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1

As Good a Time as Any

O’Connell came back to the squat and went up to his room. The house was empty, so now was as good a time as any. He started to rifle through the papers on his desk. There were a few things to be sorted out. He was thinking ahead. Soon he would be dead, he mused. There were plans to be made for the promising future.

    He started to gather up all that was on the worktop and dump it into a plastic bag. He would get rid of everything, he decided. There was nothing that he wanted to leave behind. Should he write a note? What would be the point of that? Out of politeness perhaps, but that was never his style. He had never liked goodbyes, after all. He knew that if he delayed any longer he would lose his resolve. It was time to go. He knew that he should have said something to Pearson. Too late for that. He had treated him pretty shabbily but the poor fucker would have to fend for himself now. Pearson would be better off on his own.

    As he stacked up a pile of notes for the bin he came across a file that contained his last story. He picked it up and looked at it. It was an absurd and pretentious piece of work. Embarrassing. Everything was so bloody embarrassing, even his death. He wanted to get it over with. The sooner the better. The story, well, it said it all. There was some sort of meaning to it: humiliation. He would leave it behind, he decided; it might explain things. He lifted up his typewriter and put the file underneath it.

    O’Connell took the bag containing the other papers to put downstairs with the rubbish. There was a vague sense of relief in chucking it all away. Time for a new start, he thought with a grim satisfaction. So much to look forward to. So much.

    He went back upstairs and took out the wrap of heroin. There was enough here to do it properly. He fixed it up with a teaspoon and the little paraffin burner he had taken from a chemistry set that he had bought in a second-hand shop. Back when this habit was just an experiment in self-medication. He drew the hot liquid into a syringe, tied off his arm with his belt and tapped along his forearm for a vein. He broke into a sudden sweat. There was a moment of panic. He made himself concentrate. He needed to get all this done quickly. If he messed it up and was somehow resuscitated people might say that it was a ‘cry for help’. He couldn’t bear that. No. He would have to do this right. So many things he’d fucked up in life but please God not this. The sweat cooled on his brow and his hand steadied itself. The needle went in and he pressed the plunger slowly. The drug surged through the tired blood, seeping into the weary flesh. He felt the hit. Yeah. He sighed. It was going to be all right.

    He drew a bath and took off his clothes. He ran the water until it nearly reached the top of the tub then gently eased himself into its warmth. He felt the junk rush through him, enveloping him with a deep yawning drowsiness. He let his head slip under the surface and a little wave of bath water slopped noisily on to the floor. Eureka, he thought. Maybe it was his last thought, he thought. It wouldn’t be a bad last thought, but then he had another. Just at the moment that he was about to forget everything for ever, as his last breath bubbled out of him, he thought of something he had left behind.


10

The Whispering Squad

Walker met Nick Prentice at the Pronto coffee bar in Leicester Square. Prentice was wearing a suit and looking smarter than he usually did. He had even had a haircut.

    ‘What’s with the clean-cut look, Nick?’ Walker asked.

    ‘We’re up shit creek, that’s what. They’re breaking up the Whispering Squad and A10 are sniffing around everybody.’

    The Whispering Squad was an operational team within the Drugs Squad so called because of its secretiveness and isolation. And its reputation for running a highly organised system of informers. Rumour had it that their grasses were paid off with drugs seized in raids and there was a series of dealers who could continue their trade with impunity in return for bodies. Now there had been an investigation.

    ‘I mean A10, Eric,’ Prentice went on. ‘This new squad for investigating complaints is being run from A Department, not C Department. Administration, not Crime. We’re not even allowed to clean up our own house any more. It’s all being run by woodentops and provincials who know fuck all about the realities of detective work.’

    Most of Walker’s Special Branch or Bomb Squad colleagues expressed a barely concealed contempt for the Drugs Squad, but he had seen them as an opportunity to find a way into the underground. Walker had needed help, someone on the inside. The squats and the communes were impenetrable to him – he needed a way of penetrating this other world. In the past Prentice himself had been as scruffy and long haired as any bona fide hippy when he worked undercover in the dope scene. He had worn a heavy Afghan coat with an authentic goat-like tang. He had introduced Walker to one of his informers who had told strange stories of plans to blow things up when he’d been stoned. He was a burnt-out junkie that Prentice had very little time for any more. He was always desperate for a fix and willing to talk about all sorts of things, so Prentice had handed him over to Walker.

    ‘To be honest, Eric, it all started going wrong when dope became a middle-class habit, you know what I mean? Those fucking university-educated hippies and troublemakers from Release. Rock stars with expensive lawyers. It was a lot less grief when we were just dealing with a bunch of spades from West Eleven.’

    ‘Well, you have been a bit on the hookey side, haven’t you?’

    ‘Come on, Eric. Don’t be a cunt. Everybody’s been up to something. You’re political. You can get away with anything, can’t you?’

    Some of the raids carried out by the Bomb Squad hadn’t exactly been legal. Forensics tampered with, suspects verballed up. They were vulnerable to accusations of fitting up suspects. That was why he had to be sure that certain incriminating material was secure and that his mole would keep quiet. But Prentice was right, they would get away with it, it was political. Lots of squads were in trouble because of allegations of corruption: the Drugs Squad, the Dirty Squad, the Flying Squad even, but not the Bomb Squad. Because they weren’t just bent for the job, they were bent for the state.

    ‘And you owe me,’ Prentice went on. ‘Don’t forget that.’

    ‘Oh, I haven’t, Nick. That’s what I want to talk to you about.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Our little friend.’

    ‘What about him?’

    ‘He’s gone missing.’

    ‘Yeah?’

    ‘Yeah. Have you seen him lately?’

    ‘I saw him with a bent script outside Boots in Piccadilly about a month ago. He looked fucking awful.’

    Walker knew that his informer had become increasingly desperate. When they had first met it had all seemed like an intellectual game. He’d seen it before, that pleasure people got from playing both sides. A misplaced sense of control. Having lost his own way, his informer was drawn to the idea of secretly determining the destiny of others. He had imagined that he was the player and realised only when it was too late that it was he who was being played.

    He was a loner, disaffected, which Walker could understand only too well. But his man was connected, he knew the radical scene. He clearly knew some of the people behind the bombings – maybe he had been involved in some way himself. But Walker could tell that he didn’t belong to a group or even a cause. Here was someone who had always felt apart from things. There was a great deal of in-fighting and factionalism on the left, a parade of groupuscules that divided like cells under a microscope. Fissiparous, they grew by division. They often seemed to struggle more against each other than the state. Walker had once thought that he could exploit these divisions. But it was hard to keep up with their constant fission. His informer offered something more tangible, a personal insight, something more vicious. He was driven by a self-destructive egotism that Walker could charge and detonate.

    He had worked him slowly. He had learnt how to disguise interrogation as casual conversation. Never asking direct questions but slowly drawing things out into the open. As in a game of chess, Walker kept to a defensive strategy, allowing his opponent to show off, with audacious moves, flamboyant gestures that would ultimately trap him. Walker had read widely and could expound obscure political theories and provoke complex arguments. He could work so that it was he who seemed the idealist and his informer the cynic. There was so much bitterness that he could work upon, so much anger.

    Walker would always imply that he was sympathetic to certain principles, that he was independent of his superiors. And in a way he was. He could never have such open and stimulating discussions with his own colleagues. They had so little understanding. There was a dialectic meaning to his relationship with his informer. A Blakean energy. He thought of animal symbolism, the eagle and the mole, the horse and the tiger. Walker insisted that he was offering as much knowledge of the state as he was gaining of the underground, that they complemented each other. He believed that they were more to each other than merely cop and grass. His informer was not so sure.

    ‘I’m sorry to disappoint you,’ he told him. ‘But I ain’t exactly a Tyger of Wrath any more. A pussycat of Wrath maybe.’

    ‘But I’m a Horse of Instruction, aren’t I?’

    His informer laughed darkly.

    ‘Oh yes,’ he replied. ‘You certainly are that.’

    It was true. He was harnessed to duty, yoked to dull reason. But he wanted to liberate his mind, even if it were just through the imagination of another.

    ‘We understand each other, don’t we?’ he implored.

    ‘We’ve got nothing in common, man.’

    ‘Exactly. “Opposition is True Friendship”.’

    His informer laughed again.

    ‘You’re just trying to get information out of me, that’s all.’

    And he was right. Walker couldn’t help doing his job. He was so fixed to laws and regulations. But somewhere in his trapped soul he wanted something more. Not just information or evidence but real wisdom. He yearned for some sort of revelation. He had once even thought of taking drugs so that he might see visions, but he knew that would never do. He suspected that they wouldn’t work for him, and he’d seen what they had done to the Mole.

    He watched as his informer went into decline, filled with self-loathing, self-annihilation. The Whispering Squad had used him up. He’d traded people he knew on the drugs scene so that he could secure his own supply. Heroin killed the pain but had deadened other feelings as well. By the time Walker got hold of him he was ready to sell his political associates too. When the arrests began, his informer started to realise the true gravity of his treachery and a growing sense of guilt and dread ate away at him. Walker saw less of him after that. He didn’t really need him any more; the man was becoming unstable, he reasoned. He missed their talks, though, and he was determined to stay in touch. It was always the informer who would get in contact with him, never the other way around, and they had never met at the informer’s home. These two rules were always part of the deal. Now Walker did need to see him.

    ‘Can you keep an eye out for him?’ he asked Prentice.

    ‘What’s it worth?’

    ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, Nick.’

    ‘I mean it. I need all the favours I can get at the moment. They’re going to put us in the fucking dock, you know.’

    ‘What do you want?’

    ‘Well, I might need you to testify that some of my dealings with snouts were of a highly sensitive political nature.’

    ‘I don’t know.’

    ‘Go on, mate. It’s fucking true, after all.’

    Walker sighed.

    ‘I’ll see what I can do.’
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Moonage Daydream

Johnny Chrome played the demo tape of the new song Joe had given him. ‘Hey, Hey (The Gang’s All Here)’. It sounded stupid. Just like the first single. The paradiddle backbeat, the anthemic chorus hook. He tried singing along to it but it felt flat. He didn’t know what he was supposed to do. Teenybopper music, that’s what they called it. Stripped down and infantile, not like this progressive rock stuff the hairy greatcoat and plimsoll brigade went for. Concept albums – well, he never understood all that. This, well, he should be able to understand this, he reasoned. He should be programmed to do this. Just rock ’n’ roll with lipstick on, Joe had said. It was modern and retro at the same time. It was sci-fi, but fifties sci-fi. Yeah, he suddenly thought. Like the future in the past. A vague gleam of inspiration flickered in his weary mind for a second. He remembered watching Flash Gordon at the Saturday morning pictures as a kid. For a moment he knew what it was. What Johnny Chrome was. Then it was gone. He lost his train of thought and the anxiety overcame him once more.

    He worried about the deal he had with Joe. He was terrified of the idea that Joe was ripping him off. He had trusted his manager for so long. It had been so simple when it had just been the odd gig here and there, he could understand the figures then. Now that there was real money at stake, the thought that Joe might be pulling a fast one was unbearable. He knew that he should get a lawyer and renegotiate his contract but the thought of it made him feel sick.

    The sun was going down. The coming of night filled him with dread. He took a couple of Mandrax and slumped on to the white leather sofa. Whatever had happened to little Johnny Evans who had sung so sweetly in the chapel choir? Johnny Rebel, Johnny Savage, Johnny Chrome – all his personas had drained him of a sense of self. He was homesick. He mourned his lost youth, yearned for that time of enchantment when he could dream of a bright future.

    He looked over at the telephone and thought of his mother. He wanted to call her, to speak to her, but he couldn’t. The last time they had spoken was after he had been on Top of the Pops. She had been so proud and he had promised that he would take care of her. But he didn’t have any money. What could he say to her? Hello, Mam, he mouthed forlornly, it’s Johnny here. There were no more words that he could think of. He was all alone.

    So he went to the mirror. He had once spent so much time in front of the mirror. He used to be so happy there, performing in his bedroom to his eagerly reflective audience. He’d loved the silvered surface, touching the fingertips that reached out to him, stroking the glass, pressing gently against it, making delicate birch-leaf imprints of condensation. Like Jack Frost patterns on a window. He dreamt that he could push through it, that it was liquid not solid. A mercury pool that he could dive into. When he was young the face that waited for him there was all he needed.

    Now somebody else stared uncomprehendingly back at him. A stranger. He was getting old. The first streaks of grey showing through. Dark-rimmed eyes and lines on his face. He was no longer at home in the looking-glass world.

    His hair was a mess. He combed it into some sort of shape. A quiff on the top and shoulder length at the sides and back. He dabbed a bit of powder on his cheeks but his face was sweaty and it smudged. He sighed. He was exhausted. The downers had begun to take hold. He had moved from a state of anxiety to one of lethargy with no respite in between. He went back to the sofa and curled up into himself. There was a warm rush as the drug diffused through his flesh. He rocked himself gently and thought of Sweet Thing.

    The doorbell chimed. Johnny yawned and lifted himself up from the sofa. He staggered to the front door. He thought he must be dreaming. There was Sweet Thing standing on the step as if conjured out of his own forlorn desires. Johnny Chrome peered out at the impish figure, back-lit by the hennaed sky of twilight. It was like a miraculous vision.

    ‘Well, ain’t you going to let me in?’ Sweet Thing demanded.

    Johnny nodded slowly and moved back to let the boy in.

    ‘So Joe found you? That was quick.’

    ‘Him? Nah. I saw him earlier in the penny arcade.’

    ‘He said you were making a row.’

    ‘Joe was being a pain in the arse.’

    ‘Well, it’s his job, you know.’

    ‘Anyway, I found my own way here. I remembered the address.’

    ‘Right,’ said Johnny, and led Sweet Thing into the bedroom.

    They stood facing each other. Sweet Thing grabbed Johnny’s crotch. Johnny groaned as he started to get hard. He felt as if he were being brought back to life. He looked at the boy’s face, the bright little eyes, the lovely lips he longed to kiss. But Sweet Thing was already lowering himself, crouching then kneeling on the floor. He unzipped Johnny and took him suddenly into his mouth. Johnny gasped then sighed out slowly.

    Sweet Thing had learned to do this act quickly and efficiently. To bring a punter off fast – it was good for business. Johnny felt more delicately about what was happening. He felt powerful and vulnerable at the same time. The soft mouth, the hard jaw. The warm tongue, the sharp teeth. He held on to Sweet Thing’s head and pushed at it gently. The boy tilted his face slightly to accommodate the thrust and tugged gently at Johnny’s scrotum, slowly extricating it through the zip of the jeans.

    Johnny started to move his hips in an increasingly insistent rhythm. Sweet Thing held on to his buttocks, at one moment pulling him in, at another controlling the movement so that it was smooth and fluid. Yeah, Johnny murmured. Yeah. He held on to the back of Sweet Thing’s neck as he felt a spasm running through him. He closed his eyes and his mind darkened for a second then imploded with glittering flashes of colour. He opened his eyes and let out a guttural moan of release. He staggered back as the boy pulled his mouth away.

    Sweet Thing swiftly got up and went into the bathroom. He spat Johnny’s sperm out into the basin and ran the cold tap and washed out his mouth. When he came back into the bedroom Johnny was sitting on the bed, zipping up his jeans.

    ‘Right, then,’ said Sweet Thing.

    Johnny got up.

    ‘Don’t go yet,’ he implored. ‘Come here a second.’

    He put his arms around the boy and held on to him. Sweet Thing shivered and pushed him away.

    ‘Stay for a while.’

    Sweet Thing shrugged.

    ‘It’ll be extra,’ he insisted.

    They went into the front room and Johnny opened a bottle of sweet white wine. Sweet Thing started to browse through Johnny’s record collection. It was old stuff. Elvis, Eddie Cochran, Gene Vincent.

    ‘Got any Bolan?’ he asked. ‘Or Bowie?’

    Johnny scratched his head. Joe had left him some records to listen to. He found a carrier bag full of singles and swung it on to the sofa.

    ‘Have a look in there,’ he told the boy.

    Sweet Thing found ‘Starman’ by David Bowie and put it on the stero. He started to mime to it, one hand on hip, the other gesticulating. He shimmied about the room, twitching his little body. It was strange and perverse but it was sexy. Dirty and somehow romantic. He swayed from side to side as the last ‘la la la’s faded away. Johnny smiled and clapped.

    ‘That was good,’ he said.

    ‘I can do Bolan, too. Wanna see me do that?’

    ‘Sure.’

    Sweet Thing put on ‘Get It On’ and began pouting along to the words, tossing his head back haughtily. Johnny smiled. This is it, he thought. This is what it’s all about. Through a haze of drugs and sex Johnny suddenly felt a sense of realisation, of inspiration. He started to mimic the boy’s movements himself. Sweet Thing laughed. The record came to an end. Johnny suddenly had an idea.

    ‘Do me,’ he blurted out.

    ‘What?’

    ‘Do me. Do Johnny Chrome.’

    Sweet Thing looked at the older man sceptically.

    ‘You want me to do you?’ he asked.

    ‘Yeah.’

    Sweet Thing emitted an ugly little cackle.

    ‘You sure?’ he asked.

    Johnny smiled, thinking he was in on the joke.

    ‘Yeah,’ he insisted. ‘Do me.’

    Sweet Thing shrugged.

    ‘All right,’ he said.

    Johnny found a copy of ‘Hey You’, put it on the turntable and carefully lowered the needle. As the music started Sweet Thing launched into a spasmodic dumbshow, flailing about the room wide eyed and convulsive. There was a shocked expression on his face, as if it had been caught in the dazzle of a light. He struck faux muscleman poses and made mincing little dance steps. At times he looked like a baby learning to walk or a drunk trying to keep his balance. Sweet Thing’s performance wasn’t cool or slick as it had been when he had been doing Bowie and Bolan. It was a grotesque parody of their moves. Johnny was aghast. Is this me? he thought with horror. Oh Christ, is this what Johnny Chrome is really like?

    He grabbed the arm of the stereo and the record came to an end with a searing rasp. Sweet Thing froze.

    ‘What’s the matter?’ he demanded.

    ‘That’s enough.’

    ‘Well, you wanted me to do you.’

    Johnny sighed.

    ‘Do I really look like that?’ he asked meekly.

    ‘Look, I was just doing what you do.’

    ‘I’m ridiculous, ain’t I?’

    Sweet Thing didn’t know what to say. He didn’t want to upset Johnny. He was a good customer, he reckoned. Johnny shakily poured himself another glass of wine and fumbled for his pills. Time to go, thought Sweet Thing.

    Johnny held his head in his hands. He felt so fucking embarrassed. But, he thought, maybe the kid could help him. Sweet Thing knew more than he ever could about how to make this work. He was glam personified, he knew all the tricks of the trade and more besides. Johnny was the innocent, he could learn from the kid. Learn how to become. To become whatever he was supposed to be.

    ‘I better be off,’ said Sweet Thing.

    ‘Wait a minute,’ said Johnny.

    ‘Yeah, well. We’ve got to settle up.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Fifty quid for the blow-job and, let’s say, twenty extra for hanging out.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Seventy quid. Yeah?’

    ‘What?’

    ‘You keep saying “what?” You know, I just need paying.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Will you stop saying that? It’s getting on my nerves.’

    Sweet Thing started to tense up. His lithe body became angry and began to shape up into an aggressive stance, alert and fierce, protective of its interests. Johnny noticed this change in the kid, provoked him into a bleary sense of amusement and signalled a distant glow of arousal. He cracked a smile.

    ‘Thing is,’ Johnny slurred, ‘I ain’t got no money, see?’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Yeah. Well, the thing is, I was expecting you earlier, but Joe brought some other boy around.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘And, like, we had to pay him off.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘And now I ain’t got no cash, see?’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Now you’re saying “what?” all the time. Funny, ain’t it?’

    ‘No, it ain’t.’

    Sweet Thing grabbed Johnny’s shirt. The older man was a lot bigger but he was drugged and weary. Sweet Thing could be tough if he wanted to be. If he needed to be. He had learnt from other boys down at the Dilly. Some of them made it their speciality to roll queers. He’d done that only once, and that was as part of a gang of them. But he knew the game. You had to take the initiative. There had been times when he’d been knocked about. You had to know when to run and when to stand your ground.

    Sweet Thing pushed Johnny to the floor. He felt a rage surge up inside him. He was being tricked out of what was owed him and that would not do. He slapped Johnny hard across the face.

    Johnny’s head spun from the stinging blow. Then there was a tingling all over his face. He felt suddenly alive, as if he were being woken up from a long slumber. It felt good. He turned the other cheek.

    ‘Yeah,’ he groaned. ‘Do that again.’

    Shit, thought Sweet Thing. This wasn’t going to work. Johnny Chrome was into this. He’d known about punters who were into being slapped around. They usually went for the rent boys who looked butch, the ones that went for the boot-boy or hooligan look.

    ‘Get up,’ he told Johnny.

    Johnny stood up and stroked his cheek. There was a glimpse of something he had always known about himself. The slap woke him up to himself. It made him feel vibrant. The pain soon drained from his face and its knowledge faded.

    ‘How come you ain’t got any money?’ the boy demanded, looking around the room. ‘You must be rich.’

    Johnny tried to explain to Sweet Thing about his contract with Joe. But he hardly understood himself. He had thought that his agreement was for fifty per cent of the gross, not the net of his earnings. That’s where it had all gone wrong. Everything had been eaten up by ‘expenses’ and he’d been left with nothing except a meagre allowance Diamond Music paid him. It didn’t make sense to him. Sweet Thing had a more instinctive knowledge. He understood capitalism on a visceral level. His body was trade, he was business made flesh. Having no one else to exploit he had ruthlessly exploited himself. And he knew that Johnny Chrome had been had over, that he had sold himself short.

    ‘You’ve been ripped off,’ he told Johnny.

    ‘Yeah.’ Johnny sighed forlornly. ‘I guess.’

    ‘Well, that don’t help me, does it? I want my money.’

    Johnny tried to think. ‘Um, I could talk to Joe. He could pay you out of expenses.’

    ‘Yeah, well.’

    Then it came to Johnny. Sweet Thing could be a more permanent fixture. He could learn from the kid about his image. He could make Johnny Chrome work. And he could get regular sex too.

    ‘I’ve got a better idea,’ he announced. ‘We could put you on the payroll, like.’

    Sweet Thing frowned. He wasn’t sure about this. But all sorts of possibilities started to flood into his head. This was something new. Not just a one-off transaction. This was dealing in a future.

    ‘So how would that work?’ he demanded.

    ‘I’ll give Joe a ring,’ Johnny Chrome said.
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A Pound of Spikenard

‘The kid might not be coming back, you know,’ Nina said.

    Pearson had started to clear out O’Connell’s room.

    ‘Well, I need to sort out his stuff sooner or later,’ he said.

    ‘Yeah. But we need to sort something else out first.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘What happens if the kid does come back.’

    Pearson shrugged. ‘Well, he can stay for a bit, can’t he?’

    ‘He doesn’t even remember your name, you know.’

    ‘So?’

    ‘I really don’t appreciate you making a decision without me.’

    ‘Yeah, you’re right,’ Pearson agreed. ‘I’m sorry.’

    ‘Look, you’re still in shock. You’re not thinking straight.’

    ‘It seemed like a good idea at the time.’

    ‘Yeah, sure. But you’re avoiding the issue, aren’t you?’

    ‘What do you mean?’

    ‘O’Connell. It’s no use wandering about in a daze, picking up waifs and strays on the way. You’ve got to deal with what happened.’

    ‘And how am I supposed to do that?’ Pearson demanded, with a sharpness in his voice.

    ‘I don’t know,’ Nina replied. ‘You can talk to me.’

    ‘Right.’

    They stood in the doorway in silence. Pearson turned his head away from her and looked around the dead man’s room.

    ‘So,’ said Nina finally. ‘This kid.’

    ‘Yeah.’

    ‘Sweet Thing. What kind of a name is that?’

    ‘A street name.’

    ‘I figured that much.’

    ‘He does need somewhere to stay.’

    Nina smiled.

    ‘You do fancy him, don’t you?’

    ‘It’s not about that, Nina,’ Pearson protested.

    ‘I wouldn’t blame you. I could fancy him myself.’

    ‘Nina, come on.’

    ‘Why not? He is very pretty. But you be careful. Don’t let him take advantage.’

    ‘Don’t worry. I can look after myself.’

    ‘Yeah, right.’

    ‘So?’

    ‘So what?’ Nina demanded

    ‘He can stay? Just for a while.’

    ‘Yeah, all right,’ she agreed grudgingly. ‘But he better behave himself.’

    ‘Do you want to give me a hand clearing out the room?’ Pearson asked her.

    ‘I’ve got things to do, I’m afraid.’

    ‘Tomorrow, then.’

    ‘I can’t tomorrow. It’s the first day of the trial.’

    ‘What trial?’

    ‘You know, the Stoke Newington Eight. At the Old Bailey.’

    ‘Oh, yeah.’

    The Angry Brigade, thought Pearson. It was finally happening. The big trial. He had suspected that O’Connell had been involved, that this was the reason for him becoming so distant and secretive. But when he confronted him about it O’Connell had been dismissive. ‘They’re hardly urban guerrillas,’ he had said. ‘Suburban guerrillas more like. I mean, Stoke Newington.’

    Nina went upstairs and left him standing in the middle of O’Connell’s room. He tried to size it up, decide where to start. There were a few books and records he would keep and the rest he could take down to the second-hand shops. There were journals and magazines scattered all over the floor. They could go in the bin. There wasn’t much to salvage among the clothes stuffed into the chest of drawers or left in piles. O’Connell had stopped bothering about his appearance a long time ago. Pearson had already taken his coat, which was about the only thing worth saving.

    He found a cardboard box and started to stack some of the books into it. He took his time at first, checking the covers in case these was something he might want to keep for himself, even flipping through the pages of some. They had all seemed to make so much sense at one time. They had been part of his education.

    ‘I don’t want just to corrupt your body,’ O’Connell had announced to him when they had first started to live together. ‘I want to corrupt your mind as well.’

    He had tried to learn as much as he could from the older man but he found it hard to keep up with him. O’Connell was astonishingly well read, if rather eclectic in his literary tastes.

    ‘I’m an autodidact,’ he declared.

    ‘What does that mean?’ Pearson retorted.

    ‘Self-taught. It means I’m a bit showy and resent anyone with the proper education I never had. Pretentious. The word says it all. I mean, only someone so belligerently self-taught would come up with such a grand term as “autodidact”.’

    O’Connell showed him poetry and philosophy, culture and politics. Pearson struggled with it all but for a while found a nurturing warmth from his lover. He felt safe in looking up to him. There seemed so much promise ahead for them both. He was sure that one day O’Connell would write a great book himself.

    But O’Connell’s critical faculties were so sharp that he had very little patience with anything that he actually produced. Pearson was used to O’Connell’s manic energy but he hadn’t bargained for the depressive side of his temperament. O’Connell became maudlin and began to lose his enthusiasm for knowledge.

    ‘What’s the point?’ he said. ‘I mean, the more you know, the harder life is. I’d rather be stupid and happy.’

    ‘You don’t mean that.’

    ‘How do you know what I mean?’ O’Connell taunted him. ‘I don’t mean much, you know.’ O’Connell’s moods worsened; they even stopped arguing with each other. O’Connell seemed absorbed by a sedate melancholia, a gloomy self-sufficiency.

    Whenever Pearson tried to get close to him he was warned off.

    ‘Don’t jump in after a drowning man,’ O’Connell had told him. ‘You’ll end up getting dragged down yourself.’

    O’Connell gave up on his body as well as his mind. He stopped going swimming and began to look gaunt and hollow eyed. And he was right, Pearson did begin to feel pulled down by O’Connell’s bleakness. He found no joy in his art any more.

    Pearson looked down at the scattered volumes, filled with dumb words. He had learnt so much from O’Connell and yet knew so little of him. He wished he could make sense of it. Something must have pushed him over the edge.

    There was so much dust on the books. Pearson began to shift whole blocks of volumes, gripping either end and lifting them like a cigar-box juggler, shoving them into the box without looking at them. He was choking on the dust. O’Connell’s dust, he thought as he hawked from the back of his throat.

    He fetched himself a mug of water and came back into the room. Sunlight caught the myriad motes that hung in the air. He put the mug down on the desk and opened the window. A loose floorboard creaked underfoot. He looked over the worktop. It was well ordered in comparison with the chaos of the room. O’Connell hardly kept anything he had written. He threw everything out eventually. He held on to sheaves of notes, a bit of a manuscript even, until, in the end, he destroyed it all with what seemed a determined sense of frustration and disappointment, even a perverse sense of satisfaction. Pearson picked up the portable typewriter. He could sell that, he thought. Underneath it was an envelope folder. He put the machine down, picked up the file and opened it. There were a handful of typewritten pages in it. He leafed through them. It looked like a story. Something O’Connell had left behind. He shuffled back to the beginning and started to read:


a pound of spikenard

it’s an ancient set-up, you know. an old story. one of the oldest. the whore and the punter. the whore is getting past it but you can tell she was once a looker, that she used to have something.

    – what do you want? she asks the john.

    he coughs, shrugs, nervous and embarrassed.

    – well? come on, we haven’t got all day.

    – i want, he says, i want what you did with him.

    – with him?

    – yeah. you know, him.

    she laughs and shakes her head.

    – you think that’s for sale? it wasn’t a trick, you know.

    – well, tell me about it then.

    – it’ll cost you.

    – how much?

    – how much? you know how much. the price is always the same. thirty pieces of silver.

    – ok, he agrees and hands her the cash.

    she then begins the story:

    – then took a woman a pound of ointment of spikenard, very precious, in an alabaster vessel. she broke it, poured it on to his head and rubbed it into his body. she then anointed his feet and wiped his feet with her hair and the house was filled with the odour of the ointment . . .

    – yeah, says the punter, getting all excited. i like the bit with the feet and the hair.

    – wait a minute, i haven’t finished the story.

    – sorry.

    – right, well, the disciples became indignant. they were suspicious of women at the best of times. this display of wanton sensuality was too much for some of them and they began to berate the woman. but he chided them.

    – why trouble you the woman? he demanded. she has wrought a good work on me.

    – oh yeah, someone mutters underbreath.

    and another says:

    – why was this waste of the ointment made? for it might have been sold for thirty shillings and the money given to the poor.

    this was judas who was the bagman of the gang, the economist. and jesus replied:

    – for the poor always you have with you; but me you have not always.

    and this was too much for judas. the poor always you have with you? he thought. then nothing really changes. it’s all just talk and gesture. he cast out the moneylenders from the temple but that was just part of the spectacle. he doesn’t care about the poor, he reasoned, just his own ambition.

    – for in that she hath poured this ointment on my body, jesus went on, she did it for my burial.

    and the other disciples nodded gravely at this. but judas felt betrayed. and it gave him an idea. he wants to be the anointed one, he thought. the holy scapegoat. well, i can fix this, he decided, and there and then he made a plan to betray his boss, just as he himself had been betrayed. so he would sell him and he knew the price that he would put on his head. the same as the price of the precious alabaster cruse of spikenard. thirty pieces of silver.


    There was a loud banging on the front door. Pearson stopped reading and went downstairs. He put his hand on the latch then stopped.

    ‘Who is it?’ he called out.

    ‘It’s me. Sweet Thing.’

    Pearson opened the door to see the boy standing there.

    ‘Where have you been?’ he asked.

    ‘Had a bit of business. You going to let me in?’

    ‘Yeah,’ replied Pearson, standing aside. ‘Sure.’

    Sweet Thing stepped inside.

    ‘So, can I stay here?’ he asked softly, as he brushed past Pearson.

    ‘Yeah, well, I talked to Nina. We agreed you could stay for a bit.’

    ‘What’s it got to do with her?’

    ‘Well, it’s a shared house.’

    ‘Yeah, but it’s not your house, is it?’

    ‘What do you mean?’

    ‘It doesn’t belong to you. It’s a squat, ain’t it?’

    ‘Don’t push your luck, kid,’ said Pearson, suddenly feeling less charitable.

    Sweet Thing smiled, slightly taken aback.

    ‘All right, all right,’ he said. ‘I was only saying.’

    They started climbing the stairs.

    ‘Do you even know who I am?’ Pearson asked.

    ‘Of course I do.’

    ‘No, I mean, do you remember my name?’

    ‘Your name? Yeah, er . . . Look, mate, it’s been a long day.’

    ‘Hasn’t it just? It’s Stephen. OK?’

    ‘Yeah.’ Sweet Thing nodded. ‘Stephen.’

    Pearson fished in his pocket and handed something to Sweet Thing.

    ‘That’s a front-door key.’

    Sweet Thing rubbed the brass token between his fingers.

    ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Thanks.’

    They reached the landing. Sweet Thing reached for the handle of the door to his new room. Pearson stood close to him. Sweet Thing opened the door and stood on the threshold, turning to look at Pearson. He pouted coldly at him, hooding his eyes lazily, his nostrils flaring. It was a look of flirtatious malice. Pearson put a hand on Sweet Thing’s shoulder.

    ‘Hey,’ Sweet Thing purred.

    He leant over, his face inches from Pearson’s, his mouth opening slightly as if to take a bite of air from the space between them.

    ‘You want it?’ Sweet Thing whispered.

    Pearson groaned and nodded. He made a move to kiss Sweet Thing on the lips. The boy suddenly pulled back and took hold of the hand that Pearson had laid on him.

    ‘You’ll have to pay, you know,’ he told Pearson.

    ‘Yeah,’ Pearson said bitterly taking his hand away. ‘Of course.’

    ‘I did tell you. I only do it for money.’

    ‘Well, you’ve made that perfectly clear.’

    ‘Good. So,’ he went on, turning his head to one side, ‘do you want it?’

    ‘No, I do not want it. Not like that.’

    ‘Please yourself,’ Sweet Thing yawned and began to close his door. ‘I’m off to bed, then. Goodnight.’

    Pearson shook his head and went back into O’Connell’s room. He stared at the papers on the desk. He thought about continuing to read the story but his eyes were tired

