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D’ailleurs, c’est toujours les autres qui meurent.

– Marcel Duchamp








candle to light you to – Kerr-wangg! Here comes a chopper- Kerr-wangggungggunggg! Lesley, Busner thinks, bloody Lesley playing the Kid’s guitar, ’though there ought to be another expression, playing being what Gould does with a Steinway or du Pré with a cell– owowwow-owww! the clawed chord howls in the hallway and tears up the stairs. It’s not playing, Busner decides, it’s mucking about – that’s what he’s doing: mucking about with his mucky hands … one of which throttles the guitar’s neck, twisting its steely cords so that they yow-ow-owl. This too Busner suffers, as he also endures the cracklefizzz-tap!-tap!-whine of the flat body … Demoiselle de Willesden … being laid down on the bare boards of the downstairs back room the Kid and Lesley share … not an ideal arrangement, that. Mercifully, Lesley’s roll-up-stained fingers … twiddle the knurled knob of the little Marshall amplifier so the static genie flees … I no longer dream of her. Busner cocks an ear for a while longer – expecting to hear the pet sounds of Oscar, the House dog, who often responds to guitar feedback with his own – but there’s nothing. The lucky beast, Busner thinks, must’ve managed to doze through it … And so he resumes his ’umble task … He looks to the claw-footed bathtub, the chipped enamel sides and sea-weedy stains trailing below the taps suggesting to him … a tramp steamer turned inside out – his wrinkled fingertips … flatibuts but recently trawled from it, pinch the dimpled handle of the safety razor and twist … and twist … but it resists … until he receives the support of … heavy bombers, massive artillery, a superb logistics system, nearly a thousand helicopters and about ten thousand men … – His capacity for recall, Busner believes, has greatly improved since he stopped taking notes during analytic sessions, allowing them instead to develop as they will, freeform, without the imposition of those prejudicial categories implicit in the Logos … bearing down on all these … wriggling little thoughtfish. And yet … and yet, he muses, can it really be that they call it a fish-hook? Yes!… a fish-hook salient of Cambodia some twenty miles long and ten miles deep … the exact wording returns to him and he sighs, satisfied, as he separates the two halves of the razor’s head and eases out the old blade. – You’re more likely to cut yourself doing this … he thinks, as he bends to fiddle a bit of toilet paper from the wonky roller … than shaving. Then he wraps the blade up carefully before, without looking, dropping it into the waste-paper basket underneath the sink. Some slight irregularity in a sound that would anyway be … slight pulls him up, and Busner squats to ogle the raffia cylinder: it’s full to overflowing with twisted brown-paper bags, some of which are red-blotchy. So, he thinks, they’ve all come on at once, once again, and the cycle has been completed. – He wonders why it is that, although the women all sleep next door, they come tramping up here to change their tampons and sanitary towels – especially since this means they will, at a vulnerable moment, be in close proximity to the Creep … Then he sighs and, straightening up, eases into another speculation: Hopefully, this’ll mean the tension that dominated Friday’s house meeting will now be dissipated –. No, tension – whether premenstrual or otherwise – doesn’t capture it: this was … frenzy Van-der-Graaff crackling from Irene to Eileen to Maggie to Podge. Saturday saw them all sulking in their separate corners – but then Sunday was, of course … bloody. Now, at the start of another week, Busner finds himself futilely yearning for all that electricity to have been earthed by the bedrock of reasonableness. Addressing his own worried face in the mirror, he says aloud, We’re doin’ just great here! in what he imagines is a convincing impersonation of General Shoemaker – then, feeling he hasn’t quite got the twang right, he says again, We’re doin’ just grrreat here! while by way of confirming this greatness he presses on with the job to hand: searching out the little box of razor blades on the wonky, cluttered, dried-toothpaste-blobbed shelf beneath the mirrored cabinet, easing out a fresh one, carefully unwrapping its tissue shroud. As he undertakes these manoeuvres, Busner’s penis wheedles its way from the towel inefficiently knotted about his hips to nuzzle against the cold sink. He turns on the tap and twirls his shaving brush on a circumcised stub of shaving soap … He knows the temperament of women, and wipes the suds around his face. A Bakerloo Line train comes clacketing along the embanked track at the end of the back garden, and, even as Busner makes the first judicious stroke, he feels the house rocking on its foundations, pulling and pushing the adjoining properties as the entire one-hundred-and-fifty-yard-long terrace sways and crashes … to nowhere … Orbicularis oris, buccinator, depressed labii inferioris … Anatomising his own face into naked being, he remembers: What a duffer I was at dissection! – The long, enamel-topped oak bench under cold northern heavens, Nat-urrral light, gentlemen, said Roberts, with a vicious rolling of his r’s, Nat-urrral light, gentlemen – and lady … Always there was this grudging admission of Isobel McKechnie’s presence on his second pass … because what-everrrr your queasy little tum-tums’re telling ye, this is a prrrro-foundly nat-urrral prrrocedure! Every tutorial, Busner thinks, had begun with this admonition – rote learning resulting from a lifetime of rote teaching. He had no doubt that Roberts was still there, still pacing the worn boards between the benches, still imposing himself between the shaking, white-coated shoulders of first years, and leaning down to point out this or that feature of the human carcasses their scalpels were inefficiently reducing to … trayf. What was it Marinetti had demanded for his heroic Fascist dinner? Raw meat torn by trumpet blasts … What was it Roberts had trumpeted every bloody time: Busss-nerrr, Busss-nerrr, rrrreally, man, ye’ll neverrr get inside the head that way – will ye look at the god-awful bloody mess you’re making! Yes, the god-awful mess – the indignity heaped after death on the corpse that had been lofted over the battlements of Craig House, or perhaps brought by motorised tumbrel from Carstairs, either way: the remains of a mental or criminal defective, of no account, a burden on the ratepayers, whose only utility lay in his or her limbs being disarticulated and severed, the head sawn off then thrust … in my face by the bloody Burke! Here comes a chopper to chop off your head! He smiles, then frowns, at his own corrugator supercilii in the listing mirror with its blush of condensation. – He dares to see himself, for a moment, as Roberts must have done: a grinningly inefficient predator with an undershot jaw who swims round annaround in a sea of body parts. – The carefree automatism of shaving is over, the tube train has passed and stands loitering by the platform at Dollis Hill, waiting to suck in through its rubber-lipped doors a few stragglers, who, rather than joining the throng on the other platform heading city-wards, are commuting in reverse to Wembley, Harrow and points still further out. Busner’s eyes slide to the narrow window – his hand follows, and, as he gropes at the gauzy skirts meant to preserve my own modesty, the towel at last quits his hips and flops on to the wet lino. It will, he thinks, be another fine May day, after the sunny weekend that saw them all picnicking in Livingstone Park: Podge … floating and ethereal, despite the tight binding of her tartan mini-dress to the tartan rug she sat on, and the tartan-patterned thermos beside her. Then there’d been the Creep, floundering into the boating pond – Oscar nipping at his heels – and attempting to board a pedalo by groping its bosomy floats, before Roger Gourevitch got hold of his webbing belt and pulled him away from the shocked, Mivvi-stained faces and feverishly bicycling thighs of its teenage-girl crew. A sunny-bloody-Sunday – to be followed by a sunny-bloody-Monday. To an outsider, Zack Busner imagines, it would seem absurd that a community such as this one, with no rules and only the queerest of conventions, the members of which have no occupations – unless, that is, you count the fashioning of mobiles from black thread, wire and dependant gewgaws, and accorded their travels to labour exchanges and hospitals commercial ones – nonetheless responds to the economic cycle: relaxing palpably at the weekend, then becoming increasingly uptight throughout the week – crisis succeeding crisis – until, during the house meeting held every Friday morning, there would invariably be … a dreadful bloody freak-out. On one of his rare trips into town Busner had been shocked by the blatancy of an advertising slogan: SAME THING, DAY AFTER DAY – TUBE – WORK – DINNER – WORK – TUBE – ARMCHAIR – TV – SLEEP – TUBE – WORK. HOW MUCH MORE CAN YOU TAKE? ONE IN TEN GOES MAD, ONE IN FIVE CRACKS UP … and this mantra stayed with him – although, after much repetition, it dawned on him: this ability of capitalism to so accurately identify its own symptoms was itself … part of the doctor-created disease. – The house opposite stares back at Busner through its own … glaucoma tulle, and he considers its solidly fanciful form: the three-sided bay windows on the ground and first floors separated by chunky pilasters … plinths, really – crying out for the honour of aldermen’s busts or hippogryphs – supporting half the vertical section of a tower which, at roof level, is surmounted by three quarters of a turret, the back of which is buried in the roof tiles. The whole façade has been recently painted an unbecoming colour – somewhere between off-white and pale yellow – that suggests to him the strong likelihood of an institution yet to come into being that will … one day be ubiquitous. Below the twin of his own window heavy Ionic columns frame an emphatically shut front door. – Busner knows the inhabitants of this doppelgänger villa by sight – and has also spoken to the patriarch. He had to, after Eileen – naked and squeezing her dry cracked nipples as she used them to ventriloquise some verses of the Sermon on the Mount – had laid her Christ-like Barbie doll in their window-box manger. He had to explain that Eileen – who had run up the tiny chiffon robe herself, and glued locks of her own hair on to the doll’s bright-pink nubbin of a chin … clever, really – was, as were some of the other new tenants at numbers 117 and 119, rather unusual, and prone to be a bit, well, distressed from time to time, but they were all basically harmless and decent people. Diss, Errol Meehan had expostulated, be loo-na-see – and for a moment Zack couldn’t tell whether he meant Eileen’s behaviour or his own explanation. Either way, Meehan, a member in good standing of the West Indian Ex-Servicemen’s Club in Harlesden, who polished his immaculate Ford Consul to a high shine on Sunday afternoons while wearing an equally immaculate blue blazer with lustrous brass buttons and an RAF crest on its breast pocket, seemed hell-bent on being … a pain in the arse: I give you due warnin’, man, don’ be vexin’ me. If your patients … Busner had thought it prudent to foreground his own qualifications … be mekkin any more trouble, any at all, den I be callin’ down de lot on you. My wife is seer-e-uss-lee poorly – an in-va-leed – an’ any dee-stir-bance might well put her over de edge. I can pick up me telly-phone … Meehan actually mimed the lifting of this instrument to his cruciferous ear … an’ speak di-rec-lee wid Sergeant Sealy, de co-mu-nitt-ee relations officer. Lord be my witness … Meehan’s fine baritone quavered enthusiastically up the scale as he slammed down the non-existent Bakelite and snatched it straight back up again … I can get a-holt of Mister Freeson as well, ax him to look into de matter of your pepperworks, certifications, licensings an’ so forth. – At the time, although in no doubt about the seriousness of the threat Meehan presented, Zack found himself powerless to mollify the man, transfixed as he was by these magical motions: the body-busyings of that ivory finger dialling the frigid air between them, and the dissipations of his steamy breath as Meehan communicated with his spirit world of MPs and policemen. He backed away to the sunnier side of the street, the Jesus dolly in hand, while his neighbour continued to admonish him: What does go ’round, well, in my ex-peer-i-ence it does come round again. – Then, as now, the nets in the Meehans’ top window jerked open to reveal Missus Meehan, who, far from seeming on the brink, from this vantage appeared as robust as the Petrine rock: her great greyish slab of a face framed by these veils, her amorphous bosom thrust forward and bearing on it the Crusading symbol. Then, as now, Missus Meehan seemed about to launch into an Apocalyptic sermon, calling down the star called Wormwood on the miserable whore who had slouched towards Jerusalem … Months later, still repelled by her husband’s very Christian lack of charity, Busner stares across at Missus Meehan and admits aloud, They do have a point – because the underlying equation of the Concept House – as he and Roger Gourevitch have dubbed the community – is insoluble, there being no rules with which to operate on its distressed … often outright hysterical terms. He sighs, and lets go of his own net curtain, the falling folds of which displace an avocado stone balanced on the rim of a jam jar by three toothpicks inserted in its slimy sides. The stone bobs in the greenish water, tangled in weedy rootlets. Bloody thing! he expostulates as he fiddles it out in the sink, refills the jar, then struggles to reinsert the toothpicks and so achieve once more … this fine equilibrium – suggestive, he thinks, of some Hindu cosmology … the world is an avocado stone balanced by three toothpicks on the rim of a cosmic jam jar … Although, if this is the case, there are many worlds: for in 117, and next door in 119, he has seen several other avocados germinating. – They are Miriam’s doing, of course, another of her attempts to make of the Concept House some sort of home. She and their two sons share a bedroom in 119 on the three nights a week they come over from the Highgate flat, and, although Busner prefers to imagine this is in keeping with the way the community – like any tribal group – has separated according to sex, with prepubescents treated as … effectively female, he cannot escape the truth, which is that: I can’t stand that creep … this being how she and the other women refer to Claude behind his back, and how he came to be dubbed: the Creep. At any rate, this is what Busner wants to believe: the ascription is part of the language game we all play, rather than indicative of the essentialism the women betray when they say such things as, He’s bloody creepy, that man, he gives me the complete creeps, or, I hate it when he creeps up on me in that creepy way … It is, of course, the Creep who has driven all the women to sleep in a protective huddle in 119, and in periods of still darker reflection Zack finds himself entertaining outright nominalism: the Creep, he worries, may be called the Creep not because he is creepy by nature or because his behaviour is creepy, but due to the fact that in a world of completely unique objects and persons it is he, and he alone, who’s the only 100% genuine, solid-gold CREEP! … Bernie – the bolt, please! The candy-striper, ripe l’il blondie – she know she done it, an’ she done it good. She unzip herself, an’ she push up her buzzoom, an’ she fiddle with her brassiere so that every goddamn male patient in the day-room who ain’t zonked sees all she’ got, an’ she says, Oh me, oh my, ain’t this just the tightest awkwardest orneriest thing … ain’t it just the tightest awkwardest orneriest thing … ain’t it … – The tube has passed by and the morning traffic on the High Road is a distant swish – so it is, with his hands still spread on the windowsill, the fat and tropic seed suspended between them, that Busner becomes aware of this incantation rising up towards him … creepy, that … just the tightest awkwardest orneriest thing – ain’t it, ain’t it, ain’t it JUST!? – The Creep, in common with many of the seriously disturbed whom Busner has observed, has this occult art of manifesting himself psychically moments – sometimes hours – before he physically appears: a minor mishap such as a dropped matchbox, or a word leaping from dense type, or twigs tapping on a windowpane will provoke the uncanny sensation that he is nearby. Her gams is all nylon shhk-shk, her white wedgies is all click-clack, her ass is so goddamn wrigleyicious you just wanna bite into it – ain’t it just! – It’s in keeping with this that the Creep’s monologuing – which is continuous, uninterrupted by sleep, although impeded by eating and drinking, and only fractionally quieter when he’s heavily sedated – should chime with what Zack’s thinking about. True, the Creep does live at the Concept House – his boxes full of old electrical engineering manuals, and trendy books by organic intellectuals … Marcuse, Norman O. Brown, Colin Wilson and also … Ronnie himself … are scattered around the back upstairs bedroom. – So this latest manifestation could be dismissed as mere coincidence, were it not that after yesterday’s boating pond incident he’d dashed raving from the park, not returning until now … to eat us all up! Busner considers for a beat the oral acquisitive nature of schizophrenia … then, spotting an old bath cube melting on the lino under the claw-footed tub, he squats, picks it up and tosses it experimentally away from himself: Fort, he says, and then louder, Da! – No, he thinks, the Creep hadn’t returned yesterday after-noon, or during the long evening, which the communards spent as usual barricaded behind the television set. Why … Busner niggles at it once again … would anyone seize upon the stage name Leif Erickson? – And the Creep had still not come back when, having watched the last three quarters of an hour of Rear Window, holding the Kid’s soft and trembling hand, Busner double-locked the front door and finally went to his own bed. He knew the Creep couldn’t get into the house anyway: before he’d charged after the pedalo, he’d taken off the bizarre necklace of braided ribbon and keychain he wore round his neck – and from which hangs a scallop shell, a tin opener with a corkscrew attachment, a tiny Japanese transistor radio, his door key, a bear claw and a Tibetan amulet – and coiled it into Podge’s lap. – He did this sort of thing, the Creep: singling out one or other of the women for attention, making them – as it were – his favourite for a day or a week, and Zack had to hand it to him, for, no matter how unsettling the background noise of the man’s sexuality – an impotent rapist was Busner’s own diagnosis, one who’d kill the thing he couldn’t make love to – he nonetheless managed, almost always, to behave towards them with exaggerated courtliness: bowing and ushering them through doors, pulling out chairs and fetching things for them as the threnody for one or other of his captious selves – Why does you does that to him? Does you that to him an’ I does put you in de coal hole wid de tar baby – continued unabated. It was this gentlemanly ballet, choreographed by the Creep’s undoubted charisma, that made the chosen one – no matter how creepy she found him – feel embraced even as she recoiled. The same courtliness would have prevented him from knocking up the house in the night – the same courtliness, and another quality possessed by the Creep that Busner couldn’t help but characterise as … an acute sense of self-preservation. Excepting the occasional wild outburst – and these, if his supposition was correct, might be solely for effect – the Creep always seemed to know precisely how far he could go, and to have, ever-present to his seething awareness … a DMZ over-flown by howling fighter jets into which he would never venture. In the inkiest, dankest hours of the suburban night, when the rails at the end of the garden had ceased their electro-hum, it was this canniness that Busner suspected was indicative of the deepest and most dreadful truth about the Creep, namely, that, far from being the most seriously disturbed of the Concept House’s residents, he might not be disturbed at all! Busner’s bare arm, sweeping radar-beamishly beneath the tub, has located the bath cube, Da! – but then it is Fort! again, his exclamation sopped up by the lank and balding towels hanging from hooks on the back of the door and absorbed into the crocheted bathmat’s damply tufted corolla. He repeats it: Fort – Da! and then, still kneeling, embroiders it: Da-daa-da-da-d’da-daa! while praying fervently that when these Da’s are no longer here the Creep won’t be either, rather up on some high chaparral thousands of miles from Willesden, booted and horsed, a Winchester thrust into the leather scabbard beside his saddle, his Stetson silhouetted against the Potala Palace of a mesa. No such luck … Throw de darkie in de coal hole, throw de massa in dere too … – Hearing the Creep’s weird minstrelsy leak in under the bathroom door, Zack pictures his antagonist quite clearly: he’ll be sitting sideways on the mat immediately inside the front door, bracing himself with his big old army boots and his quaking shoulders between the scuffed-white walls papered with a doubly geometric snowflake pattern, his battered brow, with its hairy aurora, knocking against the dull deal certainty of the telephone table, upon which sits the smooth bone-yellow telephone … waiting to ring in a judgement call: Life-to-Death … A–D, EeeK! The postman has yet to come, and so Captain Claude Evenrude, US Army Air Corps (Ret.), awaits him, thick black felt-tip in hand, ready to do his duty – as he sees it – by censoring the enlisted men and women’s mail. Usually, one or other of these subordinates will get to the door before the envelopes are thrust through the letterbox and, swinging it open, snatch them from the postman’s hand. If they don’t manage this, the consequences are postcards upon which the writing has been – seemingly at random – obliterated: here an entire line, there an isolated word – or perhaps a single letter – falling victim to the Creep’s black stripes and spots. Not only the message but the picture overleaf suffers: Anne Hathaway’s cottage, Leeds Castle – maybe a Kew hothouse or two – will be squeakily defaced, although the Creep reserves his most creative censorship for … faces: Beatles mop-tops are dropped on top of the Queen’s tiara and a Hitler moustache shaded over her pert top lip. Given a group scene – Brighton bathers, say, or the Household Cavalry trooping the Colour – he will expertly black out all the arms and legs, so that what remains is a smattering of torsos. This is all very annoying – but what’s intolerable is that the Creep slits open envelopes and censors their private contents – also bills, which he subtracts from with his felt-tip and then annotates with a biro, adding complex equations bracketing the few lonely figures he has permitted to survive, so creating … Godly integrals and Satan’s differentials, demonstrating the ballistics of heavenly orbs and satanic tridents that will occur – that SHALL OCCUR if I have my way … Unless we now take time to make the common pers– pers– pers– … Oh, heck, I dunno, y’see in that there is 7, 6, 5, 3, 6-point-1, AM859R45HJ88 turned insie-outsie … This being the sort of thing he says when confronted by Miriam or Radio Gourevitch – the only residents besides Busner who’ve ever been robust enough to stand up to the Creep. – His arm still sweeping for the fort-cube, and oofing with the effort, Busner realises this maddening recollection of monologuing is itself underscored by sing-song rhyming that slips up the stairs: Oh roister-doister li’l oyster, Down in the slimy sea, You ain’t so diff’rent lyin’ on your shell bed, To the likes of l’il old me, But roister-doister you’re somewhat moister, Than I would like to be … Perversely, despite everything, Busner believes he’d be content to listen to the Creep all day and for many subsequent ones. He’d ask the others to leave quite coolly, install himself in one of the straight-backed kitchen chairs, put Claude in the one opposite – then he could fully concentrate on what this man has to tell me without recourse to the prejudicial pathologies – psychotic, schizophrenic, manic, schizophreniform – that he has steadily abandoned. True, without the compass of orthodox psychiatry or psychoanalytic theory, Busner finds it next to impossible to get a fix as he bobs up and down on Claude’s choppy wordsea, its surface criss-crossed by narrative currents swirling into whirlpools of song that subside into glassily superficial doldrums of what might be anecdotage, but beneath which, Busner is convinced, fluxes and refluxes of dangerous repression coldly circulate. This much the anti-psychiatrist will concede: the Creep’s soliloquies – and they are certainly this, the dialogic being effected only by mythical figures or imagined characters – display neither the stereotypies nor the overbearing unimagination of those … forced to play the schizophrenic game. On the contrary, the Creep in all he says or does is bewilderingly inventive, never prolix, and repeats himself only for rhetorical effect. He is, Busner thinks not for the first time – it’s that pleasing an image – a sort of desert island, upon whose sandy shores others – Radio Gourevitch included – can leave only the impress of their feet, mere dimples that soon enough are erased by the next neural wave –. — The cat-fuck-wail of the front gate snaps through his reverie – the postman is out there, his canvas sack lashed around his grey suit jacket with a length of sisal, and, as Busner rises dizzily, yanks open the bathroom door and stands naked at the top of the steep and uncarpeted stairs, all these benignant visions desert him. Claude! he cries, and Claude! he shouts louder – but it’s to no avail because the bugger doesn’t hear any voices at all! while the mail has penetrated the flap and been grabbed before Busner has descended five steps. With rapacious efficiency the Creep wields his untrimmed and horny thumbnail to slit open an envelope, registering the futile intervention only by turning up his own volume: Ho, darkies, hab you seen de massa, wid de MUFF-TASH ON HE FACE! – he then falls to censoring with a vengeance. Accepting this as a fait accompli, Busner sits down heavily, then rises abruptly splintered bollocks! – An important fact about inter-experience – insofar as this can be said to transpire at all with the Creep – that he has kept resolutely to himself, despite urging the other residents to be completely open for there is nothing to fear, is that on the one occasion Busner tried wresting the mail from its self-appointed censor he hit me hard. A brutal uppercut – learnt where? In bar-room, barracks or Depression-era blackboard jungle – Busner couldn’t say. Indeed, he thinks: If I did know, I’d know everything – and, as he caresses the tempered skin of his cheeks, he touches also the memory of this violent coda. – From this angle the Creep appears pitiful: his balding shanks exposed by his hiked-up army-surplus trousers, his knobbly wrists sticking from the frayed ends of his red acrylic rollneck – the wiry U of him whip-lashing as he censors and sings, Ho, darkies, hab you seen de massa, wid de cudgel in he hand … And it was that hand that cudgelled Busner … while still holding the felt-tip. For, when he’d managed to get back upstairs, he saw, reflected in the triptych of mirrors on the mauve-skirted vanity table, side views of bloody rivulets running from the corners of his mouth and a full-frontal of his swelling and heavily censored top lip. – Sniffing any-old-iron and acetone, he’d Bloodknocked himself: Quick, quick, nurse! The screens! although he was scared and his heart shook, Claude having hit him sufficiently hard to lay me out cold, the impact taking a big chunk out of Busner’s visual field, so that a maroon tide rushed in from its crenulated edges, eating up first the bebop lino’s screeching pattern – next his attacker’s calmly leering face, its lips still flapping out words … Then, for a few instants, all that remained afloat in this ruddy tide were Claude’s ruined teeth, which were falling out one by one until there was only a single closing-down white dot Jeanie runs towards, while Mumsie’s Fuck off out of it! scrapes her, an’ she scccrapes past the dinosaur wall where she an’ Hughie found the T-Rex bone but don’t see it coz she don’t see nuffin coz the bitch clumped her that hard like the see-eye-enn, see-eye-enn-enn-ay-tee-eye kid done in the film, whippin’ round on the footstool she was stood on nude, her skin all glittery where Jeanie had painted it with the Mela-wotsit lotion, an’ her face covered with diamond shapes coz the sun was shining straight inter the cottage winder … The bitch! hit Jeanie that hard that the graze don’t bovver her – if I live, she thinks, it’ll go all crusty-lumpy an’ be sumfing t’pick. If she lives – an’ I ain’t blinded, because Jeanie sees nothing: the puckered silver-green skin of the canal, the poplars shivering on its far bank, the houses up the lane – all are drenched by the reddy-black wave that engulfed her when her mother smashed me in the gob-da-dum, dee-dum, da-diddly-dum, da-dum, da-dum, da–daaa, da–daaa! This is what ’appens, Jeanie thinks, when Ollie stops bashing Stan on the nut an’ they’re both eaten up by the black mouf’: That’s all, folks! – By touch alone she feels her way across the road – the tar’s hot and Jeanie is the yogi-bear-man in Look an’ Learn, prancing on his flowery bed of bloomin’ coals, – then she does a cray-zee gate vault over the five-bar and goes all dithery, running in circles, until her feet find a furrow for her and she ploughs along it, her legs scratched and her face stroked sticky by the full-eared wheat. – Still, she sees nothing: not the massy-green superstructure of the Queen-Lizzy-beth copse she knows sails ahead of her through the golden wind-streaked rollers, not the high-tension cables she knows stave the sky overhead, coz I can ’ear ’em singin’ –. She trips and does a forward flip. – When she struggles up, brushing earthy pellets from her T-shirt and shorts, it’s done the trick, because she can see the dead man’s head of chert and chalk turned up by the plough, and, lifting her head, the new weathervane on the Butterworths’ roof, which Missus Butterworth says is a fighting cock, see-oh-kew – although when Jeanie told this to Mumsie, Mumsie laughed her naughty laugh and said, Fucking cock more likely! And Jeanie would laugh the naughty laugh now if Mumsie hadn’t tied a blood bib round her neck. – She walks on through the time tunnel, waving her arms above her head like what they do on the telly, and doesn’t stop until she’s deep inside London, which is what Debbie named the copse the day they discovered it, which was the first time Mumsie went to London and didn’t come back all night – which was maybe, Jeanie thinks, two summers ago. Anyway, Hughie was littler then and they’d had to half carry him across the field, ’is feet dragging … Before that they’d had the two-can dinners: Debbie’d done ’em in the double-boiler … opened ’em … plopped ’em out … two can-shapes of nosh – bangers an’ eggs all stuck togevver by baked beans and steamily glissning … Then she forked it all up and the two little ’uns squabbled over the sums: Jeanie said, Free inter four bangers don’t go – and Debbie chanted, Dippa-dippa-day-shun my opper-ray-shun, How many trains are there at the stay-shun … ’til they’d one each – but then Hughie grabbed the last banger an’ stuffed it in ’is gob, but Debbie just laughed Mumsie’s special Hughie laugh – coz Mumsie loves Hughie more than she loves the girls. She screams at the girls: You fucking little bitches and worse – her hatred so high-pitched their ears sing as they run to hide. But even when she’s that mad Hughie’ll come up to her, no clothes on – coz if Debbie don’t dress him Mumsie never bothers – and Mumsie’ll cup his bum in one hand and press her cheek against ’is bulgy Biafran belly … Right away she’ll be calm – and she’ll stay like that, the smoke from her Embassy curling up and around his cherub face. Then she’ll take his winkle ’tween her fingers annuver ciggie and rubba-dub-dub it. See that, girls, she’ll say, that’s the family-fucking-jewels, that is, the family-fucking-jewels – ’course, it ain’t exactly a World Cup Willie, for that it’d ’ave to ’ave a fucking mane! Then her voice goes all posh and she’ll swirl the melty ice cubes in her tumbler, and she’ll say, I think Mumsie needs another little drinky-pooh, so which one of you dah-lings is going to get it for her mumsie? – That’s on normal days, days when she’s shut up in the shit hole with Miss Hoity-Toity – which is what she calls Debbie – and Dumbo, which is what she calls me, coz me dippa-dippa-day-shun-adder-noyds-opper-ray-shun went wrong. Miss Hoity-Toity, up in the girls’ bedroom, lying on her tummy on the snot-coloured oval rug, with her ear pressed against the warm throbbing weave of the record player, It took me soo-wo–ooo long to find out! And I found out … that when you’d stared for long enough at Parlophone going round annaround … if you lifted the holey bit of board inside the cabinet, you could see the hot titty-valves glowing – each with a dark nip … Then: curled up in the Chesterfield armchair, drawing patterns in its tawny fur … smoove-light and rough-dark. Then: making Sindy dance on the patterns, coz it’s only when Sindy sings that the ringin’ of me addernoyds stops. – But on Fridays, when she gets back from teaching the mongs and the spazzes in Hemel, Mumsie comes in the cottage door already stripping: off fly her shoes any old how, down drops her navy pleated skirt inna puddle on the floor. – She yanks Jeanie out of the Chesterfield by her ear and shouts upstairs for Debbie, and together the girls haul in the hip bath from the shed. By the time the kettle’s been boiled three times – coz the immersion’s always on the fritz – and the boiling water’s been mixed with a bit of cold in the big galvanised bucket, she’s ready for her gyppo ’andmaidens. It’s a two-girl job, Mumsie’s bath – one to stand on the stool so she’s high enough to pour, the other to haul the bucket up once it’s been refilled and stand back to take in the show: watery snakes coiling round her saggy boobs, unravelling into drop-headed worms wiggling over her hips and buttocks, down her swelling belly and burying themselves in ’er fanny hair … Mumsie, all pink and blotchy, her soapy fingers rubbing the pinker grooves left by her girdle – Mumsie, snorting like an ’ippo … Oh! that’s good, that’s so fucking good! and rubbing her boobs … an’ her fanny all sudsy – Mumsie, calling in her posh voice, Hurry up, gels! and when the next bucket-load plummets down on her steaming shoulders giving a repeat performance again annagain until all the mong-dirt and the spazz-shit has been washed away, and she splashes across the woodblocks to the broken sofa and flings herself into its leather arms, her legs wide open and its skirts lifting up so it farts out mouse droppings an’ dust devils … Next Mumsie calls for Drinky-poohs! – In the tiny damp scullery, where plaster falls and the green bottles slip slowly into cobweb veils, Jeanie counts them up to twenty-seven and marvels at how big a deposit they’ll get back … when there’re sixty-nine. She lifts the twenty-eighth bottle of VAT 69, uncorks it with a plop! and carefully pours the drinky-pooh – but before squeaking it back in she sniffs the cork and, emboldened, takes a swig that thrusts a flaming tongue down her throat. – In her belly fire rages like it done at Durrant’s, where Gwen’s dad works … He said the burning chemicals were ’otter than the sun, and there weren’t nothing of the place left when the firemen came ’cept for the front wall … Jeanie’s fingers on the scullery wall picker-pattering the plaster, watching whitewash flakes confetti down on to the veils … so dreamy … She’d’ve taken another swig if Mumsie wasn’t drumming on the cushions, crying, Drink-ee-poohs! Drink-ee-poohs! – Smelling it on Jeanie’s breath, Mumsie grabs her dress and pulls her to her own burnt front wall. Didja ’ave a little drinky-pooh, darlin’? She chuckles her naughty chuckle. Didja? An’ I betcha yer just loved it, didn’tcha? — Standing deep in the heart of London, by the hut where Mister Jarvis the gamekeeper keeps his stuff, Jeanie thinks: That day was a spazzy day too – and I was mong like today. – Mumsie, with her old Sellotape marks on her soft tummy and the moles on her shoulders, was still bigger than this London – bigger than the real one, bigger likely than the world. Hooking her bra at the front, gagging fat belly lips – she pulled it up, blindfolding ’er big brown nips … She fought her way into her brand-spanking-new Silhouette “X” special girdle, panting and laughing, Don’t be afraid, girls, it’s just me battle of the bulge! As they sat side by side on her bed, watching her dress, she told them, Cost me forty-one-an’-fucking-sixpence at Peckerwoods in Berko … Which was what she called Peterwood’s Ladies’ Outfitters … Fucking shysters – but I’ll tell you once, I’ll tell you a thousand times, you won’t get nowhere with the darker sex ’less you build on a firm-fucking-foundation garment – pass me dress. – She held it against her bosoms, its jet beading clicketing against her rings, which she still wore to keep the pests off and, grasping its spangly shoulder, she waltzed to the wardrobe and arched her neck and pointed her chin. Mumsie, inside her own black shadow with her hair up in a French twist – Mumsie, with her legs slickly mysterious now they were sheathed in Aristoc dernier 15 seam-less mesh “Undergrads”. – Daylight-fucking-robbery, she’d said, and Jeanie remembers this because that’s what it had been: Mumsie, looking at all three of them standing in the cottage door – she laughed her naughty laugh, the one that came with a light slap or a gentle pinch, and she said, Well, well, well – if it ain’t Bill, Ben and Little-fucking-Weed, then she ground out her Embassy with her patent toe and got into the Gazelle. The engine hacked into life, the exhaust blew out dirty smoke, and the car stole ’er away in broad daylight – over the canal and up the lane to the main road. Jeanie and Hughie ran after it – but all they saw from the humpback bridge were the brake lights winking once, then she was gone. They couldn’t believe the Gazelle had done it – stolen Mumsie away in broad daylight. It was their cuddly car, Mumsie said its cloth seats were like inside a Kanga’s pouch, when she put them in there and drove them bumping over the woodland tracks to Little Gaddesden. Mumsie said the woods were full of real live kangas when the Rothschilds kept the estate to themselves. – The twirling bark crumb caught on an invisible thread … The lengthening shadows and the softer sunbeams … The bitter taste of sap on their tongues and its stickiness on their hands … All that evening they played in the copse, following its secret paths wherever they double-backed through bracken, brambles and nettles. Debbie said, This can be our London – that bush is Selfridges, that one’s the Lyons’ Corner House in Trafalgar Square, and that one, with its spooky hawthorn arch, is Euston Station. – There was a hut in the dead centre of London surrounded by rusty old bins with a rustier padlock on its door. This, Debbie said, is Mumsie’s club, it’s where she meets her special friends. Jeanie asked her what these friends were like, were they like the Deacon and Silly Sybil and Jeffers and Kins, who came by the cottage to have drinky-poohs? But Debbie said no, these were much specialer friends – pop stars and film stars and lords and ladies. Inside the club, Debbie said, there was a big mirror ball that spun faster and faster, making everything flash and sparkle – but Jeanie couldn’t see it through the dirty little window. It didn’t matter, she was enough of a mong then to be comforted, to believe they were all really in London, with Mumsie. – That night, when she hadn’t come home after God Save the Queen, and she still hadn’t come home ages after that and a big owl was woo-woo-wooing, first Hughie began to cry, then Jeanie. They all ended up together in Mumsie’s bed – which was where she found them the next morning when she slammed through the front door, banged up the steep stairs and came reeling in, her tights laddered to buggery and a bloodied hanky tied round one hand. Seeing the three tousled heads on her pillows, she’d cried out, Who the fuck’re you? then groaned, Oh, you’re my children, aren’t you, my flesh-and-bleedin’-blood. She tore off the covers and they flew apart every which way – but Mumsie didn’t lash out, she only moaned as she pulled the dress over her head – moaned, a finger puppet … tottering on stockinged feet, and went on moaning … ’til she fell. – They left her there. Debbie made jam sandwiches and Jeanie filled a VAT 69 bottle with water. They went back to London for the day, where the girls took turns being the Shrimp while Danny leapt out of the bushes with a shandy-tin camera and pretended to take snaps of them. When they got home, Mumsie’s black dress, her bra and her Silhouette “X” girdle were all hanging on the line. – The woman in the cottage was a jittery waxwork of Mumsie who didn’t shout, only asked Debbie to go get her fags from the nooky shop. When Debbie returned, the little old woman peeled the flimsy strip and pushed the cellophane halfway off and burnt a little hole in this with the tip of her fag. She blew smoke inside and squeezed the cellophane so tiny rings came piddling outta the ’ole, and said, See that, Ovaltineys, it’s the singin’ ringin’ smokin’ tree – make yer wishes, I’ll not refuse you. – Jeanie wanted to ask for the real Mumsie to come back, but she didn’t dare, and the waxwork one went on squeezing smoke rings from the cellophane. Then she said, That there’s your poor fucking Mumsie, that is –  nothing to ’er but smoke an’ the holes made by burnt pricks. — That was two summers ago, and Jeanie would go back to the cottage right now if she thought the waxwork Mumsie would be there and not the very real one who’d dragged her from her own bed where she lay floatin’ inna spaceman suit onna asteroid. – Miss Hoity-Toity was off at Guides. Geddup! Mumsie had screamed, Gedd-the-fuck-up! – Bump-bump-bump, down the stairs gets dragged Dumbo, her head stuffed with useless shit-for-brains … to find Hughie already there, standing shivering on the kitchen flags and naked as usual, but his skin was Cyberman-silvery and his face streaked with tears. Mumsie was so very angry she spun as she snatched up plates and slung them in the sink, picked up the tea pot and dumped out the leaves – she spun and she steamed … she was so full of anger it … ’ad to come out some’ow … Finally she said with a robot-voice, Get that nightie off, Dumbo – and when Jeanie was stood naked next to Hughie, Mumsie kicked her feet apart, telling her to reach up tall-as-a-tree. She tweezered apart Jeanie’s puppy fat with chipped red nails – under the arms, behind the knees, between her bums – whistling fag smoke while she worked. Jeanie held her breath and her heart bashed at her ribs againannagainannagain. – Finally she breathed out. – Sssscabies, Gordon Bennett, bloody ssscabies, I ain’t seen ’em this bad since ’46 when the Yid kids’d come over from the Russian sector … Lissen, pet … Mumsie went on in her specially nice voice, the one she’d last used when they were in the haberdasher’s together and she picked out the lovely material with the nasturtium pattern … why didn’t you say anything, pet, what on earth did you imagine this was? Gently she turned Jeanie’s knee so they could both see the livid, lumpy triangle of broken skin on the back of her calf. Jeanie stuttered, I – I dunno, M-Mumsie, I fought it was a rash or sumfing I got in the big field … The truth was she knew perfectly well it was much worse than that – but she didn’t want to bother her mother, who was always tray-tray fatty-gay, dahling, Mumsie’s tray-tray fatty-gay – so go fetch Mumsie some Noilly, you little prat … It was better to go through the laundry basket if you didn’t have a clean pair of socks and wash them in the bathroom sink, and Swiss roll ’em in a towel, and hang them out the bedroom window overnight so’s to be sure to have something to pull right up to the knee and hide this proof – as if any were needed – that you were a … dirty, stupid, hateful girl. – Ssscabies, Mumsie hissed again, then: I sees just the one pink ’un on this ’un so straightways I drive into Berko, gets the lotion, comes back and paints ’im up proper. Then I thinks to myself – her grip on Jeanie’s knee tightens – which one of my loathsome-bloody-spawn goes up to that fucking farm and plays doctors-and-nurses with that dirty pikey kid. That’s not fair! Jeanie screamed inside – she wanted to shout out loud, You done all sorts wiv that lot! ’iding stuff in our shed for ’em – buying them triangle pills offa them. You got medicine from them two old witchy biddies what lives in their chicken ’ouse – black muck inna jam jar. You knocked it back saying, The old ways is the best ways, then you threw it right back up again when we was driving in the car! – Jeanie wanted to shout all this, but she also wanted her leg to survive – to get better, not end up shrivelled inna brace … D’you know what ssscabies are, my girl? Mumsie hisses on, spittling the bumps and lumps of Jeanie’s infested leg. Ssscabies are ickle-lickle buggies that burrow under yer skin. And d’you know what they get up to inside yer? Eh? I’ll tellya – they fuck about. That’s right – they fuck about, and when they’re good an’ ready they lay their fucking eggs in you. Well, I tellya what, my filthy little pikey-loving pal, I don’t want to be a ssscabies hatchery, so … She let fall Jeanie’s leg, unbuttoned her dressing gown and reached for the brown bottle … – Go get the footstool and put it in the bay where there’s plenty of light. I’m gonna paint you proper all in good time, girlie, but first you’re gonna do me. — Rose-moles all in stipple … the Deacon recites when he’s pissed – does ’e mean this? this lumpy, blotchy leg with the shadows from the shimmering leaves shimmying over it? Jeanie fiddles an evil splinter from the side of the hut that’s Mumsie’s club. An express train explodes into the cutting at the top of the field, and, although deep down inside London, she sees this: the shock wave bellying out in front of the engine, shattering the haze drowsing above the hot rails. – A ring of taunting teeth and tongues surrounded her at school: Stupid Jeanie’s got no brai-ns, Soon she didn’t ’ave no vei-ns! – She longed to shout at them, Juss coz I’m a bit deaf it don’t mean I’m a spazz! She longed to tell them that sometimes she could see sounds: bass browns and trumpeting purples, screeching pinks and the high-pitched fluting the sunlight made right before Mumsie’s fist exploded in her head. Jeanie sets one of the feed buckets upside down on the ground – a featherless chick lies there, its dead body smeared with yolk. Through the dusky pane Big Chief I-Spy sees an old gate-leg table, a rotten canvas deckchair, a small bookcase cluttered with jars and tobacco tins – but no sign of Herman … or ’is ’ermits. Losing her footing on the bucket, Jeanie’s shoulder strikes the windowframe and it cracks! open … ’Ave no vei-ns, ’ave no vei-ns, the crows carp in the sky above London. The rough planks fetch her a graze, the latch ssscrapes her tummy – but she’s in, tumbling head over heels on to a steamer trunk that, once opened, blows mouldy old doughhhh … up her nose. It’s full of magazines: Club and Playboy and Mayfair (incorporating King). The girl on the cover of Mayfair kneels on a sandy beach wearing only blue gingham check bikini bottoms, her straggly blonde hair whips her honey-skinned shoulders – her face is turned away from what her hands are doing: her metallic-green-varnished nails … grip ’er tits. Jeanie’s nails, each with its dark crescent of dried blood, work their way gingerly over her scabby calf, then begin to pick, Aaaah … – Shoved in between the magazines there’s a thick paperback – with her free hand Jeanie eases it out: 42 Inches Plus is written on the cover. She riffles the pages – tits balloon and shrink, balloon and shrink again. The glamour models’ expressions are squiffy masks of lippy an’ mascara … the riffling stops, and she picks out dirty bunk-ups … from the uneven type: wet-pussy, stiff-cock, firm-arse … On the opposite page Mumsie stares at her with furious intent – she’s nakeder than all the rest, her boobs saggy balloons left over from the party. Jeanie examines Mumsie’s skin inch by inch – she knows it as well as she does the immediate vicinity of the cottage: the overgrown garden with its dense and woody hedges, the hamlet of Dudswell, the canal and its towpath, the scraggy fields between this and the main road – the more kempt ones spreading up the hill to the woodland that stretches all the way to Little Gaddesden. She thinks of the bracken-choked hollows up on the common – and she looks at Mumsie’s parted thighs, and she says aloud, I done all right, though … — She had to begin with at least: she got a saucer and poured the silvermilky lotion into it – she took up the paintbrush Mumsie used for Hughie. Jeanie’s model stood on the stool in the bay window and Jeanie began to paint her into lifelikeness with broad strokes across her squishy tummy. There, Mumsie said, and Jeanie twirled the brush into her armpits. Go on, girl, she commanded, slap it on! and Jeanie did, painting greaves on to her mother’s shins like the ones the Addresso-graph workers had when they dressed up as knights for Hemel Carnival. You have an eye, Jeanie Gruber, is what Miss Philbeach at school says – but that was … my undoing. Because her faithful eye coaxed her steady hand on into fashioning straps and buckles out of the Melathion lotion. The camphor-and-creosote fumes sucked the tears out of that eye, while Mumsie, temporarily soothed, hummed: If I were a rich cow, z-zz-za’, zuzza-zzuzza-zzer … so soothing Jeanie, who used up the broad skin canvas of Mumsie’s back tracing the long and curving feathers of a pair of angelic wings, incorporating into them the scattering of rose-moles all in stipple … between Mumsie’s shoulder blades … All day long I’d mooey-mooey-moo, if I was a weal-thy cow –. She stopped, and her diabolical face loomed over her shoulder: What THE FUCK! – She kicked Jeanie and the stool away, strode to the mirror by the front door, turned her back to it, twisted round. – When she does the washing-up, Mumsie unscrews all the rings on the fingers of her right hand. Me knucks, she quips – and it was these that flattened Jeanie’s nose, ripped her cheek and slammed her head back so hard that hitting the wall a bloody mushroom cloud blew up me brain … — Jeanie closes the paperback and shoves it down inside the trunk. There’s a bottle of linseed oil on the wonky gate-leg table and a tobacco tin brimming with the maggoty butts of Mister Jarvis’s roll-ups – tea mug rings hula-hoop across the parched veneer, and in the cluttery corners of the hut spades and mattocks conspire. Snap! a stick snaps right outside – I’m gonna die like Lesley Ann! She knows all about it – the graves and the tape recordings and the blondie with the perm … coz the tipsy grown-ups whisper in shouts. – Jeanie sees herself tucked up in the steamer trunk with the big-boobied dolly birds – Mister Jarvis wheels it along Tring Station’s platform on a trolley, City gents ignore him, their newspapers held open in front of their folded faces. Mister Jarvis has always been friendly – taking Jeanie on his rounds when he fills the feed bins, tightening fences with a mole grip and setting traps for foxes. Mister Jarvis wears a bottle-green tweed suit in all weathers and a darker green porkpie hat – he saddle-soaps his leather gaiters, and, if Jeanie sees him first thing in the morning, his boots are freshly shined. If a man works on the land, he says, it don’t mean the land ’as t’be on ’im. When he sees Mumsie he raises his hat and says, Good day, Missus Gruber, like he means it – not like Eddie the milkman, who comes into the cottage with the gold and the red top, the orange juice concentrate and the dinners inna can, and sits there smoking, using his peaked cap as an ashtray while he sips his tea and his eyes give Mumsie a grope before ’aving a fiddle with Debbie, which is bonkers coz she ain’t got her periods yet an’ ’er tits’re like two gnat bites onna ironing board. One morning, when milk float and post van coincided on the bridge, Jeanie heard this exchange between Eddie and Mister Fitch, the postman – who looked like butter wouldn’t melt … what with his Milky Bar Kid hair and his Harry Worth glasses: ’Ad a crack at ’er yet, the Gruber slag? Mister Fitch said. You oughta, she’s gagging for it – shagged ’er old man so hard ’e ended up in Broadmoor … In Broadmoor. – Jeanie goes headfirst through the hut’s window, grazing her grazes – soon enough her tormented wails will spool from reel to reel of the Grundig, and Miss Philbeach, pushing the button to kill her off, will say, Now, children, that’s what happens to naughties like Jeanie Gruber who run away to London … The blood-drenched streets of which she pelts along … the brambles arching over Oxford Street tearing her hair … the bracken in Tottenham Court Road slapping at her bare thighs with its pervy fronds … She bashes through the rhododendron bush on the far side of Trafalgar Square and explodes into the wheat field. — Ssssh! she warns Hughie, who’s making mud bricks in the back garden with a flowerpot mould. Ssssh! she says again – but his pea-green eyes only widen a bit, as, naked in his silvery ssscabies lotion suit, he piddles water from the rosette of the watering can. Jeanie secretly squirrels under the windows, rising up once to I-Spy at Mumsie, who’s also naked, sitting in the Chesterfield, a bottle of Crabbie’s within reach and in front of her on the biggest nesting table a pile of newspapers together with this week’s copy of New Society: Catching up on the week’s news … she calls what she does every Saturday morning, and … Seeing what’s what in my field, ’cause I’d be lost in this cultural-fucking-desert without my New Society … Jeanie pictures Mumsie wandering across her field leaving ssscabies lotion prints on the soft greyish newsprint. Between her fingers her Embassy has mutated into a giant, ember-tipped pencil with which she scorches select phrases or traces classified advertisements with fiery rings. Jeanie doesn’t understand how a field can also be a desert. I’m cut off from the world, Mumsie often moans, yet all she ever talks about with the Deacon and Jeffers, Silly Sybil and especially Kins, is the world beyond the canal: Em-i-ess-ess-i-ess-ess-i-pee-pee-i – They get Jeanie to stand on a chair and spell eye-tee while they fall about laughing – then they get serious, yakkety-yakking about bombs falling on Hanoi, and how disgusting this is, how Mister Wilson oughta do something more about it besides talk, but Jeanie doesn’t see how he could … the silly old white-haired man. She pictures him sitting on the back of a water buffalo splashing about in a paddy field, trying to knock the falling bombs for six with his giant pipe while slitty-eyed kiddies in silky jim-jams and fruit-basket hats bow and bow again … We are Si-am-ese, if you ple-ease. After a while the grown-ups put another smoochy old record on and all shuffle about in their socks and stockings … Fly me to the moon! – which gets them talking about the Yanks again – the terrible Yanks this, the bloody awful Yanks that. The Yanks are dropping the bombs on Hanoi, and the Yanks are shooting nig-nogs in Detroit. – The Yanks, Jeanie thinks, must be the grown-ups’ grown-ups, coz when they’re slagging them off they sound like kids being naughty behind their mumsie’s back. – Jeanie presses her ear against the back door’s warm green paint and grasps the eight-sided doorknob. She knows every rasp the latch makes and her X-ray specs mean she can also see it … rise an’ fall. In the scullery she touches every third VAT 69 bottle, which makes nine … This means she should take nine crawl-paces to get to the telephone table, where Mumsie’s fat black leather purse will be lolling on the lip of her open handbag. There’ll be florins and half-crowns and perhaps a ten-shilling note in it, but Jeanie’ll only take ninepence – coz that way Mumsie’ll never notice … a stitch in time saves nine, a nine in time … snips that time out  – OUT! The ages an’ ages an’ ages … of ssscabies itch and dusty tickle are gone – never happened: Jeanie is back outside up on me ’ind legs and levering herself over the garden wall. She drops down into the musty-dusty tunnel that runs beneath next door’s shrubbery – next she’s on the towpath, eyes smarting inside the flash cube of the noonday sunshine – there’s not a soul about, and the village slumbers as a great downie of cloud is pulled over it. Heads up, girls! Jeanie marches over the humpback bridge and up the lane, past the playing field, where the Batteram boys are playing French cricket, to the nooky shop. Weatherboard walls and a tarpaper roof – whorled old windows covered up inside by cardboard boxes full of mouse traps and fly-papers, Brillo pads and sponges. The nooky shop’s warped shelves are tightly packed with boxes of Vim and Daz, loaves of Nimble and Sunblest – none of this interests Jeanie: it’s behind the counter that the real stuff lives, not on proper shop shelves but in two old Welsh dressers that’re nailed together. The right-hand one houses fags: Guards, Numbers 6 and 10, cool water-falling Consulates and Mumsie’s red-striped Embassies – all stacked in any old how, together with tobacco in neat foil-wrapped bricks. The Deacon smokes Old Holborn – and when he’s got a new half-ounce, he teases open the triangular flaps taking the greatest care, humming … spit on the mouthy bits of his water-rat beard. Easing the little brick of sweet-smelling baccy into his tin, he abandons the foiled paper with its picture of a big half-timbered building … like the pub in Waddesdon. Jeanie knows the Deacon’s nickname is a piss-take, but, still, there is a holiness about him – he sing-song-sips his VAT 69, and with a vicarish hush intones local indiscretions: bunk-ups, deaded babies, the pikeys’ purple hearts, and what “Uncle George” – who answers letters in the Berko Gazette – gets up to in his “Children’s Corner”. Jeanie keeps the old Old Holborn wrappers in her special hiding place, under the floorboards in the room the girls share – they lie down there, another version of far-off … London. – The nooky shop’s other dresser is lined with large glass jars of lemon bonbons, blackjacks, toffees and the fruit salads which are Jeanie’s favourites. On the shelves above are boxes of Bazooka Joe bubble gums and Wrigley’s, slabs of Cadbury’s chocolate and Fry’s Turkish Delight, Mars Bars and the turdy dollops of Walnut Whips. On the topmost shelf there’s a long ammo belt of Barratt’s Sherbet Fountains, each yellow-paper-wrapped cartridge of fizziness nipped and plugged with a liquorice fuse. Red-and-black liquorice bootlaces loop from the dresser’s hooks, tangled up with elastic necklaces of sweetie beads. – The dressers whisper to Jeanie of the world to come, one of unfettered indulgence: a satchel full of bank notes, an E-Type Jag with its top down an’ filled to the brim wiv wine gums … – She places her thru’pence and her sixpence on a pile of the Tring and District News, and Missus Pile puts her own copy – RAF PIPE BAND’S FLOODLIT CONCERT ENDS HEMEL CARNIVAL – to one side and, looking up, cries, Oh, my! The state of you, Jeanie, you’ve bled all down yer shirt an’ yer face is all swole … You’re one to talk! – Missus Pile’s face is all swole: apple cheeks and a Superball nose chalky with lavender-smelling powder. Quarter of flyin’ saucers, please, Missus Pile, Jeanie says, an’ same again of blackjacks an’ fruit salads. This’ll leave her with a penny in hand – she’ll get two liquorice laces, nibbling them will stop her gobbling up the other stuff too quickly. I fell over, she adds lamely, and Missus Pile tut-tuts. – Come in back, Jeanie, I’ll clean you up and put some tee-cee-pee on that cut, it’ll go septic y’know. – What Missus Pile knows is what’s what. Missus Pile opens up very early some mornings for Jeanie and Hughie, and knows fine well their coppers have been pinched – Missus Pile sees the pink marks of pinches on Jeanie and watches her traffic-light bruises changing from red to orange to yellow. They’re stuck gummily together, the neglected girl and the old widow-woman. No, s’all right fanks, Missus Pile, Jeanie says, as the jar is tilted and flying saucers shuffle into the scoop. Me mum’ll sort it out when I get ’ome. That mumsie of yours –. Missus Pile begins emphatically, then equally emphatically stops, because, after all’s said and done, you gotta get along with folk. – If she could muster the self-control Jeanie would limp back to London before gently unfurling her three tightly twirled paper bags – but she can’t. She glances up and down the main road, back down the lane, then scampers behind the bus shelter. So long as she can get in unseen, Jeanie feels safer here than almost anywhere. If people arrive to wait for the bus and sit on the benches with their backs inches from her own, this only pushes her deeper into the jungle of shrubbery, where she fetches up on a rotten old log with the pottery shards of ancient ginger-beer bottles pressed into the dried mud between her plimsolls. Stupid Jeanie’s got no brai-ns, Soon she didn’t ’ave no vei-ns! … She lets fall an invisible black rubber ball, and in the time it takes to bounce she’s plucked one, two, three, four flying saucers from the bag and zinged ’em into her mouth. The rice-paper capsules itch together, sharp rims stabbing the insides of her cheeks – one flies up to the roof of her mouth where it … fitszackerly – but oh! the stress of not biting when the sweet explosion would kill the ache of her battered cheek, the sting of her grazes and the fucking ssscabies … itching their way back … inter me brain. When Mumsie has clumped her this hard she usually goes all nicey-nicey. – In the darker months, limping along the lane, Jeanie will see from a way





        
            
                [image: Penguin logo]
            

                THE BEGINNING

        Let the conversation begin...

        Follow the Penguin Twitter.com@penguinukbooks

        Keep up-to-date with all our stories YouTube.com/penguinbooks

        Pin ‘Penguin Books’ to your Pinterest

        Like ‘Penguin Books’ on Facebook.com/penguinbooks

        Find out more about the author and
discover more stories like this at Penguin.co.uk

    




VIKING

Published by the Penguin Group
Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England
Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA
Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3 (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.)
Penguin Ireland, 25 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd)
Penguin Group (Australia), 707 Collins Street, Melbourne, Victoria 3008, Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd)
Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi – 110 017, India
Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, Auckland 0632, New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd)
Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, Block D, Rosebank Office Park, 181 Jan Smuts Avenue, Parktown North, Gauteng 2193, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

www.penguin.com

First published 2014

Copyright © Will Self, 2014

The moral right of the author has been asserted

All rights reserved

ISBN: 978-0-141-93862-2


OPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		By the Same Author



		Dedication



		Shark



		Follow Penguin



		Copyright Page















		iii





		v



		vii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		156



		157





		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		307



		308



		309



		310





		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



    		iv













		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading











OPS/images/9780670918577_Shark_001_IMGX.jpg





OPS/images/brand.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg





