedroom flat behind a pub
• Gumtrees on a hill, 16,000 kilometres away

• Where you lay your head on a cheap, lifeless pillow
• Where your blood flows from
• Where you are most comfortable naked

• Somewhere you can scream
• Imagined, constructed

• Wherever you are reading this
• Family 

• for some

Home is where your stories make most sense. 

Home is a construct built of stories. We can put the work 
in. 

Intricate, an act of painting, blurring, smudging. 

It is sculpture. Poetry. As one brick begins a 
house, stories lay the foundation for a home.



Mould

I never worried about mould until I moved to Reading. 

Black spots sparked across the windowsill of my childhood 
room in Australia, but not with any malicious intent. 

The mould here marches, conquers, tears apart.

The mould here is an empire,
a microscopic
Napoleonic

Rule Britannia
invasive species.

Our first photographs of Reading are of mould and broken 
skirting boards, taken as we compared potential flats. 

We found all those rooms wanting, 
or found that they wanted too much from us.

We viewed a room in a converted restaurant, with no 
windows and great green scars of mould. 

The building’s entrance a homage to the Raj. 
“At least it has two bedrooms.”

 
We found houses on the river, idyllic. 
A stone’s throw away: dangerous shadows.

We found corner stores in back streets selling lemons 

grown in the sunny Spanish city we had just left, the 
city we left in order to seek a fortune, independence.  
 

Now we keep the bleach handy.
I’ve never used bleach.

How do I use bleach?
I am scared of being scarred.  





Geometries

For the first three months of our new Reading life, we 
inhabited a flat of dubious legal status, not much bigger 

than a walk-in wardrobe. 

Two adults lived, to the best of their ability, in a 

converted  hotel  room  overlooking  the  busiest  road  in 
town: the artery from London, pumping red hot 

all day and night.

One evening, a car came off the road beneath our window. 

Engine block parts were hurled ten feet up the road, the 
driver dripped with blood and anger.  

 
Our  wardrobe  studio  was  a  few  doors  down  from  the 
region’s  hospital.  Ambulances  screamed  through  the 

blockages of traffic that night. 

Cardiac arrest averted.

+++

Here, she would prepare her breakfast in the kitchenette  

nothing more than a small closet with 
hob, fridge and leaking sink

and then eat in the half-yellow dark of morning while he 

slept. Then she would creep out the door and disappear to 
the train station, ready to begin her day. The sun rose 
purple as she arrived, still cold and half asleep. 

He would continue his search for gainful employment.

Day after day after day after day.



When  the  sounds  of  Eurodance  from  the  workman’s  radio 
became too distracting, when the air in the room became 
too  stale,  he  would  sit  in  the  landlord’s  garden,  or 

visit the public library. 

He would secure a space anywhere he could

• his own table

• his own patch of grass
• his own seat in a crowded café

A scattering of little homes, 
niches carved out in an unfamiliar world.

And while he was out, their possessions and privacy were 

protected by a series of unmarked magnetic cards. No key 
of their own, only repurposed hotel equipment. 

They left the flat in the knowledge that things could 
only get better.

+++

On our final night, the light from the street lamps shone 
brightly through the blinds, 

the confines and angles of the room suddenly illuminated.

A revealing.

We had called those shapes home for a time. 

After we’d gone, someone else would come to fill them.  



 



Lifeline Part 1

On our first day in England, 

we passed through three train stations, 
lugging heaving bags, ready to split with every jolt.

Across wet cement, over shoe-tearing staircases, across 
the gap, finally into Reading station, 

hours and hours later.

+++

There is hustle and bustle on that hill.  

Thousands  rush  every  day  for  a  train  they’re  always 
seconds late for.

It is one of the country’s busiest transport hubs.
Reason for Reading’s relative wealth. 

Reason for its gaping sores.

This is a commuter town, after all.

It  is  owned  by  landlords  for  miles,  then  becomes 
distinctly English suburban sprawl further afield. 

In that ring of military green, homeowners are also car 
owners, and rarely have to climb Station Hill. 

The heart of the town is of no concern for those who have 
no stake in it.

At times, it seems like Reading belongs to those just 
passing  through,  by  those  earning  the  big  bucks  in 

property portfolios, London offices, business travel.

+++



A yearly season ticket to The City will set you back 
around  £5,000  —  half  a  year’s  rent  for  many  small 
apartments within walking distance of the station.

Overly-compensated  finance  execs  board  their  train  to 

Paddington,  while  beneath  the  tracks  walk  the  common 
folk, past encampments and begging. 
Teens on BMX bikes, dressed by JD Sports, wheelie past 

slow-moving families.

Reading’s lifeblood is pumped and circulated through the 
station. 
The Hill is as central as central can be, 

a marker for all those lost,
an advertisement,

a meeting point, a welcome, a first impression. 

Prime real estate. 

That’s what Reading is all about.  



Lifeline Part 2

To the east, The City, unnamed. 

To the north, an ancient university town. 
To the west, pure English romance.

Reading is a confluence. 
It is all rail and rivers. 

Iron and mud.
Rapids. Whirlwind.
Safer to swim with the flow. 

Let it take you.

You’ll be surprised at where you might end up.



Lights

Britain’s  careers  in  art  are  hoarded  in  the  capitals, 

where  creatives  starve  to  afford  exorbitant  rents  and 
compete against those with friends in big money 

and big galleries.

Why choose to be a raindrop in the ocean?

Reading’s scene is laid out in a private splendour,

when the time is right.

You might find galleries in old army bases at the far-

west edge of town. 
You might spend an evening listening to distant friends 

strum guitars or recite angry poetry in an ex-squat thick 
with decades of paint.
You might wander the streets of leafy Whiteknights and 

find yourself welcomed into sunlit home studios.

There are no white wall rooms in Reading, 
no minimalist sculptures, 
no avant-garde experiential pieces. 

The walls are largely free of spray paint.

There  are  cozy  hovels,  barely  lit  in  sulphur  glow, 
canvases  stretched  in  quiet  reverence,  fine  silver 
jewellery made by middle-aged mothers.

It  is  the  perfect  environment  for  still-life  and 

landscapes,  cosy  quilts  of  cottage  colours,  poetry  of 
birdsong and rustling leaves 
and the sound of acorns hitting concrete.

Something here is close to being born. 

It rises from the cement, barely contained.





Sound

Once a year, Reading becomes the centre of the universe. 

Before the Festiva##l even begins, the floodgates open 

and in pour thousands. 

• Hordes of teens

• Plastic tents and tarps
• Bum bags and poor-quality ecstasy

• Ice-boxes of pilfered beers and Tesco cider

It  is  a  sanctioned,  sanitised  rave  for  the  masses. 

Reading Festival, the reason to visit.

For a week, the Milky Way revolves around Berkshire, the 
streets and pathways are invaded. 
They are taken over by the fresh-faced, the young, the 

consumers, the partiers, the Spotify crowd.

You can feel the beat a mile away. 
Long live the beat.







Action

The cyclist is a hopeless romantic: 

a man-machine suffering for pleasure. 

It seeks peaks of ecstasy through the sacrifice of the 
body. Writing hymns in lactic acid to the god sitting at 
the top of the mountain. 

And the god is deaf and blind to those who do not climb, 

climb, CLIMB to speak with him.

+++

Reading is a river city, criss-crossed by gravelly tow-

paths. 

To cycle anywhere means gritting your teeth, riding with 

a  loose  grip,  high  in  the  saddle,  praying  that  the 
staccato jolting of tyre on crushed rock doesn’t shake 

something loose.

To cycle through the town requires a supreme ignorance of 

danger.  Potholes  threaten  to  upend  the  unweary.  Cars 
scream  past,  smoking  black  thunder.  Blind  turns  and 

sudden stops are a fact of life. 

Reading eats cyclists alive.





Bicycle Graveyard Part 1

Behind, or in front of, or on top of, or by the side of 

the station is a bicycle graveyard.

It is where you go to lay your long-suffering bike to 
rest and have it spirited away. 

It is where you go to pay your respects to the bicycle 
eaters of Reading.

The strongest locks are no deterrent.
They will strip your machine to its bare components in 

seconds, 
like starved piranhas, 

Halfords hyenas.

They gorge themselves on rubber, aluminium, 

ill-gotten pound sterling. 

They leave behind only wheels, seat posts, frames, 
rusting carrion. 

And  those  chewy  morsels  they  don’t  consume  instantly, 
they throw on their bone-pile shrine. 

They must build Frankenstein bikes from the left-overs. 
These zombies might be ridden through town, 

sold to friends, 
traded for little baggies of weed.

No one stops to ask.  



Bicycle Graveyard Part 2

She called in tears, after work, 

after missed trains, after being drenched in rain.

“It’s gone. Someone took my wheel. They stole it. 
How could they?”

An incomprehensible injustice. 
It was ripe for the picking. 

And just because it could be taken, it was.

The eyes in the sky are powerless to identify the bicycle 

eater responsible. 
It has happened many times before.

Many times since.

Her bike was left crippled. 

But what was damaged more permanently, 
more surely, 

was her belief that people, deep down, 
were good.

The bicycle eaters are hungry ghosts. 
Angry and desperate and opportunistic.

Of course the wheel was stolen. 
Because it was in their playground.



The Queen Who Turns Her Back

Reading’s statue of Queen Victoria stares longingly at 

the original site of Reading’s first train station. Her 
back is turned to the town that honoured her.

There are those who say there’s a reason she’s facing 
this way.

That the reason is this:

She hated the place so much.
She was looking forward to getting out.

Whatever the truth of that, you have to admit,
it tells you a little something about the people.

About their humour.
Their idea of their place in the universe.

I might fit in after all.





An Honest Day’s Work

You drive into town, or walk in with your briefcase. 

You come down the stairs of the train station, 
ignorant of your surroundings. 

You  rush  to  your  office,  call  the  elevator  and  wait 
impatiently for it to arrive. You pray to God that no one 

else joins you in the hall. You check your phone.

Day in, day out. The dance of the Reading salaryman.

When the day is through, you can go home.

But to fit in, to really cap off the day, 

to really earn your crust.
You must, 
and I mean must,

join your fellows “for a beer across the road”,
in the pub where the beer tastes like detergent,

in the sun falling swiftly behind the apartment blocks.

You can only really talk about work, 

because what else is there to talk about?

Oh, right, yes, you can talk about drinking,
about your first drink,
the most depraved you’ve been while drinking,

how close you’ve come to being arrested while drunk.

This is the high-flyer strategy,
5D chess.

Success is measured in pints. 



 



Sumer is icumen in

I am Australian,

and Australians love to brag.
Surviving venomous animals from birth, 

withstanding the most unforgiving heat.

I could never have been ready for summer in Reading. 

It is a season of blinding hay-fever 

and shirts sweated-through. 
It is a season of wide-open windows 
and struggling desk fans.

Reading summer is hot, sticky, oppressive. 

Less baked, more boiled.

But clouds soon gather again. 

We wait on bated breath for days after the hottest of 
summer for the thunder to break

for the pent up energy of weeks of choking heat to split 
open the sky
for sweet, sweet relief.

Give me a crystal clear early autumn. 

Give me the bitter wind of winter. 
Give me the warmth of a star millions of miles away.
Save me from the steamer.



The Snowman

My first snowman was about ten centimetres tall, with a 

piece of discarded wire for a mouth 
and a fallen leaf for a hat.

 
He was born in Reading.
My sweet Reading child.

He was soon joined by an equally small, equally inelegant 

lump, in the courtyard of our block of flats. 

We  built  the  pair  together,  with  as  much  love  and 

attention as we could muster. 
Our hands red and chapped.

We  chased  each  other  around  with  our  freezing  skin, 
threatening to press it against the other’s warm flesh.

We fought our daily battle against mould. 

We watched white, sparkling flakes fall in the night.
Entranced as first the courtyard flooded, then turned to 
black, deadly ice.

The  town  slowed.  We  ran  out  into  it,  freezing  in 

oversized down jackets,
and danced in the flurry as pedestrians looked on.

While locals complained about the impact on trains,
we laughed and thought,

how romantic is this?
How perfect? 
How sweet and clean is the cold?  



 



A Replica

70 metres long and wrapped around the inside of the Town 

Hall like fabric intestines: 
a full-sized replica of the Bayeux Tapestry.

Embroidered by 35 woman in 1885, with hand-dyed yarn, it 
is a near-perfect copy 

of the Norman’s tale of triumph.
That original blockbuster. 

It’s a tale told in wool, 
of bloodshed, conquest and glory,

a reminder that we are only who we are because of the 
killing and king-making of those who came before us.

+++

Reading’s replica is castrated. 

The 19th century embroiders worked from photographs,
photographs of an original that was considered,
well,

just a bit too rude.

And so the photographs were censored.
The thousand-year-old penises scrubbed out.

Only in Reading, 
the naked men of Bayeux wear underpants.



 



Wall Poems

“Find Jesus. Players Game.

Space ship.
I DID bandaged.”  

This is an ode to the wall poet of Reading, 
a man I used to pass regularly, 

smoking,
standing in the shadows under bridges.

Felt-tip marker twirling between his fingers,
he would consider what to write next,

his eyes darting around for witnesses,
ready to commit his crimes of passion.

He wrote his mad poems, 
scribbling things that didn’t quite make sense

some things that were downright disturbing.

And then disappeared.

I think about him often, 

hoping he’s just found another outlet. 

There was a lot going on inside that head, 

a lot that had to be fought with words. 
And only walls under bridges would listen.

As I write this, I wonder if people will take me the 
wrong way.

Think this is just scribble.
That I need help, 

help that just isn’t available 
for the street poets of Reading.



+++

“Socraties meet me on the TRIANGLE DANCE FLOOR”

“So Suicide is not nice to tRy, but the tablets welled 
up”

“Can’t make it worse. It’s A WRITING CRAP WALL”

- The Wall Poet  



A Map of the Incident

On Sunday evening, June 20 2020, 

as people desperate for sunshine and human connection sat 
in Reading’s four-squared central park, 

a 25-year-old approached and pulled a knife.

For days after, helicopters circled overhead.

The streets stood silent and empty, 
in anticipation, 

in shock. 

After  months  of  work,  redundancies,  job-hunting, 

isolating, surviving, 
the hard-earned peace was gone.

Three lives taken in broad daylight, 

so real, so close.

+++

I doomscrolled for hours

Traumatised myself with footage from the scene.
Puddles of clotted blood on well-known turf.

Desperate CPR and panicked video.
Numbed messages home to parents,
letting them know before they had to ask or worry.

Could have been me.

So real, so close.



I wanted to leave,

to get far away,
from the mutterers and swaggerers,
from the bubbling gang tensions,

from the desperate sleeping bags in alcoves,
from the terror.

Months later, that patch of grass,
has been dug up and replaced, 

fenced off with dazzling yellow flowers.
Memorial bouquets on the bandstand.

The lion watched, Reading’s stirring symbol,
a memory of those who served and died

for king and country.

No one died for king or country on June 20. 
They died because…
Because

There is no because.
No because that would be enough. 

The  bronze  lion  is  now  the  centre  of  a  vast  map  of 
stained green,

the pin in a criss-cross of paths, 
once criss-crossed so often,

now avoided 
like the memory of the incident.







Bridges

Reading is a town on the water

floating on brick, cement and steel.

A dozen bridges strike through the rivers and canals.

Symbols of connection, obstacles overcome, 
and yet the town remains divided.

Cross  the  Christchurch  Bridge  and  you  leave  behind 
streets of the bicycle eaters and enter the suburbs of 

the rowers, the granola people, the white-haired curtain 
twitchers on leafy streets.

Cross the High Bridge in Reading, the oldest across the 
Kennet,  and  you  leave  Reading’s  sky-scraping  financial 

centre and come face-to-face with working class Reading, 
with black and brown Reading. 

+++

Reading itself is a bridge.

Symbolically, in that it connects London to much of the 
southwest,

Literally in that water flows under it.

The  Holy  Brook  bubbles  beneath  the  streets,  through 
shopping centres and libraries, 
until it reaches the Abbey and Goal. 

Until  it  spills  out  beneath  the  holiest  and  unholiest 
sites of Reading’s history.

If you’re not paying attention, you would miss it,



this underground, over-water passage used by monks and 

plunderers, hundreds of years ago.

Travelling by rickety, hand-powered barge, 

Entering damp and mossy tunnels,
the  dripping  clumps,  dangling  from  bricks  overhead, 

tickling your ears as you continue onward in the long, 
narrow dark.

+++

Reading would not exist without its two rivers.
 
Those first Danes or Romans or forgotten folk built their 

forts here, drank from the rivers and washed their blood-
stained clothes in them. 

Back then the spirits of the flood were alive.

Today, swans hum and echo as they fly low across the 
green-brown Thames. 

Canal boats plod along with little care for time. 

Children dive from bridges into the water littered with 
hundred-year-old bicycles and rusted shopping trolleys.

And not far downstream, the Thames becomes a raging grey 
torrent a quarter of a mile wide. 





“Upper-right detail from the map of Buckingham, showing the earliest map 

of Reading, published in John Speed's atlas of Great Britain, 1611.”  



A Letter to Reading

Dear Reading,

How did you become such a part of me?

That’s just something I’d like to know. 
If it’s not too much to ask? 

Perhaps you could tell me how I ended up here? 
How gravity works? 

I’d never even heard of you before I planted my flag. 

You had never existed, 
never factored into my grand plans.

But I wouldn’t be me without you. 
Could you live without me?

When I first arrived and experimented with friendships, I 
would be asked the same question: “Why the hell did you 

come here? Why, when you grew up with bush and beach and 
sun, did you trade it in for the Town of Two Rivers?”

The grass, as they say, is always greener. 
And Reading is a thousand and one shades of green. 

Some brighter than others.

Here  lies  an  opportunity  and  opportunity  —  two  very 
different  things.  Here  is  an  escape,  a  chance,  a 
challenge. Here is a love story and heartache. 

Here is where my blood flows from and trickles to.

+++



I am trying, I am building my home,

building brick by brick,
story by story.
Creating a pride in place.

All the while, you change me. 

My accent is tinged. 
I have started dropping consonants.

I want to feel at home, but it all feels so temporary
after years on the move.

Do I have to scrawl my poems across the walls? 
Will these writings become permanent enough? 
Will it seal the deal if others read them?

Will anything feel solid again?

I know you won’t answer,
because you can’t.
You’re a town big enough to be a city,

a mystery why you are and aren’t,
a patchwork of 160,000 stories.

All rivers lead to Reading.

Let me just finish by making a promise:
That people will know what you mean to me.

I hope that means something to you.

With a complicated love,

James




