
cides AVE PUBS,TWO BARS AND A NIGHTCLUB BY 
make JOHN W1WAMS BLOOMSBURY £9.99, 
) oth~ ISBN 0747540578 
ends I THOUGHT I HAD cornered the market 
-ium· in titles twice as 10'29 as th.e...~,.J2fV' 

, a~d son's attenfion span but, no, here ;s John 
h"i({fams with Five Pubs, Two Bars And A 

aI- Nightclub. I'm usually prejudiced against 
short stories but, as these are all set in Car­e" 

to diff, and some of the same characters weave 
,u­ in and out of this collection, the whole thing 

lul- is as satisfying an experience as reading a 
novel. Already I can sense vague mutter~ 

Its, ings. Did he just say Cardiff? Isn't that in 

up Wales? Yes, but this is the way Elmore Le­

to onard would write about it-spare, funny, 

to non~judgmental and with the right music in 

Iti­ the background. 

lip There is no doubt John has researched 

b. this city, as the Cardiff~based Bloody Valen· 
ne tine proved. This courageous attempt to in~ 

vestigate a miscarriage of justice led to 
,,­ death threats and the pulping of an early 

or edition due to a possible libel action from 
,er the Police. Not surprisingly, John now writes 

'e­ fiction. His protagonists are mixed race vii· 

g. lains, mostly portrayed as loveable rogues 

he but we are also reminded that 99 per cent 

10 of all known villains are crap, which can't be .s said often enough. This is not a book for the 
armchair hardman. It doesn't glamorise 

,n these ham·fisted goons but it doesn't con­

:. demn either. It's just the way things are. 

el This collection is certainly up to date, 
what with the Nation of Islam and faked doc­" umentary films about drug-smuggling, The• 
pirate radio story is a little gem and the 
Welsh Angry Brigade story stirred uncom· 

'- fortable memories of the underground 
scene in Liv~rpool. where I grew up, 

v 

l 
How much you like this book probably 

ultimately depends on how much you like 
days and evenings spent watching smoke 
circulate in pubs while your vision gradual­
ly goes out of focus. It's a slow burn book, 
saturated in alCOhol, dope and music. It does 
not aspire to glitz and glamour. It is not can-
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trived or fake. Real people do the thing 
they actually would do at the pace they woul. 
do il. There are occasional surprises but nl 
tricks. No one gratuitously uses words likl 
.M/~ 1ftF-C1f"re rurns Inro a monkey-in 
other words It's not Will Self. And thank 
fuck for that. 

The humour is gentle, the pace reflee· 
tive-life as it is actually lived rather than 
on the telly or in the movies. People say 
what they actually would say rather than what 
a scriptwriter straining for effect would have 
them say. 

Although John recorded the world's first 
Welsh hip-hop record in 1986 and has wide 
musical tastes, he is not afraid to confess to 
liking folk music. Perhaps the reason John 
and partner Charlone Greig (who performs 
folk-based music) have moved back to Car­
diff is to be able to practise this most secret 
of perversions in the relative peace of a 
smaller city, Although he may have just re­
turned to Cardiff to run for Mayor, After all, 
which writer could possibly have the nec­
essary gravitas to compete with Jeffrey Arch­
er in London? I mention folk music because 
these tales are like modern folk song9­
honest and memorable. Cue collapse of 
Bloomsbury marketing department terrified 
of anv association with terminally unfash­
ionable folk music, Start again-this is a cel· 
ebration of real life rather than trick end­
ings, pointless puzzles or macho posturing. 
A warm, good-hearted book. 

Mark Ramsden 

ACID CASUALS BY NICHOLAS BUNCOE, 
SERPENT'S TAIL. £S.99, ISBN 18524Z7086 
SERPENT'S TAIL ORIGINALLY published 

Nicholas Blincoe's debut novel in 1995. It 
was reprinted in 1997, and has now been 
re-issued with a new 'club mix'style cover 
in place of the inspired original cover, de­
picting a scene-of-the-crime type body-out­
line, in white powder rather than chalk. 

Ac;d Casuals is a terrifically fun novel, 
excitingly plotted-despite, or in spite, of 
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what might appear to be a most unlikely hit­
job Invo\ving a transexual with a penchant 
for giving blow jobs-and well-paced 
throughout. It is also genuinely funny in plac­
es, and as such, should be read with cau­
tion, because laughing out loud on the train 
can cause people to look at you as if you are 
the carriage looney. Usually, novels that try 
to be funny-especially those written by 'co­
medians'-are tedious, requiring the read­
er to wade through so many over-long 
scenes which are intended to be humorous 
but feel like limp padding. Blincoe, howev­
er, manages to introduce scenes or lines 
that are genuinely funny, and places them 
in such a way that the plot never loses its 
impetus. 

Although it's four years old, it's still fresh 
and well worth a read. For those who don't 
know, the plot involves the aforementioned 
transexual, now called Estela, the Manches­
ter club scene, a money laundering opera­
tion, a manic VJ lthat's video-jockey) called 
John Quay (aka Junk) with only one eye (the 
other one lost to shooting speed), car chas­
es, shoot-outs, some sex and lots of drugs. 

The moral, for those of you who like 
books with a moral, is simple: 'drugs can 
make you into the kind of person you need 
to be.' 

Acid Casuals would make a terrific 
Budda of Suburbia-type four-parter on 
Channel Four, but that is not to be. In­
stead there is a film planned. As long ago 
as Cdme Time 9, the film adaptaion of 
Acid Casuals was 'at the script stage', writ­
ten not by Blincoe, but by Mike Hodges 
{Who he? Ed.j-apparently Hodges had got 
the script as far as a second draft, which 
Blincoe described as 'really good.' How­
ever, there's been no further news on how 
the film's shaping up since then, but let's 
hope it's In production. Until then, pow­
der your nose, charge into Waterstones 
with your piece blazing, and grab a copy 
of Acid Casuals. 

Eddie Duggan 
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KNEELING AT THE ALTAR BY JIM LUSBY, 
VICTOR GOLLANCl. £9,99, ISBN: 0575066067 

I GROANED WHEN I saw the cover blurb 
for Jim Lusby's latest McCadden mystery. 
After all, it seems 8S if these days it's com­
pulsory to have child abuse in fiction, wheth­
er Booker Prize winner or crime potboiler. 
On balance, this book mountain adds little 
to our understanding of the subject-fortu­
nately Lusby avoids the cursory and fash­
ionable treatment of the subject to develop 
instead 8 complex picture of rumour, gos­
sip and suspicion. The prevalence of hid­
den agendas in the Waterford-based cast of 
characters all make for a world in which 
investigation is impeded by self·defence 
mechanisms which unwittingly block the 
search for a missing boy. 

One of the great strengths of the narra­
tive is the way it hinges on a contrast be­
tween a tight-knit community and the out­
siders it despises. Rather then rip the events 
straight from the headlines, it shows instead 
how irrational fears can make ordinary peo­
ple into the raw material of 8 lynch mob. 
Lusby writes as one who can get his cherac· 
ters' dirty laundry out in public without turn­
ing it into the Jerry Springer show. 

Presenting us with 8 provincial detec­
tive inspector who avoids stoicism and 
forced eccentricity makes for an engaging 
tale. Doubts as to whether 'kneeling at the 
altar' refers to the local Christian Brothers 
school or fellatio in US prison slang are 
skilfully sown in our mind. What lets it down 
is the dialogue where. with the exception 
of the council estate characters who eft and 
blind a bit, all the characters sound the same. 
Not everyone has to be Philip Marlowe, but 
it's nice when the creations on the page 
have distinctive voices of their own. 

Gn,hllm Barnfield 

THE BLESSiNG RLE BY CAROLYN MORWOOD, 
WOMEN'S PRESS, £6.99, ISBN: 0704345862 

Lyn Blessing is an Antique Bookseller 
and aficionado with a problem ... well, actu­
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