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Until the day when, your endurance gone,


in this world for you without arms,


you catch up in yours the first mangy cur you meet,


carry it the time needed for it to love you 


and you it, then throw it away


Samuel Beckett, Molloy
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Chapter One





As a hack, a scribbler, a fully benefited and BUPA-ed pen performer (note the absence of ironising inverted commas: I use the language of self-loathing that characterises this wall-shinning, nose-poking, leg-in-the-door end of the trade knowingly and deliberately, without any ironic intent), it has to occur to me whether I am an actual carrier, a cross-pollinator of misery and annihilating despair and doorstep human anguish, and not merely its privileged witness. There it is, and, quick as you can say ‘The coffin was so tiny that it took your breath away’, there I am – breast-pocket tape recorder freshly batteried, notebook fatted with quotes for dead stories, cancelled with strokes of wristy finality; biro primed. Although I couldn’t claim it was the way I saw the last working years of my life turning out, I seem to have become, all against expectation and any natural inclination, the miseried’s, the disastered’s, the lifelorn’s, the victims’ (most of all the victims’) friend.


Copy filed with an implied catch in the voice, a muffled sob in the throat, sentimental as a lollypop. A terrible command of the fine gradations in the purple spectrum, from lavender mist to damson dipso blush. These are my apparent strengths. You migh thave read my stuff. It might even be your turn to talk to me,tragic mum, grief-stricken dad, when the runaway pantechnicon crashes your tidy terrace or City’s south stand collapses or the police are on the trail of the next evil sex fiend. (Think of it: the poignant details of your life, your plain statements coleslawed into something weightless, sizeless, and travelling at the speed of light within information networks depending not on dirty wheels, gears, pistons, rivets or hot engines, but on minute components, invisible processes, intangible – incomprehensible – technologies.) 


One certain thing. Life keeps coming. It keeps coming and coming. Celebrities, money, babies, violence, messy death … What else? Animals. Sex. Perm two from seven for a result; perm three from seven for a real marmalade dropper. The news as a production line with no beginning and no end. Life in the perpetual present. Nothing’s new. Not a lot is new. Things that happened two days ago – things I witnessed first-hand, that I reported on; the town I visited, the stunts I connived in setting up, the quotes that filled my book – are already foggy for me.


I feel a kind of numbness in my short-term memory, although I have long regarded this as my natural condition and probably a condition for going into this line of work. When I grew up as a boy in the north of England, there wasn’t much, so when I arrived in London I had nothing, and I forgot what little I had up there. The hospital where I was born is now the Happy Dragon Chinese restaurant. The school that I attended is now a discount mall developed by a boy who went to school there with me, one of the great local boom-boom 1980s success stories. (We ran a picture of him in a recent business section, as it happens: he was posed sweatily with a group of shelf-stackers and peroxided checkout girls in a chilled storeroom area: ‘A boss is like a diaper – always on your ass and usually full of shit,’ a ‘novelty’ poster said, tacked to a fridge slightly to the left of where the photographer had placed him.) Nodes, the undertakers from where I buried both my parents, is now a branch of Perfect Pizza. I am in the present, I came from nowhere, I can’t go back.


You probably think from what you’ve heard already that you certainly wouldn’t talk to me. Well, would you talk to me? Would you tell me your private thoughts and memories, spill your guts? Would you vouchsafe me your keepsakes and mementoes – the ethereally lit studio portrait that leaves a pale space where it was hanging, a light line in the dust where it was standing; the vignetted picture from your wallet? Would you trust me with the home video of the last time you were all together – X removing something from the oven, X red-faced, giggling, shaking a curtain of hair in front of her pretty face to shield it from the camera – before the bombers struck, before the stranger lurched from the shadows? Of course you would. I’m not wrong. Believe me. As I say, this is my area of operation; my specialised subject; my purlieu; my arena. Beats writing about chocolate bunnies at Easter, I always say. I always say (and when I say it there is some irony intended, although it is an irony I fancy is lost on the editor and his near-identically-dressed team of executive brown-nosers, ever alert for new targets of opportunity) – looking them straight in the tie, I always say: Wind me up, chief, and point me at it.


We’re a tabloid outfit, positioned in the middle-market, some distance upwind of the cro-magnon Fun-Puzzlers and lip-movers. But – although this was truer in the past than it has become recently – I’m not a leg man. A dawn raider. Bish-bash-bosh. Who, what, when and where. What ‘Tosser’ Dosson, my editor, a Streeter of the old school, likes to call the ‘geography’ of a story. I’m a colour man. That is: I colour it up; give it a bit of ginger. I help keep the heat under a story by providing a tarty next-day take on what everybody already knows.


I go in with the second-wave. Which these days means that my days are dogged by flowers. My path is strewn with them. Flowers mark the spot.


The flowers come wrapped in all the surfaces of cheap living – klaxon colours, slippery prophylactic textures. As soon as the tape markers are removed, women begin steering children forward clutching thin, apologetic bunches of pinks and gyp and grade-two tulips in flattened cones that imitate laminated wood-grain and fake marble, beaten copper and satin-aluminium fire surrounds, duvet-and ironingboard-covers, silver-frosted ceiling sconces, the technologised waffle-treads of trainers, glancing football shirt shadow-patterns, blistery thermoplastics, the foam-backed leather-like finish of wedding albums.


The effect aimed for in the impromptu pavement shrines marking the site of the latest nail-bomb or child-snatch or brutal sex-death is peaceful, pastoral, consolatory – the evocation of some dappled bluebell wood or country churchyard or Dairylea buttercup meadow, a world away from the 144-point hurts of the raw modern city.


In reality, though, the flower-heaped memorials are just another variety of urban utterance. In the first hours, the railway embankments, playing-field perimeters, tower-block entrances and shopping-precinct seating islands are transformed as if by flooded lighting or a freak fall of snow. What was concrete and familiar suddenly seems defamiliarised, derealised; the backdrop to a dream.


People crowd at the edge of the oddly regular weave of the blankets of flowers, stunned by the scale of what they have made. (I’ve noticed – but naturally haven’t written: it wouldn’t get in if I did write it – that an element of civic competitiveness has started creeping in, as if compassion was quantifiable and could be measured in square-footage and drift-thickness and overall depth of cover.)


But soon (very soon when there has been some weather – a bitter north-easterly clawing at the filmy wrappings, scattering them in shop doorways and bus shelters, pasting them round bollards and railings, throwing them to the wind; persistent rain pounding them into a sodden pulp) they turn into just one more example of urban blight; of city sadness. By the time the story has moved down the page or been buried inside the paper, the memorials start to look like flocks of tick-infested pigeons, or the water-logged communal bedding in some cardboard city. The poor colours bleed and fade. The soft toys that have been put there – the Snoopys and velveteen bunnies and bag-eyed Pound Puppies – moult and burst along the seams and spill their no longer loveable or huggable wetted kapok guts.


I know I have squeezed a story until its pips are squeaking when the smell of rotted vegetation starts to lift off the bank or trench of remembrances and the mechanical shovels and power-hoses of the refuse departments start preparing to move in. ‘Under the wide and starry sky’, ‘Love’s last gift – remembrance’, ‘Bitterness serves no purpose and corrodes the soul’, ‘A little angel lost in flight’ is the sort of thing it says on the smashed condolence cards they leave in their wake, and I have built up a small collection of these. A selection of them, bordered in butterflies and blurry miskeyed flowers and cupids, green-stained, the inks running, was posted round my office computer until a protest got up by one of the squeamier pencil pushers, and including Mahalia, the regular cleaner, who left notes telling me I was a sorryfuck who could empty his own bins, succeeded in having them removed. ‘“Life’s a shit-sandwich” is what they should say,’ I told them in retaliation, in my bloodier moments. ‘“Life’s a bucket of warm spit.’”




*





My name – my byline, when I get one these days – is Norman Miller. It used to be a picture byline in the old days, back in what to me now seems the long, long ago: a reversed-out mug shot over my name done in a distinctive, bulging type, all curves and Mickey ears, that signalled ‘soft’ features rather than the unrelenting hard-news beat I find myself pounding now.


Norman Miller. Four brick dull, plain artisanal syllables, bequeathed to me by my poor dull parents, but given an unlooked-for metropolitan sheen by their near-duplication of the name of ‘the champ of writers’, as I once heard the then heavyweight champion, George Foreman, call Mailer, to his beaming delight: he lit up like Christmas, at the same time wiping his feet in a backwards direction on the carpet, as if he had just discovered dogshit on his shoes. (I watched him repeat the performance when I expressed my own – fumbling but genuine – admiration for his work.)


Norman Miller/Norman Mailer. It has been a lucky consonance, and one used consciously and entirely shamelessly by me to get the ear of the subliterate, the disliterate, the pain crazed, the grief engulfed, the halt, and the lazy of hearing. ‘Norman Miller’. Crooned in that face-in-the-phone creepy-confidential manner perfected, when in pursuit of a story, by all the members of my profession.


The disappointment on the faces of taxi drivers, hotel managers, PR representatives, fast-fodder interviewees and others when they come face to face not with the celebrity scribe, suited by Jones, Chalk and Dawson of Sackville Street, shod by John Lobb of St James’s (a lasting legacy of his marriage to Lady Jeanne, daughter of the Duke of Argyll), twinkly and burly and with a head of hair, though snowy white, still testosterone-rich in early old age, coming forward with his chipper old bandy-legged sailor walk – ‘Gangway for all this talent!’ … their sense of let-down, of being on the end of some mild confidence trickery when confronted not by Mailer but by Miller, who, for all his presentability and plausibility bears the unmistakable, authentic whiff of Fleet Street (five parts Stolly to three parts Youngs Special bitter to two parts YSL ‘Jazz’, plus an aura of something that comics call ‘flop sweat’, something they give off when they’re dying on their feet – hear me: I’m dying on my feet) – this sense of let-down is something I long ago accepted as a saddening but not all-undermining fact of life.


My path and Mailer’s have crossed, as you will by now have gathered; but they have crossed only once. This I think was in – if I had a cuttings book, a graveyard of my deathless, which I haven’t, I could look it up – 1974. I would be thirty-two then and, after a number of years spent hosing vomit off other people’s copy, just starting to rise above the grind as a writer. (I was also only four years away from personal meltdown in 1974, from the ‘spiritual emergency’ (thank you, doctor) that’s put me here, spinning my wheels, dosed up the wazoo, but of course I couldn’t know that then.)


By the time he was thirty-two, Mailer already had three novels (and two wives) (and a spell in Bellevue, the local cuckoo-nest, the result of skewering wife number two with a Swiss Army knife) under his belt, and, after Hemingway, was probably the most instantly recognisable writer in the world.


As might be expected, I have taken a keener-than-usual interest in Mailer’s career. It was his side-step into journalism – a kind of journalism – towards the end of the sixties that gave me part of the push that I needed to give up my haemorrhoid-hatching inside job to see what it was like knocking stories together ‘in the field’ – meaning, on car bonnets, in piss-stinking telephone booths, and in roaring hostile cafés and bars. Not, I realised, that this was Mailer’s chosen MO. And, if I hadn’t realised, he patiently spelled it out to me one night after a steady intake of gin rickeys under a reed-thatch umbrella at the outside bar of the Intercontinental hotel in what had once been Leopoldville in the Belgian Congo but which, by that time, was Kinshasa, in Zaire. We were there to see if Muhammad Ali could regain the heavy-weight championship by beating George Foreman, in a Don King–President Mobutu promotion.


‘Reporters,’ Mailer said, shoulders rolling in an old pug manner even while seated, ‘have the middle-class penchant’ (he pronounced this the American way, stressing the ‘e’, sounding the ‘t’) ‘for collecting tales, stories, legends, accounts of practical jokes, details of negotiation, bits of memoir. There is nobody more practical than a reporter. He exhibits the same avidity for news which a businessman will show for money.’ His eyebrows made a triangle with the line of his eyes, and he barrelled in with his fists on his knees, as he tends to do when he’s got off one good line and already has a topper coming. ‘No bourgeois will hesitate to pick up a dollar, even if he is not fond of the man with whom he is dealing. So, a reporter will do a nice story about a type he dislikes, or a bad story about a figure he is fond of. I always had some dim intuitive feeling that what was wrong with all journalism was that the reporter tended to be objective and that that was one of the great lies of all time. Now it is more comfortable to write that way …’ I didn’t know if I was being personally got at, but that’s how I felt. I felt the rims of my ears hurting red in the cooling night. But it had already become difficult to converse by then because of the nightly, eleven-on-the-button ‘Soirée Africaine’: seven topless, melon-breasted girls dancing to the sound of drums in La Cascade, the garden restaurant beside the swimming pool. Three of them were performing to loud rhythmic applause with glasses of beer balanced impassively on their heads.


Good material, I suggested to Mailer, who in ten days I hadn’t seen take a note. ‘Material?’ he said, evacuating a Santa-size ho-ho. ‘Tell you. I wouldn’t recognise material these days if it smacked me in the mouth.’


I didn’t know spit about boxing. But then, knowing nothing about painting hadn’t stopped me banging out 1,500 words on the references to Indian totems, Graeco-Roman legends and animal sexuality in the early works of Jackson Pollock, any more than being innumerate had inhibited me from banging a piece together on Tunku Abdul Rahman’s financial restructuring of the Malaysian economy. The first article I wrote for my first London paper was an obituary of the American dancer Ruth St Denis, whose name I read for the first time when the file folder containing her taped-together, ash-like clippings dropped on my desk.


I kept hearing names in Kinshasa, and having people – mainly waddy, vending-machine-sized black men with broken boot heels and deep scratches on their wraparound glasses – pointed out to me excitedly across plastic palatial rooms frantic with electrostatic that did unpredictable things to all the hairpieces present. Barney Ross, Willie Pep, Ezzard Charles, Benny Paret … Who were these people? Bob Clemo, the paper’s star boxing writer, could have told me. But, for complicated domestic reasons – was this the time his wife hurled herself into the canal near where they lived in Maida Vale wearing only a poncho and self-suspend stockings? Or the time their son, radged that his ounce of Lebanese red had disappeared from the toe of a pair of school sneakers, arsoned the same house? Or maybe Clemo had simply been shipped off to Champneys again for drying out on the paper’s account? – whatever the reason, Bob Clemo wasn’t flying in until forty-eight hours before fight-time.


When he finally did, within a few hours of deplaning he was circling the dining-table like a paso-doble dancer without a partner, in preparation for his world-renowned whip-the-cloth-off act. (He insisted that all the plates and bottles and everything were supposed to end up in a dribbling, pooling heap in the middle. He earned a cheer anyway for giving his expenses such a heroic first hiding.) By 4 a.m., Clemo and his opposite number on one of the American papers were battling it out with chairs in the bar – one chair each, wielded at head-height and crashed around until only a couple of staves were remaining, the two of them coming at each other, red dirt and matchwood and glass shards clinging to their clothes, while the Zairois bar boys speculated (I wouldn’t be surprised) on the weird possession cults and crazy customs of this roving white tribe.


I should probably say here that all this was in the days when I was working for a ‘quality’ broadsheet paper; in the days, that is, before I was bumped onto the company’s breezier, ‘faster format’ tabloid title (where I still am), and in a time when even the man from Del Monte would have been able to tell the two apart. The paper which employed me hadn’t yet gone to colour – still had men working for it, in fact, who would shake their head sadly over the introduction of pictures onto the front page (and who’s to say they weren’t right?). The news editor was a man who insisted that his male reporters wear suits and that the few hackettes turn up for work in below-the-knee-length skirts and blouses that, as he euphemised it, colouring to purple, they might wear to a funeral without having to change.


This is all by way of explaining their reactions to the material I started to send back from Zaire.


I had travelled to Africa prepared. Ancestor reverence, secular dance, religious masquerade, rules governing the legal status of strangers, spirit mediumship and spirit possession. I had mugged up on all this. Kinshasa was going to be my shining hour. I had a smart new bush jacket from Abercrombie and Fitch. Oh I was keen. I got even more of an edge when I read in an interview with Mailer on the plane going over that he regarded Africa as being Hemingway’s territory (I was carrying a copy of Green Hills of Africa in my luggage), and so intended to be particularly on his mettle. That was it then: I was going to go mano a mano with my namesake, my nemesis, with my ‘sharer’ self – an idea that was crazy-arsed then, pathological now. I was going to stop him hoovering up the material and making it his own. 


And it wasn’t just Mailer. Hunter Thompson, George Plimpton, Bud Schulberg, James Baldwin and dozens of other big-foot reporters were all rattling round Zaire. The thing was (I bleated whenever the office got me on the phone), they had access, something I didn’t have; they got to go to the places I couldn’t go: the Ali bungalow in the Mobutu compound in N’Sele, just for instance, batting the breeze with Ali’s man Bundini, and the trainer, Angelo Dundee – ‘Hey, Angie,’ they’d call across the marbled spaces of the Intercontinental, lying back largely, ‘my man Angie!’ (what, we wallflowers were constantly asking each other, were these guys on?) – and ride on Ali’s bus and in the limos and sit on the counterpane in the bedroom at the house while Ali brought himself a Coke from the dresser, his toto playing taps on his great ebony trunk of a tufted thigh … Not to mention the breakfasts with Mobutu at Mobutu’s place by the brown silent river …


The result was that I over-reacted. I over-reached. I pushed the envelope. (Where does that come from? What does it mean?) Certainly I over-wrote. What they wanted was basic information about Ali’s speed or Foreman’s bad mood, with a bit of spin here, a bit of vamping-’til-ready there; the tale of the tape. What they got was twenty paragraphs on the ivory market in Kinshasa, the weird house in the centre of town where streams of pygmies constantly came and went, the landscape of the bus ride out to N’Sele (urban shanty, then dusty hot-house exotic), Mobutu’s private zoo, Joseph Conrad’s Leopoldville contrasted and compared.


But the all-time jaw-dropper was the piece I phoned through on tribal fetish objects, with special reference to the grotesque Zairian nail figure of a two-headed dog which was the first thing I saw when I woke up each morning, and which, on asking round, I discovered wasn’t corporate, in the sense of there being one in every room with the pants press, and the hair-drier and the watercolour washes of Mobutu-inspired motorway developments hanging either side of the bed.


I established that these snarling, bristling figures were called nkisi, and made particularly excited note of the fact that the ‘dried organic matter’ clearly visible between some clumps of nails was probably blood from a blood sacrifice, possibly even human blood, possibly even a child’s: in certain villages in the interior, a child reported as having disappeared was presumed to have been sacrificed to mark the death of an important local man, and his or her head interred with the chief’s body. ‘Good-night, pal,’ I would say, made maudlin by the gin rickeys and the Planters Punches and the wine, bearing down on the braille spikes of the dog with a force I now feel sure I hoped would be enough to draw a sample of my own blood, which overnight would trickle down and join up with one of the boluses of ancient encrusted African matter.


I started off with the heel of my hand and then the open palm (violet veined, soft, never exposed to a decent day’s toil in its life). Then I brought the nkisi in contact with the pad of my bare belly – cold nails hammered in at every angle – my toes enclenched in the flame-retardant carpet – put the two-headed monster on the bed and lay on it, straddled it face-down like a – what? – a fakir? – supported only by extended fingertips and toes, two middle fingers, two big toes, and finally nothing. Kabanga! A jungle moon framed in the high window. A stomach like the take-off board at the triple jump. That new journalism weirdness (although it goes without saying I didn’t pass a word of any of this on). Then I’d turn out the light.


My adventures in ethnography went down like the proverbial turd in the punchbowl back in London. The despatches were ruthlessly pruned (as I knew they would be, having been for so long the pruner myself), and pretty soon I fell in with requirements: I rarely left the pack of reporters and filed little that couldn’t as easily have been lifted from the morning’s press handout or the stuff put over by the Press Association’s man. In this way, apart from the necessary topping and tailing, stories virtually wrote themselves.


But until that happened, the blue pencil ran riot on – made Pollocks of – my ‘screeds’. (‘Made Pollocks of his bollocks’ was the joke, neatly combining references to my first and most recent efforts, when I returned home.) I’d get back to the Intercontinental to a stack of message slips all saying the same thing: Contact office soonest. I’d be paged in the lobby and in the coffee-shops and bars, and go to a phone only to have it reiterated that they were not National Geographic; that if they’d wanted animal stories they’d have got Johnny Morris, and that, contrary to what I apparently believed, there was no ‘a’ in my last name (conspiratorial laughter in the background).


The method of paging at the Intercontinental consisted of a bellboy carrying a blackboard sign with Buddhist temple bells tinkling attention to the name of whoever was wanted at the desk or on a phone. ‘Martin Bormann’, ‘Aleister Crowley’ and ‘Kojak’ were popular. And so was ‘Norman Mailer’. Or ‘Miller’. You could never be sure. Without exception, Mailer’s was the name that got chalked up and paraded around. And so invariably, whenever we were both in the hotel, we’d both turn up at the front desk and go through an exaggeratedly formal routine: ‘You – No, no, you – No, please. You.’ Like codgers getting on a train.


‘“Norman Miller,’” Mailer said the first time this happened. ‘Would I be right in thinking those are Fleet Street eyes? Should I know you?’


“‘I really think you are the best journalist in America” – “Well, Cal, there are days when I think of myself as being the best writer in America,”’ I said, quoting an exchange that Mailer once had with the poet Robert Lowell. He liked that. It started us off on a good footing. But it wasn’t as impromptu as I would like to believe I made it seem. If I’m honest, I suppose I hoped it, or some reference to the Miller/Mailer thing, might sneak into the book-length account of Foreman–Ali that Mailer was in Kinshasa to write. But if I did, I was disappointed – relieved and disappointed. A year later, I picked up The Fight with the heart-hammering, rib-racketing sense of apprehension anybody feels when they suspect they might be going to see their name in print and have no idea whether they’re going to be made to look false or stupid or craven or worse (smaller and greater betrayals, lesser and grosser misrepresentations of which I have been habitually guilty myself in the intervening years). Even vernacular spellings such as ‘No’min’ and ‘Nawmin’ came swimming up off the page and made me feel momentarily nauseous.


Somehow – I no longer remember how – among the street jumble of socks, peanuts, toothpaste, chewing-gum, batteries, candles, tins of sardines, cigarettes and used cassette tapes in Kinshasa, I turned up a copy of An American Dream, which, on the morning after the fight, both of us still swaying drunk, I got Mailer to sign (‘To Norman M. from Norman M. Well met in Kinshasa. Remember (you know this): writers are always selling somebody out. It’s been fun.’). It had a supermarket sexy cover, and carried a recommendation from Time – ‘It races home into the station, blowing all its whistles’ – that I have always imagined appearing on a book of mine – a book of course that I have never written, and have now lost all ambition to write.


Yesterday, the twentieth of June, was Father’s Day, a fact which went unmarked of course by me, but also by my children (one boy, one girl, both more or less grown up now and effectively moonied by their mother into believing her version of what went wrong in the marriage).


But, as a way, I can only suppose, of flagging its well-known commitment to family-mindedness and ‘traditional’ family values, this morning’s paper has gone overboard with Father’s Day mentions. Somebody has run a search and got the computer to spew up a ‘topical’ add-on for every reference to ‘father’ or ‘daddy’ or ‘dad’.


So, a man has been gunned down by terrorists in Northern Ireland, ‘making a Father’s Day widow of his wife, Karen, mother of Susan, 7, and Tony, 8’. One of the England football team has run off with a woman described by his wife as being ‘all white shoes and sun-beds’, ‘leaving sons Michael, 8, and Peter, 7, to spend Father’s Day without their dad yesterday, riding their bicycles around the drive of the family’s luxury home in Coggeshall, Essex’. A boy of twelve has provided ‘the ultimate Father’s Day present – the gift of life’ by using a tea-towel to staunch the bleeding when a fish tank shattered and sliced through his father’s throat and windpipe. I’ve counted half a dozen references in as many pages.


Even the three paragraphs carrying my puny byline have been given a Father’s Day peg. Headlined ‘The Look That Says: Live And Let Die, by Norman Miller’, they read as follows:




As Scott McGovern continued his fight for life yesterday, the shamed TV star’s son was among those attending a star-studded reception at Smith’s Lawn, Windsor. Daniel McGovern, 19, chatted with celebrities including Billy Connolly, Susan Hampshire and Anneka Rice and drank champagne costing £200 a bottle while his father lay on a life support machine in an intensive care unit at St Saviour’s Hospital, London. There his condition continued to be described as critical but stable.


It is now 18 days since £750,0000-a-year McGovern was found unconscious in his luxury flat at the Barbican. Police are continuing to examine thousands of frames of surveillance footage, including film taken outside the men’s toilet on the concourse at Victoria Station, one of the capital’s most notorious pick-up places for homosexuals, in an attempt to identify the man spotted entering McGovern’s building with him shortly before the murderous attack.


Yesterday McGovern’s loyal wife, Sheila, continued her bedside vigil. But Father’s Day brought visits from neither of the McGovern children. While Daniel lived it up with the smart set at Windsor, Sophie, 16, was said to be being comforted by family friends.





I wasn’t at Smith’s Lawn (have never been to Smith’s Lawn). I didn’t supply the verbals. I didn’t read them until I opened this morning’s paper. (They were almost certainly lifted from the first edition of the Express or the Mail.) I’m pretty sure the accompanying picture has been tweaked to bring Dan McGovern into a more intimate relationship with George Michael, whose own image has been electronically realigned – shivered, sphereised – to make him look like somebody suffering from a bad case of the munchies. (This is his most public neurosis, and one therefore that it is always in our interest to tickle up.)


It doesn’t matter. Scott McGovern is the big-selling story of the year. ‘If it bleeds, it leads.’ That’s the maxim. So when it’s celebrity blood that has been spilled – cowabunga! You’re off to the races. Every paper has put on readers since McGovern suffered ‘blunt force trauma’ – was found with his head stove in by a bronze award statuette based on a maquette by Henry Moore or Barbara Hepworth, one or the other (it’s not an aspect of the story we’ve been climbing over each other to firm up). But cracking copy! Blinding telly! It’s been white-knuckle city waiting to see if McGovern comes out of his coma.


Howie Dosson, my editor, doesn’t think he will. ‘He’s seriously kaputted, that guy,’ Dosson, generally known as ‘Tosser’, exulted the minute the news came over the wire. ‘Oh are you sure! He is vegetable and will stay vegetable.’


Along with every other human-interest flammer and tabloid footsoldier in the country, I have been on the story since day one. Tosser Dosson made an instant decision to clear the decks. ‘You all know what I want,’ he said in his Churchillian address, jacketless, two high pulses of colour beating powdery Gainsborough crimson in his cheeks, long metalloid legs astride a desk. ‘I want what you want. What every newspaper reader in this country not too hypocritical to admit it wants. I want the wet details on McGovern. Everyfreakingthing. Who is the stooper and who is the stabber. The name of everybody who has been up McGovern’s arse. I want the guy sliced open like a mango. And I want it first. Forget anything you might have been planning to do in the next week. The dentist, the vasectomy, the new bed from Ikea, the bunk-up with that slapper you met round the wine-bar, the cosy anniversary dinner in your local tandoori. I want it now! Like … yesterday. We’re going all-balls-out on this one.’


There was a stampede in the direction of the cashiers on the third floor with advance expenses chits – pink, carbon-triplicated, clammy. The office-bound got busy with lists and photocopies of the relevant cuts (the McGovern file ran to four bumper packets then, probably twice that now) and maps and multicoloured charts.


Tame rent-boys, squat-heads, squealers and showbiz deep-throats were summoned by phone. Reporters were assigned to chase down McGovern’s children, his children’s friends, their friends’ friends, their teachers, his heli-chauffeur, drivers, gardeners, pool-cleaners, housekeepers, roadsweepers, the waiters at the restaurants where he kept an account, make-up girls at the BBC, BBC commissionaires, bar staff, the disc-jockeys working on the radio station he’d put together the consortium to launch, the partners in his video business. Plough the fields and scatter. The hounds were unleashed. There were posses, ambushes, false trails, cut-offs; minor deception, fraud, cat-burglary in the public interest. It was zoo-time.


I spent the first five days in a leafy suburb of Stoke-on-Trent where the streets were named for Robin Hood and His Merrie Men – Nottingham Drive, Robin Circle, Maid Marian Lane – part of the pack doorstepping Peggy Askam, the mother-in-law. She lived in Alan-A-Dale Crescent, in a neat and trim house set back a good distance from the road, with plenty of trees.


Half a street away there was a neighbourhood park with a brook flowing through it, flowers and benches, swings and other jungle gym equipment, and tennis courts for the older children and grown-ups. You have no idea how long the long suburban day can be until you have spent one in a place like this. The only break in the monotony was a neighbour arriving at the side-door of Peggy Askam’s house with food covered over by a tea-towel in case we might want to snatch a picture of that as well. Our own on-the-job food needs were taken care of by Genaro from the Appenines who sold hot-dogs and breaded drum-sticks at five pounds a pop from a trailer with tudor-timbered sides.


A few years earlier, while her husband was fighting the illness which finally killed him, Peggy Askam had been done for shoplifting – walking out of her village shop with a carton of Fairy Liquid and a jar of Nescafé that she hadn’t paid for – and of course we gave all that another go around. She had a choice: talk to us about her daughter and her daughter’s life with Scott McGovern, or have her own criminal past resurrected, only used big across the front page this time. The curtains remained drawn. A melanin-mapped hand reached round the door to fumble the milk in. She kept her counsel. So we treated the shoplifting story to a retread (further investigation revealed there had been a third item, a half-pound pack of Kerry Gold) and put it back on the road again.


After five days, and not much to show for it, I was reeled in and put onto a tale being peddled by the mouthpiece of a security and surveillance firm in south London who claimed to be representing the owner of a set of incriminating – ‘well detrimental’ – letters written to him by McGovern. This contact wasn’t entirely without form: prison paintings by famous murderers, Bobby Moore post-mortem pictures, tapes that proved that Elvis really was working as a supermarket bagger in Biloxi or Trenton, New Jersey – ‘You’re gonna hear Elvis Himselvis’ … He had made efforts to off-load all of these in the past.


We met for lunch at the White Tower (his choice – he is a glutton for the taramasalata and the duck stuffed with cracked wheat and nuts. ‘Reckon you can spunk a ton on me for a lunch,’ he’d said. ‘Least you can do.’). We were into the second bottle of retsina, and he was beginning to give me his palaver when – it had only taken me seven days, and total, round-the-clock immersion in the McGovern story to come up with this – I remembered that once, many years ago, I had interviewed Scott McGovern at his house; that there was probably still a tape of the conversation mouldering away in a drawer among my souvenirs.


This had been in the days when I seemed to have both feet set firmly on the up escalator and was establishing a reputation for juicing slightly more out of hardened interviewees than they were planning to tell. Zaire actually hadn’t done me any harm. It had got me noticed. By about 1977 my strike-rate was among the best on the paper. I was a young family man in my thirties with an occasional picture byline, hungry, crashing my gears, working round the clock.


Aphasia – sudden black-hole amnesia – along with dizziness, anxiousness, a tingling in the fingers of my right hand, is one of the symptoms of the petit mal that has brought me down. But my memory of the – until then – lost afternoon spent doing the business on Scott McGovern came to me in a flash of what still feels like God-given recall. The sunny drive west out of London, the village with the ancient petrol pumps standing at its centre, the wrong turnings, the newly painted finger-posts, the winding track up to the house, the house’s yellow clay wattle-and-daub exterior walls, the hollowed herringbone-pattern brick floors, the kelims, the dried hydrangeas in the China-blue vases, the dogs, McGovern’s young friend William (not a T-shirt adonis or muscled love-boy, but a wire-glasses-wearing, pudgy, film-buff, Proms-going type) snipping flowers in the garden with a secateur.


There was tea made by McGovern himself. Then wine. Then a bit of pot. Then some nose candy in a poppy field at the back of the house with Murray, a harlequin Great Dane, crashing carelessly around, raising butterflies like dead cells beaten out of a mattress, flattening paths through the heavy-headed flowers. It was at this point that McGovern, sitting samurai-fashion opposite me on his knees, started crying big, perfectly tear-shaped, viscid, slow-rolling tears. It was something I promised not to mention and, until a week ago, had remained something I’d kept the lid on for fourteen years. With dusk there was more wine, and a leaving kiss full on the mouth which seemed natural at the time and doesn’t feel at all unnatural now.


After transcribing it, omitting the part he had asked – pleaded with me, really – to keep to myself, I put the Scott McGovern tape in a desk drawer along with all the others and, as with the others, forgot about it.


For many years I saved the tapes, thinking that one day I might offer them to an archive or centre of national resource or, depending on how I was fixed financially, use them to cushion me in my lonely, sclerotic old age. Just recently, though, I have started to systematically over-record; have started, that is, to lay one gloomy ghostly presence over another, wiping the past. I am aware that this also represents an act of self-erasure, and that that is preferable in almost all ways to the self-effacement that turns out now to have been my interviewing manner – the punctuating phoney laugh, the conscientiously faked-up attitude of care and concern. I have been actively engaged in the eradication of this younger self adrift in another life, entombed in the dull lubricated brown ribbons of tape.


Many voices on the tapes belong to people who have passed on, passed over, have become dead parrots. Scott McGovern is dying of an acute haematoma and lacerations of the skull – an unstill package, ventilated, evacuated, fibrillated, palpated, catheterised in his polyurethane plastic tent. Lidded eyes scanning the ceiling in coma vigil; muttering delirium; hot, flaccid fingers picking incessantly at the top-sheet; the degradation of tissue; the vital centres irretrievably shutting down. (Entering the darkness; seeing the light; entering the light.) A modern death in a tiled hospital room.


And yet I was in a position to rewind McGovern to a place in his life – a balmy evening of acapulco gold and sangria, the dogs curled up asleep half on top of one another, William making gazpacho, and then his earnest, comfortable presence in Scott’s canopied Jacobean four-poster – when he seemed inured to unconsciousness and coma and death. Would there be anything in his voice to suggest he could have suspected that blunt-force trauma might be one of life’s surprises waiting further down the road? Any intimation that, deep down, at some hidden level, he suspected that violent death – shards of skull penetrating the brain’s blancmange-like mass, like party wafers; blood vessels contused beyond recognition – was the card he was going to draw?


Each interview encounter is prefaced by a few inches of test tape, an acknowledgement of the operator’s – my – constant tape-recorder angst. Often the space is filled by the sound of my own voice counting one-two-three-four-blah-blah-blah. Or, if a little drunk (in recent years my usual interviewing condition, no matter how early the hour), a few bars of a bearded old singer-songwriter favourite – something by James Taylor possibly, or ‘Blue’-period Joni Mitchell (‘The Last Time I Saw Richard’, ‘This Flight Tonight’, more often ‘Blue’, songs heavily featured on my marriage’s melancholic soundtrack).


On many occasions I have made sure the thing is working by recording a snatch of something from a hotel-room television or radio, the juke box in a pub, the air gusting into a taxi, clotted conversational hubbub, the rumble of a train.


Why is it, I wonder, that these noises, and the accidental, everyday background noises intruding on it once the interview is underway – a door opening or closing, a child calling, a clock striking, an ice-cream van’s chimes, footsteps on a loose floorboard, the clink of cups or glasses, a telephone starting to ring and then being picked up in another room, a window blind unexpectedly snapping up – seem to be a truer record, to hold more of the moment, seem mysterious and powerfully charged, while the words sliding by in the foreground are without exception now as interesting as a wall of wet paint?


I found the tape with Scott McGovern’s name on it and slipped it into the machine. I heard country sounds – birds singing, the rustle of trees – followed by the pages of a road-map being turned. I fast-forwarded and let the tape run for a couple of minutes until, ignoring the conversation, I recognised the rattle of sangria being poured from the Scandinavian glass jug. I turned the tape over and from the weak halo of echo around the sound could tell the interview was still taking place indoors. I FF-ed again, and when I pressed ‘Play’ knew that by now we were out in the field: Murray, long ago boiled down into fish-glue, could be heard barking in the distance. ‘There were times when I got frightened. Things weren’t going right, so I just went out and got shit-faced. That’s me,’ Scott McGovern was saying. ‘Something goes wrong, I find a bottle. I don’t like it about myself but I’ve done it before and I’ll do it again.’ There was the sound of him drawing cocaine up into his nose through a strip of magazine page rolled into a narrow tube, and then a protracted silence. And then it started, low at first. The choking sounds. The dry heaves. The wracked sobbing.


I picked up the phone and, after some stonewalling at his end by Betty Cooper, doing her usual impeccable job of running interference for him, made an urgent appointment to come in and see Howie Dosson with my unburied treasure in the morning.




*





A year ago, the paper joined the exodus from Fleet Street and moved into a speculative office-retail development south of the river into which has been crammed all the apparatus of a post-Wapping world where everything runs faster, does more, has a longer battery life and costs less. Air that hums and 7-Eleven lighting; trees that arrived in vans, delivered horizontally; escalators that glide noiselessly towards sylvan snacking areas where cashless payment systems wait to disgorge chicken-tikka-mayo-mint, Twix, Bio yoghurt (contains Simplesse), Filtafresh coffee. Elevated pedways. Perspex modules rising like bubbles. Water pleating down treated walls. Laminate signs with subsurface graphics. Pro-Tekt travertine floors.


And on the main editorial floor, only more of the same: whiteness and work-stations, complex information networks and database systems connected together by wires and modems; half-litre bottles of Evian thrumming cleanly in unison. And – eeriest of all – the stillness; the hospital hush, invaded only by the ambient tap and click, the sound of the new newspaper office working.


‘Mornin’, Dust,’ Des on Zone Red F (for ‘front’) Security said as the glass doors whispered closed behind me. ‘Chalky’ White, ‘Nobby’ Clark, ‘Spokey’ Wheeler, ‘Happy’ Day, ‘Dusty’ Miller. The names of yeoman England. Names that have gone the way of butts of sack and the closed-shop and the nine-hour lunch. Des is the only person left alive who calls me this.


‘Know what they say, don’tcha?’ he called after me, as I fed my computer card into the turnstile post, not releasing it until I experienced that second of sensuous electronic suck or tug. ‘We’re practically looking at the world being linked by a fibresphere of almost incalculable capacity and efficiency. These new erbium-doped amplifiers will flash information of any size between machines at lightning speed. An ultimate realisable capacity of 75,000 gigahertz apparently, with an exponential rise in mips and terraflops and available bandwidths.’


As the escalator wafted me skywards through the atrium, I tried to decide whether this meant that even Des – good old nig-nog hating, leftie-baiting, council house-owning, queer-bashing Des – had gone native, and discovered irony. Then I stole a look back at him in his designer coop-cum-scullery – the electric kettle with its calcium scabbing, the packets of Hobnobs and coconut creams, the ballpoint secured to the visitors’ book with string and a yellow goitre of sticky tape, the marble counter stained to the colour of the back of his underpants by roll-your-owns and puddled coffee, the industrially soiled serge of his brown-with-ochre-trim livery – and decided: probably not.


‘Newsplex’ a fluorescent plexiglass sign says over the office entrance. It is in the same cosmic blue and the same stylised letters as the signs that hang over the (mostly untenanted) retail units on the lower levels. (So far the only items you can buy there are Nepalese fire lions, ‘Bo Bangles’, scented candles and forty varieties of nut.)


I watched a light on the motion detector glow red and the video camera turn silently on its mount as [image: alt]athy on reception depressed the concealed button to admit me to work. (Like sikhs and their turbans and men wearing shorts at their desks in summer, [image: alt]athy, a rap artist with a building reputation in the clubs, has received special permission to use the reverse-K on her identity patch in this way. ‘I like it,’ she told me the one time I brought it up, ‘because it’s more like, Hey, get out of my face. You know?’). As usual, I braced myself for an electrostatic shock from the anodised aluminium doorhandle in the shape of a cornucopia, and as usual I failed to get one. 


Howie Dosson was watching golf. The vertical blinds around his office were louvred open and a small figure was making the lonely walk along a rain-lashed fairway. But the hundred feet between where Tosser was sitting and I was standing was filled with something that was as much New Age encampment or squatter settlement, Peruvian barriada or Tunisian soukh, as the editorial floor of a national newspaper.


The brave vision of Boyd Allen and Partners, the architects, had failed to take into account the fact that the light streaming in through the ziggurat curtain walls, at the same time as achieving their aim of rendering the building transparent from the street, would also wash out the screens of the visual display units and fry the operators alive where they were sitting.


As a result, sheets, blankets, tarpaulins, squares of newspaper and anything else that might deflect light and heat have been gaffer-taped to the windows, creating a constant feral dusk. People sit in isolated mandalas of light with pyramid ionisers and personal air-deodorisers and cheap Korean plastic fans, insulated from the unpredictable forces eddying around them in the darkness.


The conditions, and the increasingly wildfire rumour that the present clean-desk policy is soon to give way to a no-desk policy (the ‘non-territorial office’ and ‘hot-desking’ are the new words we are currently hearing) have brought out something unmistakably tribal and primitive. The blocky inertness of many people’s computer terminals has been enlivened with post-it notes and picture postcards and bills and bumper stickers and every manner of printed ephemera, as well as Christmas cracker thingumajigs and furry little creatures wearing vests with slogans like ‘You’re no bunny til some bunny loves you’ and ‘Hug me, I’m dirty’, and rock star pictures and football pennants and Garfields delivering cutesy messages of love and hope. The terminals have taken on the funk-spiritual look of Third World shrines or the worship sites of some plump, bug-eyed folk deity.


The screens of the terminals that were logged-on but unattended showed hypnotic, swirling, maze-like patterns traditionally associated with ritual, trance, meditation: meteors, spermatozoa, polygons, spirogyra, Escher birds, the patterns you see when you’re punched or nutted into a lamp-post, tumbling vectors and arcs and sacristy-coloured twill weave, shoals of weird reflective neon-patterned fish swimming in the electromagnetic radiation.


And materialising out of the real world chiaroscuro – formidable uniformed women with cover-girl smiles and airy spraywork hair, remnants of the American trainer/hostess teams, the Shandies and Mindies and Candies, brought in to help us confront the ‘informational isolation’ and insecurity we are programmed to feel when confronted with the new technologies; plus, tufted, leather-armoured motorbike messengers as scary as Bantu or Yoruba. If I hadn’t been drinking I’d have thought I’d been drinking.


In the outer office, Betty Cooper was on the phone talking to Tosser Dosson’s wife about the new holiday outfits they were planning for him and looking like a subsidiary character in the early, black-and-white days of Coronation Street whose name I never knew but who was eventually killed off, although the actress, I believe, is still living. (The resemblance resides mainly in the area of the hair and the lightly salted-and-peppered upper lip and the enormous come-rest-your-head grandmotherly bosoms.)


The effect aimed for (and achieved) in Howie Dosson’s inner sanctum is briary Rotary Club suburban: deep-polished cherry-wood desk and conference table; leather-framed family pictures and award certificates and citations; deep-pile blue rug with oriental motifing; miniature raked Zen pebble garden; low suspension ceiling; high-street stereo stacker system.


He always seems happier, less challenged away from all this, though, in the part of the office with the synthetic carpet tiles and unit seating and chipped and beaten smoked-glass table. Designated the ‘meeting module’, this area is mainly used for watching sport on television. Which is what he was doing when Betty Cooper, still mulling over the men’s beachwear possibilities at Jaeger with Brittany Dosson (the second, trophy wife), nodded me through.


The television is mounted on a metal bracket high in a corner and, viewed from behind, which is how I was viewing them, Dosson and the two men with him looked like figures in a betting shop waiting for the off, or business passengers in the departure area of an airport on one of the remoter Scottish islands, anxious to get home to pick up the strands of their unravelling lives. This thought was probably prompted by the fact that they were standing watching a golf tournament that was taking place in a setting of craggy rocks and crashing waves and vicious dive-bombing gulls. On the screen was a man wearing plastic over-trousers, like something the elderly might wear for incontinence, inflated by the wind. He kept addressing the ball, and then pulling back from what looked like an easy chip with the six-iron. ‘For fuck sake,’ Dosson said. ‘Jeezus. Shit or get off the pot.’ And then, noticing me: ‘And here he is’ (I had the feeling he had rehearsed this) ‘– the Norman Mailer of The Dog and Trumpet.’


The level of light in Tosser’s office, because it is properly ventilated and blinded, was normal. But coming into it from the tarpaulined shanty town twilight, it seemed forensically over-lit. The light picked up the comb-through colouring in his hair and the perspiration shining his scalp and the metal filaments in his tie and trousers. He was wearing the button-down shirt (white, in his case) which is virtually generic in our profession, and the Windsor knot which, while strictly speaking proportionately too big, helps convey a useful sense of on-kilterness and symmetry and balance even when three bottles of Pomeroy to the good. His tie was a patriotic Manchester Olympics freebie. His suit – grey with an almost imperceptible window-pane check – was from the Savoy Taylors Guild. His shoes were a pair of the tassled loafers that his wife and Betty Cooper between them have probably decided give him that casual, careless, club-class, country-club ambience.


With Dosson was his deputy, Ronnie Duncan, hair still damp from his morning run into the office with his driver following in case his cruciate ligament should go again or anything urgent should come over on the car phone. With the exception of the tie, he was dressed more or less identically to Dosson; they shared a version of the same shag-edged, high-backed fringe, from behind rising cliff-like above the same lake of freckle-flecked, rippled pink pate. They were a double-act, a familiar duo: two big men taking manly pisses shoulder to shoulder in the toilets of expensive restaurants at the conclusion of my-way-or-the-highway, stainless-steel-balled, conspiratorial lunches. (Yeah let’s go the extra grappa.)


The other person present was younger, shorter, fidgetier, balder. One of a recent graduate intake, Sebastian or Dominic-something had turned up on his first day wearing a flamboyant coloured shirt and slicked-up hair. But, immediately feeling the lash of Tosser’s aversion to – terror of – anything that might suggest ‘turd burglars’ or ‘botty bandits’ – ‘Watch out, folks!’ he had bellowed across the newsroom, sighting the FNG (Fucking New Guy), ‘There’s a botty bandit about!’ – had rapidly changed his style.


Permanently traumatised, perhaps, Sebastian-Dominic now had a set of exaggeratedly ‘masculine’ mannerisms – hearty yankings at his signet ring, staccato shootings of his cuffs, jacket-hitching rollings of his shoulders, jerking the corners of his mouth around, tough-guy fashion, between sentences – that made him look like an American borscht-belt comedian or Eurovision-vintage Cliff Richard. He had on a lightweight seersucker jacket and undemonstrative shirt and tie, and was wearing his hair in a way that admitted allegiance to none of the pariah groups or youth cults that the paper earns its reader-loyalty by ritualistically kicking seven kinds of shit out of. He was fragranced, focused, neato-keeno, with a tiny, light-seducing pin-hole in the burning lobe of his left ear.


‘Why are they all shirt-lifters or skirt-lifters?’ Dosson said, more or less as a reflex, as soon as the reason for my appointment, and the subject of Scott McGovern, was broached. He lounged with his legs stretched out on the seats in front of him where he could go on watching the television; the three of us took our places on the other, shorter leg of the ‘L’. ‘We’d all smelled the elephant shit behind that big-top,’ Tosser continued, which in his case certainly wasn’t true.


Scott McGovern had never made any secret of his affairs with men. It was common knowledge in the circles in which he moved. Some of these circles also occasionally included Howie Dosson: the two of them had met periodically at the annual industry bun-fights and blow-outs, and at cocktail parties at Number 10; they had been David Frost’s lunch guests in his box at Lord’s and had both clocked up the requisite number of appearances at high-profile charity events. But it had never occurred to Dosson that Scott McGovern was a kidney wiper. How could he be? He had none of the limp-wristed, cartoon kidney-wiper characteristics. His handshake was dry and strong, his clothes unshowy, his back straight. He was married like himself, with two children. Apart from the obvious circulation-boosting reasons, this was partly why Tosser had got his teeth sunk so deep into the red meat of the McGovern story. He felt personally traduced; that he had been left looking like an idiot.


He got up and closed the door to shield Betty’s ears from something she was going to be able to read in the paper twenty-four hours later. Revealed on the wall behind it was a punch-printed blue-metal sign: ‘Due to the AIDS crisis you are no longer required to kiss the boss’s arse.’ ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I suppose you can’t inspect a sewer without wading through shit. Give us a listen of this twisted bollocks.’


All three of them kept watching the television, whose sound was down, and on which a bearded man in a tam-o’-shanter was preparing to tee-off, while I walked to the other end of the room and loaded the tape. The computer screen on Dosson’s desk contained a list of words that seemed to have their beginnings or ends missing. 




 





                                             THETA


                                             DIV


                                             DOWNTO


                                             ELSE


                                             EOLN


                                             MAXINT


                                             OOLE


                                             ORD


                                             PRED


                                             SUCC


                                             TRUNC


                                             VAR




 





They reminded me of T-shirt slogans glimpsed in the spaces between open jackets and shirts, [image: alt]athy on reception had been wearing one. I could remember it. It went:




 





                                             utif


                                             ngst


                                             BB9




 





The first sound that came out of the speakers was Scott McGovern snorting coke – high-pitched, more of a whistle, followed by a long, satisfied, bone-clean exhalation. Then the out-of-doors country sounds. Then the mounting choking and sobbing. Then the wild track again – a breeze sifting through the tall grass in the meadow, a can being crunched, the dog’s barks echoing down the valley. This contradicted the fierceness of the weather on the television in a way that all of us I think found unsettling.


Scott McGovern’s voice when it came seemed unconnected to the world of wind and weather. It was coming from the world of machine-assisted bodily function and progressive structural dissolution and the agonal event, telling us what the daily reported spectacles of death and destruction – the meat-and-potato cases of kidnap, torture, murder and mutilation – repeatedly told us: that only other people died. 




‘My father made me suck his cock almost every day. My mother knew about it and she did nothing.’ McGovern had recovered himself by this point. He was quite matter-of-fact.




 





‘Oh nice. Oh very nice,’ Dosson said, double-checking with a glance at the door that this was something Betty wasn’t going to be able to hear.




 





‘I can’t drink any white liquids now,’ the voice on the tape continued. ‘They make me throw up. What I remember more than the taste of my father’s come, is the overwhelming feeling of helplessness, of …’




 





‘Oh fuck me while I’m sleeping. Oh dear oh dear.’ Dosson was dividing his attention between the tape and the television, listening, pacing.




 





‘I remember how I would always close my eyes as the cock was in my mouth and he would start hitting me in the back and yelling “Open your eyes, you cocksucker!”’




 





‘Walk in, aim the blade, build the grip … The angle of the spine is of paramount importance,’ Dosson said. He was in the centre of the room, bent at the knees, sitting well back in his stance as the manuals recommended, air golfing. ‘He’s going to miss it. Got to … WhadItellya.’




 





‘I was being controlled and humiliated by this man who was supposed to love me as a father. He would make me say that I wanted to suck his cock before he put it in my mouth.’




 





‘The rotter,’ Dosson said, indicating with a jerk of his head to me that he had heard enough. ‘What a fucking rotter … Yeah well. Well done, Norm. How long has it took you? Only a week.’





‘A week of being ripped to the tits,’ Ronnie Duncan said under his breath. Sebastian-Dominic smirked and went to town on the ring on his little finger.


‘We’ll make an inky-finger out of you yet,’ Dosson continued to me. ‘Keeps the pot on the boil at the very least. So? What’s all the long faces for? Let’s run with it. Tone it down a bit. The language. Big sidebar on child abuse. “The menace stalking our children. What you can do if you suspect da-dee-da.” Plenty white space in the lay-out. Get some oxygen in. Cheery fucking tale.’


The list on Dosson’s computer had flinched and scrolled up two new words.




 





                                             UNGLE


                                             VETCH




 





Sebastian-Dominic undid his top button and loosened the knot of his tie with one hand in a single action. Ronnie Duncan said he needed to stay for a word about the complaints that somebody was cooking sausages on the coals in the staff sauna again. Betty Cooper appeared in the doorway making signs that indicated that calls were stacking up and lunch was looming. ‘I think we could do with a couple of blasts of your air-freshener in here,’ Dosson told her. ‘Haven’t got any mind-freshener, while you’re at it?’


Easing past her, I felt like somebody coming out of a strip joint into the daylight on a street where he might easily meet somebody he knows. ‘Don’t worry about the fucking writing,’ Tosser called after me when I’d emerged far enough for the senior cronies camped within his power orbit to hear. ‘We’ve got subs to do that bit.’


Sebastian-Dominic, still convinced that it was amusing – camp or kitsch or postmodern – to be slumming for a while on one of the tabs, was the first to laugh. ‘If you lie down with dogs, you get up with fleas.’ There was a chance he knew the expression. But I could see he was sure that wasn’t going to happen to him, much as I had been certain many years ago that it wasn’t going to happen to me.


The SICKENING DETAILS of Scott McGovern’s abuse at the hands of his father ran as a splash complete with front-page barkers and screamers, and continued inside on pages 2, 3, 10 and 11. That was last Thursday. In the five days since, there have been think pieces, leaders, a shrink writes, why-oh-whys, a steady stream of TV crews coming to the office to interview Tosser (who invariably gets Ronnie Duncan to do a stand-up for him), reader helplines, phone-in polls …


On Friday, I took receipt of a case of Teachers and a complimentary memo from the editor (my first) that I picked up and read at least a dozen times in the course of the day, and which, I am bound to admit, I have in one of my jacket pockets now.




*





It is the dogwatch of a Monday, and we are still dug in around St Saviour’s, a raggle-taggle army, half-alerted for signs of unusual movement, big-name visitors who might provide a couple of inches, some scrap of tiding-over copy, waiting for Scott McGovern to die.


At noon on the first day, a spokesman for the hospital had emerged outside the main entrance with a bucking, resistant sheet of paper to inform the legions of the press who had assembled that they were in ‘a totally persona non grata situation’. That earned him a big hand in the bar of the North Stafford Hotel in Stoke when the pack who were staking out Peggy Askam saw it later on television.


A number of us who were there that night are here now, coralled behind the police barriers on a busy street in Maryle-bone. The situation is undignified, but not what you would call soul-sapping. The mood in the press pen is good-natured, almost festive. Somebody has put up a hand-written sign: ‘Warning: Do not rattle our cage. Do not feed the animals.’


Since the decimation of the Street, there aren’t many opportunities to get together to exchange gossip, spread rumours, compute redundancy pay-offs, and job shop, unless you’re a member of the Garrick, which none of us here are. Some people are playing rummy or backgammon, squatting on the ground on their primary-coloured, high-performance layers of Thinsulate and Polartec and Trail and Trek; a couple of bottles have been uncorked, a hip-flask or two is doing the rounds, an old smudger is brewing up chewy tea with a lethal-looking, battery-operated electric poker device. (He only has to produce it to prompt one of a series of running jokes about objects that Scott McGovern may or may not have taken up the shitter.)


At St Saviour’s, the cleaners and porters arrive and depart; broad-beamed nurses and smock-wearing doctors, riding the high of sleep-deprivation, maintain their soap-operatic ebb and flow; the police mark the change of shift by shrugging into reflector vests; a blue emergency light strafes the dark rectangular valley; a siren wails; a portable beeps; a photographer exercises his power winders, speed finders, nicad chargers, angle finders, the Quantum Turbo powerpack on his belt, squeezes off some restless scatter shots. By now we are factored into the equation, a cause for unease and disappointment when we fail to show up. We have moved in, found a rhythm, become part of the furniture of the area, all in the space of a little over two weeks.


But we are not the only spontaneous hutment of strangers to have claimed squatters’ rights here. Sitting out this death or death situation under the maintenance-free, canopied frontage of the hospital opposite – a white, parabolic, membranous structure whose vast trusses resemble dinosaur skeletons – is a troupe, a tiller, a greenham of Scott McGovern fans.


Here are the women who have marked every birthday, every anniversary, every minor milestone in his long career with knitted sweaters, home-baked cakes, and Gucci wallets. Here too the women who have sent him half-pairs of split-crotch panties with their telephone numbers attached, lockets enclosing clumps of pubic hair and wadded cotton wool, video cassettes of themselves masturbating and gasping his name; here also the women with a frail, wintering, chemotherapy look who have left McGovern money in their wills and now know they must expect him to pre-decease them.


None of this is guesswork or conjecture. I know it because, in common with every other paper, we have let loose a girl reporter on them -a sympathetic sister who, without exception, has vavoomed in there and stitched them up like kippers.


Even from this distance I am able to recognise individual faces from their pictures – the ring-leaders, the hard-core, the women who have logged the most battlefield time, sitting under posters and sagging bed-sheet banners and giant multiportraits of McGovern, each likeness flickeringly illuminated and garlanded like Shiva or Vishnu or some other great Sanskritic deity.


Since becoming mini-celebrities in their own right by appearing on television and in the magazines and papers, they have been awarded an increase in their caste privileges and are accorded the sort of veneration reserved for tribal elders. They take the places that are considered the most draught-free and least vulnerable to rain and fumes from the traffic; sandwiches and hot drinks are brought for them from the café; their pillows are plumped, their shoulders and chilblains massaged, their blankets straightened, their sleeping-bags unzipped and hung up to air. And they have responded royally by assuming some of the glamour conferred by the broadcast and printed image – their flesh seems tighter, their hair looks livelier, their make-up more vivid; they are looking as good as it is possible to look after two weeks of douching in a narrow toilet cubicle at the nearest greasy-spoon.


Throughout the day all the women take their turn waving signs at passing motorists that say ‘Support the vigil – Hoot if you hate tabloid scum’. Every hoot is rewarded with cheers and lairy whistles from their side of the road, indifference or the finger from ours if we’re awake and watching. At six, at the police’s insistence, the signs are put away, and there then commences the communal humming of old Sunday School and ‘Sing Something Simple’-style, middle-of-the-road Radio-2 fare. At about seven-thirty, which is about now, the murmur of praying begins, accompanied by the burning of incense and joss sticks, and then the waving of guttering candles and cigarette lighters above their heads while they sway together singing ‘Sailing’. Sometimes a priest is present to lead them in prayer and console them in their darker moments. Always there are the cyclops lenses, the lights and strobes, an electronic news-gathering team with the member wearing the banks of beepers on his belt steering the camera-wielder by the waist towards images offering the highest valency of fatigue and fanaticism and ecstatic abandon.


Watching this vigil in the last few days has revived memories of old newsreels showing the pre-dawn vigils that traditionally took place outside prisons in the hours before a hanging. The civically monumental, weather-chewed, Victorian façade; the watchers at the prison gates, waiting for the striking of the clock; the abolitionists’ singing of ‘Abide with Me’ in the face of the jeering of their opponents; the offering up of silent prayers, the fervently pawed crucifixes and rosaries, the clench-faced men of the cloth; the posting of the typed notice on the gate confirming that sammy has taken the drop; the sombre picture of the mother and wife/sister emerging from the last anguished farewell; the bible-black three-decker headlines in the lunch time editions. (Dead Dead. Oooo-oo, oooo-oo …)


You couldn’t fail. How were you going to fail? It was a circulation manager’s wet-dream. It was a no-brainer. Callous, premeditated, icy-fingered death, with the cliff-hanger of a last-minute reprieve. Areyewshaw! It was counting down the days. With me: seven–six–five–four … The last meal. The last wish. The condemned man’s last on-the-lip-of-death letters, all malformed capitals and coloured inks, off-loaded in a Dutch auction at the pub around the corner as soon as the prison doctor had pronounced …


Since the night McGovern was kyboshed with his Emmy or his Larry, his Tony or his Bafta, we have been adding up the days. (Piling on the readers.) Here we are at Day 19, and counting.




*





Day 19. More or less all the pops have settled on this as a simple graphic device, a way of signposting the STRICKEN MCGOVERN coverage. In our case, the count-up is twinned with a second element depicting two inch-high, blacked-in male figures joined at the elbow and the head and instantly recognisable as the logo-fied version of the moment Scott McGovern walked off the concourse at Victoria with the man thought to be his attacker.


The police released the single frame extracted from the surveillance footage three days after McGovern’s body was found. It was reproduced and repeated and analysed so exhaustively in the first twenty-four hours – reoriented, cloned, sharpened, blurred – that it was stripped of its primal shock power almost immediately. Within a further twenty-four hours, it had evolved into an icon, a badge, an emblem for a story that hadn’t sunk into the mulch with the other stories, but had already become established as a moment in the life of the culture/as a piece of folk memory.


The strange thing, as nobody has failed to point out, is that the picture of Scott McGovern arriving at his fate instantly seemed as familiar as the smell of their own farts to many of the millions who saw it. McGovern gripping another man’s right hand and elbow with both his hands and leaning in close to the body as if to whisper something rib-tickling, scurrilous, confidential – this was something that could have been taken from any edition of Scott McGovern’s popular Saturday-night talk show in the last three years. His signature way of welcoming his ‘guests’ was to get down from the carpeted platform where sofa and armchairs were arranged in the ritual chat-show formation and do this little bit of business with them as they walked out of the wings.


Exactly what got said in these few seconds of schmoozing was never the point: the point was that it symbolised the celebrity transaction, from which civilians were necessarily excluded. But, as you certainly don’t need me to remind you, the subject of what transpired between McGovern and whoever he happened to be glad-handing on the edge of that circle of light has remained one of endless, and fruitless, speculation. It was his ‘Rosebud’. ‘It’s my “Rosebud”,’ he would tell interviewers archly. Only the people who had been on his show could say for sure, and they weren’t telling, because they knew that if they did tell the invitation to appear again would not be coming. The comparisons with the rules of etiquette observed in royal circles (to which he was no stranger) were ones that McGovern made no attempts to discourage. He was as big, if not more famous, than most of the people he was interviewing. It confirmed his standing as one of the three people in British television consistently able to deliver an across-the-board, demographically shredded, fifteen-million-plus, late-night audience.


The surveillance picture put out by the police is monochromatic and typically sooted, soft-edged, indistinct: small objects have disappeared or their shapes have become seriously distorted; the two men are as insubstantial as charred or whittled wood – shades, after-images, an aggregation of information fragments about to dematerialise completely. And yet Scott McGovern’s every tic and blink and glance is so ingrained that he seems easily identifiable within the dark mosaic blur that we have to believe is him. It is as if he has been expelled from the world of high-resolution and clamant colour, from television’s clean rooms, and cast back into pre-history, to the days of shadow-gazing, of ghosting and smudging and pictures that rolled and boiled and intermittently dissolved into crazy static. The world of drawn curtains and firelit rooms and glowing lines turning into moving pictures on moonmobile grey-green thick glass screens.


The other figure, the man whose hand McGovern is gripping (the hand that soon will hold the object that will kill him – there is no suspense: he will die, we hope before the story rots on the branch, before the inevitable public indifference, and then hostility, sets in); the man whose ear his head is inclining towards in his signature manner (to utter what inducement, what come-on, to which latitude of kinked, expensive sex? … ‘Rosebud! Rosebud!’) – the second figure has been regenerated, retrieved and enhanced, pushed to the point of bitplane breakdown, pixel decay. But it remains a blot, a blank, a nebulous, nagging presence, a composite image of every man who walked onto the set of honey shag and oatmeal tweed to talk up his latest mini-series or true-life hostage drama, his just-out novel or album or turnaround single featuring some proud-nostrilled diva or half-forgotten French film actress of the fifties. It is a reminder that every day is filled with unsuspected and ingenious ways in which destruction and disaster can happen, and that these death stories become the only stories that we tell ourselves. Following the plot of other people’s misfortunes gives us the only sense of community we know. Hey. Shit happens.




Wet or dry?


Ice and a slice?


A whisky and splash.


The Ding-dong’s?


Bass in a thing with a handle – I need something to hang on to at my time of life.


The usual.


‘Miss KP’ emerging out of the slippery back-of-the-bar duvet of bagged peanuts.


Guest ploughman’s. Guest sandwich. Guest sausage.


Okay. We have: Kung Po chive. Piccalilli enchilada. Deep-pan Bombay duck. Egg-fry guacamole. Fried-egg nan. Peshwari scruncheons with gerkin. Sweet-and-sour bap.


The sneaky guy at the bar keeping an eye on the bandit to see if it has dropped.





Pubworld. Publife. Lifeworld. The felt-fact of aliveness (with a chaser, a stiffener, a lager-top). I had been adrift from it for three, perhaps four hours. I was feeling the pangs when Myc Doohan piped up. ‘There was a little chicken lived down on the farm. Do you think another drink would do us any harm?’ Myc Doohan no longer drinks himself, as it happens. But since he has been on the wagon his best friend has been Mary Warner. It suffuses the fabric of his clothes, announces him, clings to him like a miasma. Sitting next to Doohan you can get stoned on the smell of his jacket. I knew it was going to be him and I guessed what he was going to say. I inhaled him before he spoke.


Myc Doohan and I climbed the greasy pole together, working for rival papers – and came skidding down at about the same time, to bite the dust. But whereas my difficulties have been mainly in the head department, he has had to make himself available for major invasive procedures (liver, spleen, lung). 


Two things I know about Myc Doohan: he wears a surgical corset, and cowboy boots with scuffed buckles on the side. The corset is because of the purple scar that starts at his sternum and does a sharp right at his navel; the boots are for the added inches. Myc isn’t small – he’s average height – but he believes he is, which is the same thing. The dope keeps his face an unhealthy underbelly green, so the broken veins and busted capillaries swirl in it like the red ripples in ice cream. There is a glowing nimbus of pale hairs fringing his slightly out-turned ears. Most nights will find him dry crawling the pubs along the river (his system speeding from the caffeine and artificial sweeteners in the chain-drunk Cokes, sugar-shocked), skimming stones across the dim water at Chiswick Mall.


When we detached ourselves from the pack some of the McGovern faithful called us by name, and whistled and jeered. I felt cocooned from them in Doohan’s musty, barny, wolf-like scent, and as we walked I listed for him some of the odorous qualities associated with various well-known diseases: diphtheria emanates a sweetish smell; yellow fever’s scent is reminiscent of a butcher shop; scrofula (which I have a touch of behind the ears and knees, most painfully between the fingers) has – appropriately – the aroma of stale beer; typhoid fever smells like fresh-baked brown bread; diabetic coma is acid-fruity.


The walking teased out another few threads in the frayed bottoms of Doohan’s trousers. It is a fine June night, sappy and benign, and we kept on walking past The Run Rabbit and The Captain Murderer, and came in here, to The Cherry and Fair Star, where we knew we wouldn’t be left finger-painting patterns in the glass rings on the Formica and glumly staring at one another during the gaps in our flabby, fitful conversational work-out. We parked ourselves gratefully at the table where young Ashley Cann and old Walter Brand (once ‘The man with a passport to the world’ in the News Chronicle, former deputy editor of the Reveille) were chewing over new type fonts and the dear old, dead old days.
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