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Part One




The Dickhead Clause

‘Strip,’ Tash ordered the old bloke.

I watched him peel off his shirt and trousers and stand there in his long socks and those daggy, baggy underpants that American men wear. My best friend Natasha was about to handcuff the president of a powerful movie studio to a brass bed and spank him.

‘Who’s been a bad boy, then?’ Tash said in her Chicago drawl. She had a voice you could grate cheese on, no kidding. A nervous giggle escaped my lips. Tash, too, was on the edge of laughter. She bit her lip hard and shushed me sternly. ‘Shoelaces!’ She put out her hand like a doctor waiting for a scalpel. I separated five or six strands from the wad of leather laces on the dressing table.

The old codger stretched out face down on the bed. Tash tethered his wrists above his head. ‘Feet,’ she instructed me, her voice full of forced severity. His skin was grey, the colour of cafeteria gravy, and his purple socks smelled. I knew absolutely nothing about bondage. I’d always presumed that it was just an inventive way of keeping your partner from going home. As I was securing his ankles to the bed base, the old guy swivelled his head to one side. His eyes weren’t just glassy, they were double-glazed, and he had this thin, hopeful kind of smile on his chops. I’d seen better heads on a beer, let me tell you.

Tash yanked down his underchunders. The dressing table was crammed with awesome photos of him armoured in business suits. The navy pinstripe hid the reality of his trembling thighs and flabby buttocks, which were like cream cakes, soft and crinkled. ‘Now,’ she ordered, ‘I wantcha to count.’ He clenched his cream cakes. Tash raised the leather belt and brought it down across his bum.

‘One …’ he said feebly. She gave him a second stroke. ‘Two …’

‘Not too hard … I mean, doesn’t it hurt?’ I heard myself squawk in alarm, realising as I spoke that, of course, that was the whole point. What was I doing here? I was the sort of girl who dental-flossed at night and pushed my cuticles back. I did cryptic crossword puzzles, for God’s sake.

‘Don’t move, scumbag,’ Tash instructed him in a low, headmistressy voice, before leading me, her leather boots creaking, into the bathroom.

‘Tash,’ I said, as soon as the bathroom door closed behind us, ‘this is too weird for me.’

‘Where do ya live?’ she asked sarcastically. ‘In a box? All men are into bondage, ’specially if they’re real assholes at work all day.’ She frowned at the black nail varnish flaking off her index finger.

Tash was tiny and totally held together by nerves. She had a delicate mouth, copper-coloured hair cut short, a silver ring through her right nostril, and massive breasts. (She’d told me once how much she hated having big tits. Men were always drooling and slobbering all over them. ‘They forget I’m there! It’s like … Hey! Excuse me,’ she’d demonstrated, addressing her chest as though a man were there, suckling and slurping and carrying on. ‘When the three of you are through … lemme know, okay?’)

I watched Tash relacquer her nail. ‘What happens next?’ I asked, trying to sound like a woman-of-the-world.

‘Well, I’ll give ’im a few whacks on the ass then a quick poke or a blow job,’ she said with resolute indifference. ‘And that’s it.’

‘Errgh. Yuk.’ I cringed. ‘You’ll let him put it in your mouth? He’s probably a grandfather! He’s practically a fossil! He’s …’

‘I like givin’ head,’ Tash retorted with cheerful aggression. ‘It gives me a little break, ya know, time to do some thinkin’ about other stuff.’

Other stuff? Other stuff? Like what?

‘But he ain’t allowed to come in my mouth.’

‘Oh right!’ I said with mock relief. I concentrated on the bathroom walls. They were plastered with gold-framed posters of movies I’d never seen and was five or ten years too late for.

‘There’s only one cure for a cowboy who does that … Pretend to kiss him and empty it all back into his mouth. Ask him how he likes swallowin’ half a pint of warm salty porridge.’ Tash placed her gloved hand on the door handle. ‘And Kat,’ – her Moroccan-Beige lidded eyes looked me up and down – ‘this is a Power-fuck. Smarten up huh?’

I glanced at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. I looked ridiculous. The empty bra cups in the corset sagged and my suspenders were askew. When I’d asked Tash to get me a job, I’d been thinking more along the lines of a bookshop assistant or a deli delivery girl or something.

By the time I got back to the bedroom, Tash had flipped old Schulman sunny side up, straddled his huge belly, and was tying a silk rope around his neck.

‘I’m gonna count to a hundred,’ she said solemnly. ‘If you haven’t come by a hundred, I’m gonna pull this rope tight round ya tonsils. Got it, cowboy? My assistant is here to help me.’

‘Yes,’ the mogul meekly said, stranded on the bed like a walrus on a beach.

Assistant? Assistant? The only thing I’d ever whipped was cream. The truth is, my experience in matters sexual is limited. For me, a new position in bed means sleeping on my other side.

Tash slid up and down, pogo-stick-style, counting each thrust. ‘One, two, three, four …’ The old bloke’s eyes bulged with pure joy. ‘… thirteen, fourteen, fifteen …’ It was hard to imagine him sitting behind a big desk, making appointments for power breakfasts. ‘… thirty-one, thirty-two, thirty-three …’ I had often seen Joel Schulman’s picture in Variety magazine, with a cluster of stars, chuckling and smoking a cigar; all camaraderie for the cameras.

‘Fifty-five, fifty-six …’ Tash tightened the silk rope round his neck. His skin looked as though he’d been in the bath for a week. I wanted to play ‘join the dots’ with his goose pimples. ‘Sixty-nine, seventy …’ Her voice took on a sterner tone. ‘Seventy-nine, eighty …’ He became more urgent, flailing about, straining at his leather tethers. ‘Eighty-two, eighty-three …’ His double chin quivered. His big belly wobbled. ‘Ninety-six, ninety-seven, ninety-eight, ninety-nine …’

He shuddered explosively. His whole body arched up off the bed. He groaned a groan of ecstasy and relief and sheer, perfect pleasure from every pore in his antediluvian body.

Tash dismounted, gave his pale leg a perfunctory pat and motioned for me to follow her out to the kitchen.

She made us both a cup of tea – mine Earl Grey and hers Lemon Herbal. ‘There,’ she said, ‘half an hour and two hundred bucks. Straight into the hot little hand of C.J.’

Tash wasn’t a roolio troolio hooker. Well, only part-time, in order to pay off her debts. And it wasn’t that she hadn’t tried other jobs. In the last year, Tash had been a kissogram, a road sweeper, a bogus tarot card reader, a fantasy sex phone-in girl and a disc jockey in a hospital reading out the sports and mortuary news. She’d dressed as Santa Claus, eaten fire in public parks and been a human street sign. She’d siphoned petrol and spent all night coughing up her guts in some deserted parking lot downtown. She’d stolen her own car to get the insurance. Once she wrote to three hundred LA restaurants claiming that clam chowder had been spilt on her white Rodeo Drive designer suit. She’d demanded, and received, a $5 cleaning bill from each of them – but she was still broke.

Most of her money went to C.J., the private detective she’d hired to help her solve some stuff from her past. Tash’s past was the classic, Bible Belt, small town catastrophe. Incest, alcoholism and a mum who was into animal husbandry. (She’d had seven husbands, all of them animals.) Any money left over from C.J., Tash used for her singing classes and demo tapes. She wrote her own songs, the best were ‘Everywhere I Go, Everywhere I Go, Everywhere I Go, I’m There,’ and ‘Fuck Me Now’.

As it was only Tash’s second night on the game, after a few sips of tea she put in a call to her ‘Madam’, Candida. The number was disconnected. I wasn’t surprised, to tell you the truth. I mean, what could you expect from a woman who was named after a vaginal complaint?

It wasn’t till we went in to untie the old codger that I noticed that the phone line wasn’t the only thing that was dead. I felt the heat of pure fear flush across my face and down my neck.

‘He’s carked it!’ I bleated.

Tash looked at me uncomprehendingly.

‘Kaput. Finito.’

‘Huh?’

‘He’s fallen off his perch.’ I dragged my finger across my throat and gurgled. ‘He’s handed in his dinner plate.’ Still she didn’t get it. ‘He’s DEAD, damn it!’

‘Fuck,’ she said, devastated. ‘That wasn’t supposed to happen!’ Then she braced herself. ‘But he ain’t paid me yet.’

‘Well, do something!’ I started running from one side of the bed to the other and back again.

‘What?’

‘I dunno. What about mouth-to-mouth resuscitation or something …?’

‘Erggh. Don’t make me puke.’

This just about killed me. ‘Tash, you just had sex with the guy and you won’t kiss him? What are you worried about? Germs?’

Tash prodded him tentatively with her foot. ‘It’s too late, anyways. This dude is deadybones.’

I stared at the corpse. The silk rope was still entwined around his throat. ‘Don’t panic,’ I panicked. The blood in my veins congealed. My brain palpitated. I began to think of ways of disposing of his body. We could put him in a bath full of acid … No. There was only one sort of acid Tash knew how to get hold of – and that came in tabs. We could chop him up and feed him down the food disposal unit. But all I had on me was a pair of nail scissors. ‘We could call it suicide.’

‘Oh sure,’ Tash said, reviving the cigar Joel Schulman had extinguished in the ashtray earlier. ‘He fucked himself to death? Who’s gonna believe that?’ But then her face lit up. ‘Come on! Help me get ’im over to the window,’ she panted, tugging loose the shoelaces around his ankles.

‘What for?’

‘This is a thirteen floor apartment.’

‘So?’

She looked at me as though I were a remedial reader. ‘Does the word “splat” mean anythin’ to ya?’

The old cove was incredibly heavy. Straining and heaving and swearing like troopers, we dragged him across the carpet. We’d winched him all the way up to the sill, and composed aloud a totally convincing and terribly moving suicide note, before discovering the window was deadlocked.

‘Shit!’ Tash said profoundly. And we dropped his body back on to the floor.

‘God. Now what will we do?’

She shrugged, studied his famous face for a moment and gave a small and tender smile. ‘Oh well. At least he had a great orgasm.’

‘Orgasm!’ I screeched. ‘Orgasm! That was no orgasm! That was his death throes, you dickhead … God!’

Honestly, Americans are the most sentimental breed on earth. They have a sort of psychological sweet tooth.

Tash drew a belch of cigar smoke up her pierced nostril. ‘Let’s just split. No one will know it was us,’ she said. ‘I mean, he’s a studio executive. There’ll be zillions of suspects.’

‘Tash!’ I was practically hyperventilating. ‘You told me he was a 10k-a-day guy, really fit.’

‘Well, he is … was … Check the rosy cheeks.’

‘They’re not rosy cheeks. They’re rosy veins!’ I snapped, before pointing out that it was too late to run away. We’d bumped and wrenched the old bloke about so much, that now it really did look like murder. Bruises were developing with polaroid speed along his arms and legs and the back of his head. His skin was starting to look kind of corrugated. ‘Maybe we should just call the cops?’ I suggested.

‘What … ya really in the mood to fuck the entire Beverly Hills Homicide Squad?’ Tash stubbed out the huge firecracker she was smoking. ‘The guy we should call is Arnie Grossman.’

‘Who?’

‘He’s the Vice President. He’ll be desperate to keep it quiet. Ya know, savin’ the honour of the studio an’ all that shit.’

‘Really?’ Relief oozed through my body. ‘And he has heaps of influence and stuff?’

Tash gave me one those ‘are you kidding?’ looks. ‘This is the guy that got Israel to pull out of Lebanon.’ She picked up the phone. ‘Is that influence enough for you?’ Then, just as fast, she put it down again. ‘Shit. But then the studio will cancel the recordin’ contract Joel lined up for me.’

‘Tash,’ I explained icily, ‘if we don’t do something, the only record you’re going to have will be criminal.’

I thought of jail. Of Miami Vice. LA Law. The electric chair. There was nothing else for it. We would have to commit suicide.

‘Okay, okay. Calm down. Whaddabout ya producer, Epstein? Yeah. Give old Abe a call.’ She put the phone in my hand.

‘Tash, how can I call, when I’m not talking to him?’ I shoved the phone back at her. ‘I walked out on his show in the middle of taping, remember? The complete dingo-act. There’s no way I’m gonna call that son-of-a …’

‘He’s got mob contacts, hasn’t he?’

‘Has he?’

Tash wrapped my fingers around the receiver. ‘Call.’

I should never, ever have come to Hollywood. Everything had gone bung since the day I first got here a year ago. I’d fallen for a guy who had love bites all over his mirror. I’d been recruited into a club called ‘Ugly Unlimited’. I was sharing a house with a girl who dyed her hair green on St Patrick’s Day and slept with older men part-time to pay for taping songs with stupid titles – and had just murdered the head of one of the biggest movie studios in Hollywood. Apart from that, everything was fine, beaut, no wuckin’ furries, as we say back home. I dialled Abe’s number. ‘Answering machine.’

Tash was staring at the body with that forlorn affection usually reserved for a dead pet. ‘Okay,’ she said, nibbling at the nail she’d just revarnished, ‘we’ll just wait and call back later.’

Oh why hadn’t I listened to my mates? Grub, Chook, Fang, Debbie, Macka, Cara – none of them were wrapped in me going Stateside. Not, as you’d expect, because of the muggings or car crashes or mob murders. What worried them was that I’d turn into a dickhead. At the airport they’d made me sign a ‘Dickhead Clause’. It simply said, ‘It is time to come home. You have now turned into a dickhead.’ It was agreed that this would be posted to me if I was ever caught wearing sunglasses indoors, or using the terms ‘power breakfast’ or ‘run it past me’. Not that I thought I ever could turn into a dickhead. Living with a father like mine meant that I’d developed a very finely tuned crap-antenna. Oh, but I’ll get to him in a minute.

The reason I was even in a place where people wore sunglasses indoors was because I’d won a trip to Hollywood for a walk-on role in this famous American situation comedy called DINKS (Double Income, No Kids). The competition was one of those tacky promotional things. The show had just been released down under, and the producers thought it’d be kind of cute to have a little Aussie gal make a guest appearance. All you had to do was send along a videotape of yourself, plus the coupons from ten margarine wrappers, and write on the entry form in ten words or less what you thought about America.

That was easy. I loved America. The reason I loved America was because my father hated America. And I hated my father. I don’t know why everybody gets so het up over kids who muck up. What I wanted was a home for delinquent dads. Once, when I was about ten, and he was going on a trip, he made me write all his postcards before he left, in case he was too drunk when he got there to do it himself. ‘Hi. Having a great time. Wish you were here …’ etc. I even had to write one to myself. ‘Dear Katrina …’

The only birthday present he ever gave me was the offer of either a ‘hit’ or a ‘lean’ on any of my teachers at school. A ‘hit’ meant bumping them off altogether. A ‘lean’ would just do away with a kneecap or two. This went over really well at Parent/Teacher night, let me tell you.

I also remember going to visit him in jail. The long bleak journeys on the train out to Parramatta prison, through the factories and the housing commission flats. The prison-issue soap that smelt like fly repellent. The pale, seasick-green prison uniforms. The greasy smell of prison stew – chew ’n’ spew, they called it. And how his voice, straining to be bright and casual, was distorted by the voice box in the visitors’ room. And then there were the ‘contact visits’ – the cruel, condescending look of the prison wardens as they searched my mother’s handbag. One day they shredded her sanitary pad. Looking for drugs, they said. Bastards. We’d sit, cross-legged on the bindi-eyed lawn, waiting for his beaming face to loom out of the puke-green sea of men. He’d sit with us for a while, doing card tricks and asking me about a hundred times how tall I was. But, as the sun scorched the top of my head, talk would turn to money and morals. He’d flare up at my mother, calling her a snob and a rich bitch who ‘thought her shit didn’t stink’ – he had a way with words, my father – and then he’d wander off to flirt with the wives of the other blokes.

That’s how I remember him.

My mother married ‘beneath herself’. A ‘scallywag’, a ‘larrikin’, a ‘ladies man’, my posh aunties from the North Shore suburbs said. Mum found out after I was born that dad had married three times before. She reckoned he got married so much because he was an uneducated yobbo. She said that ‘I’ and ‘do’ constituted his total vocabulary.

They reckoned it was cancer that killed her. But what she died of was a Terminal Case of My Father. He was a malignant growth in the shape of a six-foot-two, blue-eyed Irishman with a gleaming smile and a tanned face marked by laughter lines.

The weird thing was, I didn’t really miss her. To tell you the truth, there was not that much to miss. Although she died only last summer, she’d actually shut herself down years ago. Her presence was like shopping mall muzak; there, but not there, merging into the surroundings; in the background, indistinct. In my mind’s picture of her, the fabric of her face was pinched, her lips pursed, as though she were sewing, and had a mouthful of pins. I guess she was frightened that if she ever smiled, she might just completely unravel.

But don’t worry. I’m not going to wallow in a whole lot of poor-little-me crap. Life for me has always been simple really, much simpler than it was for my mates. I’ve got a set of built-in beliefs. I just believe in all things my father doesn’t. He hates the police, classical music, mushy romantic stuff, television (he calls it the ‘haunted goldfish bowl’) and more than all the others put together – America. He reckons that Australia has become the fifty-third state. He’s always ranting and raving that if we’d grown up eating Russian tucker, watching Russian telly, wearing Russian clobber, that the rest of the world would reckon we’d been conquered and brainwashed. But just because it is American telly and tucker and entertainment, nobody seems to notice. As he chucked out our McDonald’s and hurled his thongs at the American movies on TV, my mother would try to argue with him. But to tell you the truth, the only thing my father could really grasp in an argument was a beer can.

Consequently I grew up a classical-music-listening, Mills-and-Boon-reading, law-abiding, telly-watching, closet American. If you could change your name by deed poll, why couldn’t you change your genealogy? You know, by gene poll. I wanted to become an American. Desperately.

America made me feel as though I’d longed all my life for things I’d never even heard of before: bathroom scales that talked, folding toboggans, His and Hers helicopters, indoor ski machines, a sonic rodent repellent … And the thing I longed for the most was to fall in love. I wanted an American Romeo; hot off the press, home-delivered. Nothing special: as long as he had pectorals, a PhD, a nice bum, a non-sexist attitude, a top tan, a well-read penis, pale blue eyes, could cook soufflés, arm-wrestle crocodiles and wanted a loving relationship with bone-marrow-melting sex. Now, was that too much to ask of a billionaire?

That was the other reason for becoming an American. You see, Australians aren’t that good at mushy, romantic stuff. Passion’s not the fashion where I come from. Aussie blokes, those without Brewer’s Droop and verandas over their toyshops may be bronzed and blond, with laughing eyes and a wit as dry as the Sahara – but they are also emotional bonsai. Not only that, you only get affection when there’s an erection. The boys I knew anyway.

Tash reckons that I’m ‘cock-shy’, but it’s not that. I’ve had seven lovers, okay going, I reckon, for a twenty year old. Colin Pickles, Chook, Fang, Fido, Scunge, Terry the Tooth and Garry Hudson. Garry was my last lover. He was considered by my girlfriends to be a top spunk rat. Though it kind of annoyed me the way he was always setting fire to his farts, you know, as a party trick. Anyway, one night, I stopped Gaz, mid-bonk, to pledge, in my best movie starlet style, my adoration. You know, to vow lifelong love and devotion. ‘I mean,’ I pleaded, in my mushiest, mascara-running voice, ‘You do love me, don’t you?’

Gazza looked down at me, bewildered, and shrugged. ‘Jeez, I’m rootin’ you, aren’t I?’

It was after that I sent in the margarine coupons.

Tash reckons that love is not ‘objectively verifiable’. She reckons that believing in ‘love’ is about as plausible as believing in UFOs. She’s right, in a way. I mean, Close Encounters of the Romantic Kind were definitely alien to my house. One day my dad went out to buy a packet of cigarettes and didn’t come back for two years. When he walked back in the door, broke, my mum just looked at him and said, ‘Didn’t they have your brand?’

See, the reason my old man’s a delinquent is because he’s a gambler. My father would bet on the length of a bee’s dick. So now you know the real reason I believe in love. Betting against the odds runs in my blood. And even though my poor old mum had such a bad trot (and I mean that literally: Dad lost his whole pay packet on the horses – the few times he was in work, that is) she still told me that she truly believed there was a bloke out there for every girl. And that one day I’d meet my Mr Right.

Mind you, she also told me not to swim when I had my period.

Anyway, when I won the competition (I told them how I wanted a nationality-transplant) I weighed up my options: a cockroach-ridden squat; a boyfriend who set fire to his farts, who fucked anything that was warm and counted the legs afterwards; and a father who bet against himself in solitaire. It was them – or America. I applied for a visa. I guess that’s just the kind of girl I am – impetuous.

‘Are ya sure he’s dead?’ Once more Tash tentatively poked the old codger in the ribs with her stiletto.

‘Dead? Of course he’s dead. What do you think he is? Shy?’ I was on the brink of hysteria.

‘Try Abe again.’

Dialling the number, I listened to the whelp of sirens on the street below. The moon was like a giant headlight in the sky, focused accusingly on us. ‘Machine.’ I hung up, squirmed out of the sticky black leather and pulled on my jeans and T-shirt. It was then I realised that I was a dickhead – officially. It was time to fill in the form: I’d put on my sunglasses – indoors.
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