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  About the Book




  Bursting out of the literary underground, all the writers in this ground-breaking anthology put the emphasis firmly back on gratuitous story-telling and brutal, break-neck plots.




  The scorching hardcore prose of Stewart Home’s Sex Kick collides with the bitterly romantic confessions of Billy Childish. Nicholas Blincoe’s cool and stylish thriller writing meets the street realism of Victor Headley’s Retropolitan Police, while well-dressed London gangsters fight for page space with the old school skinheads of Richard Allen. Also includes contributions from boundary-pushing authors like China Miéville, Michael Moorcock, J.J. Connolly and the editor of this searing collection, Tony White.
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  Introduction




  Confessions of an Editor




  My intention with this collection is to map territories and trajectories between the literary underground and mainstream popular fiction, by presenting – for the first time – rare, or never-before-published material from some of the late greats (Jack Trevor Story, Richard Allen, and Ted Lewis), and the literary giant Michael Moorcock, together with new stories by some of the freshest, most influential writers around.




  From the outset the project has generated enormous excitement, and garnered support from everyone that I’ve approached. Perhaps this is because there is a generation of writers emerging who, like myself, remember the days when you could walk into your local, perhaps provincial, W.H. Smith’s and be confronted by wall-to-wall pulp fiction. Your eyes would be drawn along the shelves and encounter the latest in Richard Allen’s million-selling series of ‘youthsploitation’ ‘Skinhead’ novels, the biker novels of Peter Cave or Mick Norman, Sven Hassel’s WWII epics, and the beginnings of Michael Moorcock’s genre-defying ‘multiverse’ experiments. A moral questioning of the post-war ‘sexual revolution’ was played out on those heaving shelves too, and mapped in the ‘Confessions’ novels of Christopher Wood, and also in the parallel London crime scene of gangsters, porn-millionaires and bent cops described by Ted Lewis in his ‘Carter’ novels. And even if the ‘Confessions’ novels have now been consigned to a seventies-kitsch half-life and the libidinal gun play of Sven Hassel has been diverted into the shoot-’em-up computer game, the influence of these classic pulp paperbacks has never been more keenly felt than it is today, with much of the most innovative fiction drawing on the energy of pulp and genre writing.




  Amongst the ‘factory’ writers of the sixties and seventies, the late James Moffat, pseudonymous writer of those ‘Richard Allen’ novels, seems now to be generally considered paradigmatic. Certainly, his reputation as a fast worker ensured that his publishers at New English Library threw him novel ideas and deadlines measured in days rather than the usual months or years. Moffat is a legend, reputed never to have re-read or re-written anything he wrote, and alleged to have measured the time it took to write a book in bottles. What is certain is his perceived influence on some of the most exciting contemporary writers: Nicholas Blincoe, Stewart Home and Victor Headley all had their debut novels compared with the street imperatives of Richard Allen’s furious narratives. Recognising this, and with the co-operation of George Marshall at S.T. Publishing, I’ve been able to compile for the first time all of the ‘Author’s Notes’ that prefaced most of the volumes in his ‘Skinhead’ series. It seems a timely move to throw the spotlight back on the author rather than his output. I hope you will agree that these give a truer picture, both of the man and of his novels, than any excerpted chapter could have achieved.




  Mainstream publishing today is a world away from the heady heyday of the New English Library, when the likes of Jim Moffat could bang a novel out on any given subject. Contemporary themes, whether they be ‘youth cults’ or anything else, are no longer exploited as, or even before, they become news. Witness the recent spate of club-inspired writing that has dominated the paperback sales charts over the past few years. Rather than exploiting a trend or an era-defining movement like the late-eighties’ ecstasy culture as it was happening, there has effectively been a seven- to ten-year gap, during which time the culture has been assimilated and re-packaged as nostalgia or personal reminiscence. During the nineties it has largely been left to smaller independent publishers to exploit the hunger for the output of the more action-minded and culturally astute producers of contemporary fiction. The X Press was formed in order to print Victor Headley’s ground-breaking and hugely successful novel Yardie, after it was turned down by publisher after publisher who couldn’t see the market. Scottish publisher S.T. Publishing acquired the rights to all of the Richard Allen ‘Skinhead’ books, bringing them out in a series of anthologies which haven’t stopped selling to a new generation of readers. Stewart Home’s early novels, such as Defiant Pose and Red London were published by Peter Owen and Scottish underground/political imprint A.K. Press respectively. Headley and Home were among the first to re-appropriate the vitality of pulp writers like James Moffat; as Steve Beard wrote in iD magazine, Home sampled ‘the speed and aggression to make the link with Blake and Burroughs’, while Headley used ‘a few riffs to draw a map of the Black Atlantic in London’. I’m very pleased that they are both represented in the pages which follow. Victor Headley’s story, ‘The Man Who Took Down the Great Pitpat’, is an extract from his forthcoming novel, The Best Man, which promises to be his best since Yardie, and Stewart Home is represented by his new novella, ‘Sex Kick’.




  britpulp! is not an attempt to define a generation of writers; after all, the stories collected here span some thirty years. It should also become apparent fairly quickly that this is not a themed anthology. While the reader may be forgiven for assuming that ‘pulp’ is synonymous with sex and violence, and indeed authors like Stewart Home have confessed to using these devices in order to ‘keep the readers happy’, there is a lot more on offer here than the shagging ‘n’ fighting story. Admittedly there’s a fair amount of what might be euphemistically called ‘action’, though it could be said today that the laughably gratuitous sex scene is more the province of what LeRoi Jones, in his introduction to the seminal 1963 US anthology The Moderns (Mayflower-Dell) calls ‘serious middlebrow establishment fiction’, so-called quality literature. Reading the stories which follow, you may agree with my assertion that they are in fact jammed with gratuitous storytelling, and that it is the plot-lines which are brutal and break-neck.




  Michael Moorcock kicks it all off with a new Jerry Cornelius story entitled ‘The Spencer Inheritance’. Jerry Cornelius started life in the sixties as a kind of anti-James Bond character, but he quickly mutated into one of the most enduring characters in science fiction. I’m glad he’s back, and very proud to be able to include him in this collection, a sentiment that also applies to the final story, ‘Riding Bareback’, by the late Jack Trevor Story, author, famously, of The Trouble with Harry. This is the first mass-market publication of an extract from Jack Trevor Story’s final novel Shabby Weddings, and they are effectively his last words; ‘Riding Bareback’ was finished only minutes before he died. That we are privileged enough to share those moments is due entirely to Mike Moorcock’s support for this collection.




  Between Moorcock and Story, then, you will find as much diversity in voice, genre, style and subject matter as there might be in any good bookshop’s fiction section. There’s the truly classic ‘Eddie’, from Ted Lewis’s novel Jack Carter’s Law. There’s also perhaps a contemporary counterpart to Ted Lewis in J.J. Connolly’s tale of cocaine-trading gangsters, ‘Know Your Enemy’. When I approached Stella Duffy to contribute to the collection, she was unsure whether there had ever been any authentic female voices in pulp – but with Duffy’s wannabe young offenders in ‘Jail Bait’, as well as Catherine Johnson’s teenage horse-killer, Jenny Knight’s surreal, Jacuzzi-bound fantasy, and Karline Smith’s hexed basketball star it’s safe to say that there are now!




  Steve Beard’s science fiction, ‘The Last Good War’, continues the heritage heresies explored in his novel Digital Leatherette, the result of his pre-punk encounter with Ballard and Moorcock, while the likes of international cult author Billy Childish and Jane Graham are fulfilling a similar function to Christopher Wood in the literary landscape of today, but with the crucial difference that the bitter, romantic, and occasionally comical ‘confessions’ of these two authors are for real. Even Darren Francis’s ‘The Sprawl’ reads like a more sombre ‘confessions from the music industry’.




  From the fractured precision of Tim Etchells’ fragmentary short stories to Nicholas Blincoe’s ‘The Long Drive-by’, Simon Lewis’s ‘In the Box’, the understated horror of Roy A. Bayfield and China Miéville, and the ballistic wisecracks of Steve Aylett, all of the writers brought together between these covers were either responsible for defining, or have re-captured, the energy and excitement of pulp fiction at its best. The result is britpulp!, I hope you enjoy it.




  Tony White, December 1998




  Michael Moorcock




  ‘THE SPENCER INHERITANCE’ A JERRY CORNELIUS STORY




  Michael Moorcock edited Tarzan Adventures at the age of seventeen, writing for Eagle and Bible Story Weekly before joining the Sexton Blake Library at nineteen, where he wrote Caribbean Crisis for the series, published under the house name of Desmond Reid. Later, as editor of New Worlds, The worked for the famous Gold brothers, publishers of Hank Janson. His only Janson was a short story – ‘he Girl who Shot Sultry Kane’ – published in Golden Nugget. He also completed one of James Moffat’s ‘Hilary Brand’ novels, but can’t remember which one. As a teenager and a young man he knew most of the great pulp writers, including Steve Francis (the original Hank Janson), a founder of New Worlds, which became one of the most influential literary magazines of its day. Moorcock’s most recent stories are ‘Cheering for the Rockets’ and ‘The Camus Referendum’ (both Jerry Cornelius) and ‘London Bone’ (in New Worlds, USA). His novel Mother London is being reprinted by Scribners UK, who will also be publishing his new London novel, King of the City.




  ONE




  ‘Leave Me Alone’




  

    ‘I mean, once or twice I’ve heard people say to me that you know Diana’s out to destroy the monarchy … Why would I want to destroy something that is my childrens’ future?’




    Diana, Princess of Wales, TV interview, November 1995


  




  ‘Oh, cool! This—’ With all his old enthusiasm, Shakey Mo bit into his footlong, ‘—is what I call a hot dog.’ His bearded lips winked with mustard, ketchup and gelatinous cucumber.




  ‘Things are looking up.’




  Close enough in the cramped confines of the Ford Flamefang Mk IV to suffer the worst of Mo’s fallout, Jerry Cornelius still felt a surge of affection for his little pard. Mo was back on form, an MK-55 on his hip and righteous mayhem in his eyes. He was all relish again. Mounting the ruins of the St John’s Wood Wottaburger, their armoured half-track rounded a tank-trap, bounced over a speed-bump and turned erratically into Abbey Road. ‘Bugger.’ Mo’s dog had gone all over the place.




  ‘It’s chaos out there.’




  Major Nye fixed a pale and amiable blue eye on the middle distance. Neat grey hairs ran like furrows across his tanned old scalp. His sinewy body had been so long in the sun it was half mummified. They were heading for Hampstead where they hoped to liaise with some allies and carry on up the MI to liberate holy relics in the name of their dead liege, who had died reluctantly at Lavender Hill. The old soldier’s steering was light and flexible, but sometimes it threatened to overturn them. Glancing back across his shoulder he voiced all their thoughts.




  ‘This is going to be a good war, what?’




  ‘At least we got a chance to lay some mines this time.’ Colonel Hira brushed a scarlet crumb from his chocolate fatigues and adjusted his yellow turban. Only Hira wore the official uniform of the UPS. The United Patriotic Squadrons (of The Blessed Diana) (Armoured Vehicles’ Division) were famous for their eccentric but influential style, their elaborate flags. ‘Those Caroline bastards will think twice before taking their holidays in Dorset again.’




  A saccharine tear graced Bishop Beesley’s flurried cheek. Seemingly independent, like toon characters, his fingers grazed at random over his face. From time to time he drew the tips to his lips and tasted them. ‘Surely this is no time for cynicism?’ His wobbling mitre gave clerical emphasis to his plea. ‘We are experiencing the influence of the world will. We are helpless before a massive new mythology being created around us and of which we could almost be part. This is the race-mind expressing itself.’ His massive jowls drooped with sincerity. ‘Can’t we share a little common sentiment?’ He squeezed at his right eye to taste another tear. ‘Our sweet patroness died for our right to plant those mines.’




  ‘And so her effing siblings could spray us with AIDS virus in the name of preserving national unity.’ This was Mo’s chief grievance. He was afraid he would turn out positive and everyone would think he was an effing fudge-packer like Jerry and the rest of them half-tuned pianos. ‘Don’t go forgetting that.’ He added, a little mysteriously, ‘Private money blows us up. Public money patches us up. Only an idiot of a capitalist would want to change that status quo. This is an old-fashioned civil war. A class war.’




  Major Nye disagreed. ‘We’re learning to live in a world without poles.’




  ‘Anti-semitic bastards.’ Mo frowned down at his weapon. ‘They deserved all they got.’




  ‘Are we there yet?’ The cramped cab was making Jerry claustrophobic. ‘I think I’m going to be sick.’




  TWO




  ‘Our grief is so deep …’




  

    ‘… when people are dying they’re much more open and more vulnerable, and much more real than other people. And I appreciate that.’




    As above.


  




  The convoy managed to get as far as Swiss Cottage before a half-dozen of the latest 10x10 extrasampled Morris Wolverines came surfing over the rubble towards them.




  The hulls of the pocket landcruisers shone like pewter. The style leaders in all sides of the conflict, their streamlining was pure 1940s futurist. Their firepower, from the single pointed muzzle of a Niecke 450 LS, was the classiest ordnance available. Those laser-shells could go up your arse and take out a particular pile if they wanted to. It was just that kind of aggressive precision styling which people were looking for these days.




  ‘But can it last, Mr C?’ Shakey Mo was taking the opportunity to retouch some of their burned paint. The fresh cerise against the camouflage gave the car the look of a drunk in the last stages of cirrhosis. Mo ignored the approaching squadron until almost the final moment. Then, nonchalant, he swung into his gunnery perch, pulled the safety lid down behind him, settled himself into the orange innertube he used to ease his lower back, flipped a few toggles, swung his twin Lewises from side to side with the heel of his hand to check their readiness, pushed up the sights, tested the belts, and put his thumbs to the firing button. A precise and antique burst. The rubble between their Ford and the rank of savvy Morrises suddenly erupted and clouds billowed. A wall of debris rose for at least twenty feet, then began to settle in simple geometric patterns.




  ‘Here’s some we laid earlier, pards!’




  Mo began to cackle and shriek.




  Following this precedent, ash rained across Kelmscott and all the Morris memorials. Ancient Pre-Raphaelites were torn apart for scrap, their bones ground for colour, their blood feeding the sand. It became the fashion to dig up poets and painters and own a piece of them. No grave was safe. Everyone now knew that such gorgeous paint was wasted in the cement of heritage. Heritage parks.




  ‘Cementaries?’ Jerry did his best with his associations. Why was it wrong to resist their well-meaning intentions?




  What secrets could they possibly learn? Nothing which would embarrass me, of course, for I am dead. But secrets of the fields and hedges, eh? Yes, I’ve found them. It’s easy with my eyes. Or was. Secrets in old stones, weakened by the carving of their own runes and the casting of dissipate magic. Desolate churches standing on cold ground which once raced with energy. Why is there such a cooling of this deconsecrated earth? Has the ether been leeched of its goodness by swaggering corporate capital, easing and wheezing its fat bodies through the corridors of privilege, the ratholes of power. Help me, help me, help me. Are you incapable of ordinary human emotion?




  Or has that been simulated, too? Or stimulated you by its very nearness. Yet somewhere I can still hear your despairing leitmotifs. Messages addressed to limbo. Your yearning for oblivion. You sang such lovely, unrepeatable songs. You sank such puritan hopes.




  But you were never held to account.




  Blameless,




  you were blemished




  only




  in the minds




  of the impure




  Of the impure, I said,




  but not the unworthy.




  For this is Babylon,




  where we live.




  Babylon,




  where we live.




  This is Babylon, said




  mr big.




  What, mr b?




  Did you speak?




  Only inside, these days,




  mrs c,




  for I am dead and my




  loyalties are to the dead




  I no longer have desire




  to commune with the living




  Only you




  mrs c.




  Only good




  old mrs




  c.




  Murdering the opposition




  It is a last




  resort.




  He came up




  that morning




  He said




  From Scunthorpe




  or was it Skegness.




  You know, don’t




  you?




  The last resort.




  Don’t blame me




  You’re on




  your own




  in this one I said




  Nobody




  calls on




  me




  for a report.




  Oh, good Lord.




  Sweet Lord.




  Let me go.




  There’s work to be done, yet:




  You don’t know




  the meaning




  of pain,




  she looked over my head




  she looked over my head




  the whole time she spoke




  Her eyes and voice were




  in the distance.




  You may never know it,




  she said.




  You could die




  and never know it.




  And that’s my prayer.




  Loud enough for you, Jerry?




  Loud enough?




  she asked.




  There’s an aesthetic




  in loudness itself.




  Or so we think.




  Can you hear me, Jerry?




  Jerry?




  An anaesthetic?




  he said.




  Oh, this turning multiverse is in reverse




  And whirling chaos sounds




  familiar patterns




  in the shifting




  round




  Yet still,




  they take the essence from




  our common ground




  They take our public




  spirit




  from




  our common ground.




  We become subject




  to chills and bronchial




  seizures




  Now we are paying that price




  Given that prize




  Severed those ties




  Those hampering




  second thoughts




  Those night rides




  down to where




  the conscience still pipes




  a piccolo




  still finds a little resonance




  among the ailing reeds.




  Some unrooted truth




  left to die




  down there.




  Can you hear it?




  Loyal to the end.




  Loyal to your well-being.




  Wanting nothing else.




  Can you hear it?




  Still piping a




  hopeful note




  or two.




  All for you.




  ‘You must be




  fucking




  desperate,’




  she said.




  The SciFi Channel




  Our ministers are proud




  to announce the




  restoration of the English




  car industry




  Record sales of light




  armoured vehicles




  has made this a boom year




  for our




  auto-makers.




  Bonuses all round,




  says Toney Flair




  our golden age PM.




  Let’s give ourselves




  A pat




  on the back.




  The domestic arms trade




  has stimulated the




  domestic car trade




  The economy




  has never been




  stronger.




  We are killing




  two bards




  with one




  stone.




  Look at America.




  That’s their




  lifeblood,




  right?




  You




  know




  what




  I




  mean?




  You




  know what I mean?




  I mean




  what




  have




  I




  done?




  I mean




  why?




  I mean




  you




  know




  why?




  I mean




  you know.




  

    

      Came out of the West




      Out of the grey West




      Where the sea runs




      And my blood is at ease.




      And this is where I rest.


    


  




  THREE




  Was Diana Murdered?




  

    International crime syndicates are cheating Princess Diana’s memorial fund with pirate versions of Elton John’s ‘Candle in the Wind’ … Illegal copies of the song, performed at the Princess’s funeral, are undercut by up to £2.50 and have been found in Italy, Hong Kong, Singapore and Paraguay. Profits will fund the drugs and arms trade.




    Daily Bulletin, Majorca, 26 September 1997


  




  ‘Gun carriages.’ Major Nye lowered puzzled glasses. ‘Dozens of them. Piled across Fitzjohns Avenue. Where on earth are they getting them?’




  Behind their battered Ford the smoking aluminium of the Morrises fused and seethed, buckling into complex parodies of Paolozzi sculptures. Abandoning his Lewises, Mo had used a musical strategy aimed at their attackers’ over-refined navigational circuits. A few Gene Vincent singles in the right registers and the enemy had auto-destructed.




  ‘It used to be glamorous, dying in a crash. But the nineties did with auto-death what Oasis did with the Beatles. They took an idiom to its dullest place. This wasn’t suicide. It wasn’t even assassination. It was ritual murder. How can they confuse the three? It was the triumph of the lowest common denominator. The public aren’t fools. Don’t you think we all sensed it?’




  Finchley’s trees had gone for fuel. Its leafy authority removed, the Avenue had the air of an exposed anthill. Ankle-deep in sawdust, people clustered around the stumps, holding branches and leaves as if through osmosis they might somehow restore their cover. They had no spiritual leadership. As Jerry & co rumbled past, waving, playing snatches of patriotic music and distributing leprous bars of recovered Toblerone, they lifted their rustling limbs in dazed salute.




  ‘These places are nothing without their foliage.’ Mo lit his last Sherman’s. The deadly oils released their aromatic smoke into the cab. Everyone but Jerry took an appreciative sniff. Jerry was still having trouble with his convulsions.




  He had developed a range of allergies with symptoms so unusual they had not yet hit the catalogues. This made him a valuable target for drug company goons, always on the lookout for the clinically exceptional. New diseases needed new cures. But he was not prepared to sell his blood-rights just to anyone. There were ethical considerations. This was, after all, the cusp of a millennium. There were matters of public interest to consider. The Golden Age of corporate piracy was gone. We were all developing appropriate pieties.




  Mournfully Bishop Beesley saw that he was on his last Mars Megapak. Yet compulsively he continued to eat. Rhythmically, the chocolate disappeared into his mouth, leaving only the faintest trails. They slipped like blood down his troubled jowls.




  ‘Seen anything from the old baroness at all?’




  Mo scarcely heard him. He was buried in some distant song.




  ‘You made




  the Age




  of the




  Predatory Lad.




  It paid you




  well.




  ‘What price victory now, Mr C?’




  ‘Eh?’




  Jerry was still preoccupied with his physical feelings.




  He lifted his legs and howled.




  FOUR




  Das War Diana




  

    ‘I’m not a political animal but I think the biggest disease this world suffers from in this day and age is the disease of people feeling unloved.’




    As above


  




  Hampstead Heath was a chaos of churned mud and tortured metal given exotic beauty by the movement of evening sunlight through lazy grey smoke. In the silence a few bustling ravens cawed. Hunched on blasted trees they seemed profoundly uneasy. Perhaps the character of the feast upset their sense of the natural order. They were old, conservative birds who still saw some kind of virtue in harmony.




  The house the team occupied had a wonderful view all the way across the main battlefield. Its back wall had received two precise hits from an LB7. The body of the soldier who had been hiding behind the wall was now under the rubble. Only his feet remained exposed. Mo had already removed the boots and was polishing them appreciatively with the previous owner’s Cherry Blossom. He held them up to the shifty light. ‘Look at the quality of that leather. The bastards.’




  He was upset. He had been convinced that the boots would fit him.




  ‘You turn people into fiction you get shocked when they die real deaths.’ Little Trixibell Brunner, never less than smart, had agreed to meet them here with the remains of her squadron.




  ‘Bastards!’ Clinging vaguely, her mother drooled viciously at her side. Lady Brunner was having some trouble staying alive.




  Trixi lifted disapproving lips. ‘Mum!’




  The infusions weren’t working any more. Uncomfortably wired, Lady B muttered and buzzed to herself, every so often fixing her bleak eyes upon some imagined threat. Maybe Death himself.




  Jerry was trembling as usual. His mouth opened and closed rapidly. Lady Brunner smiled suddenly to herself, as if recalling her old power. ‘Eh?’ She began to cackle.




  Trixi let out a sigh of irritated piety. ‘Mother!’




  Until a month ago Trixi had been Toney Flair’s Chief Consorte and tipped for the premiership when her leader and paramour took the Big Step, which he had promised to do if he had not brought the nations of Britain to peace by the end of the year. He would join his predecessors in US exile. It was the kind of example the British people now habitually demanded.




  Trixi, growing disapproving of Toney’s policies, had uttered some significant leaks before siding with the Dianistas whom she had condemned as upstart pretenders a week earlier. But at heart, she told them, she was still a Flairite. She was hoping her actions would bring Toney and his deputy Danny to their senses. Until the Rift of Peckham they had supported the Dianist cause. She would still be a keen Dianista if those twin fools, the Earls of Spencer and of Marks, claiming Welsh heritage, hadn’t allied themselves with the Black Stuarts and thus brought anarchy to Scotland. Rather than listen to all these heresies, her mother had stood in a corner putting pieces of Kleenex into her ears. One of her last acts in power was to make them both Knights of St Michael.




  A shadow darkened the garden.




  Jerry was compelled to go outside and look up. Limping over low was the old Princess of Essex, her gold, black and fumed oak finish showing the scars of recent combat.




  Mo joined him. He gazed approvingly at the ship. ‘She always had style, didn’t she?’ he said reverently.




  Jerry blinked uncertainly. ‘Style?’




  ‘Class.’ Mo nodded slowly, confirming his own wise judgement.




  ‘Class.’ Jerry’s attention was wandering again. He had found a faded Hola! and began to leaf through it. ‘Which?’ For the last couple of centuries Britain had seen her monarchs identify their fortunes first with the aristocracy, then with the upper middle class, then with the middle class and ultimately with the petite bourgeoisie, depending who had the most power. No doubt they would soon appear on the screen adopting the costumes and language of EastEnders. They were so adaptable they’d be virtually invisible by the middle of the century. ‘Style? Where?’




  ‘Essex.’ Mo pointed.




  As if in response, The Princess shimmied girlishly in the air.




  FIVE




  Dodi’s Psychiatrist Tells All




  

    Those of us who met Diana can vouch for it, and the rest of us know it’s true: She brought magic into all our lives and we loved her for it. She’ll always be what she wanted to be – the Queen of our Hearts.




    ‘Diana, Queen of Our Hearts’, News of the World, Special Souvenir Photo Album, September 1997


  




  ‘It was then,’ Major Nye told Trixi Brunner, ‘that I realised a lifetime ambition and bought myself a good quality telescope with the object of fulfilling those two fundamental human needs – to spy on my neighbours and to look at the stars. But Simla seems a long time ago. I often wonder why they resented us so. After all, they didn’t have a nation until we made them one. It was either us or some native Bismark. Much better we should get the blame.’




  ‘I believe they used to call that paternalism.’ Trixi could not help liking this sweet old soldier.




  ‘Quite right.’ Major Nye squared his jaw approvingly.




  His nasty locks bouncing, Mo swung round on the swivel gunseat. ‘Can I ask you a personal question?’




  Trixi adopted that open and agreeable expression which had become so fashionable just before the outbreak of armed hostilities. ‘Of course,’ she said brightly.




  ‘How much time do you spend actually making up?’




  ‘Not that long.’ She smiled as if she took a joke against her. ‘It gets easier with practice.’




  ‘But about how long?’




  ‘Why do you ask?’




  ‘It would take me hours.’




  ‘Hardly half-an-hour.’ She softened.




  ‘What about retouches?’




  ‘I really don’t know. Say another half-hour or so.’




  ‘What about clothes? I mean, you’re always very nicely turned out.’




  ‘You mean getting dressed?’




  ‘And deciding what to wear and everything. Say you change two or three times a day.’




  ‘Well, it’s not that long. You get used to it.’




  ‘An hour? Two hours?’




  ‘Some days I hardly get out of my shirt and jeans.’




  ‘How long is a break in St Tropez?’




  ‘What do you mean? For me? A couple of weeks at a stretch at best.’




  ‘And how much time do you spend working for others?’




  Trixi frowned. ‘What do you mean “others”?’




  ‘Well, you know, lepers and all that.’




  ‘That’s hardly work,’ said Trixie. ‘But it does involve turning up and posing.’




  Major Nye patted her gentle shoulder. ‘The public is very generous in its approval of the rich,’ he said.




  ‘It’s the poor they can’t stand,’ said Mo. ‘What I want to know is how many big-eyed children will starve to death just because Kim the Stump got all the photo-opportunities? Why isn’t there more fucking anger? There’s only so much charity to go round!’




  ‘And nothing like enough justice.’ Major Nye turned his chair towards the car’s tiny microwave. ‘Anyone fancy a cup of tea?’




  He peered through one of the observation slits. A gentle mist was rolling over the picturesque ruins of Highgate. Marx’s monument had sustained some ironic shelling. You could see all the way across the cemetery to Tufnell Park and beyond it to Camden, Somers Town, Soho and the Thames. It was a quiet morning. The gunfire was distant, lazy.




  ‘Do you think it’s safe to lower our armour?’




  SIX




  Now You Belong To Heaven




  

    Then, amazingly, the masses who had prayed and sung the hymns, wept deeply as the service floated over London, began to applaud … Once the hearse had passed, each and every one of us went home alone.




    Leslie Thomas, News of the World, 7 September 1997


  




  Something in Jerry was reviving. He flipped through the latest auto catalogues. He felt a twitch where his genitals might be.




  Rover Revenges, Jaguar Snarlers, Austin Attackers, Morris Wolverines, Hillman Hunters and Riley Reliants all sported the latest tasty fashions in firepower. Their rounded carapaces and tapering guns gave them the appearance of mobile phones crossed with surgical instruments. They were loaded with features. They were being exported everywhere. It made you proud to be British again. This was, after all, what you did best.




  But the politics of fashion was once again giving way to the politics of precedent. Jerry felt his stomach turn over. Was there any easy way of getting out of the past?




  SEVEN




  Diana’s Smile Lit Up Wembley




  

    The world is mourning Princess Diana – but nowhere are the tears falling more relentlessly than in Bosnia … She met limbless victims of the landmines … but she did much more than add another victim to her global crusade … She made a despairing people smile again.




    News of the World, 7 September 1997


  




  ‘Thirty years and all these fuckers will be footnotes!’ Mo stood knee-deep in rubble running his fingers over the keyboard of a Compaq he had found. The screen had beeped and razzled but had eventually given him the Net. Taking a swig from his gemini, he lit himself a reefer and flipped his way through The Sunday Times. ‘Do they only exist on Sundays?’




  ‘For Sundays.’ Jerry was frowning down at a drop of machine oil which had fallen on to his cuff and was being absorbed into the linen. ‘Do they exist for Sundays or do they appear any other days?’ He was still having a little trouble with existence.




  ‘We shouldn’t have left him alone in the prozac vault.’ Trixi Brunner brushed white powder from her perfect pants. ‘You only need one a day.’




  ‘I was looking for extra balance,’ Jerry explained. He smiled sweetly through his wrinkling flesh. ‘This isn’t right, is it?’




  Major Nye shook his head and pointed. Across the heaped bricks and slabs of broken concrete came a group of irregulars. They wore bandannas and fatigues clearly influenced by Apocalypse Now. This made them dangerous enemies and flakey friends. Virtual Nam had taken them over. Jerry sized them up. Those people always went for the flashiest ordnance. He had never seen so many customised Burberrys and pre-bloodstained Berber flak jackets.




  They had stopped, and in the accents of Staines and Haywards Heath were calling a familiar challenge: ‘For or Against!’




  They were Dianistas. But not necessarily of the same division.




  Mo cupped his hands and shouted: ‘For!’




  Major Nye looked around vaguely, as if for a ball.




  With lowered weapons, the group began to advance.




  Major Nye thought he recognised one of their number.




  ‘Mrs Persson?’




  Carefully he checked his watches.




  EIGHT




  Princes Teach Charles To Love Again




  

    Princess Diana was named yesterday as the most inspirational figure for Britain’s gay community. The Pink Paper, a gay newspaper, said a poll of its readers placed Diana way ahead of people such as 19th-century playwright Oscar Wilde who was jailed for being homosexual or tennis star Martina Navratilova.




    Daily Bulletin, 26 September 1997


  




  ‘You never get a free ride, Mr C. Sooner or later the bill turns up. As with our own blessed Madonna for instance. All that unearned approval! Phew! Makes you think, eh?’




  ‘I was his valet, you know.’ Flash’ Gordon’s lips formed soft, unhappy words. He was an interpreter attached to the Sloane Square squadron. His raincoat was secure to the neck and padlocked. They had found him in some provincial prison. ‘Up there. He was a gent through and through but not exactly an intellectual. She was twice as bright as he and she wasn’t any Andrea Dworkin, either. I “wore the bonnet” as we say in Tannochbrae. Some days you could go mad with boredom. Being a flunkey is a lot more taxing than people think. At least, it was for me.’




  ‘Weren’t you afraid they’d find out about your past?’ Mo noted several old acquaintances amongst the newcomers, not all of them yuppies.




  ‘Well I was a victim too you know.’ Flash understood best how to comfort himself.




  Una Persson, stylish as ever in her military coat and dark, divided pants, straddled the fire, warming her hands. Her pale oval face, framed by a brunette pageboy, brooded into the middle distance. ‘Don’t buy any of that cheap American shit,’ she told Major Nye. ‘Their tanks fall apart as soon as their own crappy guns start firing. Get a French one, if you can. Here’s a picture,’ she reached into her jacket, ‘from Interavia. All the specifications are there. Oh, and nothing Chinese.’




  ‘What’s wrong with Chinese?’ asked Jerry. He lay beside the fire, staring curiously at her boot.




  ‘Don’t start that,’ she said firmly.




  But she answered him, addressing Mo. It’s totally naff these days. Jerry never could keep in step.’




  ‘No free lunches,’ said Jerry proudly, as if remembering a lesson.




  ‘No free lunches.’ Una Persson unslung her MK-50 and gave the firing mechanism her intense attention. ‘Only what you can steal.’




  NINE




  Sign Your Name In Our Book Of Condolence




  

    As Mr Blair’s voice echoes into silence, Elton John gives his biggest ever performance. He opens with the first words –‘Goodbye England’s Rose’ – of his rewritten version of one of Diana’s favourite songs, ‘Candle in the Wind’. Billions around the world sing with him and remember the ‘loveliness we’ve lost’. In Hyde Park, many watching on giant videos weep uncontrollably.




    News of the World, 7 September 1997


  




  ‘It’s not the speed that kills you, it’s what’s in the speed, right?’




  Sagely Shakey Mo contemplated his adulterated stash. ‘You want to do something about that nose, Mr C.’




  Jerry dabbed at his face with the wet kleenex Trixi had given him. For a few moments he had bled spontaneously from all orifices.




  ‘Better now?’ Bishop B looked up from the month-old Mirror he had found. It was his first chance to read one of his own columns, ‘God the Pal’. He was getting along famously with the newcomers. They understood all about Christian Relativism, Consumer Faith and Fast Track Salvation. They had read his Choice In Faith and other pamphlets. They were considering tempting him to transfer and become their padre. Trixi was even now involved in negotiations with her opposite number. They used the can as their unit of currency.




  Not having the stomach to finish them off, the Dianistas had brought a few of their better-looking prisoners with them. The allies now stood shoulder to shoulder, staring down at the foxhole they had filled with the cringing youngsters.




  Mo felt about inside his coat and came out with a small, clear glass medicine bottle whose top had been carefully sealed with wax.




  ‘See that?’ He brandished the vial at the baffled prisoners. ‘See that? You know what that is? Do you? You fucking wouldn’t know, would you? That, my dirty little republican friends, is one of her tears.’ With his other hand he unslung his weapon.




  As they heard his safeties click off, the half-starved boys and girls began to move anxiously in the trench, as if they might escape the inevitable.




  ‘She fucking wept for you, you fuckers.’ Mo’s eyes shone with reciprocal salt. ‘You fucking don’t deserve this. But she understood compassion, even if you don’t.’




  The big multifire MKO made deep, throaty noises as it sent explosive shells neatly into each tender body. They arced, twitched, were still. Nobody had had to spend much energy on it. It was a ritual everyone had come to understand.




  Mo slung the smoking gun on to his back again.




  ‘You want to search them?’ He winked at Trixi. ‘I haven’t touched the pockets.’




  His visionary eyes looked away into the distance. Killing always heightened his sense of time.




  Bishop Beesley murmured over the corpses while Trixi slipped into the trench and collected what she wanted. ‘It was a culture of self-deception,’ he said.




  Trixi pulled herself up through the clay. ‘Isn’t that the definition of a culture?’




  Apologising for the effect of the cold weather, Bishop Beesley urinated discreetly into the pit.




  Jerry turned away. He was asking himself a novel question. Was everything going too far?




  TEN




  Reflexivity




  

    Last Sunday a light went out that illuminated the world. Nothing would turn it back on. The death of Princess Di, the fairytale princess, the human royal, left us all totally stunned.




    I am not a Johnny-come-lately to sing the praises of our magical princess. Unlike many others who now describe her in such glowing terms but certainly did not during her life, I have again and again expressed my love for Diana.




    When I got some readers’ letters knocking her I was saddened. I wonder how they and all the grey men who put her down feel now? The people have spoken.




    Michael Winner, News of the World, 7 September 1997


  




  ‘Islands within islands, that’s the British for you.’ The Hon. Trixibell had long since given up on her race. It was her one regret that she had not been born a Continental. Her mother still shuddered if the word was mentioned.




  Their convoy had broken through to the MI. Although heavily pitted and badly repaired, the motorway was still navigable. It left them more exposed, but it had been a while since any kind of aircraft had been over. Several friendly and unfriendly airforces were abroad, on hire to Continental corporations. It was the only way to raise enough money to pay for the quality of artillery they demanded.




  ‘We have had to learn,’ PM Flair had announced over the radio, ‘that we only have so many options. Economics is, after all, the root of most warfare. We can have guns and butter, but we can’t have aircraft carriers and the latest laser-scopes. It makes sense, really. Only you, the warriors in this great cause, can decide what you need most. And if you tell us what you need, we will listen. I guarantee that. Unfortunately, I am not responsible for the failings of my predecessors, who set up the supply systems and who were as unrighteous as I am righteous. But we’ll soon have the engine overhauled and back on the road, as it were, before Christmas. I have long preached the gospel of personal responsibility. So you may rest assured that I will keep this promise or take the Big Step in the attempt. Thank you. God bless.’




  There were seven weeks left to go. By now the people’s PM would probably be praying for a miracle. Ladbroke’s and the Stock Exchange were setting all kinds of unhelpful odds.




  Jerry himself had not ruled out Divine Intervention. Surely something was in control?




  ‘It’s not that long since you were collateral yourself, Mr C.’ Mo attempted to revive his friend’s self-respect. ‘Remember when your corpse was the hottest commodity on the market?’




  ‘Long ago.’ The old assassin contemplated his own silver age. ‘Far away. Obsolete ikons. Failed providers. Lost servers. Scarcely an elegy, Miss Scarlett. Hardly worth blacking up for. Government by lowest common denominator. A true market government. Poets have been mourning this century ever since it began. Anyway, how would I remember? I was dead.’




  ‘As good as.’ Una Persson settled a slim, perfect reefer into her holder and fished her Meredith from her top pocket. Her elegant brown bob swung to the rhythm of the half-track’s rolling motion and Jerry had a flash, a memory of passion. But it hurt him too much to hang on to it. He let it go. Bile rose into his mouth and he leaned again over the purple Liberty’s bag. Something was breaking up inside him, mirroring the social fractures in the nation. He was nothing without his guidelines. This disintegration had been going on for many years and was now accelerating as everyone had predicted. Was he the only one who had planned for this? Had all the others lost their nerve in the end? He stared around him, trying to smile.




  ‘Either stop that,’ said Una, ‘or pass me your bag.’




  ‘Here we go!’




  Ignoring the twisted and buckled signs which sought to misdirect them, they turned towards Long Buckby and their ideal. At some time in the past couple of years a vast caravan of traffic had come this way, flattening the borders and turning the slip-road into a crude highway, reminding Jerry of the deep reindeer paths he had once followed in Lapland, when he had still thought he could find his father.




  He had found only an abandoned meteorological post, with some photographs of his mother when she had been in the chorus. Her confident eyes, meeting Jerry’s across half a century, had made him weep.




  A relatively unblemished sign ahead read:




  WELCOME TO THE SHERWOOD EXPERIENCE




  Sheriff of Nottingham Security Posts Next 3 Miles.




  No admittance without Merry Man guide.




  ROBIN HOOD’S FOREST




  and FUEDAL FUEDING VR




  (one-price family ticket value)




  ‘I told you we were near Nottingham.’ Mo sniffed. ‘There’s nothing like that smell anywhere else in the world. God it makes you hungry!’




  ‘Takes you back a bit, eh?’ said Major Nye. ‘Now this, of course, is where an off-road vehicle proves herself.’ The delicate veins on his hands quivered and tensed as he found his gears.




  ‘Isn’t it still relatively unspoiled?’ Trixibell tried to take the bib from her mother, who clung to it, glaring and mumbling. Lady Brunner’s lunchtime pap was caked all over her face and chest. ‘The heartland of England. Where our most potent legends were nurtured.’




  ‘That’s crap, dear,’ said Una. ‘The only thing nurtured around here is two thousand years of ignorance and prejudice.’




  ‘So she’s right,’ Colonel Hira rubbed softly at his buttocks. ‘The heartland of England.’




  ‘Fucking tories,’ said Mo.




  ‘Right on!’ Colonel Hira’s chubby fist jabbed the air.




  ‘Haven’t you forgotten how fucking concerned, caring and multi-cultural the conservatives really were, colonel?’ The Hon. Trixibell was furious. ‘One more crack like that and you’ll be whistling “Mammy”.’




  ‘I thought you were with the other lot.’ Major Nye was puzzled.




  Trixi made an edgy gesture. She hated argument. It was so hard to tell who really had the power these days.




  ‘That doesn’t mean I can’t see all sides.’




  Laughing, Jerry coughed something up.




  As best they could, the others shifted away from him.




  It was getting crowded in the steel-plated cab. The heat was unseasonal. What was going wrong with the weather?




  ‘Greenhouse!’ Jerry was reading his phlegm. ‘We have to get back to Kew. Kew.’




  ‘Kew?’ Mo cheered up. He had always tried to avoid the Midlands.




  ‘Queue?’ Trixi shook a vehement head. ‘Queue? Never again.’




  ‘Kew,’ said Jerry. ‘Kew. Kew.’




  ‘You should get that looked at.’ From the shadows under the instrument panel Bishop Beesley surfaced. ‘You could infect us all.’




  Everyone was staring at him. They had believed him gone off with the renegades.




  He adjusted his mitre, shrugged his cassock straight and took a firm grip on his crook. ‘There were small, unsettled differences,’ he explained. ‘In the end I could not in conscience take another appointment. My place is with you.’




  ‘But you’ve wolfed the supplies,’ said Mo.




  ‘There was hardly anything left.’ The bishop was all reassurance. ‘Hardly a bite. Not a sniff. I wish I could tell you otherwise. A little jam would have been welcome, but no. These are harsh conditions and the Church must find the resources to meet them. I suggest that we pick up our holy charge and proceed directly to Coventry where negotiations are already in progress. They’re well-known to have enormous stockpiles.’ His mouth foamed with anticipatory juices. ‘Rowntrees. Cadbury’s. Terry’s. Everything. Warehouses worthy of Joseph!’




  ‘Coventry’s the soft option.’ Mo found the butt of his Monteverdi. Contemptuously he stuck it into his mouth. ‘You want chocs, Bishop, we should go to York. It’s the obvious place. They always make the highest bids on this stuff.’




  ‘Stuff?’ Bishop Beesley was outraged. ‘Is that any way to speak of such holy remains? The Church’s motives, Mr Collier, if not yours, are of the highest. Coventry is much closer. Moreover the bishop there is well-disposed towards us. Did you hear what the Bishop of York had to say. Idolatory he says! Step into the 21st century, divine colleague, I say. But when all the dust settles, security is our chief concern. As I am sure it’s yours. We should never forget that ours is above all a profoundly spiritual quest.’




  ‘Oh, for God’s sake! Oh, Christ!’




  Accidentally, Trixi had put her hand into Jerry’s jerking crotch.




  Jerry’s lips gave an odd spasm. ‘Come again?’




  ELEVEN




  Prince Harry To Meet The Spice Girls




  

    Earlier, just outside London, the hearse had to stop before it joined the motorway so police could take away blooms from the windscreen. The flowers made a poignant mound on the hard shoulder. Once inside the Althorp estate Diana was laid to rest quietly and privately on an island set in a lake. Her day was over.




    News of the World 7 September 1997


  




  There were now some forty armoured cars, in various states of repair, and about a hundred mixed troops on rickshaws, mopeds, bicycles, motorbikes, invalid carriages and milkfloats. Fifteen horsemen wore the tattered uniforms of the Household Cavalry. They were spread out for almost thirty miles, with Jerry & co. in the lead, creeping along the A428 to relieve the besieged manor of Althorp. The radio message had described a good-sized army of combined Reformed Monarchists, Conservative Republicans, Stuarts, Tudors, Carolines, Guillomites, New Harovians and Original Royalists, all united in their apostasy, their perverse willingness to diss the Madonna Herself. Camping around the walls like old queens.




  ‘You hard girls. It’s a conspiracy, isn’t it?’ Shakey Mo passed Trixi’s dusted reefer back to her. ‘I call you The Cuntry. You are the country, aren’t you? You’re running it, really. The old girl network. Your mum’s their role model. Our Madonna’s their goddess. A monstrous constituency. A vast regiment!’




  ‘Keep mum.’ Jerry giggled into his bag. ‘Keep it dark. Under your hat. Close to your face.’




  Baroness Brunner began to cackle again. It was high-pitched. Some kind of alarm. Her hideous old eyes glared vacantly into his. ‘It’s all in the cards, lad. All in the tea-leaves. Cards and tea-leaves made up my entire cabinet for a while. That way I could control the future.’




  ‘Wonky.’ Jerry twitched again. ‘It’s going all wonky.’




  ‘I warned the wonkers.’ The old baroness sighed. Her work was over. She had no more energy. ‘Where am I? Can I say wonkers? I told them it would go wonky. You can’t say I was wrong.’ Independent of her words, her teeth began to clack slowly and rhythmically. She drew a scented silk cushion to her face. In vivid threads, the cushion bore the standing image of the Blessed Diana, with a magnificent halo radiating from around her blonde curls, her arms stretched as if to hug the world in love, flanked by choirs of celebratory angels. There was some sort of Latin inscription, evidently embroidered by an illiterate hand.




  Jerry watched her breaking up. She was in worse shape than he was. She had spent far too much energy trying to get her predictions to come true. It made a shadow of you in no time. It had been the death of Mussolini and Hitler. That’s what made most presidents and prime ministers old before their time. Memory was the first thing to go. Which was embarrassing when you couldn’t remember which secrets to keep.




  Jerry sighed. There wasn’t a lot of doubt. Things were starting to wind down again.




  He shivered and drew up the collar of his mossy black car coat.




  TWELVE




  Two Billion Broken Hearts




  

    We think Diana was killed through drunken driving … We think. I think. But we do not know. I do not know. Every newspaper and news organisation, with the exception of the more excitable elements of the Arab media, has decided it was an easily explained crash. Lurid theories about her death abound on the Internet but that is the domain of students in anoraks – desperate like the fundamentalist Muslims, to pin something on the Satans of the Western security services and their imperialist masters. Yet people who read serious newspapers and watch serious television programmes still have their doubts. Perhaps in this uncertain world they need to find a perpetrator, they cannot accept that the most popular woman of her time was wiped out with her playboy lover in an ordinary car crash after a night at the Ritz.




    Chris Blackhurst, The Observer, 19 October 1997


  




  ‘Are you sure it’s not a lookalike or a wannabe?’ Sucking a purloined lolly, Trixi stared critically up at the slowly circling corpse. ‘And he could be pretending to be dead.’




  The swollen head, the eyes popping, the ears flaring, stared back at her as if in outrage at her scepticism. Oddly, the silver paper crown his executioners had placed on his head gave the Old Contender a touch of dignity.




  ‘We’re going to have to burn him.’ Major Nye came up with his clipboard. He was counting corpses. ‘Before his followers get hold of him. He’s worth an army in that state.’ He paused to cast a contemplative and sympathetic eye over his former monarch. ‘Poor old boy. Poor old boy.’




  The rest of the besiegers were either dead, dying or sharing a common gibbet. By and large the century hadn’t started well for the Monarchists. It looked like the Dianistas were soon going to be in full control of the accounts.




  ‘Good riddance, the foul, two-timing bastard.’ Mo had sat down comfortably in the grass with his back against the tree. He was cleaning his piece with a Q-tip. ‘First he betrays his wife, then his mother, then his lover. He makes Richard the Third seem like Saint Joan.’




  ‘He struck me as quite a decent, well-meaning sort of chap.’ Major Nye glanced mildly at his board.




  ‘I don’t think we want to hear any more of that sort of talk, do we, Major?’ Trixi had the moral high ground well sorted.




  ‘He gave her a lovely funeral,’ said Bishop Beesley. ‘That huge wreath on the hearse with “MARM” picked out in her favourite flowers. It made the Krays seem cheap. A proper people’s send-off.’




  ‘The man was a monster.’ Trixi firmly held her spin. ‘The Prince of Evil. The Demon King. That’s all you need to remember.’




  ‘But what of the Web?’ Una came walking through with a scalp-pole she had liberated from the Shire Protection Association. ‘Can you control that, too?’




  ‘Like a spider.’ Trixi’s words were set in saliva. She tasted her own bile as if it were wine.




  In a moment they would achieve the culmination of all she had ever dreamed.




  ‘They’re getting a raft ready to go to the island,’ said Una. ‘I knew you’d want to be there at the moment they dug her up.’




  Trixi quivered. ‘You realise this will give us power over the whole fucking world, don’t you?’




  ‘It goes round and round.’ Una put her scalps into Jerry’s willing right hand. ‘Hold on to those for a bit. And come with me.’




  They stumbled over the ruins of the manor, over the remains of tents and makeshift defences. Crows were flapping down in waves. Parts of the battlefield were thick with heaving black feathers. It had been impossible in the end to save either the attackers or the defenders. But the island, by general consent, had not been badly shelled.




  They arrived at the lakeside. A raft of logs and oil-cans was ready for them.
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