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‘Without cruelty there is no festival …’

– Nietzsche

Genealogy of Morals, Essay 2, Section 6
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Stag




1

Scam # 18,732

CROXY, SWEATING FROM exertion rather than from drug abuse for once in his life, struggles up the stairs with the last box of records as I collapse on the bed, gaping through a numb depression at the cream woodchip walls. This is my new home. One poky room, fourteen foot by twelve, with an attached hallway, kitchen and bathroom. The room contains a built-in wardrobe with no doors, my bed, and just about space for two chairs and a table. I couldn’t sit in here: prison would be better. I’d fucking well go back up to Edinburgh and swap Frank Begbie his cell for this frozen hovel.

In this confined space the stench of old fags from Croxy is suffocating. I’ve gone three weeks without a cigarette, but I’ve passive-smoked about thirty a day just from being in his proximity. — Thirsty work, eh, Simon? You coming down the Pepys for one? he asks, his enthusiasm seeming like a gloat, a calculated sneer at one Simon David Williamson’s reduced circumstances.

On one level it would be sheer fucking folly to go down Mare Street, to the Pepys, so that they can all snicker, ‘Back in Hackney, Simon?’ but, aye, company is what’s wanted. Ears must be bent. Steam has to be let off. Also, Croxy needs an airing. Trying to give up fags in his company is like trying to come off gear in a squat full of junkies.

— You’re lucky to get this place, Croxy tells me, as he helps me unload the boxes. Lucky my fuckin arse. I lie down on the bed and the whole joint shakes as the express train to Liverpool Street hurtles through Hackney Downs station, which is about one foot outside the kitchen window.

Staying put in my state of mind is even less of an option than going out, so we’re cagily descending the threadbare stairs, the carpet so worn that it’s as hazardous as the side of a glacier. Outside, sleet falls and there’s a dull aura of festive hangover everywhere, as we make our way towards Mare Street and the town hall. Croxy, with absolutely no sense of irony, is telling me that ‘Hackney’s a better manor than Islington, any roads. Islington’s been facked for years.’

You can be a crustie for too long. He should be designing websites in Clerkenwell or Soho, rather than organising squats and parties in Hackney. I put the cunt wise to the ways of the world, not because it’ll do him any good, but simply to stop nonsense like that filtering into the culture unchallenged. — No, it’s a step backwards, I say, blowing on my hands, my fingers as pink as uncooked pork sausages. — For a twenty-five-year-old crustie, Hackney’s fine. For an upwardly mobile thirty-six-year-old entrepreneur, I point at myself, it has to be Izzy. How can you give a class bit of fanny in a Soho bar an E8 address? What do you say when she asks, ‘Where’s the nearest Tube?’

— The overland’s orlroight, he says, pointing up to the railway bridge beneath the turgid sky. A 38 bus chugs past, spewing its toxic carbon. These fucking London Transport cunts, they whinge on in their expensive pamphlets about the damage the car causes to the environment as they blooter in your respiratory system at will.

— It’s no fucking awright, I snap, — it’s shite. This place’ll be the last part of north London ever to get the Tube. Even fuckin Bermondsey’s got it now, for fuck sake. They can build it out tae that stupid fuckin circus tent, which nae cunt wants tae go tae, and they cannae do it here, that’s well fucked.

Croxy’s narrow face twitches in a sort of smile and he looks at me through those big, hollowed-out eyes. — You’re throwing a right farkin moody today, aintcha, he tells me.

And it’s true. So I do what I always do, drown my sorrows in drink, tell them all in the pub – Bernie, Mona, Billy, Candy, Stevie and Dee – that Hackney is just a temporary switch, don’t expect to see me back on this manor full-time. No siree. Bigger plans, matey. And yes, I’m visiting the toilet frequently, but it’s invariably to ingest rather than excrete.

Even as I’m shovelling it up my hooter, I realise the sad truth. Coke bores me, it bores us all. We’re jaded cunts, in a scene we hate, a city we hate, pretending that we’re at the centre of the universe, trashing ourselves with crap drugs to stave off the feeling that real life is happening somewhere else, aware that all we’re doing is feeding that paranoia and disenchantment, yet somehow we’re too apathetic to stop. Cause, sadly, there’s nothing else of interest to stop for. On that note, rumours abound that Breeny’s got a shitload of ching and a fair bit seems to be flying around already.

Suddenly it’s tomorrow and we’re in a flat somewhere hitting the pipe and Stevie’s going on about how much it cost to purchase this load he’s washing up and grudging crumpled notes come out as the stink of ammonia fills the air. Whenever that horrible pipe hits and blisters my lips, I feel sick and defeated until the toke sends me into another corner of the room: cold, iced, content, full of myself, talking shite, hatching plans to rule the world.

Then I’m out into the street. I didn’t know that I was back in Islington, wandering around, until I saw the girl struggling with the map at the Green, trying to open it through her mittens, and reacted with a sleazy ‘Lost, baby?’ But the weeping tones of my voice, pregnant with emotion, expectation, and even loss, staggered me. I reeled back as much from the shock of this as from the hit of the purple tin I was holding. What the fuck was this? Who put this in his hand? How the fuck did I get here? Where are they all? There was a few moans and departures and I walked out into the cold rain and now …

The girl went as stiff as the stick of fleshy Blackpool rock in my troosers and snapped: — Fuck off … I’m not your baby …

— Sorry, doll, I brashly apologise.

— I’m not a doll either, she informs me.

— That depends on your standpoint, sweetheart. Try looking at it from my angle, I hear myself saying, like it’s somebody else, and I see myself through her eyes: a smelly, dirty, purple-tinned jakey. But I’ve a job to do, birds to see, even a bit of money in the bank, better clothes than this stained and smelly fleece, this old woolly hat and gloves, so what the fuck’s going on here, Simon?

— Piss off, creep! she says, turning away.

— I suppose we just got off oan the wrong foot. Never mind, the only way is up, eh?

— Fuck off, she shouts back over her shoulder.

Chicks, they can be a bit negative. I’m cursing my lack of knowledge with women. I’ve known a few, but my knob’s always got in the way, come between me, them and something deeper.

I start to think back, attempting to recolonise my warped and overheated mind, stretching it out and breaking it down into units of perspective. It came to me that I’d actually been home, I’d got back to the new pad depressed that morning, having blown the last of the coke and started sweating and jerking off to a newspaper picture of Hillary Clinton in a power suit running for Senator of New York. I was giving her the old line about never mind those Jews, she was still a beautiful-looking woman and Monica wasn’t in her league. Why, Bill needs his head looked at. Then we made love. After, as Hillary slept contentedly, I went next door to where Monica was waiting. Leith met Beverly Hills in a tasteful fuck of post-alienation. Then I got Hillary and Monica to get it on together while I watched. They’d resisted at first, but, obviously, I’d talked them round. Sitting back on that threadbare chair Croxy gave me, I relaxed to enjoy the show with a Havana cigar, well, a slim panatella.

A police car wails down Upper Street in a hunt for a slow civilian to maim as I shudder back into reality.

The bland but sordid nature of the fantasy causes me a bit of distress, but that’s only because, I rationalise, that the comedown’s making those ugly thoughts – that should be fleeting – stick around, clogging up the works, forcing you to engage with them. It’s put me right off cocaine – not that I’ll be able to afford any again for a while. Which is of no relevance at all when you’re on it.

I’m on autopilot, but becoming slowly aware that I’m heading downhill from the Angel towards King’s Cross now, inherently a sign of desperation if ever there was one. I hit the bookies in Pentonville Road to see if I can see any faces, but there’s nobody I recognise. The scum turnover is high these days with vigilant polis everywhere around the Cross. They zoom about like powerboats through a swamp of sewage, only dispersing and displacing but never treating or eradicating the toxic waste.

Then I see Tanya come in, looking skagged. Her shrunken face is ash white but her eyes burn in recognition. — Darlin … she puts her arms round me. There’s a skinny wee guy in tow with her, who I realise is actually a bird. — This is Val, she says, in the archetypal nasal whine of the London skag-bag. — Haven’t seen you down here in ages.

I wonder why. — Aye, I’m back in Hackney. Temporary, likes. Been hittin the pipe a bit this weekend, I explain, as a squad of crackpot niggers jerk in: tense, rangy and hostile. I wonder if any cunt bets in this place. I don’t like the vibe so we exit, that weird, anaemic-looking Val cow and one of the black cunts sniping something at each other, and head to King’s Cross station. Tanya whinges something about cigarettes and, aye, I’m trying to stop but no way, needs fuckin must n all and I’m checking my pocket for slummy. I buy some fags, lighting up down the Underground. This fat, puffy, officious white cunt in one of those new light-blue, gay-stormtrooper London Transport uniforms tells me to put the snout out. He points to a plaque on the wall which commemorates the scores of people who died in a fire caused by some doss cunt’s throwaway tab. — Are you stupid? Don’t you care about that?

Who the hell does this clown think he’s talking to? — No, I don’t fucking well care, the cunts deserved it. You take that fucking risk when you travel, I snap at him.

— I lost a good friend in that fire, you bastard! This irate tosser screams.

— He’d be a wanker if he had a scumbag like you as a mate, I shout, but at the same time I extinguish the snout as we pile down the escalator onto the line. Tanya’s laughing and this Val bird’s hysterical, she’s doing her fucking nut.

We tube it up to Camden and Bernie’s pad. — You girls shouldn’t be hanging around King’s Cross, I smile, knowing exactly why they are, — and certainly not with fuckin niggers, I tell them. — All they want tae dae is get a nice white bird and pimp her oot.

The Val lassie smiles at that, but Tanya gets all wide. — How can you say that? We’re going to Bernie’s. He’s one of your best mates and he’s black.

— Of course he is. I’m no talking about me, that’s my brothers, my people. Practically all my mates here are black. I’m talking about you. They don’t want tae pimp me oot. Mind you, fuckin Bernie would if he could get away wi it.

The wee Val boy-lady giggles again in a strangely fetching way as Tanya pouts sourly.

We get up to Bernie’s flat, me forgetting for a second which block on this miserable estate it’s in, as it’s very unusual to get here in the daylight hours. We disturb a solitary jakey, crashed out in his own piss at the bend in the stair. — Morning, I shout in brisk cheer, and the jake makes a noise between a groan and a growl. — That’s easy for you to say, I quip, and the lassies smile at that.

Bernie’s still up, just back from Stevie’s himself. He’s as wired as fuck, a gold and black mass of chains, teeth and soveys. I smell ammonia and sure enough he’s got a pipe on the go in the kitchen and he gives me a hit. I take a long, hard suck, his large eyes full of manic encouragement as his lighter burns the rocks. As I hold and slowly exhale, I feel that dirty, smoky burn in my chest and a weakness in my legs, but I grip the edge of the worktop and enjoy the cool, frazzled high. I look at every crumb of bread, every drop of water in the aluminium sink in compulsive detail, which should sicken but doesn’t, as the freeze bangs me, taking my psyche into a cold place in the room. Bernie’s wasted no time, he’s got another set rocked up in his dirty old spoon and he’s laying a bed of ash on the foil and putting the rocks down as gently and tenderly as a parent might lower an infant into a cot. I hold the lighter in place and marvel at the controlled violence of his sucking. Bernie once told me he practised holding his breath underwater in the bath in order to increase his lung capacity. I look at the spoon, the paraphernalia, and think with a detached concern about how it all seems too reminiscent of my skag days. But fuck that; I’m older and wiser and skag’s skag and crack’s crack.

We’re talking shite, ranting into each other’s faces which are just inches apart, as we hold on to the worktops, like a couple of Star Trek’s top boys on the bridge when the enemy beams rock the ship.

Bernie’s on about women, hoors who have fucked him around, ruined the poor cunt’s life, and I’m doing the same. Then we go on to the cunts (masculine) who’ve fucked us over, and how they’ll get theirs. Bernie and I have a mutual dislike of a guy called Clayton who used to be a friend of sorts but who’s now burning every fucker down. Clayton’s always a good target for us if there’s a lull in the conversation. If adversaries like that didn’t exist, you’d need to invent them, to give life some drama, some structure, some meaning. — He grows sicker by the day, Bernie says, a strange pseudo-sincere concern in his voice, — sicker by the day, he repeats, tapping his head.

— Aye … that Carmel, is he still riding her? I ask. Always wanted to give her one.

— No, man, no, she fucked off to where she came from, Nottingham or some shit like thaa … he says in that drawl which lurches from Jamaica to north London, whistle-stopping at Brooklyn. Then he bares those choppers and says: — That’s you, Scotsman, you see a new girl around on the street, you want to know what she’s about, who her boyfriend is. Even when you have the nice wife and the child and the money. You can’t help yourself.

— It’s just being public-spirited. I try to maintain an interest in the community, that’s all, I smile, looking next door where the lassies are sitting on the couch.

— The community … Bernie laughs and repeats, — it is good to maintain interest in the community …

And he’s back at the washing-up again. — Keep on rocking in the free world, I chortle, heading next door.

As I head through, I note that Tanya’s scratching at her arms through her top, obviously going into smack withdrawal, and as if by some ghostly transmission my own eye starts to shiver. I fancy a fuck to sweat out some of the toxins, but I don’t like fucking junkies cause they don’t move. Fuck knows what that boy-bird Val’s on but I grab her arm and half drag her through to the toilet.

— What ya doin? she asks, offering neither compliance nor resistance.

— Gittin a blow job offay ye, I tell her, with a wink, and she looks at me with no fear, then just a little smile. I can tell that she wants to please me so much cause she’s that kind of lassie. The damaged kind, who always just wants to please but never, ever will. Her role in life’s theatre: a face to stop some fucked-up cunt’s fist.

So in we go and I whip it out and the wood comes up. She’s onto her fuckin knees and I’m holding that greasy head to my crotch and she’s sucking and it’s like … nothing really. It’s awright, but I hate the way her beady eyes rise up to take stock of me, to ascertain whether or not I’m enjoying this, which seems a totally fucking ridiculous concept now. Most of all though, I wish I’d brought my beer through here with me.

I look down on that grey skull, the perishing eyes flicking up at me and most of all those big teeth, stuck in gums which have receded back due tae drug ingestion, malnutrition and non-existent dental care. I feel like Bruce Campbell in some out-take of The Evil Dead 3, Army of Darkness, where he’s getting gammed by a Deadite. Bruce would just smash that brittle skull to powder, and I’ve got to get out before I’m tempted to do the same and before my softening dick is torn to shreds on that rank bed of rotting teeth.

I hear the front door go and, to my excited horror, one of the voices is unmistakably Croxy’s, he’s back for another round. Possibly Breeny as well. I think about that beer and I can’t stand the thought of some cunt just casually picking it up and drinking it. It’s the idea that it would mean absolutely nothing to them as well, whereas to me, right now, it’s everything. If it’s who I think it is, my beer is fuckin well gone if I don’t make a move. I push this Val away and fire through, stuffing it in and zipping up as I go.

It’s still there. The gear’s left me already and I’m crack-hungry again. I slump down into the couch. It is Croxy, looking fucked, and Breeny, looking fresh, but wondering how he’s missed out on a session, and they’ve actually brought some more beer up. Funny, but this doesn’t produce any elation. It just makes that particular beer I cherished seem tepid, stagnant and undrinkable.

But there are more!

So more beers are drunk, more foolhardy deals are concocted and more rocks appear, Croxy knocking up a pipe out of an old placky lemonade bottle to compliment Bernie’s activities, and pretty soon we’re all fucked up again. This Val lassie’s stumbled back in, looking like a refugee that’s just been turfed out a fucking camp. Which, I suppose, is exactly what she is. She signals over to Tanya and she gets up and they head off without saying a word.

I’m aware that an argument between Bernie and Breeny is getting increasingly heated. We’re out of ammonia and have had to move on to bicarb to wash up, which requires greater skill and Breeny’s giving Bernie a hard time about his wasting of gear. — You’re messin up, ya fughin prick, he says, his mouth half full of semi-broken yellow and black teeth.

Bernie says something back and I’m thinking about how I have to work later and should get some shut-eye. As I head down the hallway and open the door, I hear shouting and the unmistakable sound of glass breaking. I consider going back for about one second but decide that my presence would only complicate an already messy situation. I slip quietly out the front door and close it behind me, shutting out the screams and threats. Then I’m out and off down the road.

When I get back to the Hackney shithouse, which I must now call home, I’m sweating, shaking and cursing my stupidity and weakness as the Great Eastern from Liverpool Street to Norwich rumbles the building again.


2

‘… the attachments …’

COLIN GETS UP and out of the bed. By the bay window he takes shape in a silhouette. My eyes fall upon his hanging cock. It’s almost guilty-looking, caught as it is in a triangle of moonlight as he opens the blinds. — I can’t understand it. He turns and I register his apologetic gallows grin as the light washes his tight dark curls to silver. It also shows me the bags under his eyes, and the unsightly sack of flesh hanging beneath his chin.

On Colin: a middle-aged fuck of whom we must now add declining sexual prowess to reducing social and intellectual interest. It’s time now. God, is it time.

I stretch in the bed, feeling the coolness in my legs, and twist to flush out the last spasm of my frustration. Turning away from him, I bring my knees up to my chest.

— I know it may seem like a cliché, but this genuinely has never happened to me before. It’s like … this year the bastards have given me four extra hours of seminar groups and two extra hours of lecturing. Last night I was up all night marking papers. Miranda’s giving me a hard time, and the kids are so fucking demanding … there’s no time to be me. There’s no time to be Colin Addison. Who cares anyway? Who the fuck cares about Colin Addison?

I can vaguely hear this whining lament to erections lost as I begin to stumble down the ladder of consciousness into sleep.

— Nikki? Can you hear me?

— Mmm …

— What I’m thinking is that we need to normalise our relationship. And this isn’t just a spur-of-the-moment thing. Miranda and I: it’s run its course. Oh, I know what you’re going to say, and yes, there have been other girls, other students, for sure there have, he says, now letting a satisfied air slip into his tone. The male ego may seem fragile, but it doesn’t, in my experience, take too long to repair itself, — … but they’ve all been teenagers and it’s just been a bit of daft fun. The thing is, you’re more mature, you’re twenty-five, there’s not that much of an age difference between us, and it’s different with you. It’s not just a … I mean, this is a real relationship, Nikki, and I want it to be, well, real. You know what I’m saying? Nikki? Nikki!

Having joined the assembly line of Colin Addison’s student shags, I suppose I ought to be pleased to be elevated to the status of bona fide lover. But somehow, no.

— Nikki!

— What? I groan, turning around in bed and sitting up, pulling my hair from my face. — What are you going on about? If you can’t shag me, at least let me get some sleep. I’ve got a class in the morning and I’ve got to work at that fucking sauna again tomorrow night.

Colin’s now sitting on the edge of the bed, breathing slowly. As I watch his shoulders move up and down, he seems to me like a peculiar wounded animal in the dark, unsure of whether to counterattack or beat a retreat. — I don’t like you working there, he exhales in those petulant, possessive tones that have become so him recently.

And now I’m thinking, this is it, this is my time. The weeks of deference finally building up into that couldn’t-give-a-toss critical mass, where you know you’re finally empowered enough to just tell them to fuck off. — That sauna probably represents my best chance of getting properly fucked right now, I coolly explain.

The cold silence in the air and the stillness of Colin’s dark contour tells me that I’ve hit the spot and finally got through. Then he suddenly moves, jerky and tense, over to the armchair where his clothes sit. He starts scrambling into them. There’s a thud of a foot on something in the dark, a chair leg or maybe the edge of the bed, and it’s followed by a cat’s spit of a ‘fuck’. He is in haste to depart as he normally showers first, for Miranda, but this time no fluids have been spilt so he may be okay. At least he’s had the decency not to put on the light, for which I’m grateful. As he tugs himself into his jeans, I admire his arse, probably for the last time. Impotence is bad and clinginess is awful, but the two in tandem simply can’t be tolerated. The idea of becoming a nurse to this old fool is repulsive. Pity about that arse, I’ll miss it. I always did like a good, firm arse on a man.

— There’s no reasoning with you when you’re like this. I’ll call you later, he puffs, pulling on his jersey.

— Don’t bother, I say icily, pulling up the quilt to cover my tits. I think about why I feel the need to do this as he’s sucked them, had his cock between them, fondled, groped, mashed and eaten them with my blessing and in some cases instigation. Why then is such a casual glance in semi-darkness so violating? The answer has to be that my essence is telling me that we are history, Colin and I. Yes, it is that time.

— What?

— I said don’t bother. Calling me later. Don’t fucking well bother, I tell him, and I’m wishing I had a cigarette. I feel like asking him for one but it somehow seems inappropriate.

He turns round to face me and I can see that silly moustache which I always begged him to shave off and his mouth under it, again illuminated by a glimmer of silver light through the blind, with his eyes above concealed in darkness. The mouth is telling me: — Right, fuck you then! You’re a silly wee lassie, Nikki, an arrogant little cow. You think you’re it at the moment, girl, but you’re going to have big fucking problems in your life if you don’t grow up and join the rest of the human race.

There’s a battle going on in my soul between outrage and humour, with neither prepared to concede supremacy to the other. In this dissonant state it’s all I can do to cough out: — Like you? Don’t make me laugh …

But Colin’s off and the bedroom door slams, followed by the front door. My body starts to unravel in relief till I irksomely remember that it needs to be double-locked. Lauren is very security-conscious and in any case she’ll be far from amused as our row must have interrupted her sleep. The varnished floorboards in the hallway are cold under my bare feet and I’m happy to turn the mortise and head back to the bedroom. I think about going to the window to see if I can see Colin emerging from stair door into empty street, but I think we’ve both made our positions clear and that the link is now severed. That word seems particularly satisfactory. I’m thinking, in a playful way, of course, about his penis in that state, sent through the post to Miranda. And her not recognising it. They’re all the same really, unless of course you’re a big, sloppy, slack old cow. If your walls have any power, you can fuck round anything, well, almost anything. It’s not the penises that are the problem, it’s the attachments; they come in varying sizes alright, varying sizes and degrees of annoyance.

Lauren comes through in her sky-blue dressing gown, her eyes blinking with sleep, hair tousled, as she rubs her glasses and pulls them on. — Is everything okay? I heard shouting …

— Just the sounds of an impotent menopausal man bellowing piteously into the night. I thought it would be sweet music to your feminist ears, I smile cheerfully.

Approaching me slowly, she extends her arms and wraps them round me. What a fundamentally lovely woman she is; always prepared to read me more sympathetically than I deserve. She believes that I use humour to hide hurt, sarcasm to deflect vulnerability, and she’s always looking searchingly and earnestly at me as if to find the real Nikki behind the façade. Lauren thinks I’m like her but, for all her affectations, I’m a colder cow than she’ll ever be. In spite of the strident politics she’s adopted, she’s a sweet kid, smelling wonderful, lavender-soapy and fresh. — I’m sorry … I know I told you that you were mad having an affair with a lecturer, but I only said it cause I knew you’d get hurt …

I’m shaking, physically shaking in her arms and she’s going: — There, there … it’s okay … it’s awright … but she doesn’t realise I’m shaking with laughter at her assumption that I care. I raise my head a little and laugh, which I regret instantly as she is a sweetheart and now I’ve humiliated her a bit. Sometimes cruelty comes by instinct. One can’t be proud, but one can strive to be aware.

I rub the back of her slim neck placatingly, but I still can’t stop laughing. — Ha ha ha ha … you’ve called it wrong, honey. He’s the one who’s been chucked, he’s the one who’s hurt. ‘Having an affair with a lecturer …’ ha ha ha … you sound just like him.

— Well, how else could you put it? He is married. Youse are having an affair …

I shake my head slowly. — I’m not having an affair? I’m shagging him. Or rather I was. But no more. The histrionics you heard was the sound of him not shagging me any more?

Lauren gives a happy, but slightly guilty, little smile. The girl’s too decent, too well mannered, to overtly wallow in the misfortunes of others, even those she dislikes. And it was one of Colin’s least endearing features that he didn’t like her, saw only the superficial image she wanted him to see. But that’s him, he’s not astute at all.

I pull back my duvet. — Now come under here and give me a proper cuddle, I say.

Lauren looks at me, averting her eyes from my naked body. — Stop it, Nikki, she says bashfully.

— I only want a cuddle, I pout, and move towards her. She senses that there’s her thick dressing gown between our naked flesh and that she’s not going to be raped and she gives me a stiff reluctant hug, but I won’t let go and I pull the duvet over us.

— Och, Nikki, she says, but soon I can feel her settle and I drift off into a beautiful sleep with the smell of lavender in my nostrils.

In the morning I wake up to a space in the bed and can hear busy kitchen sounds. Lauren. Every woman should have a sweet young wife. I rise, wrapping my dressing gown around me and head to the kitchen. Coffee hisses and spits from the filter into the pot. I can hear her in the shower now. Back through in our front room, the red flickering light on the answer machine tells me to check the messages.

I either overestimated or underestimated Colin. He’s left quite a few messages on the machine.

Beep.

— Nikki, call me. This is stupid.

— Well, hello, stupid, I say in the direction of the phone, — this is Nikki.

He gives good phone, Colin does, but only in the comedic sense.

Beep.

— Nikki, I’m sorry. I lost my head. I really care about you, honest I do. That was the whole point I was trying to make. Come up to my office tomorrow. C’mon, Nik.

Beep.

— Nikki, let’s not end it like this. Let me take you for lunch at the staff club. You liked it there. C’mon. Call me at the office.

Age makes most girls into women, but men never really stop being boys. That’s what I envy about them, their ability to wallow in silliness and immaturity, which is something I always strive to imitate. It can be tiresome though, if you are constantly on the receiving end of it.


3

Scam # 18,733

IT’S THE LAST shit-arse section of Soho; narrow and sleazy with the reek of cheap perfume, fried food, alcohol and kerbside rubbish from split black bin liners. Rasping banks of neon slowly, almost defiantly, crackle to listless life through a twilight of frail drizzle, proffering those ancient and barren pledges.

And you only occasionally glimpsed the agents of these sublime pleasures, the square-jawed, shaven-headed, suited and coated wideos in the doorways, or the worn crack hoors hanging in a stair whose faces flashed sick naked-lightbulb-yellow at weary punters, nervous tourists and drunken, sneering youths.

For me though, this is the closest to home I’ve ever felt. Swaggering past the brawny chappie of my acquaintance at the drinking-club door, his expensive overcoat flapping in the wind, this to me is a sign that I’ve come a long way from when I worked with sauna rejects in Leith, pimping out smackhead lassies who fucked for fixes.

And Henry the Bus was nodding. — Alroight, Si mate, and I’m smiling and trying not to let my nostrils flare that slight involuntary way they always did when I’m confronted with brainless, ten-a-penny muscle – cause you needed them and these boys always knew when they were being patronised. So my coupon crinkles into a wincing smile. — Awright, Henry? I’m a bit dazed right now, mate. Sticking my cock in all the wrong faces.

Henry nods grimly, and we rap away for a bit, as I watch his cold eyes set in that troglodyte head occasionally flick over my shoulder in concern at something happening behind me. Firing a gaze raptorish enough to put out small fires before they grow into bigger ones.

— Is Colville in today?

— Nah, thank fuck, Henry tells me. Safe ground that one; we both hate our boss with a passion. I’m thinking of Matt Colville’s wife as I go in and say ta-ta to Henry. While the cat’s away … I should get Tanya down here to start punting. I bell her on the mobby but surprise, surprise, hers has been disconnected, the voice tells me. It’s hard to maintain both smack and crack habits and remember to keep up mobile-phone payments. It spells minor opportunity lost and I feel my soul frost over slightly as it tends to do when I’m indirectly inconvenienced by the careless actions of others.

But minus Colville, and with Dewry in the office, I’m the man. And Marco and Lenny are on today, both good, keen grafters, which means that my role is purely social. I sit mainly on the right side of the bar, and hold court, only getting up to serve and show attentive respect if a face, footballer, villain or a very sexy lady (every one of them) enters the establishment. At the end of my shift I stop off at Randolph’s shop and pick up a load of gay pornography, which will be an anonymous gift to an old buddy of mine. Then I head for a beer in a nondescript café-bar. I always like to get the fuck away from the club when I finish, the social equivalent of having a good bath. This bar fits the bill, an Ikea-bland monument to our lack of imagination. It’s Soho, but it could be anywhere that has no character any more.

I’m a bit run-down and therefore surprised that I seem to have pulled quite easily. I thought that the timing was way off. I was even starting to feel stupid and weak once again. Weak to end up destroyed with Croxy, as if the use of the cunt’s van and gaff and muscle to help me move entitles him to poison me with chemicals. He’s useless, they all are fuckin useless. That fuckin dippit little hoor Tanya, hanging around King’s Cross when I set it up for her to go to the club and pull some punters with proper cash. Weak. And the older you get, the more of an expensive luxury that type of weakness becomes.

But enough of the self-loathing, cause I got through the shift okay and now I’m in a Soho bar with an enthusiastic and pretty lassie in a suit called Rachel, who works in advertising and has just done an important presentation and is a bit pished cause it went well and who says ‘oh gosh’ a lot. I caught her eye up at the bar, the pleasantries and smiles were subsequently exchanged and I’ve separated her from her drunken pack. Of course, my own place in Islington is being renovated and I’m forced to stay at a friend’s crummy bedsit. Thank God for that Armani suit, worth every penny. And when I suggest hers at Camden, she says: — Oh gosh, my flatmate’s having some people round.

So now I’m having to eat humble pie and cough out the E8 address to the minicab boy. At least he’s got the fuckin decency to take us out there. The black-cab wankers won’t, or if they do they look at you like they’re fuckin social workers – all for the privilege of taking twenty quid out off your pocket for five or six poxy miles. Even this Arab or Turk tosser’s on about fifteen snaps.

Sly sideways glances at this Rachel woman, discreetly stolen in between conversational lulls, indicate that her expectations are lowering with every set of traffic lights we pass. She’s pretty gabby though, and with the weekend hangover’s ferocity, I’m finding it hard to maintain concentration. Also, when you’ve pulled and you know you’re in, there’s that feeling of anti-climax. You’ve got her back so you’re on a ride, there’s no fucking shiting around, but then the ritual becomes so depressing. You start making the small talk, then move onto the Benny Hill stuff. And now the hardest thing to do is to listen, but it’s also the most important. It’s important because I can see that she needs to pretend more than I do that all this has a social veneer and is (at least potentially) more than just a shag, more than just animal lust. But for my part I feel like saying, shut the fuck up and git those keks off, we’re never going to see each other again, and if our paths do cross we’ll cover up our embarrassment with stoicism and feigned indifference, while I’ll be thinking, hatefully, of the noises you make while you’re getting fucked and the regret on your face the next day. How it’s only the negatives that stand out, that are in any way memorable.

But this won’t do, because we’re up the stairs and into the gaff, me apologising for the ‘upheaval’, and sorry that all I have to offer is brandy, and as she drones on, I’m replying, — Yes, Rachel, Edinburgh originally, as I get the drinks for us. I’m delighted to find a set of real brandy glasses unpacked.

— Oh, it’s so lovely up there. I was up there for the festival a couple of years ago. We had a great time, she informs me as she looks through some of the boxes of records.

That should have been a crass and hateful statement for schemie ears, but it sounds so agreeable as I teasingly chuck the brandy around in a glass. I’m admiring her grace, the umblemished skin, and that full toothy smile as she says: — … Barry White … Prince … you’ve got great taste in music … there’s loads of soul and garage stuff here …

And it’s not just the glow from the brandy because as she picks up her glass from the stained coffee table I feel the imaginary zip in my belly starting to open up, and I think NOW. Now is the time to fall in love. Just open that fuckin zip up and let the entrails of love engulf you both in a messy rapture, as this raging bull and mad cow get on board the love boat. Look stupidly into each other’s eyes; talk shite, get fat. But no. I do what I always do and use sex as a means of undermining love by grabbing her, enjoying her theatrical appearances-sake shock, and we’re snogging, then undressing, frigging, licking, teasing and fucking.

Prior to this though, I’ve ascertained that her salary, position in the organisation and social background are not as impressive as I first envisaged. She’s a fuck, that’s all. You sometimes have to fight hard not to get to know somebody.

After a bit of kip we’re at it again in the morning. As soon as I’m hard I’m back up her and we’re shaking and pumping away as the 7.21 express to Norwich thrashes through Hackney Downs station, almost like it’s going to sweep us up to East Anglia with it and she’s going: — Oh my God … Simon … Si-mehnnnn …

Rachel falls asleep and I get up, leaving a note, which informs her that I have an early start and that I’ll give her a bell. I go over to the café across the road and sip at some tea, waiting for her to come downstairs. I get a bit dewy-eyed when I think of her pretty face. I fantasise about going back up those stairs, maybe with some flowers, opening my heart, pledging undying love, making her life special, being that prince on the white charger. It’s as much a male fantasy as a female one. But that’s all it is. A sickening feeling of loss hangs over me. It’s easy to love, or for that matter hate, somebody in their absence, somebody we don’t really know and I’m an expert at that. That hardest problem is the other bit.

Then, like the polis on a stake-out, I see her leave by my stair door. Her movements are tense and jerky, as she struggles to orientate herself, looking like a chick who’s fallen out of a nest; ugly, gawky and graceless, a different girl from the gorgeous alcohol-assisted fuck who shared my bed, and briefly my life, last night. I turn away to the sports pages of the Sun. — I think England should have a Scottish manager, I shout over at Ivan the Turkish proprietor. — Ronnie fuckin Corbett or somebody like that.

— Ronnie Corbett, Ivan repeats with a smile.

— A Jambo cunt, I tell him, raising the hot, sugared tea to my lips.

When I get back up the stairs, Rachel’s left some of her scent behind in this squalid box, which is welcome, and a note, which is less so.

Simon,

Sorry I missed you this morning. I’d like to see you again.

Give me a call.

Rachel. X

Aw. It’s always nice to leave somebody when they say they’d like to see you again, because there will inevitably come a time when you leave them because they don’t want to see you again. So much more pleasant all round. I crumple the note up and stick it in the bin.

I can’t really place Rachel on my matrix. When I started off in London in a Forest Gate squat, I was determined I’d work my way west: Essex Girls to North London Jewesses, ending up with Sloane Rangers. They know the score though. While the first ones want to exchange sex for the trinkets of life, the middle ones will swap neuroses, and the last will bang you till the cows come home but the ring on the finger’s not for you, it’s promised to Chinless Chuckie. These fucking feudal inbred rich-peasant cunts always have arranged marriages. So I gave up scanning Debrett’s, and checked back into Hampstead.

Now Tanya, who doesn’t even hit first base on my classification, calls me on the red mobile to say she’s coming over. I consider that skull-white face, which has seen as much sun in recent years as Nosferatu, lips big and blistered as if she’s had bad implants, her jerky frame and bug-eyed stare. Crack hoors; where the fuck do they fit in?

I stick a copy of the Great Eastern Railway timetable on my headboard and by the time she gets here, everything’s in place. She confesses to me that that shit-broker Matt Colville threw her out the bar the other night. Her big eyes crave smack, not cock. I’m telling her that she’s an ungrateful slag, that I’ve set everything up for her, and that she’d rather have her arse panelled in by some scab-baws for a bag or a rock in some shitey hovel in King’s Cross than ply her trade in a nice entertainment-industry establishment in Soho. — I try so hard for you, but it’s no good, I spit, wondering how many times she’s heard that one before from parents, social workers, care officers. She takes my rant, crumbling on the settee, her arms around herself, looking at me like her jawbone’s become detached from her skull and is just hanging loosely in the skin.

— But ee frew me aht, she moans, — Colville. Ee bleedin well frew me aht.

— No wonder, look at ye. You look like a fuckin Weedgie. This is London, you’ve got to have some fuckin standards. Am I the only person that believes in standards … ?

— Sorry, Simon …

— It’s okay, doll, I sing, and pull her up from the couch, and take her in my arms marvelling at her lightness. — I’m a bit grumpy today because it’s been a funny old week. Come and lie down beside me … I pull her on to the bed and look at the clock on the locker: 12.15. I’m touching her, watching her lips go into spasm, then the clothes are strewn and I’m on her and in her. Her face is fucking mangled in discomfort and I’m thinking, where’s that fuckin train?

12.21.

That fuckin train, fuckin Anglian Railways or whatever you call the privatised shit … 12.22, the fuckin cunts … should be due here by now … — You’re fuckin gorgeous, babes, you are fucking dynamite, I lie in encouragement.

— Eughhh … she’s wheezing.

Fuck me, if that’s all she puts into it she should go to work filling burgers cause she’s got nae future in the industry.

I grit my teeth and hold on another five miserable minutes till 12.27 when the bastard finally slices through the station shaking the gaff to bits and she starts screaming undying love.

— Strong finish, I explain to her. I’m trying to do a Terry Venables-coaching thing; stick to basics, remind them what they’re good at. Positive encouragement, no shouting or losing the rag. — But we need mair commitment. I’m telling you this for your own good.

— Thanks, Simon, she smiles, exposing that crownless chipped tooth.

— Now I’ll have to chase you, as I’ve business.

Her face drops a bit again, but she hauls her clothes on, almost in one miserable action. I hand her a tenner for fares and fags and she says her goodbyes and files out.

When she’s gone, I gather up the load of gay porn I picked up yesterday in Soho. I stick it in a padded envelope and address it:

FRANCIS BEGBIE

PRISONER NO: 6892BK

HMP SAUGHTON

SAUGHTON MAINS

EDINBURGH

SCOTLAND

I always take a wee stock for my old pal Begbie, which I post every time I go back to Scotland, so that he sees the local postmark on it when he receives it. I wonder who the fuck he blames for sending it, probably everyone in the Lothian region. It’s all part of my little war against my home city.

Liberally applying the Gibbs SR, I brush the scabby dregs of Tanya from my mouth and jump in the shower, scrubbing from my genitals the remnants of that diseased pot I’ve been stirring. And wouldn’t you know it, the phone goes and my weakness is that I can never, ever let it ring, and the answer machine is not switched on. I wrap a towel round myself and pick it up.

— Hiya, Simon son …

It takes a second or two to register the owner of the voice. It’s my Aunt Paula up in Edinburgh.
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‘… badly executed handjobs …’

EVERY TIME I change my course I feel more of a failure. But for me academic courses are like men; even the most fascinating only seem to hold the interest for so long. Now Christmas is over and I’m a single woman again. But changing course doesn’t make you feel as bad as when you change educational institutions or towns. And I content myself with the fact that I’ve now been at Edinburgh University for one whole year, well, almost. It was Lauren who convinced me to change from literature to film and media studies. The new literature is film, she said, quoting from some stupid magazine. Of course, I told her that where people learn about narrative now is not the book, but it’s not the film either, it’s the video game. Split narrative. If we really wanted to be hip, radical and cutting edge, we’d be down Johnny’s Amusements on the South Side, jostling with anaemic truants for space on the machines.

I have to stick to one module of literature, however, and I elected to keep with Scottish literature, as I’m English, and contrariness is always reason enough to do anything.

McClymont is lecturing to the smattering of patriots and wannabe Scots (God, I was one myself last year on account of some great-grandmother I never knew who went to Kilmarnock or Dumbarton for her holidays … We move on, quickly, hopefully …). You can almost hear the soundtrack of pipes playing in the background, as he spouts his nationalist propaganda. Why do I stick with this? Lauren’s idea again, it’s easy grades, she reckons.

The gum in my mouth tastes metallic and the effort of chewing it is hurting my jaw. I take it out and stick it under the desk. I’m really hungry. I made two hundred quid last night, on badly executed handjobs. Masturbating men under towels. Those fat, red faces gazing at you with intent as you look through them pulling different expressions for what you think they want: cold, cruel bitch; doe-eyed, open-mouthed little girl; anything. It’s all so remote, so detached, it reminds me of when my brother and I used to wank the dog, Monty, and watch him try to bring himself off against the couch.

I’m thinking about how unnatural it would be to be good at handjobs, thinking about men’s cocks, and soon McClymont is finishing up. Lauren has pages of notes on the Scottish diaspora. Ross, the ‘American Scat’ in front of us is probably hard as a rock in his Levi’s as he scribbles, filling pages with tales of English cruelty and injustice. We snap shut our folder rings in concert and rise. As I leave, McClymont catches my eye. That owl-like face. Stupid. I don’t know what the ornithologists say, but the real bad-birdie experts – the falconers, the hawk handlers – all of them will tell you that the owl is not wise, it’s the thickest out of all the birds of prey.

— Miss Fuller-Smith, can I speak to you for a minute? he says starchily.

I turn to him and push the hair from my face and tuck it behind my ear. A lot of men can’t help responding when you do that: virgin offerings. That act of pulling away the bridal veil, of opening up. McClymont is a cynical, wizened alcoholic therefore perfectly programmed to respond. I stand a bit too close to him. It’s always a good idea to do that to fundamentally shy but predatory men. Worked a treat with Colin. Worked too fucking well.

The permanently startled dark eyes under the glasses ignite further. That thinning, electric-shock hair seems to rise half an inch. The ridiculous shoulder-padded suit fills as he involuntarily puffs out. — I’m afraid I still haven’t received your second-term essay, he says, a slight leer in his voice.

— That’s because I haven’t done it. I’ve had to work at nights? I smile.

McClymont, who is either too experienced (as he would have you believe) or his hormones are too depleted to have his cool blown for too long, nods sombrely. — Next Monday, Miss Fuller-Smith.

— Nikki, please, I grin, tossing my head sideways.

— Next Monday, McClymont humphs and starts to tidy up: his bony, knotted hands stiffly tugging at his papers and cramming them into his case.

To win at anything requires persistence. I persist. — I really, really, really enjoyed the lecture? I beam at him.

He raises his head and gives a sly grin. — Good, he says curtly.

I flush with this small victory as Lauren and I head for the refectory. — This film studies seminar group? What’s the talent like?

Lauren frowns darkly as she considers the potential hassles ahead, all the possible visitors to the flat; the ones who may be untidy, the ones who may ponce, the potentially unruly. — There’s one or two that’s okay. I usually sit next to this guy Rab. He’s a bit older, maybe about thirty, but he’s awright.

— Shaggable? I ask.

— Nikki, you’re terrible, she says shaking her head.

— I’m a free agent! I protest, as we down our coffees and make our way to the class.

The tutor is an intense guy with long hands. His spindly frame and round shoulders twist him into a posture so perfect for gazing at his navel. When he talks it’s in a soft, low southern Irish accent. The class is underway and we watch a short Russian film with an unpronouncable title on video. It’s nonsense. Halfway through it, a guy in a blue jacket with an Italian label comes in, and nods a curt apology at the tutor. He smiles at Lauren and raises his eyebrows, and slumps into the seat next to her.

I glance at him and he does back at me, very briefly.

After the lecture, Lauren introduces him as Rab. He’s friendly, but not gushing, which I quite like. About five ten, not overweight, light-brown hair, brown eyes. We go down to the union for a drink and talk about the course. This Rab’s not the sort of guy who immediately stands out in a crowd, which is strange because he’s quite handsome. It’s a very conventional handsome, however, the type you fuck between serious boyfriends. After a beer he heads to the toilet. — He’s got a nice arse, I tell her. — You fancy him?

Lauren shakes her head in a dismissive pout. — He’s got a girlfriend and she’s expecting a kid.

— I didn’t ask for his CV, I tell her, — I just asked you if you fancied him.

Lauren nudges me quite sharply with her elbow and calls me daft. She’s a puritanical girl in a lot of ways, and seems a bit out of time, as in old-fashioned. I love the almost translucent skin she has, the hair scraped back and her glasses are really sexy, as are the precise dainty movements of her hands. She’s a slender, graceful and self-contained nineteen-year-old, and I sometimes wonder if she’s ever had a serious boyfriend. By which I suppose I mean, I wonder if she’s ever been fucked. Of course, I’m far too fond of her to tell that I know that she’s adopted those feminist politics because she’s basically a small-town prude who needs a good shagging.

She habitually goes with this Rab lad for a drink, to talk film and moan about the course. Well, now this is a ménage à trois. Rab’s got that world-weary, I’ve-done-it-all-before aspect to him. I think he likes Lauren’s maturity and intelligence. I wonder if he fancies her, because she likes him, you can tell a mile away. Well, if it’s maturity he wants, I’m almost twenty-five.

Rab returns and sets up a round of drinks. He tells me that he works in his brother’s bar as a means of raising extra cash. I tell him that I do sauna work some afternoons and evenings. He’s intrigued at this, as most people are. Cocking his head to the side, he gives me a searching look, which totally changes his face. — Ye dinnae … well, eh, you know …

Lauren puckers her thin little mouth in distaste.

— Sleep with my clients? No, I just bash them, I explain, making a chopping motion with my hands. — Obviously, some will proposition you, but it’s outside the agency’s official terms and conditions, I lie, spouting the party line. — I did … I pause for a second. They both look so open-mouthed in anticipation, I feel like a granny reading a bedtime story to a couple of innocent waifs, and I’m nearly at the bit where the big bad wolf is about to make an appearance. … — I did
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