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the story continues...

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

You tell him how Watchmen has  
re-energised the genre, how it’s brought 
the industry to mainstream media 
attention, how it’s proving once and for 
all that comics aren’t just for kids.  
 
 
-They are though, aren’t they? he says.  
-What?  
-For kids. Comics are for kids. I mean, 
look...  
 
 
He gestures at the comic he’s got in one 
hand, and you have to carefully take it 
from him to stop him creasing the cover.  
 
 
-This guy’s all blue, he says. -And this 
one’s got some kind of blotchy mask 
on his face. And what the hell’s this 
guy supposed to be? A fat Batman or 
something? Fatman?  
-That’s Nite-Owl, you say, sliding the 
comic back into its protectively-snug 
Mylar bag.  
 

-He’s pretty much a normal guy who’s been 
dragged back into the super-hero thing 
after his friends started getting killed.  
 
 

Martin nods, a smirk on his face.  
-And he’s your favourite, is he?  
-Why are you bothering to come with me, 
then, if all you’re going to do is take the 
piss? you say, your cheeks reddening like 
they always do when you get angry. -You 
didn’t have to come.  
 

Then Martin’s got you in a headlock and 
he’s rubbing the knuckles of his fist into 
your hair, like he always has done for the 
past twelve years, ever since you met at 
primary school.  
 

-Ow, you say, though he’s not really 
hurting you. -Get off, you big gay.  
-Someone’s got to look after you, he 
says. -Why do you think I applied for 
UMIST? So I can keep an eye on you when 
you’re farting about on your media course 
at Manchester Poly.  
 
 
Outside, it’s sunny and hot and 
Manchester has that summer in the city 
smell, the melting Tarmac shimmering 
and the underlying stench of rotting 
takeaway debris, the heat of car engines 
and the lingering scent of someone’s 
perfume. Martin takes a deep breath and 
smiles.  
 

So there you are, on the train from Wigan Wallgate to Manchester Deansgate, and 
you’re trying to explain to Martin that although Watchmen takes place in the nineteen-
eighties, it’s an alternate vision of the nineteen-eighties, one in which super-heroes 
really exist and changed history in big ways and small ways, like helping America win  
the Vietnam war and making it possible for electric cars to replace the petrol engine, 
and for once he seems to be listening to you. For once.



Continued... 
 
-I love this place, he beams. The pavements 
in the lee of the buildings are cool and 
you hop between the blocks of shadow, 
turning into Oxford Street and its lanes 
of humming traffic, the brittle shouts 
of office girls on their lunch hours, a 
snatch of music floating from an open 
window.  
 
 
 
-Girlfriend in a coma, I know, I know, it’s 
serious, sings Martin. He’s laughing again, 
becoming more and more alive with every 
step down Oxford Street. -That’s the Ritz, 
down there, he says, as you wait at the 
pedestrian crossing. They put bands on.  
 
 
Whose idea was Manchester? Yours or his? 
It was almost a given that you’d end up 
going to the same university, or at least 
the same city. You’ve done everything 
together since you could barely walk. 
You’re going to try to get in the same 
halls of residence. You suppose, at least. 
It hasn’t really been mentioned for a 
while.  
 
 
-Hey look, he shouts again. They’re 
showing Betty Blue at the Cornerhouse. 
Do you fancy it?  
 
 
The fact is, you don’t fancy watching 
a film in French. The fact is, you fancy 
getting to Odyssey 7, getting your copies 
of Watchmen signed by the creators, 
buying the collected version of the book 
they’re doing the promotional tour for, 
and maybe picking up some more comics. 
Then you fancy sitting down on a bench 
somewhere and reading them. 

Odyssey 7 is in the shopping arcade. You’ve 
been here many times before. In fact, it’s 
pretty much what informed your decision 
to apply for Manchester Poly. It’s a 
good shop, Odyssey 7.  
 
 
 

 
 

They get all the comics in you like to 
read. They’re not too bitchy, either, don’t 
look at your selections and sniff like 
they do in some comics shops, raising an 
eyebrow because you bought The Flash and 
Green Lantern instead of Love & Rockets 
or some other impenetrable black-and-
white magazine in which nothing ever 
happens somewhere in small-town America.  
 
 
Up the escalator, round the corner, 
and there it is. There’s a queue; people in 
coats too thick for the summer sun, their 
hair long like you want to grow yours, 
their jeans too tight and too short. You 
join the back of the queue.  

 
You and Martin don’t dress like these 
people. You dress similarly to each other, 
but there seem to be subtle differences. 
Your T-shirt is tucked into your jeans; 
Martin’s hangs loose. Your jeans have a 
sharp crease ironed down them by your 
mum; Martin’s are flat at the front. You 
wear the brogues you had last term 
at college; Martin is shod in battered 
Converse All-Stars. Your hair is combed 
and parted at the side; Martin’s hangs 
loose and choppy over his face. Subtle 
differences.  
 
 
-How long is this going to take? mutters 
Martin.  
You sigh.  
-I told you, you didn’t have to come.  
 
 
Opposite Odyssey 7 is a travel agent’s, and 
in the window, among the posters offering 
deals to Ibiza and Tenerife and Rhodes, 
the girls are staring and pointing at the 
queue, some of them laughing. One of the 
girls, who has long, straight brown hair 
and a mole surfing the razor edge of her 
cheekbone, comes to the doorway.  
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
-What’s going on here? she calls. There’s a 
collective averting of eyes and shuffling 
of feet.  
-We’re waiting for a writer to sign our 
comics, says Martin. - What’s his name 
again?  
-Alan Moore,  you mutter. - And the artist 
is Dave Gibbons.  
 
 
Martin repeats the names and strolls 
across to talk to her. Five long minutes 
pass, during which time you jealously 
wish you were further ahead in the queue 
so you could at least look at the new 
comics in the shop window, and he’s back.  
 
 

-You know who she looks like, you whisper.  
-Who? You open one of the Watchmen 
comics. -Silk Spectre. Look, she’s got the 
mole and everything. 
Martin laughs. -Her name’s Michelle. She’s a 
student at the Poly, second year. She says 
it’s great here, and guess what?  
-What?  
-She’s meeting her mate for a pint in the 
pub across the road when she gets off in 
ten minutes. They’ve got a house and two 
people have just left. They’re looking for 
two new housemates. I said we’d go for a 
drink with them and talk about it.  
-I thought we were going to live in halls,  
you say. - 
Yeah, but Jase, a house. His voice drops to  
an urgent whisper. -And look at her.  
Ahead of you, there is growing excitement. 
Someone’s opening the doors to Odyssey 7.  
 
 
-Look, says Martin, as Silk Spectre or 
Michelle or whatever her name is emerges 
from the shop, wearing a light cardigan 
over her travel agent’s uniform and 
carrying a crocheted bag.  
-You get your comics signed and come 
over to the pub. You can’t miss it, 
apparently. It’s full of students. They’ll 
have The Smiths on the jukebox.  
 
 

 
 

 
As he goes you don’t know whether you’re 
relieved or angry, glad or jealous. But 
then there’s no time to ponder as the 
queue shuffles forward. There’s a light, 
flapping thing in your breast. You’re about 
to meet Alan Moore.  
 
 
He’s exactly as you expect, when you 
finally get to see him as the line shunts 
you along with a sluggish peristalsis. 
He’s big and bearded and his hair is wild and 
black, like a dark magician’s. Dave Gibbons, 
the artist, seems more normal, more 
everyday. But Alan Moore is like one of 
his own comic creations, larger than life, 
drawn with exaggerated strokes.
They’re sitting behind the counter, 
cleared of this week’s comics and trading 
cards and action figures. You take the 
thick, telephone directory sized copy of 
Watchmen from the pile and present it 
to them, along with the individual issues 
you’ve collected month after month. 

You say, -It was amazing. Watchmen. It 
was amazing. Thank you. 
You’re really talking to Alan Moore, 
who nods as he scrawls his name across 
the inside of the book, but Dave Gibbons 
answers, -Thank you.  
 
 
You want to say more, but suddenly you 
don’t know what to say. All those things 
you wanted to tell Alan Moore, like how 
you want to be a comic writer like him, 
like how you think he’s done a marvellous 
job revitalising the old Swamp Thing 
comic, like how you are wondering just 
where he’s going to take V for Vendetta.  
 
 
All those things just evaporate in your 
mind and you simply smile and nod until 
they hand you back your signed comics and 
you move along, and someone else behind 
you is getting their comics signed and 
asking questions you wished you’d asked.  
 



Continued... 

 
You mooch about in Odyssey 7 for a bit, 
looking at the new comics, buying more 
than you can really afford, but how can 
you not, when they draw you in with their 
hypnotic, brightly-coloured covers hiding 
modern myths sprung full-blown from the 
brows of contemporary Zeuses?  
 
 

Maybe an hour has passed when you get  
outside. The sun is still high in the blue 
sky. It’s August nineteen-eighty-seven but 
it could be anytime for you, trapped like 
a fly in the amber of your final summer 
at home, your guts secretly turning to 
water at the thought of poly. Across the 
road is the pub. You should go across, 
have a pint, talk about this house,  
meet Michelle and her mate. You should.  
 

But back along Oxford Street, in the 
shadow of the Royal Northern College 
of Music, is a wooden bench. And before 
you know it you’re sitting there, pulling 
out your comics, running your fingers 
over the faint imprint left by Alan 
Moore’s pen. And then you’re lost in the 
book once again, and another hour has 
crawled by. 
 
 
You become aware of someone standing 
there. It’s going to be Martin, you think 
in the second before you look up, angry  
and disappointed in you. You’ll have a 
sulky conversation on the way back to 
the train.  
 
 
-You’re not like you used to be, you’ll 
finally find the courage to say. -You’ve 
changed. And he’ll say back, just as you 
know he will, -And you haven’t. That’s the 
problem. But it isn’t Martin. It’s... for a 
moment, you wonder if you’ve dozed off 
on the bench and are dreaming. But there 
they are, Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons, 
smiling down at you.  

 
 
 
 
-Enjoying the book? asks Dave Gibbons.  
You nod dumbly.  
-Are you a student here? he says.  
You shake your head. -Next term.  
-Good place, he says, looking around.  
-You’ll enjoy it. 
Alan Moore is looking at you. -There’s 
supposed to be a good Mexican around 
here. Do you know it? 
You point down Oxford Road, back 
towards the city centre. -I think it’s 
down there, on this side of the road. 
-Thanks, says Dave Gibbons. And they 
walk off.  
 
 
You watch their receding backs. You  
look across the road to the pub.  
 
 
You are like a character written by 
Alan Moore. You have a choice facing 
you, a world-shattering, life-changing 
choice. Just like Nite-Owl at the end of 
Watchmen. You can go across the road 
and have that pint, talk to the girl, face 
up to what’s coming. Or you can follow 
Alan Moore and tell him again how much 
you like his comics, how you want to be a 
writer, how he should take you on as his 
sidekick and teach you all he knows and 
you can create wonderful comics just 
like him.  
You look back to the pub.  
You look at Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons.  
And the only thing you can think is, what 
would Nite-Owl do? ASNS
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