Chapter One-Women's Trouble


When it was done with, all would be clear. Done with, clear. Vinegar stroke, cut to anticipated emancipation, dissolve. The Act. He was not able to consider the act, its form and circumstance, just its finality, whatever way things swung, and then recalcitrantly under the jurisdiction of the abstract, for if he did, head fuzzed, guts leadened, limbs resolved somnolently. That, which gnawed within, divorced and virulent, and before him, slumped and mouth ajar, its externalisation. What of the flesh and bone, reminiscent of the detritus coquettishly divulged by a mass exhumation, well, pigs eat anything. Those eyes, like blood dilated in the baptismal water of a font, their refusal to perceive, yet, they stared at him, from a long grey face rendered gaudy by excessively applied cosmetics, as if seeking to elicit subliminally an obscure inner truth. Strewn beside that abject evocation she was, angular frame bound in lycra and leather, head tilted upwards on a clenched fist, rubbish for tip he’d said, her eyes ringed with mascara and the dark blue tinge of accumulated defeat, her eyes looking hard into him. The vacant inquisition held little resonance. She had the same bug in her stomach that he had in his. And that was that. He had to concede another minor correlation; the masks, in relation to-

A prerequisite for the majority of the triumvirate, the remainder ignorant, no concession on either part required. The masks, their banal and disparate signification, of a prurience absurd in its context, of a trigger image whose destiny was multiple copies. Through the window streaked with the residue of dirty rain, into the darkening sky, clusters of phosphorous light, beneath them, all alone too, he wondered absently, then, a metallic shriek heralding the temporal expiration of the train’s progress, dragging him back as they began to stir.

Star crossed, ill met, whatever.

The reassuringly monotonous rumble became dissonant and shrill as the train coughed and shuddered, finally halting with a sharp jolt. Inelegantly supine figures roused, stretching and yawning in an exaggerated display of lassitude, turning face downwards into a musty seat, recoiling from the window. In a carriage lit sickly yellow, its odour stale, which had contained and ejected a succession of blandly dissimilar expressions and mute gestures, just them remained.

Next, the junction, and then, all out.

Watkins held his head in sweaty palms, his eyelids sluggishly receding.

“Oh fuck.” His face was white and puffy and despite his fatigue wore feral alertness. He looked at Steve numbly, Steve who was twitchy and chewing the inside of his cheek, and wondered if he’d last. As long as he did, he would, thought Watkins. He twisted his neck. All out. Satisfied, he assumed his former posture. Steve’s perceptibly edgy demeanour needled him.

“What’s up? Not been powdering your nose in the bogs on the sly.”

“No,” croaked Steve. He kept staring out the window and seemed conscious of it.

Watkins swallowed his disdain.

“How far to go?”

“Junction’s next up.”

Watkins nodded mock ruefully. Straightening to his feet, he pummelled his buttocks with his knuckles, a go-go wriggle denoted private conciliation, and he slumped back on his seat. 

“My arse was asleep.”

“She looks ill,” Steve mumbled, shoving a finger towards Miss Glitz and quickly withdrawing it.

“Too much rocks and cocks,” said Watkins.

“Maybe that skag was a mistake.”

“You saw her. In a right state. Anyway, she’ll need it to hold her through the night. Can’t have her coming off a pipe.”

“All night?”

“Yeah. I want this guinea pig shipped off first thing, don’t want to spit on me own doorstep.”

“Hope she’s not near her time.”

“Any road up, her type’s ten a penny.” Watkins squeezed a fleshless thigh and earned himself an incoherent admonishment. Miss Glitz rolled onto her side and retched, digging her boots into Watkins’ ribs as her form tautened. Grabbing a handful of bleached hair, Watkins spat, “Bitch,” and dragged Miss Glitz upright. His annoyance evident, he wiped the spittle and vomit off her mouth with his sleeve. He draped an arm on her shoulders and pulled her head against his chest. 

“Quite the courting couple,” said Steve, peering into the murk and wishing he were lost in it.

“Fuck off,” said Watkins.

“Miss Glitz, where’d she get that from?” said Steve, eager to assuage.

It was an enquiry easily qualified; there didn’t seem to be much stardust sprinkled on the girl in the leather jacket and navy blue leggings, dry coughing and slurring elliptically. Watkins hand snaked to his side. Miss Glitz sagged and slid down the seat. Watkins fumbled in his pocket. He unfolded a page ripped from a softcore porn mag and passed it to Steve.

SEXCALIBUR PICTURES

Logo: Beefeater with a white handlebar moustache, campily rolling his eyes heavenwards, like he’d been goosed by a poker.

PRESENT

Schoolgirl Blues: red Candice typeset.

A blonde, redhead, brunette variety pack, arms entwined, pink backdrop.

All are dressed in black pumps, gymslips and white blouses, coyly exposing flesh. The blonde, linking the girls, seems a little older, or just wearier, than those sandwiching her. Contempt flickers behind her cheesecake pout. A hockey stick pokes between her thighs, courtesy of an awkward prompt from the sullen redhead, whose make-up, off a trowel, oddly lays emphasis on her youth rather than diminishing it. The plump brunette looks the youngest of them. She is pretty and has gone light on the slap. Her expression is one of dubious ecstasy. They are credited as Regine Darbo, Jessica and Miss Glitz. It is uncertain whom the names belong to. Beneath their quivering clinch is a quartet of black and white stills. These feature a bevy of Z-grade celebrities in what are billed Comical Capers.

A quiz show host equipped with lilac bouffant, stares quizzically at an inadvertently bared posterior.

Soap actress, of advanced career and pendulously bosomed, in basque, fishnet stockings and suspender belt, old bloke in glasses clocking her surreptitiously on top of a ladder, through conspicuously steamed up lenses.

Cop show heavy, in pale blue safari suit, offering a puzzled reaction shot, the shaft of a rake buried in his nethers. Schoolgirls, of mature appearance, laugh enthusiastically in the background.

Desiccated music hall ventriloquist, his hand free of the monocled toff it had resided in while at the Pally, inspects the shattered pane in the roof of his greenhouse and scratches his head.

Also starring, Pete Conan, Roy Wagner, and, introducing Ms. Sheila Bright, as Juicy Lucy. 

Written, directed and produced by Harrison Walker.

“Jesus Christ. That’s her?”

“No. Brown hair.”

Steve’s incredulity grew. “No chance. It’s a wind up.”

Watkins shook his head. Steve looked at the crumpled glossy, then the girl.

“This can only be a few years old, at most. How’d she get like that?”

“Lifestyle choice. You know how the job market is.” Watkins shot a smile untarnished by mirth.

“What?” said Steve, slack jawed.

“Some types go from lingerie to topless, ‘fore you know it hamburger shoots, and after that...I’ve seen the type. Mostly users. Don’t know if it’s the work or the play but they end up chasing their own arses.”

“You seen the film?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s she like in it?”

“Don’t get excited. She’s not in it. I remember seeing it at the Unit Four in the days of the AA. It’s just a godawful sex comedy, a Come Play With Me clone, repackaged to rip off sad pervs.”

Steve was still looking at the glossy.

“Thinking it wouldn’t be such a chore if Miss Glitz was in her pomp?” Watkins eyes narrowed his aspect disconcerting. Steve took a chunk out of his lower lip.

“I don’t blame you for being wary, bucket of Starbright on her head, built like a chicken after Sunday dinner. Just remember kid, the closest you’ll come to her is the one for the money.”

Reaching into the inside pocket of his overcoat, Watkins snagged the bottle he'd toked since morning.

"Wanna drink?"

Steve assented shakily. He tipped the bottle and the scotch burned his throat. Snatching the Grouse, Watkins laughed, "Can't fucking take it, can you?"

Steve spluttered a mild obscenity.

"You'll be a martyr to heartburn later. Anyhow, might put a bit of fire in your belly," said Watkins. He drained the four fingers' worth and stuck the empty under his seat. Loosing a belch, Watkins relaxed and closed his eyes. Steve watched him, his antipathy fused with fear. Black overcoat, red matador shirt, supermarket jeans, running to fat quick, previous form, grubbing, as always, was all that over the rainbow?

Eh? Eh kid?

Steve shuddered. If Watkins weren't being bankrolled by Harry Black he'd have ditched the sick fuck at Piccadilly. 

And here they were.

"Dave, we're here."

Watkins snorted.

"Help me with her." They grabbed an arm each.

"Mind the doors."


They stumbled onto the platform wet from the heavy rain earlier, chilled out of their collective torpor by the winter night. Steve and Watkins each had a hand round Miss Glitz's waist. She was conscious, barely, shivering, their shoulders pinning her arms back, heels scraping the pavingstones.

"Maybe the fresh air will perk her up," said Steve.

"I don't want her to perk up," spat Watkins. Suffused with clouds like dirty wads of cotton wool, the sky was grey, darkness waiting to prevail. The station was well lit because its locale was relatively forsaken.

"Think anyone will see us," said Steve, feeling conspicuous. Opposite them the platform was empty, no one nursing a cigarette in the Perspex shelter, no buttocks pushing down the flip up seats, no figures leaning on the white picket fences that flanked it.

"Nah. We were on the last train. Soon we'll be on the tips, clear."

Done with. Clear.

"I know there's been a lot of legwork involved," said Watkins, almost apologetic, "but it would have been in the arse in the car and more risky. Quite a few residing at her majesty's pleasure who weren't clocked but their plates were."

And you'd know, thought Steve. Three years served for assaulting a minor in a ripped off Nissan Cherry. Probably serving a manslaughter stretch if the plod hadn't tapped his flashlight on the wing mirror. 

"Come on you lazy bastard." Watkins exhortation was hoarse. Even though the girl was light it took considerable effort to ascend the concrete steps. The booze and pudding and chips had caught up with Watkins and he struggled for breath. They paused briefly at the top of the metal bridge, which traversed the train tracks. Then on, the girl's boot heels rapping a staccato accompaniment.

"I'll be glad when all this shite's over. I'm too old for this, I really am," wheezed Watkins. They staggered down the steps, nearly toppling forwards.

"Your slate's clean soon, mine's not, not by a long chalk."

Steve despised Watkins' affected coarseness; he made him feel nervy, now he bored him as well, that blowsy, dully belligerent face, the utter lack of guile in his artless demeanour.  Christ, the bloke had no shame. Strutting while he dumped a tough guy speech on Steve, replete with transparent innuendo and menace, capped his prolonged debasement of the girl. After all that, without an apparent sliver of self-irony, his act of supplication on the payphone near Piccadilly gardens. Oh yeah Harry, sorry Harry, I had a bit of a problem but it's sorted out, I'm sure of it Harry, of course Harry, tickle your nuts Harry, yeah yeah yeah. And he hung up and turned to Steve, the hardcore player again, low rented granted, as if Steve had clipped on cataracts during the oleaginous capitulation. Some front, Steve had to give the old brass that. 


Through the gap in the fence, where the poleaxed wooden boards dangled on barbed wire off the posts, Watkins leading, holding Miss Glitz tightly under the armpit, practically gripping bone. Steve slipped as they scrambled up the grass verge and lost his grip on Miss Glitz. Taking her full weight, Watkins countenance suggested that the point of seizure was imminent.

"You lazy cunt," barked Watkins, chest tightening. Somehow he got them both to the derisory summit. Steve joined them gasping.

"Sorry Dave."

Watkins slapped him across the face with his free hand. Flashbulb of panic.

"Jesus, please, c'mon."

Steve got his thread, the backhander firing him, thinking all this shite, sweep it under the carpet, sweep it quick. They formed a wedge in the clump of hawthorns, droplets from the leaves drenching them, branches tearing and scratching clothes and flesh. Finally, extricated, a little bloody. Into the ditch, nettles clawing their legs, thrashing out of the ferns.

"Thank fuck. That's the bulk of it done," said Watkins, too knackered to summon the appropriate exultant tone. The smell of damp earth filled their nostrils, feet sinking into the muddy soil.

"It's so cold," said Steve.

"I got a bottle at the house."

A feeble cry sounded inside Steve. Before him, the huge cultivated mound of nutty slack, a veritable fucking greenbelt. The excreta of another age, other lives, the lungs turned ashen building it, what with all the general resignation the effort seemed rather gauche, so they planted a few seeds and wrung their hands, a job well done.

"Do we have to climb that?"

"Fuck no." Watkins exasperation was sincere. That was that then. Just a night of fun and frolics with a pisser whose favourite flick was The New York Ripper. Some people should come with a fucking health warning. Fuck fuck fuck. Watkins tinpot posturing was rubbing off on him like he was trailing a slug. The girl, poor bitch. See, the clincher. Even the Essex drawl was too much for Watkins. Top her up, shut her up. Why bother, buy the big one if nothing, to, whisper it, that hoariest of aged chestnuts, Voice Concern. 

Well.

"She's got worse. Seemed a bit livelier once we got off."

"The Librium's kicking in."

"What…"

"Just a couple of crushed five milligram tabs in that can of coke I gave her."

"To stop her dehydrating you said."

Watkins chuckled. "That dose would barely make a baby sleep. It's humane anyhow."

"Watkins, we're gonna be taping a corpse."

They tumbled further into the darkness, now encroached fully; Steve curiously disengaged, thinking, It's in the anticipation. And this was strictly straight to video shit. He'd earn his clean slate alright. That poky little place he'd heard about. Harry's country pile, in glorious isolation, one of his safe houses. No corner.

Last house, as ever. 


"What's with all this," said Steve, his hand drawing attention to the proliferation of Magic Trees dotting the tiny kitchen. Watkins was drying the cracked blue mug he'd rinsed under the hot water tap with a check patterned teatowel, the gelid crust around the plughole thawing.

"Some junkie who ran errands for Harry od'd at the kitchen table."

A curiously repellent odour, a mixture of queasily sweet banana and nostril shrivelling mint, filled the room.

"Could never get rid of the stench."

"Yeah," said Steve, his reassembled constitution enervated by the glib disclosure. He was suddenly aware of how cold it was.

"And it's still a safe house."

"Well, the body didn't linger here long."

Steve nibbled his lower lip.

"They had your run of the mill summer barbecue. Flies and that. Chopped up the kitchen table. You can guess what they put the coleslaw on."

"Jesus. Harry let it go? It seems sloppy."

Watkins lit a cigarette and coughed. A glob of raucously summoned phlegm hit the sink.

"He entertained the lad because he was tight with his brother."

"Who is that?"

"God, you gossip like a cunt. Harry's still pretty close."

"The forgiving type."

"Supposedly. I reckon the big streak of piss is just patient. Him and that queer clinging to him."

"Harry has homos in tow."

"Attitude. Outlook. Between the sheets I don't know."

Watkins reached into the cupboard beneath the sink and took out a bottle of scorch. He poured a loosener into the mug and drained it. Belching, the taste of steak and kidney pudding returned to make him wince.

"Do you want to cook her a shot, or what?"

"Watkins, she needs fucking jump leads as it is."

"Just in case of emergency."

"We'll need a body bag if you keep chipping away at that half gramme."

Watkins slammed the mug down. He lifted the bottle to his lips and drank hard.

"You talk too much."

It was an otiose comment; Steve had realised his loquacity had been a source of aggravation when the blue mug splintered on a greasy Formica cutting board. Scalding burst against his thigh. Edging backwards, Steve, legs melting, kept his eyes locked on Watkins, who had turned away and shoved his hand in a trickle of icy water, sluicing the latticework of cuts, cauterised by a dribble of scotch, which crumpled his palm, Steve thinking, Please, Stay deep frozen, knowing he wouldn't. Watkins mopped the wound, dabbing the tea towel gingerly. He scrunched it up and threw the sodden crimson parcel at Steve. Dropping his shoulder, Steve watched it sliver down the wall. The tap was still running. Bottle sucking Watkins, dying a little. Watkins, walking towards Steve, letting the flaming butt drop from his lips to the bleach rotted vinyl floor tiles. 

"Cheeky twat," asseverated Watkins. "Piss up me back and stood there in your designer label shit. That would have been a quarter you owe me."

"My brother-"

"Your dickhead sibling thieved it out the warehouse he works out. So they were gratis. So what. You could've sold them."

Steve grabbed for a suitably egregious replication and all he found was, Yeah, I coulda and I shoulda. Knuckles bunched, the good one. Don't throw it. Relief, pinned to the wall, breath like napalm removing his eyebrows, maybe a touch of Miss Glitz's pencil, la femme. Watkins was telling him he was a cunt with teeth, granddad's words, spat out of emphysema and that something saved for t'wife. Pinned there, a gamine post-mortem star. 


Placatory. Brush up and down. Playful prods to blue jaw, shabby deprecation. In and out the room. Head bag. A mask, clearance stall Fu Manchu, square slits, coils of elastic.

"Props department," said Watkins, showing the cucumber.

"Fresh," he added.

"Nice," said Steve.

"We better…"

"We better," said Steve, placing the syringe on a saucer.


Heavy pair of dark blue curtains, good for a blackout, drawn. Cornea scorching high watt bulb, no lampshade, hanging from the middle of the ceiling. Girl ornately bound in wicker chair. Underwear and clothes piled nearby, fake leather handbag and its contents spread on a shitty brown coffee table. Gagged, football sock, Swindon Town, friend's brother's. Almost choking, sick after the shot, floating through the pain, as she had the day, the night, head light and elsewhere; pipe muck embracing her lungs.  Electric heater, dispensing warm air and dust, circumspectly out of the view of the video camera on the tripod. Bare feet dug into a mottled shagpile, fossilised chow mein under her soles. Whitewashed walls, smoke darkened. Adscititious stench of fried bacon, congealed, complementing the heater's musty blast, rendering the atmosphere perfectly conducive to an unpleasant fugue, tempered by the chill at the room's peripheries. Just like any other room. In any street. Behind any door. Like how they wanted it. Voices carried. She caught some of it, little sticked, what did made the less than ambiguous reference to an emergency shot upsettingly enticing.


"You let me film it, Watkins. I should think you've got more of a taste for it than me."

"The fun's in the seeing. Anyway, you get the eyes close up."

Watkins' lips were curled and wet, as if in anticipation of a ketchup ordained burger.

"Fuck. I can't do it," said Steve tremulously.

"You better not get the jitters now. What's the matter? Jesus don't want her for a sunbeam."

Watkins lifted the mask, flayed off an inflatable dummy, to his face. Steve didn't know if the effect was intentional but it worked. Nicotine acrylic wig, arachnidan eyebrows startled by the optometrist's delight, beaming glass orbs, which communicated grateful receipt immutably and never demurred, scarlet lips suggestive of obstinate slugs guarding a short length of plastic tubing. Ragged cut constituted the chin. And Steve saw as Watkins saw.

In short, he was afraid.

The lips, ginger wisps. He was in toto with a man who fucked the brains of mail order popsicles. Pity it wasn't in the brochure.


The tall skinny kid with gel sculptured peroxide hair, who seemed about her age, pretty boy face spoiled, all bad skin and anxiety, was spooked by the fat man. He dropped the silver jubilee tea tray, scattering a long green thing and a syringe and saucer.  The fat man shoved what looked like a life-size decapitated Barbie head into the kid's hands and swore loudly. He picked up the syringe and went behind the girl. She felt a jab in her back. The only thought she harboured, albeit mistily, was that of the need to connect, more than meat for the grinder, in anyway, then maybe, well maybe, she'd get dumped at room temperature, was negated by whatever he'd pumped into her, the haze cloaking her consciousness becoming oppressive, and the euphoria, ridiculous in the footnote of her immediate destiny, predominated. She'd taken a wrong turn, stepped off at the wrong station.

"I'll slap her chops, make her look interested."

"I'll get Harry," said Watkins, fingering the videotape lovingly.

The kid's eyes widened.

"South, not Black."

The kid crawled out of the living room and into the kitchen on his hands and knees and pushed the door shut feebly. At least he'd stopped puking. He could stay in the kitchen.

"And so to work," croaked Watkins.

He ripped up the carpet.


Press the eject. The burden had long since deliquesced on his thigh. He surveyed the room, blood, puke, gone, comparatively pristine, a testament to assiduous scrubbing. Bottle of Fairy Liquid, bucket of tepid water, accrued debris floating on its frothy surface. Deep red teatowel, a rosette for commemoration of a dishwater day. Shit for brains shuddering in the kitchen, little doubt. He gathered the girl's clothes in his arms, felt mildly repulsed, and threw them in a black bin liner. The trees would embark on a seasonal migration, exuding their magic elsewhere. Leather jacket, of negligible value, not worth a sticky handshake. In the bin liner. Handbag, which had firmly stuck to her belly inside the elastic waistband, which had nipped her flanks like the benign caress of a cheese wire. Emptied the contents on the coffee table. Women's stuff. Colour snaps. Young girls crammed into a photobooth, poses of contrived irreverence, bright smiles and even brighter make up. Watkins turned his collar up. He shredded the strip and let the confetti, celebrating the irrevocably lost, flutter into the bin liner. He shoved the other shit into his already bulging pockets. Cashcard. She'd even thoughtfully noted the pin number on a shard of blue lined paper. When to use it? Now. If he didn't dump it where the worms couldn't touch, if it had middle class baggage, the kind that mushes on front pages, there'd be hassle. Well, he wasn't going anywhere. Steve was all right in the kitchen. He didn't seem in much of a hurry as well.

"I'm going to get Harry."


The front door thudded shut. Steve rattled in his box. He stared at his trainers, detached from the loop running in his head by the hash and amphetamine hangover deadening his perceptions. When the numbness dissipated the loop was no longer jerky and monochrome, it was drenched in Technicolor and played smoothly and at a leisurely speed, concurrent with his waking consciousness, occasionally rewinding, on the second viewing degenerating into flickering and scratchy frames which progressed funereally, then fast forward to the denouement, pause-

His stomach was tight, when he comprehended the pains were not hunger pangs he felt feverish. Doubling up, he was worried he'd vomit again. Harry. Being got. He dribbled green bile. Steve drifted out of the kitchen into the living room, another ghost trolling the region of the destructible. He saw the carpet. Wishbone wrapped in a greasy serviette. Sucking in the shagpile. Mouthful of fibres. The bundle rolled towards him. Laughter, heartfelt and expiring quickly with discretion. He listened for it to break out again, unsure whether it had emanated from him as he padded softly to the front door. Eyes closed, he backed gently into the night.
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