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This book is dedicated to the memory of my friend Pete Taylor,
my cousins Pauline and Geraldine, who died too soon,
and for Brian Alford who came and went again




Chapter One


The Form


BELIEVE ME, PARDS, we’re living in an age of myths and miracles.


Call it divine coincidence, good instincts or bad timing, but at the very moment the People’s Princess and Prince Harrod-al-Ritz hit the concrete in Paris I was zonked out of my brain, hanging in a frayed Troll harness from the basket of a Hitsu FG-180 hot-air balloon drifting through Little Cayman’s perfect skies in the mellow light of the setting sun and snapping the godzilla bonkshot of the century.


Orgasmic flesh rippled like flowing grain. Flanked by luscious palms, sharp and sweet at maximum zoom, that familiar pink arse mooned magnificently into frame. With rhythmic balance and enthusiasm, his perfect pelt glowing and pulsing, feeling no pain, deceased zillionaire Sir John Barbican Begg was skilfully demonstrating the missionary swing to that flower of English womanhood, our good old reliable Duchess of Essex, Antonia Staines.


In a hammock.


A symphony in pink and gold.


Eldo-fucking-rado!


My cousin Barbi wasn’t doing at all badly for a dead man. Publicly drowned in London, publicly flamed in Kensal Rise Crematorium and sentimentally remembered at St Alban’s, Brookgate, he was easily recognised by his distinctively marked but well-nourished buttocks; she from the idiosyncratic heavings of her bucolic thighs, her Pre-Raphaelite mane, her hearty faraway whoops.


Barbi had been the richest man in the world when he was wacoed. I knew for sure, however, that he definitely hadn’t been divorced. His ex-widow, Rose, was my other cousin. My ex-wife, his stepsister, had also married him, which made Barbican my ex-brother-in-law…


Some of those relationships went back to the womb but just then old mister wonderself didn’t give a Welshman’s wank about relationships. Moi was bathing in the sensual flame of transcendental onanism. Had hit the $G spot. Was scooping the superpoop. Snapping my place into the tabloid hall of fame.


The balloon rental had cost me my remaining credit card but by tomorrow I would be immortal. And so would Barbi. I was about to make him a legend in both lifetimes. I’d never even liked him up to that moment but now I genuinely loved him. How could I not? He was my meal ticket to the multiverse.


Definition better than perfect at maximum magnification, back from the dead and bonking like a buffalo, there he was: The Midas Kid. The man who had reaped the profits of a dozen recessions, used the Fortune Five Hundred as a shopping list, dumped Maxwell, bought Trump, outfoxed Soros, massacred Murdoch, dismissed Ted Turner as a sentimental amateur and considered Citizen Kane a philanthropist.


My pictures were the prize for weeks of unsleeping obsession, decades of dissatisfaction, a heap of subtle humiliations, some serious inconveniences and miseries. Pix that were every photojournalist’s dream. International currency. In a couple of days, when the pix saw print, the island would be thicker with photogs than flies on a Frenchman’s fart. Barbican would have scarpered by then, of course. But the game would definitely be afoot; the pack would be legging it to the view halloo while I’d be rediscovering the emperor-size feather bed at the Dorset and phoning down for the Full English for myself and glamorous young pard. For a moment I felt profound empathy with the pair below. Frame by zipping frame I shared every delicious nuance of their photo opportunity. The moment was saturated with sex. All it lacked to make it perfect was the sound of a two-stroke as Cathy Tyson arrived to carry me off in her microlight…


I only had one crack at the shots. Drunk or sober, mad or sane, I only needed one. As we dropped lower over the convulsing soulmates, I clipped on to the D-ring so that I could lean further out and take some side views, hoping that in their ecstasy they couldn’t hear the thump of batty-gangsta rap vibrating from my pilot’s pulsing boombox and amplified by our vast silver canopy, or catch a whiff of the roiling cushions of reefer smoke probably keeping us airborne.


Not that you could do much about steering or speed in an FG-180. Plus the volume was busted on the blasta. Plus Captain Desmond Bastable, the pilot, had insisted on bringing two magnums of champagne for the trip as well as a pound of ganja so strong you could get cheerful just being in the same city with it. Also a bottle of Stolichnaya. I never drink on the job, it interferes with what I put up my nose, so Captain B. had enjoyed both magnums and now lay spreadeagled on the bottom of the basket chewing on his dreadlocks and cackling at his own smutty porkboy stories. Every so often he did something amusing with his burner. I didn’t care. I had three full rolls of FX-15+ with digital backup and I was on my fourth. The smoke pacified my mind. I relaxed so much I almost went completely over the side. I started to laugh. Captain Bastable found the vodka bottle. Life was never going to be better.


Five rolls finished and then our Panasonic hiccupped radically from Really Hip Hop into Cat Stevens’s ‘Moonshadow’ at full volume. Captain Bastable’s musical taste was eclectic but strictly Reformed Moslem.


The air was the clearest it would ever be. I went in for a portrait. Full zoom and still sharp as a stockbroker’s trousers. I might have been standing beside her.


Maybe she was telepathic. Suddenly, open-mouthed with glazed confusion, the duchess stared into my excited lens as if into my face. Clickety-click. Then the wind had changed. I was invisible again. I dropped our penultimate sandbag, and we rushed rapidly upward and back the way we’d come. As Rai Twist gave it some stick with their version of the Cheb Khaled classic ‘Sidi Boumedienne’, I waved farewell to the Isles of Greed and sat down on the floor, zipped up my camera, sealed my film bag, flipped back at the digitals, secured my disc, lit a spliff, popped my last E, sipped the dregs of the Moët, ate my wholefood patty, threw the bottles over the side and saluted the soft emerging stars, wondering vaguely whether Captain Bastable would wake up in time to get us down somewhere near Kingston or if by tonight we’d be trying to bribe ourselves out of Havana with eight dollars, some seeds and stems, an old climbing harness and about six thousand yards of second-hand balloon silk.


An age of myths and miracles, certainly, pards. And wonders. But also an age of disappointments. And, I must say, some confusion. I’m not the first conquering hero who returns home expecting a big welcome only to discover that in the meantime the social climate had gone a bit radical and the mates who sent him off with wild applause are not all that pleased to be seen with him now. Embarrassed silence as Lawrence walks into the mess. I had left the bosom of my nation, or at least Marriage’s New Wharf, Wapping, one of the lads, popular with my peers, credit at every pub, a well-respected pro people were proud to know. I’d returned to feel like Hermann Göring popping in at his local to down a last stein before going on to his trial in Nuremberg. ‘Well, mates, wish me luck.’


In London I had trouble focusing on this new reality for a while. My future had vanished.


My little house in Fogg Yard, Brookgate, was full of threatening messages. That was normal. Everything else had subtly changed. Like in The Twilight Zone when you get up in the morning and somehow know this just isn’t your own world. For one thing, it’s too fucking friendly!


Remember how weird it got for a while? Dianalgesic. It really did happen overnight. The Year of the Woolly. And there I was sporting the pot of gold I’d brought back from the end of the tabloid rainbow! The least I expected was a little professional congratulation. But suddenly all the rules were different. The language was different. The twentieth century’s most sensationalised car crash had changed everything. Friends became strangers. Hardened cynics turned into sentimentalists. Sentimentalists turned into vicious avengers. It was a baby-pink cashmere nightmare. Official reality was at last the fully digitalised, graphically equalised Lord Attenborough™ official movie version. Down we go. Another prozac nation.


By now, of course, both Diana and Barbican have passed beyond fact. The Princess of Hearts and the King of Diamonds have joined the cigar-chewing Wardog, Old Queen Bessie and the venomous Maggie Moneyeyes as heritage icons. The struggle’s over. They’ve become transfigured, complex works of fiction, compendia of others’ dreams and anxieties, public inventions, subject to the public will I suspect they all believed they could control.


A living song, a constant echo.


But at that moment Diana’s story drowned Barbican’s. No contest. When myth challenges legend, hearts always beat diamonds. Legends are the tales we tell to cheer ourselves up. Myths are the stories we live by. Chance sometimes makes us part of that story.


Barbican had created history in his own way. Of all publicity-loving tycoons he had been the star. The big financial fish Lacey Moloch, the great white shark’s little kipper, respected. Richard Branson had been his admiring novitiate. Soros couldn’t outsmart him. His successes challenged everything you knew about reality. But Diana went better. She went metaphysical. She actually changed the nature of reality.


You probably don’t remember anything different, do you?


It doesn’t matter what the truth used to be. Billions of women will forever identify with Diana’s misery as she in turn identified with theirs. They thought they knew her. They thought she knew them. She spoke their language. The same as Bill the Cocksman. With every revelation, people knew him better.


Diana hit every woman’s heart because her tragedy was the ultimate chick flick scripted by Barbara Cartland, rewrites by Shena Mackay and Joanna Trollope: Suburban Gothic, an Essex Jane Eyre, a Sloane Sylvia Plath. The story works because it’s a version of common experience. Mills & Boon folk-history. Harlequin Romance. News of the World normality. Innocent young woman’s love and idealism invested in dream marriage. Boredom. Isolation. Rude shock of reality. What’s this in his sock drawer? Ugh! The bastard! Defeated expectations, disturbing shadows, unlikely explanations. Oo-er! Her noble husband’s dark secret! A message misdelivered. Who was the mysterious Lady Tampax? Husband’s surly reticence turns to anger. Storms out. Dissolve to Night in Kensington Palace. Strange echoing cries in the corridors. Blonde innocent pauses in brushing locks. Hastily to bed. Sinister silence. Darkness. Premonition. Sits up suddenly. The door creaks open. The virgin bride’s huge blue eyes widen in terror. Unable to suppress a scream, she watches as Nemesis in a flannel nightie, whinnying like El Caballo Diabolo, applies her Dunhill to the drapery. That family’s affinity for large animals is probably scandalous.


Rebecca never had more dysfunctional relatives and servants. Stereotypes, like most of their class. The remote powerful mother-in-law, self-destructive drunken aunt with shameful secret, dotty grandma addicted to gambling, bumbling, reactionary old father-in-law, glowering sister-in-law, ‘modern’ slightly iffy younger brother-in-law, husband torn between the lot of them and so on and so on. Strange tensions every morning around the devilled kidneys and bacon. Why did she hesitate when I asked that? Is it my imagination? Were they exchanging significant glances? Hollywood Henry James. The Eternal Twist. The Divine Soap. The final panto. Jeunesse sans fucking frontières.


The pain of revelation. She throws herself into a life of dissipation. Montage shots of our heroine in shockingly short dresses dancing on the table with shockingly short sheikhs. False laughter, falser friends. But her children console her. She returns to duty. Then comes the next disappointment and the next. Whirlwind romance with Mr Wrong, the son of the sheikh, the cokeboy, and we slide towards Reefer Madness – cut to titles – ‘Let’s get out of here!’ – NO, the audience gasps, no, Di, don’t – but she takes the inevitable step towards the death car – and the music starts to come up – Oh, no, Miss Scarlett!!! I’m sorry I hurt you, leader of the pack.


Add all the subtleties and complexities you like to it, that’s what keeps the punters panting.


That and the tasty realities of the private lives of the overly rich and far too famous, the people we pay to be our puppets, our surrogates, to wear the clothes we’ll never wear, to taste the pleasures so frequently forbidden us, to represent us in paradise, to earn our never-ending approval by merely existing. But that existence, of course, can’t be in any way private. That’s not what they’re being paid for.


They’re paid because their lives are our soaps and soap characters exist to be stripped of all privacy, exposed to intense examination. We must know exactly what diseases they have, what needs they are repressing or expressing, what they earn, what they eat and how they fuck. We want to see them in hospital, in the ambulance, in their coffins, being born or giving birth. We want to know their deepest shame, their noblest ambitions. We want to know what their skin smells like, what their underwear feels like, what their bodies look like to the tiniest detail. We want to know what it’s like to fuck them. To have control of them or to be controlled by them. We want to know about their pets, their childhood fantasies, their secret children, their real stories. They are well paid for these reports. They couldn’t exist without them. Ultimately, we have the power of life or death over them. Anyone whom we pay disproportionately to their talent, whether it be an actor or an aristocrat, is fair game. They belong to us. What else have we paid for? They have no unusual skills or even looks, most of the time.


You can’t invade their privacy. They’ve sold their privacy. It belongs to us. Every moment of it. And what a lifestyle they get in return!


The ‘Royal Family’ (funny notion) sold the last of their privacy when they started earning their living entirely from satisfying public fantasies. They have no other function. It maintains the status quo. Great figureheads, mind you. Profitable tokens. They pull in a fair few million a year for the heritage merchants.


The Royal Family’s fortune is based almost wholly on show business. They are stars, the way anyone who makes more than a million a year from satisfying public fantasies is a star. They are paid to represent the vulgar imagination. I worked with Prince Bigears’s official photographer once, some drawling Scotch gillie with a hanky up his sleeve. In the shoot when Bigears and Bigeyes were doing their pre-marriage photos, to go on stamps and mugs and stuff, this bloke told me Charles was so much shorter than Diana they’d stood him on an orange crate for the shots. An Adonis, indeed. Don’t send me to Horsemonger Road, guv’nor. Check it out. See how she slumps against that fence? For all I know they dug her an Alan Ladd trench. A foot in the grave from day one.


That’s our money they’re living on.


We’re entitled to know anything we like about royal lives. They’re in the public domain. They adjusted the rules, planning to survive. But like Gorbachev with glasnost, they started something that got out of their grip. Populist roulette is like that. New plot twists are generated spontaneously, leading to an inevitable crisis of control. H-Bombs for sale to any old warlord. Came the Reckoning…


A loose cannon rocked the boat. But that piece of wobbly artillery ruled our hearts and circulations while the Royal Family burst into fractal dust around her. How desperately her brother bellowed his distress in the Abbey as he made one last grab at disappearing business connections by claiming superior association with the little princes! As if their own father wasn’t a blood relative! And the Queen sitting amongst all of this like Miss Jean Brodie at a Haitian wedding. Meanwhile Muhammad-el-Harrod, his own fortune founded on a successful fantasy, having rewritten the past, starts trying to write the future! Not that easy as Britpop Nulab Toney Blurr knows too well these days. And the poor old Arabs, still living in Macbethworld, think the Queen had Di rubbed out for screwing a lapsed Moslem. They don’t realise that the Windsors would shake their manes and enthusiastically paw the ground if they could get a nice Arab into the stock. Who controls the film rights on all this stuff? Send for the resurrection men. This needs a Robert Bolt script.


Richard shouting for a horse couldn’t have felt defeat sharper than the Queen as she slowly realised she’d somehow fought and lost a civil war and was now subject to the victor’s will. The people had chosen their own queen. Queen of the Fourth Estate. Marlene Dietrich as The Scarlet Empress.


Diana had her court, her constituency, her ministers and advisors. Her own consorts. Her own press. It was nothing she’d planned for, of course. She played the hand she was dealt. But she played it like a pro. Few other mythic superstars had that unbeatable form. Check it out. Wonderful supporting cast, solid story, mythic resonance, a perfect tragic ending. Room for some good conspiracy theories. This one will run and run. And of course, if you’re also a sex symbol, hang on to the residuals. Especially if there’s an element of public sacrifice. Glug the compassionfruit pop, gulp the piety cola. As long as you have big soft eyes and a sympathetic drone, cartoon features, the public’s yours for ever. You fulfil an important need, create a deep diversion. While you’re the epitome of their virtue they can identify with you and feel good about themselves without having to do a fucking thing except put the odd coin on the plate. Cheap at half the price.


Golden syrup. This is how to make the nasty world we live off smell a little sweeter. Go on. It’s naughty but nice. You deserve it. That ain’t corruption you’re sniffing. That’s just the icing on the marzipan.


What a need she filled! For a while she put out the best universal crack since Mary, the Mother of God.


Fuck the famous dead, I say. And fuck the famous living, for that matter. My nobody friends are dying by the day and any one of them has left the planet better for having been here, put all that they own on the line, more than any sobbing royal or self-approving Yank superstar whining for an even more banal and compliant press to share his fine opinion of himself. I don’t blame the public, though. They’re in a difficult position, really. They find it so much easier to identify with the rich.


So what’s my chip? My beef? My line?


Call me by the p-word. It’ll do fine. That’s me, pards. Anywhere, anytime. Any word will do that sets me apart from some Austrian fatface meatbrain supermillionaire who hasn’t got the balls to take the heat. Such fine heroes for the public. Tom Cruise? He must have eight billion dollars for every one of his brain cells. And who’s the dosh doing good for, pards? Nobody but themselves and the sodding Scientologists. Dead money. Damned money. But it don’t stop that empty soul from barking. Jesus Christ! Have you ever listened to the abnormally rich whining how life’s so public for them? Try living out your entire life on a timeshared paving stone in Calcutta and you’ll know what privacy means. Or watch your house, your well and your generator disappear in a mudslide. Or your family blown to bits by NATO planes. Or wiped out by Albanians, or Turks, or Serbs or Kurds or Hutus or Tutsis. Maybe we should keep that quiet, too, eh? So as not to disturb the world’s darlings in their wonderful comfiness?


So fuck you and what you think. I’m Dover the paparazzo. It’s an honourable trade. It’s the pop performers and the politicians who live alla tangente, pards. The culture croppers, the stock-sniffers. Gullible as I’ve been, nobody’s ever paid me off. I did give in to temptation, though. Once, in a big way. Which probably also had something to do with my current bad luck.


Anyway, as my bank manager smartly reminded me, whatever my moral opinion of the world, the simple fact was that pictures that would have made Barbican the hero of a new red-top reading public and assured me a brass-band welcome at my local Barclays were instead doomed to the dustbin of history because an overtired driver did a few pills too many, had a few extra Scotches and decided to take the tunnel rather than the bridge.


In short, he explained, I had ceased to be an intrepid and courageous uncoverer of cupidity and corruption in high places and was now Social Pariah of the Year. The best he could do for me was freeze my interest. But I’d have to start paying off my overdraft within the month.


He patted my back as I left. A gesture of pity and admiration. He didn’t have to say it. I was a vanished breed.




Chapter Two


The Squeeze


OUR DI HAD, according to her myth, been hounded to death by the baying werewolves of the yellow press. Of whom it was now plain I was one. Maybe even the worst of them. Some people claimed they had actually seen me baying. In the tunnel. With the blood of their angel on my hands. Myths, miracles, gossip and the fuck process. Any journalist knows they’re all more powerful than mere fact. Especially these days. We’re entering an era of unrelenting hypocrisy, half-true spins, wrinkles and twists, mind-numbing relativism, perpetual self-invention, liberal cop-outs, the new bigotry, VR backdrops, feelgoodism, abstraction and distraction, virtual theocracy, the quest for the greatest common denominator. A fruity pasta. Mussolini mild. A century of depths and substances. Richest muck in history. Those depths should be worth a visit or two. Haul up a bucket of that, dilute it to public taste, try some of the substances, and you’re in business for a decade. In my business, anyway.


Kaptin Klix, Danny Devo, the Red Snapper? If you were anywhere around in the ’70s and ’80s, you’d know at least one of those names. Deep Fix? Paul Frame? Bob Calvert? I was always a better photog than I was a guitarist. Half the familiar images in your memory were made by me. Remember? All those great Pistols shots. The Shepherd’s Bush Sessions. Glen Matlock at the Lyceum. Pat Benatar at the World’s End. Siouxsie on half a dozen classic tours.


Once the New Musical Express depended on me for its circulation. Rolling Stone begged me for exclusives. Elvis Costello in Graceland. Iggy at the Portobello. Freeze-frame death in the Falklands. Graham Parker at Magic Mountain. Maxwell. Somalia. Cantona. Bowie in Cuba. Bloodbaths in Congo. Michael Jackson afloat. Madonna up the Amazon. Everyone who was where they weren’t supposed to be. Trigger-happy UN troops in Bosnia. Princess Margaret under the Virgin table in Las Cascadas.


I did two years as featured photog for the Mirror. One more year for The Sun. Six months for The Guardian. Back to freelance. Umpteen compromised Tory cabinet ministers. Greenham. Cairo. Bombay. The Crustyville Raid. King Juan and the British fishermen. The Demons Bust. Redweird and those Hong Kong Whores. LA. Brooklyn. Dworkin at the barricades. Massive Attack in Morocco. Van Morrison in Monaco. Gulf Two. Bahrain. Cornershop in Kurdistan. That Rwanda story with Fromental. Right place, right moment. I had a low curiosity that had to be satisfied. I did dozens of incidental Dianas, of course, some fairly saucy, though I didn’t specialise. Nothing nasty, nothing I had to hunt her down for. Nothing I couldn’t show a nun. Just some lucky leg shots. And a couple of tasteful tits. I’d cracked off several small fortunes made from the elusive famous. And now I was suddenly nothing. What the fuck else was I good for? Who needed an unemployed jackal? Shopping Weekly? The Times of Kuwait? The Washington Post?


Backwaters? I was spoiled for choice. There were a few people who’d be glad to see the Red Snapper landed at last. I couldn’t believe the truth. I was Denny Dover, has-been. Forgotten man. Don’t forget the Dover, as my grandad was fond of saying. A play on ‘diver’. That was a Tommy Handley catchphrase from ITMA. Tommy Handley was the most popular comedian of the ’40s. He always sounded dire to me. Heard of him, have you?


My grandad was a radio man. He lived in a vibrating world. His ears were his only sensual organs. He hated pictures. Telly was an abomination to him. He thought the same about gas. Gas was a ticking bomb, he said. He refused to let the pipe go across his yard. They had to put a special bend in it. We were the only house in the street that couldn’t have a gas-stove. My big Auntie Connie was cooking for us on a monstrous black coke-burning Rayburn range until the day she had her stroke.


Now Grandad’s got a microwave. He’s triumphant, a vindicated visionary. It’s what he was waiting for all his life. It arrived just in time to save him. He relentlessly points out it was originally called a ‘radio oven’. He shows me the Lilliput magazine with the original article from 1949. The oven looks roughly the size of a nuclear reactor and was used for fusing plastic.


Because of its evident faith in an electrical future, Lilliput, the digest-size companion to Picture Post, was the only illustrated publication he would allow in the house. Lilliput specialised in tasteful nudes and radically angled deco power stations. Founded by a Hungarian who’d been banged up in Munich’s Ettstrasse and Stadelheim by Hitler and escaped to Britain, it had the pick of the surviving European refugee photojournalists in the late ’30s. It ran great pictures. Which Grandad turned a blind eye to. Or pretended that he did. It folded in 1960, but I could probably tell you every photo in it, and most of the photographers.


I got my sense of freedom from my big Auntie Con. Her side of the family had always been more political. Her best friend had been a Russian anarchist. Mrs Feldmann used to tell us stories from Neither Master Nor Slave, which she’d written and published, in Russian, for the children of Nestor Makhno’s education train. Exemplary stories for little anarcho-socialists. How Yuri Learned Self-Determination. Sasha and Natasha: Co-operate and Survive. She’d known everyone in the East End. She used to say things like ‘Take anything you want from the bosses except their rules’. A maxim you could apply pretty generally to school, employers, authorities of every sort. You don’t have to swallow the whole pint. You should always blow off the froth.


My grandad’s brother, Tom, was a great union organiser. He was in the print, down at Fleet Street. He reckoned himself. It was a dying aristocracy when I was growing up. But I saw those vast iron printing machines running, sniffed the stinking ink and felt the throb of a newspaper battering its way into the world. I saw the end of a tradition. He preferred the late shift so he could always bring an early copy of the paper home. He retired to Tudor Hamlets the year the first presses started moving out to Wapping.


My grandad worked for Mullards, Clerkenwell, all his life. I’ve still got his wartime pass. He didn’t have to fight. He just had to stay in the East End during the Blitz. He retired on a good pension but kept the family home. He owned a crowded two-up and two-down terraced house, jerry-built around 1821, in Bonemeal Street, Brookgate, which was home to me for most of my early life. Dark, smelling of damp, full of little cupboards and loose boards. Bits of radios and lots of books, mostly self-improvement stuff like Winwood Reade’s The Martyrdom of Man. In his last active years Grandad started a business rebuilding old valve sets. He had thousands of valves in his shed, which was the converted outside toilet. Some of those glass tubes were bigger than me. They warmed the airwaves, he said, and made them human in a way transistors never could.


My grandma Nell had run off to Margate with a deaf spiv in 1948. She’d do anything for a small port and a pair of nylons, said her sister, my Auntie Con, who was really my great aunt, Rita’s mum. Rita was Rosie’s mum. A couple of years after Nelly had gone, Con heard that the spiv took up with another dummy and gave Nell the brush. A few years later Nell started writing my grandad letters. He didn’t open them. If anyone asked after her he’d say he hadn’t heard a word from her.


I found those letters a few years ago. She’d wound up as live-in staff in a pub on the Kent coast. Broadstairs, I think. A Tudor Steak House renamed in themed-up gibberish. What had been The Oak was now something like the Widow Murphy’s Real Old Sailorman’s Vaults Under the Sign of the Magpie and Maypole. Reassurance stops for the lost tourist. The only people in there have maps in one hand. A place all serious drinkers and teetotallers avoid. Grandma’s letters were sad, half-hearted attempts to revive a fantasy he’d never shared. The photos she sent revealed nothing but the conventional paint and costume of her class and calling. She could have been anyone’s barmaid.


I’m not superstitious, but I do have one good-luck charm I couldn’t bear to lose. It’s an ordinary bit of London brick. It’s blackened, chipped, pitted and it isn’t any different to all the other débris from World War Two you’re always finding in your flower beds. I picked it up in Mustard Street just before the whole area vanished under the feudal concrete of the Leith Building, Barbican’s greatest monument to his own power. He got the Huguenot Leases. I got a bit of brick.


I was born in Mustard Street. In the top back room of the Hare and Hounds. On 21 December, 1952. My dad inherited a faith in electricity the way others inherit politics. He was the last real Londoner to be hanged for murder. He must have been London’s youngest tram-driver, too. For half a century the best of Brookgate that wasn’t freelance or at Mullards worked for or on the trams. Two nights before I was born Dad drew the right to take the final Number 5 from Hampstead into the Holborn terminus. He had the makings of a top-class driver, they said, on the trolleybuses or the Tube. He was skinny, twitchy, wiry. Face pale, all gaunt angles. But everyone liked him. He was a bit serious. Mum said he’d had rheumatic fever as a kid and tended to read a lot. Turned down for National Service, he was just beginning his career. He had a good future ahead of him. He’d already retrained for the Underground. He was contemptuous of internal combustion. Its day was done.


My grandad had hooked my dad on this vision of a clean, efficient, all-electric future. Before the judge sentenced him, Dad asked if he could be electrocuted. A lot of people criticised him for that. They said it was un-English.


As usual it was Pierrepoint the Hangman’s fresh new hemp that snapped young Dick Dover’s neck. He died in Her Majesty’s Prison, Brookgate, at eight in the morning, not ten minutes’ walk from where he was born. He was twenty-two. Half my age. Old enough to swing. He carried a burden, said my grandad. He always had.


A sweet-natured man, Dad. With an unbearable distrust of everything. Which was probably to do with his mum running off with the wide boy. Since my mum Doreen knew she was pregnant, he had harboured the notion that I wasn’t his. He decided that his depot inspector Gordon McAllister was having it off with Reeny. I know the story inside out because it used to be the stock-in-trade of all those monochrome Man in Black/Edgar Lustgarten Investigates/Calling Scotland Yard true-crime episodes rerunning on late-night telly. I’d watched them since I could remember. I knew my dad by his full name, Douglas Alexander Marconi Dover, before I knew he was my dad. They used to put a bit of echo on it when the judge settled his black cap and started to deliver the sentence. Sometimes my mum was portrayed as a bit of a tart. Sometimes she was a baffled angel. I got used to thinking of her as played by different actresses. My mum was played by Joan Sims and Eve Dane. A couple of reasonably famous actors got their start playing my dad. Alan Rickman and Tom Baker. Nothing like him, of course. But it gave me a fair bit of credibility at school.


Dad was an introspective, suspicious but good-hearted young man. His side of the family had always been straight. Never violent. Cabbies. Schoolteachers. Craftsmen. He didn’t enjoy alcohol much. But this was the last night of the trams. Everyone had to have a drink. He had several. After the celebrations, the speeches and the sentimental songs, Dad took his heavy brass lever from his cab and went into the office where Gordon McAllister was locking up. He’d confronted the bloke and then, unwittingly, he said, killed him. Hit him once with the lever on the side of the head. Something about McAllister’s laugh.


Nobody thought there was anything between McAllister and my mum. Everyone in Brookgate knew them. Her dad, Micky Shea, had been a famous boxer and was by then licensee of the Hare and Hounds. Mr Shea – ‘Grampy’ as he called himself to me – frequently aired his satisfaction at my father’s execution. He was, he said, no fan of the Becks or the bloody Dovers, Brookgate’s oldest families. They carried an evil, ancient slyness. And they gave themselves airs, he said. Too clever by half. They took too bloody much for granted.


The H&H had been that block’s only building to survive Hitler almost completely intact. Shea wasn’t a month dead before Barbican’s big steel balls started swinging. It was just a bit of profit for Cousin Jack but as far as we were concerned they might have been knocking down St Paul’s. Which, admittedly, you could see better once the pub was rubble. Barbican did it at night, before the authorities could stick a preservation order on it. Nothing, believe me, could save our street from my cousin’s visionary greed. Not once he had the Huguenot Leases. His was a calling, a knightly quest, a mission.


When it came to sublime self-congratulation Barbican was a Yankee matron. He was the very model of a modern major See-Ee-O. A classic money-nerd. The velvet fist, the honeyed turd. He acted like Attila and talked like Amnesty International. Those stingy lips issued pieties and governments fell. In response to need, he dipped gingerly about in his purse, not sure he had any change. That wagging, sententious finger sent small nations into painful oblivion, their assets stripped, their peoples scattered, while he pocketed the profit. Who says there’s no money to be made from diasporas?


When I had the chance I told him he was a shit for doing what he did to Mustard Street. He let me know with puppy-sweet compassion that the project employed thousands and put a vast amount of money back into the economy. What was my personal twist worth compared to the chance for people to pull themselves out of the poverty trap and make themselves a dignified wage?


Yes, Barbican was in his own eyes benevolent. If he liked the religion, he bought the church. As a sign of his liberalism, he donated a million pounds to the Green Party. He gave an island to Friends of the Earth. He funded an abortion clinic. He bought a bird sanctuary for the Audubon Society and a mountain for the Sierra Club. He underwrote Virago and a Russian gang. He built a mansion in Hampstead to live in the clouds and congratulate himself with his fellow residents that he’d conquered the moral high ground.


Well, I was doomed never to experience his self-approving authority. If nothing else, I am what I am. All I’ve learned in my life is to keep schtoom and clock the action.


As it was, it soon became clear I was only living on borrowed time. In a matter of days the grief gestapo would start knocking on my door. The electoral register would show how I hadn’t written my name in the book of condolences. I’d failed to make proper obeisances at the monuments to the people’s princess. I might never work in this world again. Remember all that?


Do we really want lowest-common-denominator populist politics?


Far from being evidence of infamy and sleaze in high places, I soon heard how my Barbican pictures would be invasive ‘porn’ if they weren’t such obvious fakes. Not only couldn’t they be true, they shouldn’t be true. In spite of my evidence, my certain knowledge of my cousin’s topography, in spite of getting his doctor and his surviving ex-wife, Julia Barnes, the transsexual novelist, to agree with me, I was told there was no proof it was Begg and not some lookalike.


So there I was, spun-up like a NATO communiqué.


Editors who a few days earlier would have sent crowded airbuses out to the Caymans on a whisper of this story assured me they had it from the top horse that the Duchess of Essex was enjoying a well-deserved private holiday somewhere in Florida and they had no intention of intruding on her.


Their breath smelling strongly of the Oban & Perrier, the Daily Mail told me they would call the security guards if I didn’t leave immediately and take my bloody filth with me. I made them feel sick. The Independent was cool, The Guardian distant and the Telegraph had never heard of me. Equally pissed, on aggressive, acid wine, The Sun threatened to blacklist me. The Star ran a story on me as some kind of Gallic serial sex-ghoul, but got my name wrong. The Chronicle and the News considered duffing me up on the spot and possibly tying my broken body to the back of a delivery van, to be distributed in bits through the streets of London. The picture editor of the Financial Times told me that they knew for certain that the next time I came to the Wharf I’d be wearing cement overshoes. Economical as ever, the Express said that scum like me should find out what it was like to be flung from an aeroplane without a parachute. An opinion they normally reserved for people who stopped fox hunts. I was almost flattered.


They were, as the News of the World told me, respectable newspapers. Didn’t I realise that my kind of cheap scandalmongering was what had killed the only decent woman in the kingdom? I was the next best thing to a Serbian war criminal. The smoking gun was in my pocket. Saddam Hussein and Colonel Gaddafi combined had a higher popularity rating. Some of them said they felt almost sorry for me. Only The Observer showed faint interest until a couple of their own iffy sales-booster stories (Was Diana Murdered?) backfired on them and they stopped answering my calls. I got the message. Not even Scumbag or Upstart were interested. They said that sort of story was dead as a dodi.


And it wasn’t any better for me in New York, which I could only afford to phone, fax or e-mail, though not visit in person, because I was still amazingly connected by BT, despite a bill large enough to fund a Balkan genocide.


There’re no people more backward than the Americans. A million channels and no news. That’s why they’re always starting wars they can’t finish. Everyone knows more than the Americans, but the Americans think they know everything. Two days in Cuba, one in the Philippines and they knew enough to start the Spanish-American war. A weekend in Cairo and your average Yank comes home an Egyptologist. That kind of provincialism can end the world.


Even English editors get like self-satisfied Yorkshire aldermen once they’ve been in Manhattan for a month or two. It’s strange how they go to New York, isn’t it, when there’s nobody left to employ them in the real world? Where’s Harry? Doing well in the provinces. It’s like someone paying you a couple of million quid to go and live in Huddersfield to edit the Weekly Echo. A fortune! But you have to live in Huddersfield. Sometimes it doesn’t really sink in till you’ve got the job. And then it’s too late. And don’t tell me there are worse places than Huddersfield. Agreed. Try Washington. What you thought was civilisation was a formica totem. Have you ever talked to any of those people?


Significantly, most Brit journos taking Yankee gold were never Londoners in the first place. They’re from the Home Counties and beyond. They only ever really feel comfortable in the provinces. They’ve found their true niche at last. The State of Essex. They don’t have much style but they do understand cosmetics.


Whatever their provincial provenance, Big Apple editors now made it clear that I was no longer welcome on the planet. Those people are the industry’s litmus paper. They respond instantly to a change in the corporate climate. They gibber in anticipation of the big boss’s whims. They know exactly when to run. They know when to hide. And they know when to stick their heads in the sand and talk out of their arses. Now, of course, they were willing me into non-existence. I had seen it happen to other embarrassments. I was being firmly shoved into the deepest corner of the closet. If they had ever known me, they didn’t remember. I had been erased from their spellchecks.


I’ve always been a realist. I knew I needed to lie low and pray for a change in the psychic weather. My reputation as an investigative journalist had been flushed down the toilet. I’d be lucky to pick up a job snapping tourists in Trafalgar Square. Which is actually the way I started, when I was ten. That’s how long I’ve earned my living at this. I had a picture in the Evening News. Front page. With a credit. And Rosie in it. When I was twelve. I worked as a Wardour Street runner, then joined a Notting Hill commune as a hippy photog’s mascot. I’m almost the last of my kind now they can invent any digital photo they want. I made an honourable living, by and large, but you wouldn’t know it. Now reality’s how you spin it.


I understood at last that I had no allies. The only person who would certainly believe me and be able to help me, my cousin Rosie Begg, was, according to official bulletins, in secret retreat, taking a rest cure. I’d picked up enough earlier to know that she was involved in some huge and maybe seriously dangerous deal involving several of the larger Central American countries her companies controlled and, whisper went, some nukes or chemmies, depending who you heard. The upshot was that none of her many employees admitted to knowing where she was or admitted to being able to get a message to her. I didn’t really expect a response. She’d already told me I was on my own. I had to hope she warmed a bit towards me and discovered my predicament before I starved to death. She’d given me my best clues, after all. Without her, I’d never have found Johnny in the Caymans.


Now I was slipping swiftly into social limbo. If I turned up at The Groucho nobody would recognise me. I was becoming less real by the day. As, of course, was my story.


Modern times. Malleable truth. There’s no such thing as objectivity. All stories are subjective. Everything is relative. There’s only self-interest. Right? The link man on CNN summed it up the other night. Morality, he said, is a matter of personal choice.




Chapter Three


The Pinch


SOON EVERYONE TREATED my insistence on Barbican’s resurrection as a scam, a diversion, or at best a delusion. The nature of the pictures instantly marked them as distasteful, unprintable in any decent medium. They were blaming the messenger, I said. They ignored me. We had a new code now. Drawn up by Piety Blair, the rich man’s Cromwell. The Mortlake Mussolini.


Admittedly the woman resembled the Duchess of Essex, but how could you tell who it was mounting the good lady? It could be a husband or some other relative. And those palms could as easily be in Torquay. And the hammock’s movement blurred detail. What was required were pictures of Barbi full frontal in a suit and tie, exchanging brown envelopes with someone famous. Preferably the Pope. Preferably in Switzerland. Preferably in front of the statue of William Tell.


At that point I had to give it up. Can you imagine what that feels like? I had spent almost a year and all my credit tracking the nasty little bastard down. He had broken every law there was. He had engineered his own apparent death and last rites. He had conned billions from innocent investors. He was responsible for thousands of public pounds spent looking for his body, scores of suicides, several domestic murders and many broken marriages. His decisions had turned once-productive regions into poisoned wastelands. Every major power in the world had been adversely affected by his manipulations. Now he was living the life of Riley on a tropical island, enjoying the knowing company of aristocratic tax exiles, power groupies and other sweet-smelling beneficiaries of Baroness Hatchet’s successful assault on the civic purse. While I, moved by some dim sense of moral disquiet, as well as the need to earn an honest living, was silenced and sent out to the edges. Ruined! You didn’t have to be Thomas Hardy to see how that bagel dunked.


But I hung on to my evidence. There wasn’t much I could do until people started believing it again, if they ever did. Two things were uppermost in my mind: paying the mortgage and avoiding my creditors. Finances were so bad that cash machines would set off their own alarms if I so much as glanced at them. I needed somewhere to hide for a while, maybe change my tag once again, but all my twists had been about spending my fortunes. This was a bit of a stopper. Where was I still welcome?


It was easy enough to test the waters, as it turned out. A couple of days after the Funeral Show I walked down from my flat in Brookgate to Seven Dials, for a late breakfast, and then strolled up Long Acre. It was unnaturally sunny. Smothered in hothouse flowers, London had the foetid stink of the Tropical Fern House at Kew. The gutters ran with mulch. The air had an amniotic taste. Something new and terrible was being spawned from the dark womb of the city. I stood on the corner of New Row, waiting to cross St Martin’s Lane, trying to keep clear of a sudden mob. A party of German tourists had come out of a matinée at the Coliseum and were instinctively employing their massive shell-suited bodies in some relentless panzer movement upon Covent Garden. They almost knocked me off the kerb as I reached St Martin’s Lane and stood looking across at Cecil Court where I planned to visit my monarchist friend Prissie the Print, who wasn’t exactly a Dianista. I wondered idly why this particular street was now always full of taxis.


I spotted a gap in the purring flow and was about to plunge in when, sprightly through the busy traffic, drivers honking at him like outraged geese, darts a white-suited, straw-boatered, cane-wielding goozer from another time, painted cheeks beaming, dapper and sprightly to his little pointed brogues: Old Norbert Stripling, the radio personality, robust as ever, full of the joys of late summer. ‘Denny! Darling! I knew I’d see you today! I’m psychic, darling. How’s mum? How’s your lovely grandpa? Still hanging on in that awful reservation? I promised him some Harry Roy tapes. Come and have a drink at the Call Boy, dear. Then you can tell everyone what you actually saw in that tunnel!’


It seemed a shame to disappoint him. But I could use a free drink and I needed any wisdom and help I could come by.


The Call Boy was one of the few London drinking clubs that hadn’t changed its name since I first knew it. It had been the Call Boy in more innocent days, before the Second World War. Norrie had started coming here regularly after his wife died in 1970. There were a handful of theatrical clubs still surviving in the Soho area, full of smart little old men and women like him, making the most of themselves and never giving up hope of a good part. The ladies were called Doll, Liz or Peg. The gents were Billy, Freddy, Dicky. Most were at least as old as Norbert but few had known his success. He was their smell of stardom. Their luck. They called him Norrie. They had stories to match his. It was expected of them. They had been in show business all their lives, worked with the best, seen the stars of the firmament fall and become newspaper sellers in Leicester Square, shop assistants at Whiteley’s, whores in Norwich, minicab-drivers in Skerring. Norbert was none of these. He was their own proof that you could hang on and you could succeed.


A popular juvenile lead in London and on Broadway during the ’30s, Norbert Stripling OBE had known everyone, appeared with everyone, done almost everything, including a double act with Freddie Earlle. He was remembered in films for his wonderful character parts, notably in early talkies. He had worked with the best. He’d been an influence. Norrie showed the Trouble with Harry novel to Hitchcock. The old bastard liked it so much he paid a hundred quid for it, the whole twist. It had been written by our mutual friend Jack Trevor Story who never got another penny. Stripling and Story had written radio scripts for Spike Milligan and Peter Sellers. Even my grandad had respect for them. They’d written a series of Anna Neagle and Frankie Vaughan movies and done some of the best Carry On routines.


Norrie had scripted intimate review before the coming of Dudley Moore and the Fringe. His Old Gold request show was still high in the BBC ratings but his chief income came from his song royalties. While Radio Two still lived, he earned. He had written ‘Bloomsbury Blues’ for Sonny Hale, ‘Cockney Carmen’ for Jessie Matthews, ‘Lamps of Lambeth’, ‘The Pearly Stroll’, ‘Foggy Weather’, ‘The Holborn Hop’, ‘My Old Town’, ‘London Lullaby’ and ‘Lights in the Smoke’, among many others still requested by those longer-living oldsters. They had all been hits in the ’30s or ’40s. In fact, ‘Madonna of the Twilight’ had been a huge hit for Dickie Valentine as late as 1956 and Norrie’s terrible novelty number ‘Lambeth Twist’ got Lonnie Donegan to Number Three in the 1961 Hit Parade. They were all still hits in the hearts of Norrie’s fellow members. It was probably why he enjoyed his daily visits so much.


Norrie had a wonderful, crowded flat in the cupola of the Grand Theatre, just round the corner from the club. Everything under its grimy glass dome was extremely neat and shipshape. I remembered when it was a lot less tidy. The rooms had been Wolfit’s own offices when he managed the theatre. He had willed them to Norbert who claimed the great Edwardian actor manager had died, still in his Lear, paralysed in his greasepaint, giving himself up to death at last like an old bull. ‘I can still hear his melancholy bellow, dear. Calling for his meat pie and Murphy’s.’


Norbert had lived in Barnes for years, using the St Martin’s Lane place only occasionally, but when Yvonne died suddenly he’d sold their house and moved back to Soho. ‘It doesn’t do to grow old alone in the suburbs, dear. You’re halfway to the grave already. You can’t tell when you’re dead. Keep plenty of concrete around you and there’s no chance of slipping accidentally into the ground before your time. There’s a stress to having good neighbours which you never have to experience when you live in the West End. I want to conclude my days, dear, where I can be assured that if I fall down dead in the street, I shall be properly ignored until the Council picks me up. It’s what I pay rates for.’


He had that stylish natural courage a lot of Londoners manage to find when life gets foul. Not that there was anything much wrong with his health. At eighty-two he seemed immortal, hardly changed from those black-and-white thrillers in which he’d energetically quipped and chirruped after kidnapped cuties and stolen secrets. Norrie’s only problem was that he seriously missed his wife. In his heart he had willingly joined the queue moving slowly towards the exit, but meanwhile he thought he might as well relish life as much as possible. ‘I tell myself it’s for her sake. Isn’t that weird, dear?’ Every day you could walk to the Tube without disgracing yourself was a day to celebrate, he said.


‘She died at the perfect moment of her story, dear.’ He guided me with his fingertips back towards New Row. ‘We’re all of us waltzing on the Titanic and it’s how we dance and to what music that’s the measure of our memory. We invent one another. A simple twist or two of fate and no doubt it would have been Her Highness of Wales doing the Ferragamo wave from the hammock and her spiced-up girl-saga could have continued to feed a million mouths and the imagination of the world (Diana: A Nation Drools) while you became a self-righteous tax exile. Is there a connection between our tear ducts and our saliva glands, dear, do you think?’


The club’s smart green-and-brass door was at the end of a shabby hallway directly off New Row. Once you’d announced yourself to the entryphone you went through the door, down into a steaming basement smelling of smoke and sweet gin, where Bee Baloo, fat and fluffy as a Texas turkey in her buckskins and beads, with her massive chromed bouffant making her look like Tammy Wynette on steroids, yodelled her recognition as she took our coats and signed us in. Thanks to Norbert, I’d been a member for years. I’d slept down here more than once in times almost as bad as this.


I knew everybody. They were all pleased to see me. Nobody judged me. It was enough that I’d been touched by fame. Being pension day, the drinks came fast and generously and I was soon repaying them not with delicious tales of Di’s final moments but with my adventures in the Caribbean and my disappointed expectations. To be fair, they listened sympathetically but obviously felt a little short-changed. Before long, Norbert and I were alone at the table in the alcove, the candle flames casting lively shadows on walls crowded with signed portraits of forgotten troupers. Norrie was doing his best to address my dilemma.


‘I’d have thought, dear boy,’ he said, ‘that the Serious Fraud people would be more interested in what you have at the moment. I mean, there must be half a dozen crimes involved. Isn’t it a matter of public concern?’


It hadn’t once occurred to me to involve the law. I frowned.


Norbert saw that he was heading in the wrong direction. ‘Well, dear, what about his wife, Rosie? Wouldn’t she be interested?’


He knew about me and Rosie. I told him she had other things on her mind. She wouldn’t be particularly pleased to hear from me. The reason I knew this was that she had told me so herself. Face to face. Before the door shut on mine. And she probably wouldn’t even mind about giving back Barbican’s life insurance. A few billion probably didn’t make much difference to the most powerful person in the world, which was what she was now. As she’d once been fond of saying, she hadn’t done at all badly for a little boon bastard from Brookgate. And that had been when she was still running charities.


‘Blood, dear, is blood, after all. She’s not a poor woman. Though she must get tired of begging relatives, eh?’


Rosie and I still weren’t actually on speaking terms. I’d exchanged about eight words with her since the Tower Bridge gig. In fact, she had hated me so much I was surprised she hadn’t put some kind of corporate hit out. Or set a couple of her smaller countries on me. She controlled so many, she deserved her own seat in the United Nations. I was grateful for her restraint. There’s a certain advantage to being close family. I wasn’t rubbed out. I had merely been made invisible. Much as I hoped in my bones she would eventually relent, it wouldn’t do at the moment to test her good will.


Norbert was a great moviegoer. His solutions to problems usually consisted of adapting some plot he had seen in a film. You could sense him flicking through his mental file index from Aardvarks Are Amongst Us to Zenith, Lord of the Zodiac. You’d have to hope he stopped on something more appropriate in your case, like an old Prisoner episode, the remake of The Fugitive or some Three Stooges situation.


‘Well, dear,’ he offered after due deliberation, ‘usually in a modern drama of this kind the hero would start doing things with his computer. That would be the key to his salvation. Klickety-klick in darkened rooms. Flashing screens. Funny green light. No luck. Despair. Then, suddenly – YOU HAVE ACCESS!!! Is there something you could do with your computer?’


‘I could pawn it. It won’t be worth a fuck when they turn the electric off.’


‘It wasn’t worth a fuck once you bought it, dear. Computers are the perfect consumer item, aren’t they? Obsolete even as you carry them home! And so we make abstract economic theory concrete. What a wonder it all is! What power we have! You should get on the Net, Denny! Go online. I have. It’s wonderful. I have friends all over the world. You won’t have any trouble finding people who’ll believe you there.’


I was unimpressed. ‘My wiring doesn’t come any cooler, Norrie. Or so I was assured by the toddler who installed it last week. I have all this stuff. A thousand upgrades. K upon K. The Net is a cornucopia, a lifeline, but from the few sites I’ve looked at where I could publish, those people who’ll believe me also believe Sculler and Mouldie are secretly married to aliens.’


Norbert waved that one away like a bad smell. ‘Scepticism, dear, is wonderful in small doses. But if you live with nothing else, it consumes you. There are perfectly adult parts of the Net where you can contact people of intellect and integrity. People of our own kind, dear. Still, as it were, barking. Tatty, worn-out old sheepdogs who continue to think in terms of the common good. Even you, Den. You can’t help yourself. You know you’ll never be very rich, any more than I will be. We’re both of us dreadfully profligate, dear. Both awful gamblers. And you know as well as I do what a bad streak feels like.’


A few days earlier I would have called that rank defeatism. Now I saw it as grim truth. Some of us weren’t meant to win the lottery. Every advantage had to be earned and earned and earned again. The smallest mistake brought ruin. Square One. Do not pass Go. Karma? Dharma? It made you wonder about Buddhism sometimes. Like Kerouac? I was halfway there. I had always had trouble believing money was real. And the world had never seemed entirely concrete to me. A little abstract. A bit on the absurd side. It’s why I was forever looking for a jackpot so big it couldn’t possibly all vanish before I died. That would generate itself, the way I’d been told money did.


Barbican, of course, had learned all this before we were both six. Before he was Barbican. He used to read the Financial Times in the school break. At parties, adults thought his grave assessments of the world’s markets were cute. Later they revered him as an infant prodigy, an oracle. They asked him about their investments. He was still Johnny then, before Rupert Dracks, Lord Barbican, adopted him. He was a child of his time all right. Look at our great captains of industry, our senior statesmen. The geek already inherits the earth. Would you let any of those nerds in your home? But, as my friend Tubby used to say, most people aren’t interested in originals. Fame is its own cloak of glamour, he’d say (being that way inclined). Fame makes the ugly beautiful and the beautiful into icons of exaggerated perfection.


Before he was famous, we found my cousin tiresome, smug, dull and very embarrassing. We called them ‘goozers’ in Brookgate, I don’t know why. He went to St Alban’s in Gray’s Inn so he was in the area a lot. Luckily, after one term, I didn’t see too much of him. We moved in different spheres. I was from Brookgate which was Cockney before the Romans. He was from Sporting Club Square and that shabby-genteel middle class, all teeth and teasets, which treasured its status above life or soul.


‘You also have to decide whether this pursuit of Barbican is a noble cause or just your spite and envy. You have to think, dear, what it’s doing to you.’ With expressive eyebrows Norrie ordered two more sweet gins from Sylv at the bar. ‘The smallest revenge poisons the soul, as they say. It’s up to you, dear. If it’s moral outrage, forge ahead. If it’s self-pity, don’t go too far with it. If it’s hatred, tell someone else about it and drop it altogether.’


‘Why is it you make so much sense and my stomach still goes on churning?’ I accepted his drink. ‘Why is it certain that my life will be all downhill from now on? I’m going to be forty-eight when the new millennium hits and if I’m lucky someone will hire me to photograph baked beans for a Kampala advertising agency. I might even have to move to America. None of this is very comforting, Norrie. I’d planned to be a little further along in my career by now.’


‘It’s a rather disturbing world altogether at the moment, dear, isn’t it? Everything’s upside down. I’m still trying to get used to the idea that we prefer Elton John to William Blake at funerals these days.’ He shrugged his neat little shoulders. ‘You certainly don’t have any doubt your time’s over when the only names you recognise are on the obituary page or on BBC Gold.’ He got up, pulling out his ancient pigskin wallet to pay for the drinks. ‘And no, dear, I can’t let you stay with me. Maddy La Font will let you stay with her. You have a dozen ex-wives. Some of them are still alive. What about the twins? Pinky, anyway? No go? Bobby MacMillan? Tubby? I know. Okay. Well, I’m a selfish old bastard with my privacy. You might just have to bite the bullet, like a good boy, and give yourself up to the Brighton Belle!’ He spoke in tones of subdued irony. He was serious. He looked into my eyes and took pity on me. ‘Come on, it’s Tuesday. Son of Tarzan’s fighting Jack the Ripper Junior down at the Elephant. We’ll go to the dogs together.’


I hadn’t been to an old-fashioned gnasher since before I went to Rwanda. I’d gone off them. Now I was glad of the distraction. The yellow lights, the powerful smells, dogshit, booze and fried onions, the deep shadows, the floodlit ring, happy unhealthy faces glowing with meaty grease, panatella smoke, the busy betting, urine and sugar, the hyped-up willing mastiffs, what the old goozers called ‘the warriors’, the muffled yaps and growls, the eager panting, the clatter of the mechanical scoreboard, the shouts of the crowd and the stolid friendly pleasure of the regulars. Win or lose, they were always cheerful.


Indian and black guys run a lot of the dogs these days. Most of them are from Southall or Hornsey. It’s still a working man’s sport. There’s something honest and wholesome about a dog fight you never get around racing. Even though it’s at night. And not that it’s any cleaner. You can nobble a dog in a lot of subtle ways. It’s better these days, though, compared to when I started going. It’s one of the few bits of honest old London left. I breathed in the rich air. I checked out the form. I gave it some pump. I got into it. I borrowed a fiver off Norrie, put it on a jaunty new dog called Shit for Taste and won thirty-six coins. I sent a pound of liver round to Shit, who was grinning like the happy spectre of death he was and paid Norrie back the fiver and half the boss. I thought I had to be in bad shape if the gods were taking pity on me. I was luckier than I knew. Four days later, Shit got ripped to bits by Big Peter the Third. His only other fight. Still, he’d had his victory, his day.


It was on the way home to Brookgate on the DLR that I recalled Norbert’s advice about the Brighton Belle. He was right, of course, but I still didn’t think I was up to it. There had to be a better option than retreating to Skerring-on-Sea. But any other option would further complicate things. It’s true Pinky would probably be glad to see me. Even Flicky. But I didn’t even want Maddy La Font to know I was in town. And I’d never been one to hide under a girlfriend’s bed. And some of those women had a lot of reasonable grievances. So naturally I refused to throw myself on their willing mercy. I had a vestige of self-respect.


Still, it wasn’t much of a choice.


Every real Londoner worth their salt knows that once you cross the river you’re in limbo. Actually go to live there and something starts to eat your higher brain. Go as far as the South Coast and you might as well join the Cocoa Club. You move down to Eastbourne and next thing you know you’re telling everyone in the local pub how you used to be a contender, how you told them to stuff their London job. It’s the end of the line. After that you might as well walk into the mourning waters of the English Channel. Defeat accepted. Oblivion welcomed. The South Coast is thick with disappointed ambitions, a miasma that rises like morning fog and settles deep in the streets at sundown. Those nursing homes and boarding houses began to look attractive to you and the smell of disinfectant purified your soul. You started looking in the shops that sold spiffy motorised wheelchairs and wondering how you were ever going to lay your hands on three thousand coins. Maybe you could get a second-hand one. One some other bloke had died in. I mean, here we go to the land unknown, pards, choo-choo-choo into the tunnel of the great beyond… Drifted to the beach and waiting for the tide to take you out…


I was desperate for alternatives. I could keep hold of my Brookgate place all right for at least a year, I was pretty sure. Somebody would cover the mortgage. I had forked the gov enough in social security! So far they hadn’t managed to find a way of cutting off your dole if you hadn’t paid the appropriate respect to the Holy Gal. However, I had a feeling the DHSS wouldn’t be in a mood to square almost twenty thousand quid’s worth of credit cards or a three-hundred-sheet overdraft. On their last demand, they should have just told me to give the money to my mortgage company and saved themselves the transfer fees. You’re on your own, like a rolling stone… Like fuck. Whoever talked me into buying this place?


I’d earned fortunes, of course, but didn’t have much to show for it. It had been the Baron’s men carrying off my last piglet, or squeezing my last roper in fact, together with a shocking amount of VAT, that had long since put me on my uppers, only about four years after I had been totally krauted by the Revenue. This time bankruptcy looked inevitable. I could see their brands threatening my thatch. Unlike many of my friends I hadn’t built that option into my financial system. Even though I don’t like responding to threats, I need to pay my crack. In Brookgate we like to think well of ourselves in that respect. It’s the way my grandad brought me up. How you got the dosh wasn’t as important as what you did with it. You didn’t die in debt. You paid your way ahead. You even left a tip for the vicar.


All in all, the ’90s had not been good to me. I understood I’d made mostly enemies in the ’80s. Any friends I’d made in the ’70s were now either dead, vanished, puffed into the stratosphere, become zombie-Scientologists or were just then otherwise unavailable to me. I couldn’t help wondering as I packed my laptop and all its bits how I’d arrived at this predicament. I had never until now thought of myself as friendless.


I locked up Fogg Yard and walked to Holborn. I got the bus. For the first time in my life I began to feel lonely. I was almost glad to reach Victoria Station in time to buy my ticket, courtesy Norrie, order an expensive styrofoam cup of full caff at something blazing with fake brass and fake wood and called Colombian Blast and see that the 11.22 was running to West Hove as it had always run for as long as I could remember. Even then the privatised railway companies knew to leave routes like that well alone. There are some lines so profoundly well travelled they shouldn’t be altered. They extend into parallel dimensions. To change them would be to unravel the fabric of reality itself. Not that it isn’t unravelling pretty rapido at the moment, no?


When the train divided at Haywards Heath I felt my last link with the real world broken. We rolled remorselessly past Parsons Piece and Preston Park. The last barrier.


From the cold-hearted regularity of West Hove, that tall stone necropolis for rich anal retentives, I got the rattling local to poor old Skerring. There was one first-class compartment. I was the only occupant. I never remember to bring anything to read and I’d forgotten my stereo. I sat there like a haughty exhibit, with my laptop on one side of me, my bag on the other. Through the glass partition I looked back at the other seats crowded with bright, busy nylon, with housewives and schoolchildren. Some got off at one station and were replaced by an identical wave of red, green and yellow at the next.


We stopped at a hundred of those bleak little neglected shelters guarded by miserable-looking gulls and offering distant views over scrub of one of the most depressing stretches of shingle shore on the planet. Almost monochrome. As usual, there was a drizzling rain.


Grey pebbles. Grey gulls. Grey skies. Grey roofs. Grey seas. A scattering of cranes and winches. Red aquatic steel. Cogs clogged with seaweed and mysterious filth. Tattered, fluttering rags might have been flags or canvas. Every so often some dismal marina, a concrete oblong full of boats that looked as if they’d been abandoned since D-Day. Who sought these places out? What kind of sanctuary did they represent? Did the boats ever sail? Nothing could take my mind off the reality.


Stop by relentless stop I approached my doom.


Potfield. Shoreham-by-Sea. Fenden. Hampton South. Great Hampton. Wearing Wick. Wearing-on-Sea. East Worthing. Worthing Central. West Worthing. Ooze. Goring. Great Stoning. Ferring. Arundel South. The next stop was inevitably mine. Even the train seemed reluctant to approach its angsty brick.


Skerring Station was an assaulted relic, a deconsecrated temple, tarred, patched, concreted, creosoted and rendered all over its original Victorian tawny rococo. Beyond the station were identical streets of concrete, terracotta and flint flanked by the defeated towers and spires of half-abandoned hotels and guest houses confronting the sea across a tarmac promenade whose railings were bent and scarred, spotted with patches of lead paint.


The most deeply unfashionable resort in Europe, with a higher rainfall than Seattle’s. It also had the highest suicide rate after Stockholm and Christchurch, NZ.


I considered staying on until Littlehampton, but it would only delay the inevitable. I swung my bags out of the carriage and began to haul them slowly up the platform to where my recidivist stepbrother Bernard grinned an enthusiastic alternative welcome. He raised his hand and affectionately slouched his shoulders. He punched the air. He went through a repertoire of meaningful tics and cryptic gestures. He moved in an over-relaxed shamble, grinning with alarming affection. He smelled strongly of engine parts and hash. He murmured something sincere. He told me to give him five. His skin was veined with motor oil. His lank brown ponytail gleamed with grease. His big, amiable Teletubby eyes shone from a face the colour of much-fingered dough. He demonstrated a lugubrious New Age hug. ‘Big hug, man. Bi-ig hu-ug. This’ll mean so much to Mum,’ he said. ‘Did she really ask you to save the baby?’


‘Mum? Oh, Christ! What now?’


Bernard guffawed. ‘Oh, yeah, sure! Not even the Brighton Belle, these days, brother Den, mate. Not since she had the operation. She’s been so much better. Happier, you know.’ Still grinning, he reached out his cardiganed arm and picked up my big bag. He pointed through the archway at his parked Montana. ‘You know what I mean, Den. In the tunnel. When she told you she was pregnant.’


‘Diana?’


As he got his car keys out of his overalls Bernie paused and put a serious hand on my arm. A kind of eager piety tempered his mildness. He nodded, confirming the answer he craved. ‘Was she, though, do you think? Is that why the Arabs had her killed?’


I made space for myself amongst the cans and smaller engine parts on the front seat. Sitting down, I felt a sense of profound regret. Yet I also knew a moment of epiphany. Of genuine repentance. Oh, how desperately I yearned to change the past. To go back to a time before my fall from grace, to abort that fatal moment when I had, after a lifetime, finally managed to piss off the only woman I’d ever truly loved.


In short, it was the closest thing to being personally damned by the Almighty anyone not actually in the Old Testament could probably get. Repentance wasn’t enough. I was getting the minor-prophet treatment. I had to do my time in the wilderness until I truly understood the nature of my sins.


I gave myself up to Fate, trying to recall if I had any credit left in that area. I knew instinctively that Rosie wouldn’t let me back into the world until I was truly ready to redeem myself.


On the other hand, I could just fuck it all off, admit defeat, roll a big reefer and join Bernie on the beach. I mean, does it really mean anything, man?


You know, in the end?




Chapter Four


The Crack


THEY SAY I talk a bit tricky sometimes when I’m with Rosie. What they’re usually hearing is the old Brookgate twist.


All parts of London have their special twists, of course, to tell their own particular stories. Combined, they create the greatest common voice in history. The true voice of our group unconscious, protecting and extending our deepest freedoms.


London’s that voice’s vital heart but not everyone would know it as English. From Brookgate to Bombay to Boston all these rich lagoons of argot and cant, pidgin and patois and parlay spill one into another and make a stream and make a flood that roars back into every gutter and pipe and crack in the London pavement. It’s as chaotic, as relentless, as practical and as self-regenerating as nature herself. You can’t contain it, can’t really record it.


Even their dullest TV hackademics say we speak at least two languages. Private and public, dialect and standard. For good fucking reason. Ask any boon. But they’re not really two languages. They’re one. And they’re a zillion. In Brookgate or Moss Side one word has a hundred meanings, minimum.


As Wittgenstein might have put it: The twist defines the crack.


In Standard English you can’t afford to have that many meanings or it isn’t efficient. We just speak a different language when we need one. Especially these days. And context in Brookgate isn’t the context in Brussels, right? In Brookgate we like to call a scribe a scribe. Which in Brookgate is not the poet but the pen.


Nothing’s as important as talk. It’s our city’s lifeblood. It pumps into every side street and alley, pounds down every tube and drain, enriches the heart, stimulates the brain. It carries the silt of centuries in its undertow. It unites us on the most profound levels. It’s what keeps the tribe together. You can’t print a current vocabulary because it’s always in a state of change – responding, reacting, adapting, defending, attacking, inventing new twists, new realities. Like most things, if it’s not resilient, it doesn’t survive long. It doesn’t do its job.


London twist’s as impossible to capture as Alien. As soon as the media announces a sighting, it slithers away from them, hides in the air systems and the sewers, in the wastes of public toilets, in the scum and the detritus of the pubs and street markets where ‘Nobody’ goes. Unseen, scarcely heard, it pulses out of sight on the bottom, transforming itself. Then, when it’s ready, Nobody comes back, snapping like a shark. Nobody’s often raw. Nobody’s often truthful. But you can’t print what Nobody says in The Times. They won’t let you. Why should they? Nobody said it.


When people do publish it, they get prosecuted. Or shot. Of course they do. They’re threatening the consensual fantasy. The faintest whisper of the winds of limbo from the chaotic chasm has to be deleted. It might hint at the mile-high pile of hypocrisy most of us are crawling about on. The general agreement is that language should be a kind of honey.


I like it to be a kind of speed.


In the 1830s Oliver Twist reviewers condemned Dickens for his sensationalism, his fascination with filth. Only the public understood him. My friend Dave went to jail twice for reporting Moss Side twists and faces in their own idiom. A phantasmagoric troglodia of boons, perkies, fleaboys and logjammers. When the God-wielding chief constable up there had something nasty to say about fudgepackers, Dave took his speech, changed the word ‘homosexual’ to ‘Jew’ throughout and reprinted the lot in a comic. The goozer and his whole fucking squad were after Dave from that day on. They had the bench on their side. No contest. Dave learned what a lot of people learned before him – trust in the truth and you’re as good as banged. At least he didn’t have any trouble understanding the blokes in Strangeways when he got there.


Years ago I was in court and watched Lucy Rycroft tell the magistrates what the arresting policemen at the OZ demo had said – and done – to her. They’d talked dirty. They’d felt her up. Found guilty, Lucy also got a heavy reprimand from the bench. ‘I hope, young lady,’ said the chairwoman, ‘that you don’t use that sort of language in front of your parents!’ City of London, 1971? She was lucky. A few years earlier she’d have been sectioned or burned at the stake for saying less. Instead, at twenty-one she went on to help found Spare Rib. And wound up editing national newspapers. Now they can hear her all right.


If they could fix a living language in a printed book it would immediately die and be replaced. Luckily they can’t. Partridge’s Slang is a riot. According to him, phrases used by Cockneys for centuries were all invented in Australia in 1950. He wouldn’t have known a living language if it gobbed in his yap. Or yapped in his gob.


You can always spot a dead language. The hi-brow weeklies will be full of it. It has rules, perimeters, specificity, agreed interpretations, clear definitions, approved meanings, an original purity. It can be debated. It has to be pronounced precisely. Hackademics love it. Dumb people always think if they control the language they control the world. Maybe they could – if they could control the language.


Virtual language gives the weak-minded a spurious feeling of authority. Like attending a Nuremberg Rally or singing in church. Or macaws in a squawk frenzy. It’s a comfort, but is it a survival tool? Watch the fundamentalists falling over their real-world feet, for instance, when they do get a crack at being in charge. Or spin doctors trying to spin a shooting war. It’s more than hypocrisy, pards, it’s downright dysfunctional. It’s got to be neurotic when you come to depend for your sanity on the consolations of endlessly repeated banalities. It’s US pop. They’ve managed to poison their own tongues with it.


Fake language makes the nutty all the nuttier. It lets them pretend to be sane. Hear your local politician go barmy before your eyes. Hear how an unhappy Scientologist supermillionaire can compare himself to an Auschwitz victim. Only in loopyspeek. Fake language is simple and specific. It gives an air of authority to lunatic notions. It simulates sanity. Baroness Hatchet was a great example. Barking barmy, talking like Mrs Bucket and running around America pretending to be the Queen. She’d be sectioned in the blink of a meat pie in Brixton. When the language changes you always see a lot of baffled politicians clumping up and down the corridors of power with staring eyes, untucked shirt-tails, open flies and institutional haircuts, wondering why people start grinning or avoiding them as soon as they open their mouths. They think if they close ranks and use the rhetoric even more aggressively, it will still work. Like banging a dead tower.


The smart ones know that when they blitz your twist your best bet is to create another. Rapido. It doesn’t matter who you are. Minorities. Authorities. Bigots. Zealots. Black guys. White guys. Good guys. Bad guys. The isolated. The profoundly paralysed. That French guy who worked on Vogue. Give us an eyelid to blink and we’ll communicate. We produce words almost faster than we think. If we didn’t we’d be extinct.


I used to read those Russians, the ones they said sold out to Stalin? Every sentence was a triple entendre. They’re stuffed with meaning. They invented a language on the spot that not even Stalin the philologist could read. Or maybe he didn’t care. Maybe it was his secret way of maintaining an intellectual élite. Of course, everyone who bought the books knew what they were really saying. That was the trick in those days. But it’s also how the public voice grows and grows, yes? Until one way or another it has to be answered.


Anyway, our native twist kept me and Rosie together more than once.


I grew up with Rosie. Her mum was like my own. Only more normal. We were poured out of the same pot. She was my fetch. I was her ringer. They said we were invisibly joined. Psychic Siamese. Crack pards. We had the same DNA, the instincts and habits of twins. The echoes, the recognitions. More than brother and sister. Our humour, our suss on reality, was identical. Same V, same flix, same print, same sounds, same thoughts. We made up the same words, copped the same spiel, clocked the same points, faced down the same aggro. We got angry about the same things. Injustice. Inequality. Matters of fairness. We were never short of face, me and Rosie. What stallies call smack. What my grandad used to call bottom. Self-respect, really. And a bit of nerve.


We ran a gang of kids. We called ourselves the Brookgate Tygers but Alf Horspool’s name for us stuck. The Alley Cats. It was the nastiest insult the newsy could come up with.


Alf hated cats as much as he’d loved dogs. He’d been a Primitive Methodist preacher until his pet lurcher Lightning was struck by lightning in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. Alf took this not as irony but as petty antagonism on God’s part, a personal betrayal, so in fury he signed up on the spot with the opposition and joined a black-magic coven that had met regularly on Putney Heath with the object of establishing the reign of Lucifer on Earth until the locals complained about the noise.


I think they were sacrificing moggies. You could believe it of Alf Horspool. He had a witchy sort of name. He smelled faintly sulphurous. He had a dyed widow’s peak so he looked like the devil with his heavy sloping eyebrows meeting in the middle. No lobes to his ears. Slanting cheekbones. The whole West End production. Boo! Hiss! Shudder!


Horspool saw Rosie as quintessentially feline. He was certainly most vicious to her, but we were all scum, he said, living witness to the decline of western civilisation since the War. I think he’d banked on the Nazis winning. People like that always turn to black magic. A natural progression into oblivion, really. Alf’s rising nasal shriek gave the word guttersnipe a new dimension. And nobody could accurately mimic the way he said Oiks. We tried for hours. You’d have to have had his operation, we decided.


Alf said we were the Litter of ’52. We should have been drowned in a bucket at birth. None of us was hurt by his antagonism. It was too obvious. We all knew where we stood. We knew we could wreck his business any time we put our minds to it. We adopted an attitude of lordly tolerance. We were, after all, the most powerful gang in Brookgate. Even Mr V.S. Mehta, who was one of the top mobsmen at that time, would give us a grin of recognition when he went into his uncle’s appliance shop, which he used for his headquarters.


Mr Mehta was known to have Soho businesses, but in Brookgate he was just a model landlord, always willing to accommodate the genuinely hard-up tenant but wouldn’t give a ligger the airspace. He’d trained as a lawyer and knew all the ins and outs of the Huguenot Leases, which controlled so much of Brookgate’s land and kept the place looking so old-fashioned. He never overstepped the spirit of the Leases, always respected the ancient customs and beliefs. He had the soft-spoken, straight-backed manner of all successful mobsmen, that cultivated self-control which warned as much as it welcomed, and was a close friend of the Richardsons. His mum had been Moslem, a Bengali princess. His sister Yaz married my nephew’s son, Ben. His other sister, Jenni, married Gentleman Jerry Cornell. My step-uncle. A union of titanium. Nothing could break it. An extended family of expert villainy. Thieves, fighters and fixers. Instinctive grafters and grifters. Granite-willed women and men who never stepped outside until every hair was in place, everything polished, a crease in the trousers, an edge to the cuff, a rake to the hat.


Mr Mehta’s dad had started the businesses. He had been a war hero in Flanders, rode with the Bengal Lancers at Ypres, scored the Military Cross, got demobbed in the UK and bought his first properties with his soldier’s pension. Mr Mehta was too much of an aristocrat to boss a gang. He just had people who did him favours from time to time.


We took it for granted that Rosie and me bossed our gang. It wasn’t like an LA gang or even the stuff you see in Hoxton and Dalston these days. It wasn’t macho or flashy. Like most of our generation, we thought uniforms were naff. We were too much in danger of being put into one, probably. Ours was an old-fashioned East London klick, boys and girls, any race or colour. Almost any age. Taking in new members at one end, losing them at the other. We didn’t waste our time fighting rival gangs. We only rarely fell back on defensive violence. We could do it all right – short, sharp, secret and nasty, usually – but we thought violence was crap, too. We weren’t bored schoolkids killing time. We were learning how to survive. We were scavengers, not predators. Proto-retailers.


Kids who grow up round a street market are like that. The market sets the tone and marks its own card. Aggro gets you nowhere. You learn how to graft, trade, turn over unconsidered trifles, twist for anything tricky. Any bricky. Any bracky. As the Greeks say.


We were a gang because of common interests. Nothing forced us into it. Most of us had only one parent, usually a mother. These days you would call us latchkey kids and we would be a scandal, but then we sensed our liberty. It was the beginning of the Golden Age. I don’t know a better time to grow up. It wasn’t long after the War. Your mum was still just glad to see her kids running about in the open air, in one piece. They all went to work, mostly at the Old Brookgate factory in Clerkenwell Row. They had to trust you. They had no choice.


In those few hours between school finishing and someone coming home, the world was adult-free, yours to make your own. Which usually meant going to Old Sweden Street twisting for tricky, on the lookout for any small item we could nick, an errand we could run, a chance to turn a tanner.


This was before the Leases got bought, of course. Under all kinds of pressure, victims of unimaginable cunning, Mr Mehta and the others moved into South London, sold out to BBIC and in a matter of a year an entire culture was blown apart. Mr Mehta was the old school. Mr Begg’s men were of the new.


The one big lesson American consumerism taught Europe is how to strip your own psychic assets. How to sell your self-respect in return for a handout and the chance of a class-action court case. How to squeeze a handsome buck from a murdered ancestor, maximise the profit on your birthright, burlesque an act of bravery, shit on your own dead to catch a penny from a tourist, replace the family jewels with paste, fake your own heritage, strip the authentic assets of a place and substitute a clapboard fantasy. Disney’s Real Life for Windows™. EastEnders Cockneys spouting rhyming slang as authentic as old Richard Attenborough™ movies. It’s like New Orleans coon dancers. Real people reviving a grotesque parody of their heritage for a condescending stranger’s passing approval. What’s it got to mean?


For centuries our Brookgate was controlled by her citizens (or denizens as the old journos used to call us) under the power of the Huguenot Leases which, partly because of the plague, made full ownership of the land so unclear it had been disputed in Chancery since 1670. Missed the worst of the Great Fire of 1666, which destroyed a lot of records. Effectively, it meant we all had a say in what happened in our own patch. Any new building, improvement and so on was usually agreed by common consent, usually after some sort of meeting. It was our strongest civic weapon.


These days, of course, all that’s gone in the virtual warmth of the glo-flame millennium. Old Sweden Street, with its Heritage-style Tudored shopping parade, fake coaching yards, chain chippies, retainered pearlies, cockneyed-up caffs, nostalgia novelties, tarted drinkers, security pied-à-terres, lamprey-bars, forged pie-shops and all its other false-fronted gimcrackery, actually stinks. Thanks to cowboy plumbers, one-slap painters and electricians short of opposable thumbs, you can smell it a mile off. It was once the sticky, permeating nicotine sweetness of the Old Brookgate tobacco factory at Clerkenwell Row. Powerful enough to flavour your chips. Other Londoners could tell at a sniff where you were from. Not any more. Now we’re all plodding through the same toxic haze of urine, grease, carbon monoxide and degenerated plastic that has eaten away the city’s deregulated gilt and left us coughing up crap.


The concrete-’n’-cosmetic rush spread its tyre tracks all over our city. For a few months Jack Cade’s Parade, our hardboard heritage, glowed like Hollywood-on-Holborn. Now it can’t tell any more lies. It looks as shitty on the outside as it is on the inside. Talk about gilded flies. The trim’s curling and warping. Retail spaces are grimed with cracked promises, crumbling concrete, warped pine. Those still open look like film sets left out in the rain. Leaseholders’ dreams of gold transmuted into interminable hours of leaden grind. Some poor bastard stan’s learning about the enterprise society the hard way. The cladding’s coming off, just like the faux optimism of those awful years. What was sold as Portland stone turns out to be cinders and papier mâché.


And now the street’s been blocked, rechannelled, one-wayed, faked up and pedestrianised. It’s little more than a dogleg rat-run between Hatton Garden and Gray’s Inn Road with a few miserable Sweet News stalls in it. Corporate coster barrows. Teknikolor awnings and synthetic grass. You see them in airports everywhere. In streets they’re obscene.


I might sound bitter, and the blank generation isn’t supposed to care about these things, but I grew up in Old Sweden Street’s final glory, when ordinary spivs still ran a lively black market and only Petticoat Lane and Portobello could boast the variety and complexity of our trade. It was an international market. And a centre for what people now call ‘underground’ sports: knucklers, doggies, the birds, pig-racing, ferrets. People from Paris, Berlin, Milan, Dublin were always there doing business. Funny overcoats, odd hats. But very sharp. You know. Big wads. Heavy links. Plenty of gold.


Originally we paralleled Leather Lane almost down to Holborn. Locals never bothered with the Lane unless they were lazy. It was known to be rubbish. How could anybody not look down on Leather Lane market? Even their fishers were crap. They couldn’t fry batter. Their chips were always flaccid, their faggots limp. Their saveloys were unspeakably worse than the all-nite Chinese chippy’s in St Alban’s Passage.


Lanies said we were paupers, posers and wankers.


We knew they were whiners and ponces. Even their branded goods, seemingly identical to our own, were inferior. It was a pathetic market. The traders never took risks. They hardly ever bought anything off you and never gave you a price when they did. They all had coppers in their families. They swore everything they sold was kosher. You knew it was nicked. You usually knew who’d nicked it. They weren’t happy with that, either. They hated us because we were clever. We did better because we took chances. We got off on risks. We were part of the twist.


It was how we were in Brookgate. We were that sort of community. In 1900 Brookgate raised a whole regiment of irregulars for the Boer War. They got a taste for it. Played the dutchies at their own game. Hit and run. Never waste ammo when you can use your knife. Never use your knife when you can use your teeth and hands. Always try to get a souvenir. Bunch of savages, it says in the books. We were proud of them. The Brookgate Bastards. They were famous. We put up a great memorial to the lot of them. Alfred Gilbert designed it. The bloke who did Eros? We got it from a bankrupt foundry in Stoke Newington. We lost it somewhere when Barbican knocked down Mustard Street.


Off and on the Bastards had a whale of a time for a few years until everyone but Captain Jerry Silverstein, the famous Kosher Butcher, was snuffed out on the Somme. Lanies said we were naturally rabid, that we didn’t have any morals like they had. Guts was what they didn’t have. If they raised a regiment, it was the Queen’s Own Sweetboys. Leather Lane was notorious for being two-faced conservative cowards. Half of them were chapel. An iffy, un-London religion that had spread up from Streatham some time in the previous century. How it crossed the fucking river no-one will ever know.


In contrast, Old Sweden Street, catholic and cosmopolitan as can be, was flush enough with reinvestment dosh to reward any enterprising young snip. Turnover was everything. So our thefts were largely a one-way flow from Leather Lane’s grumbling wimps to Old Sweden Street’s stylish mobsmen. They had lay preachers running their stalls. We had eloquent dandies. Retired jacks. They used the good book as an authority for their bigotries and judgements. We were in all the books about master thieves, daring cracksmen and ingenious weaponry. Famous fights like the Siege of Bacon Alley. The Dorrington Street Barring-In, when the police were barricaded in their own station for two days. Edgar Lustgarten could have done a whole series, just on us. Our crooks had their names in the Sunday papers and most of them weren’t in jail. Our jacks were legends. Names like Lakefort and Mehta, Little Billy Cady, Grandma Fix, Dick Banff, the Gerrards, the Cottingtons, the Lamberts, the Khans. Up there with the Krays or the Cornells. Only less showy.


We were even snotty about what we lifted off the Lanies. Leather Lane had a couple of plastic-toy stalls we trained on. Their snap would have disgraced Woolworth’s. Not worth blacking up for, as the Brookgate Bastards used to say when they returned unblooded from a disappointing trawl in the kraut trenches.


It was a market you could hear, long before you got there. We had new and second-hand toys and clothing at the north end of Old Sweden Street between Hatton Wall and Bonemeal Street; fruit, veg, meat, fish, pets, live fowl, pigeons, rats and domestic products at the south end around Brooke Passage and Little Baldwin’s Gardens up to St Alban’s, down to Greville Street. Tools, junk, books, gadgets and linen were in the middle, between Brook Lane and Baldwin’s Gardens. Clothes were mostly round the corner in Bacon Court as far as Verulam Street which stretched across Leopards Place, through the Buildings, all the way to Fulkes Passage into Brooke Street at the back of the Prudential before the Council and the redevelopers started dropping billion-ton blocks of concrete on us.


Our gang never stole from their favourite market trader. Mr Lorenzo Small’s Trick Emporium was just an ordinary stall, but with a little awning made of draped blackout curtains, so you had the impression of entering a cave. It smelled of incense, California poppies, patchouli, toilet fresheners. Inside, Mr Lorenzo Small Jnr was incredibly thin and tall with a glass eye he was willing to take out and show you and the kind of bald head that made you wonder if he was wearing one of his own jokes. Like Tired Tim from Comic Cuts. His gaunt, long face bore that vague, benign, protective beam of one profoundly terrified of the world’s brutalities. His skinny arms and legs stuck out of his clothes like pipe cleaners. His hands danced like picked bones over his stock. But he liked kids. Nothing wonky. He had a wide but fairly random selection of tricks. He was dependent on what his agents could steal from Ellisdons and Gamages round the corner on Holborn Parade, just before the Viaduct. It’s gone now.


Using the short cuts still provided by bomb sites, it took two minutes to run from his stall on the corner of Fulke Street, down Brooke Passage into Holborn and the shops, grand, triple-fronted monsters, with gold decorative lettering, on three or four floors. Five minutes later you could be back with a bob’s worth of barter. He paid prompt, the heavy coppers almost too much for his delicate hands, and if he couldn’t pay you, he trusted you to take a brown half-quid note out for change. In those days it was almost impossible to prove the stuff was nicked. The stores hung enormous layers of goods outside and it was knowing temptation on their part. They expected to lose a bit. The price of advertising. Local taxes.




Chapter Five


The Patch


ELLISDONS DIDN’T JUST sell jokes and tricks. It had a whole Carnival department, full of Big Heads from nineteenth-century pantomime, vast comic wigs, noses, moustaches, greasepaint, gum arabic, every kind of mask you could think of. Fancy dress for all occasions and tastes.


They were ten times bigger than Pollock’s. They had puppets, string and glove. A thousand Punches and Judies. Scarlet and gold. Dark greens and pulsing yellows. Silver, black velvet, vivid silk.


They had toy theatres, and prewar German cut-out scenery, and cardboard actors and every accessory you needed, down to real limelight lanterns for the stage. They had little cardboard boxes of flat soldiers, straw-packed in tiny wooden crates, from Germany. Cheap paper labels with spreading ink. Furniture polish. Paint. Scented wax.


They had vast walls of tiny brass-labelled wooden drawers which stretched into heaven’s darkness and sent down glinting dust whenever an assistant climbed a ladder to find something. Noses, Red, Large. Noses, Red, Medium. Noses, Red, Small. Noses, Red, X.Small. Opera Glasses. Opera Glasses, Trick. Paint (Glow). Paint (Invisible). Paint (Trick Colour). Roses (Silk). Roses (Water). Roses (Shock). Spikes (Head). Spikes (Hand). Spikes (Adjustable). Staples. Soap (Blackface). Soap (Smelly). Spinach (Trick, Cans). Stink Bombs (Large, Strong). Umbrellas (Filled). Water pistols. X-Ray glasses (juv.). Zipshots (med.)…


Rosie and I visited Ellisdons the way other kids might go to a museum. It was an education. We would nick things we didn’t recognise and find out what they were when we sold them on. We learned a lot there. Mr Small knew everything. Sometimes he’d circle what he wanted on the back of my Pecos Bill. Ellisdons used to advertise in all those kids’ sixpenny comics, usually on the back page. Remember them? In that weird blue ink? About a thousand little boxes for severed hands, nails through heads, starting pistols, real radios and joke soap. Kids sent postal orders to them from all over the Empire. Pecos Bill and Tarzan Adventures were edited from round the corner in Brooke Street. We used to blag free copies off the fat little office boy who wanted us to think he was the editor.


There was a lot of printing and stuff in the area, with all the typesetters and block-makers and presses around Fleet Street, St Paul’s and the Old Bailey, down Fetter Lane, Farringdon Road, up Ludgate Hill. Flash-fast developers and printers. You took your negs into the paper and they did the rest. I got used to stringing for them. A lot of us did it. If you got a story followed up you got a guinea and a half – one pound, ten and six – about one fifty-two now. Signed your rights away on the back of the cheque and that was that. Smash and grabs. Lost dogs. Arrests and chases. Grist to the mill. Rosie had a nose for the stories they’d pay more for. And which would do somebody some good. Old ladies alone at Christmas. Cats on a ledge. The human-interest stuff. Genuine causes a lot of the time, right from an early age.


Rosie Beck was my mother’s sister’s daughter. Her stepdad was George Haley, one of the first Punjabis to work for London Transport and a friend of my dad’s. There was no clear record of his real name. Everyone loved Uncle George. He was a naturally kind-hearted man. He’d helped half Brookgate through hard times. He’d always been good for a fiver if you were really desperate. He’d even offer before you asked. He had an inheritance, he said.


Uncle George’s inheritance turned out to be his tendency to kleptomania, which had made his dad a jailbird in East Bengal. Eventually he lost his job and did a year in the Scrubs for fiddling his takings after he was promoted to the ticket office. It hadn’t been for himself, of course. Most of the dosh went to Shelter, Refuge and the Brick Lane mosque. He was a discreet and pious Moslem all his life. He didn’t let his defence use that in his favour. He said that would have been cheating.


When he came out he worked on and off in Old Sweden Street, mostly on the fruit and veg. He was never the same, my auntie said. In prison he’d turned a cancerous grey. She was disgusted by how few of the people he’d helped ever offered their support. Some were wonderful. Others she could shame or bully into doing something, but some simply refused her. She held a particular dislike for Alf Horspool. The newsagent’s shop was directly across the road from them on the corner of Dowling Street. Years earlier George Haley had helped Alf with his gambling bills. Which was why Alf was still alive. His debts of honour had been to Mal ‘Lips’ Cornell who was very strict about payment. Alf had already had one strong warning. George had also helped him give up the dogs. Alf was now doing well but had never once, my auntie said, offered my uncle so much as a job delivering papers. So none of us was allowed to buy anything in his shop. Which was fair enough. We compromised and only stole from him. Principles were principles. But it didn’t make him like me and Rosie any better and barring us didn’t do him much good when we had command of Brookgate’s finest klick.


Me and Rosie did everything together. We were the core of the klick, unquestioned leaders. Our best lieutenants were unambitious, amiable kids who were as fascinated by us as by the games and adventures we invented. Others stuck with us because we knew how to make money. Most weren’t very imaginative but they had a spark of romance. Not all our escapades were victimless fun. Rosie could get impatient, carried away, a bit too bossy. We hounded an old man to his death once. That is, he had a heart attack while we were following him. We thought we were joking. And we almost killed a copper. That shocked us. We tried bullying but our hearts were never in it. Our plan to kidnap and ransom household pets came to a noisy and painful end. We still have the scars. Mostly we stuck to snapping, nicking, twisting, subcontracting and gophering.


Rosie and me discovered the truth about sex together. It had been on our minds for a while. We went one Saturday to Farringdon Street book market under Holborn Viaduct and paid sixpence for a thick volume called Guide to Love and Marriage. I think it’s the one Arthur Koestler wrote. A version of it, anyway. We took it back to our floury gang HQ, an abandoned maze of lofts over J.A. Taylor’s who had stopped baking on the premises and now got deliveries from their depot at King’s Cross. We inspected the clinical illustrations and compared them to our own dusted anatomy. We discussed the questions raised and found most of the answers made sense.


The Guide had told us what we needed to know. We kept the information in reserve. We understood it to be potent truth. It gave us a cheap sense of superiority, to hear our friends speculating so comically. We’d crack up. We’d exchange looks. They’d never know what we were laughing about. We had discovered our parents’ secrets. We had their power. We were a junior priest and priestess of Dionysus, privy to all sexual wisdom. Satisfied, we swapped the book for something more interesting. The Future by Professor A.M. Low. A world without sin or sickness, a world of shared wealth and noble architecture, clean, smooth-running public transport. A Wellsian vision of things to come. It spoiled us for the reality, I suppose, even though the real version emerged as tower blocks and concrete opera houses.


On the whole I think we got as much out of Doctor Smith’s Lesser Classical Dictionary, which had been one of the few books my dad had owned. Doctor Smith’s reproduced some salty Greek and Roman friezes by way of illustration.


It was from the night-school courses his grandfather had done at the old Brookgate Institute. William Morris taught there. Edith Nesbit. Bernard Shaw. H.G. Wells had turned up once a month religiously for years. Grandad had seen him. He was a cocky, charming little pipsqueak, he said. Wells piped his enthusiastic visions and shrilled his indignation at the world’s follies and entranced them all.


Chirping away like a mad grasshopper, said Grandad, Wells filled them all with dignity and a sense of purpose. Those were the days of self-improvement and working men’s colleges.


And that was our rite of passage. It took about a day. I don’t remember any traumas and neither does Rosie. We were interested in our differences and understood their function, we liked the way we felt in charge of ourselves, we liked the buzz of sex, but we just went on about our lives. It must be why I’ve never been able to relate to that school of fiction where turning thirteen was the most interesting experience of the author’s life.


Later the sex and the politics would get complicated but all through the golden ’60s it never came between us. Maybe it’s because we fell in love with the existentialists at the same time. That is, we watched Jean-Paul Sartre’s Roads to Freedom in that rich early trinitronic telly colour and were sucked in instantly. Dramatised by David Turner. I could probably tell you who designed the sets. Spencer Chapman.


What a twist! Those faces! Moody Michael Bryant as Mathieu, haughty, tortured Daniel Massey, sexy Georgia Brown, Rosemary Leach, Alison Fiske, Anthony Corlan. There’s nothing more stylish than Anglo-Saxon actors pretending to be French. They get high on it. My friend Freddie Earlle was in it, too, as a Jewish soldier in the last episodes, but I didn’t know him then. I met him later on the set of Clochemerle or maybe Chéri. He was doing nothing but frogs for a while. When was Roads? BBC, Sunday nights, repeats on Thursday. 1969? We’d have been sixteen. Intellectual ducklings. Ready for imprinting, all right. Kapow!! Sex. Death. Politics. Philosophy. Existentialism. Hip attitudes. Elegant drugs. Spanish Civil War. Lagondas and long-nosed Citroëns. Difficult choices. Ambiguities galore. Cool threads. Moody theme music. The looming advance of Hitler. Plenty of accordion. Powerful cigarettes! Lashings and lashings of ennui, like black cream on bitter chocolate. Paris. The eve of Nazi occupation. The concerns of youth seem to fade. We have maturer considerations now. Real life. Our illusions fall away and we begin to see the brute horror breaking up through the fragile crust of our culture. Obscene cynicism, exemplary idealism.


Oi moi! Nobody mourns their lost youth more thoroughly than a teenager. Nobody understands better the potent anguish, the bleak realisation that existence and oblivion are mutually dependent. The series lasted for thirteen luscious, desperate weeks. It was one long sophisticated glorious complaint, an elegy to our vanished innocence. A twist more potent than Casablanca. As angry as Brecht and gritty as Pabst. Angstier than Graham Greene. God, those Catholics can suffer.


Roads to Freedom should have carried a health warning. It hit us everywhere at the same time. Soul, mind and groin. These days they’d ban it. We spent half Sunday making sure the TV was working properly for that evening and then we relished the repeats on Thursdays. It offered us the complete lifestyle package. We coughed our way through packets of Gauloises and listened to our Juliette Gréco album. We wore sunglasses indoors. We wore navy-blue jerseys because Marks & Spencer didn’t sell black. We sewed our jeans to our skinny legs. We bought the orange Penguin novel and were disappointed by it. The TV story was a lot easier to follow – time jumps always work better in a visual. Long moral arguments about setting the world to rights. The blind hypocrisy of a middle class unable to see the injustice and cruelty its wealth is based on. Rosie had got her scholarship to St Paul’s Girls’ School in Hammersmith. She could even talk French. She had an incredible gift for it. By the time she was thirteen she had also taught herself basic Spanish and Italian. She’d soon know German and Arabic and was getting into Russian. She was that kind of girl. She had the brains, I had the sensibilities. She could learn the fundamentals of something and make it work for her. My gifts were for clocking the realities of mood and expression, reading body language, framing a shot, recollecting scenes, anticipating moves, guessing the perfect moment, all that stuff. And I had what they used to call a nose for a story. In that sense, I think, we were probably both telepathic. We had complementary charms.


When I was fifteen I was in my first band, Black Flame. I could play one chord shape down the neck. Chuck Berry riffs. But it would be a while before I had my moments of stardom. Rosie was the lead singer. Singing wasn’t her obvious talent. She looked great, though, so we gave her a tambourine to bang until she got bored and went off to do something more useful with her time. I didn’t much enjoy it without her. I didn’t get interested again until she started going out with Paul Frame.


I was never motivated enough to be a proper rock star. The truth was I didn’t have much relish for repeating the same preachy songs every night and no instinct for posing on stage. Don’t ask me why, but I was more interested in the famous than I was in fame. I preferred to photograph the posers. And in the end that’s what I started to do. It got me into NME and Melody Maker, but it was Rolling Stone that gave me my real success. I didn’t have all the chores of rehearsals and there were fewer cold nights on the road. My serious rock-and-roll career pretty much ended with the Tory revolution. The Rainbow, Christmas 1981. I did a few sessions because people asked me to, some Support the Miners and Rock Against Racism gigs, a useless tour of America which I didn’t want to do in the first place, then new fashions came in, and that was that. I lost interest. Rock and roll was over for me when Stiff went soft. For a long time there was only pop. And the occasional authentic echo of some sampled chord.


But, like Rosie, I never stopped getting a buzz off a brunette pageboy haircut, an oversize black jumper, a packet of Gitanes and an Edith Piaf song. La Jetée? Monotone voice-overs? Vérité grain? What?


Existentialism’s in my soul. It changed my life. If it confirmed the guess I was born with, that we were all dancing on the edge of the abyss, I didn’t take the news badly. I’m a natural optimist. Rather than sit around moping, it seemed to me and Rosie that we might as well enjoy life while it lasted. I wasn’t. I am. I won’t be. Make the most of that. Leave the planet as you’d wish to find it. I think that’s how existentialism goes down in a fundamentally secular culture like ours. You’ve got to have had the Pope rammed up your bum from birth to get seriously worried when someone states what is fairly obvious to the ordinary unindoctrinated citizen – viz.: we have one life and we don’t know why. What would we be doing if we didn’t have it? Like you wake up and find you’ve got thousands more in your account than you thought. It’s probably a mistake but you might as well make the best of it.


Roads to Freedom led naturally to Camus and I was totally hooked. Camus’s Caligula ran at the ill-starred Phoenix, Charing Cross Road. With Derek Jacobi. For about a week. Including the matinées, we saw every performance, all but the last three from the Upper Circle. There were so few people in the audience by the end of the run that the manager let us sit in the best seats. The actors waved at us. Oh, God! It thrilled us. As the assassin’s knives rose and fell, Caligula cried out ‘I’m still alive!’ and we knew exactly what he meant.


After the closing night we clapped ourselves silly until we got self-conscious, then waited to get Derek Jacobi’s autograph but I don’t think any of them were very happy. A sort of jaunty sadness comes over actors who know they’re performing well in a good play but just can’t bring the audience in. We felt we were intruding and walked up to Theobald’s Road for egg and chips, round the corner from home. We talked about it for weeks. Real plays. Real people. It made everything more real. Better than movies. And the movies were great, too. We felt a bit impatient with the ennui sometimes. We wanted to tell them to get off their arses, remind them, like Beowulf, that God helps those who help themselves. But that’s a paternalistic religion for you.
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