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Past Mortem

‘Engaging and smartly plotted’ Observer

‘Fans will love it’ Heat

‘Past Mortem confirms Elton as craftsmanlike, thoughtful and readable. Fans will find plenty to enjoy’ Daily Mail

‘He has not lost his canny eye for the preoccupations of his peers... its warm-hearted characterisation and deft pacing should make the paperback popular on next summer’s beaches’ Sunday Times

‘You expect a witty, engaging storyline when you pick up an Elton novel – and his latest doesn’t disappoint’

Fresh magazine

‘In the tradition of Ben Elton’s previous novels, Past Mortem is a gripping read’ City Weekly

‘Elton is such a readable author’ Sydney Morning Herald

‘Elton melds his story, part comic romance, part page-turning thriller, with a subtext that explores schoolyard bullying, lightly and broadly, by taking every opportunity to include thought-provoking passages on the issue’ Sunday Territorian

High Society

‘As I raced to the end, I found myself applauding Elton. This is a tough subject tackled with courage and commitment’ Will Hutton, Observer Review

‘A fix of high comedy from a writer who provokes almost as much as he entertains’ Daily Mail

‘Tremendous narrative momentum... genuinely moving’

The Times

‘A return to Elton’s top fiery form’ Glamour magazine

‘Very racy, a compulsive read’ Daily Mirror

‘Full of passion and plenty of one-liners’ Scotland on Sunday

‘A joy to read... a startling head of narrative steam’ Evening Standard

‘A throat-grabbing thriller which also manages to savagely satirise this high society we all live in... Excellent’ Ireland on Sunday

Dead Famous

‘One of Ben Elton’s many triumphs with Dead Famous is that he is superbly persuasive about the stage of the story: the characterisation is a joy, the jokes are great, the structuring is very clever and the thriller parts are ingenious and full of suspense. And not only that – the satire (of Big Brother, of the television industry, of the arrogant ignorance and rabid inarticulacy of yoof culture) is scathing, intelligent and cherishable.

As House Arrest’s twerpy contestants would put it, wicked. Double wicked. Big up to Ben Elton and respect, big time. Top, top book’ Mail on Sunday

‘Brilliant... Ben has captured the verbal paucity of this world perfectly... devastatingly accurate in its portrayal... read Elton’s book’

Janet Street-Porter, Independent on Sunday

‘Elton has produced a book with pace and wit, real tension, a dark background theme, and a big on-screen climax’

Independent

‘Very acute about television and the Warhol-inspired fame for fame’s sake that it offers... certainly delivers a readable whodunnit’	Spectator

‘One of the best whodunnits I have ever read... This is a cracking read – a funny, gripping, hugely entertaining thriller, but also a persuasive, dyspeptic account of the way we live now, with our insane, inane cult of the celebrity’

Sunday Telegraph

Inconceivable

‘Extremely funny, clever, well-written, sharp and unexpectedly moving... This brilliant, chaotic satire merits rereading several times’ Mail on Sunday

‘Extremely funny without ever being tasteless or cruel... this is Elton at his best – mature, humane, and still a laugh a minute. At least’ Daily Telegraph

‘A very funny book about a sensitive subject. The characters are well-developed, the action is page-turning and it’s beginning to seem as if Ben Elton the writer might be even funnier than Ben Elton the comic’ Daily Mail

‘This is Elton doing what he does best, taking comedy to a place most people wouldn’t dream of visiting and asking some serious questions while he’s about it. It’s a brave and personal novel’ Daily Mirror

‘A tender, beautifully balanced romantic comedy’ Spectator

‘Moving and thorougly entertaining’ Daily Express

‘Somehow Ben Elton has managed to write a funny, positive love story about one of the most painful and damaging experiences a couple can go through’ Weekend Australian

‘Anyone who has had trouble starting a family will recognize the fertility roller-coaster Elton perceptively and wittily describes’ The Age, Melbourne

‘With his trademark wit and barbed humour, Ben Elton tells a poignant and heart-rending story... a novel that is both entertaining and emotionally rich... This book is a marvel’ Pretoria News, South Africa

Blast from the Past

‘The action is tight and well-plotted, the dialogue is punchy and the whole thing runs along so nicely that you never have to feel you’re reading a book at all’ Guardian

‘A strong beginning, and the reminder that it is fear itself that makes you jump wouldn’t be out of place in a psychological thriller. Blast from the Past is a comedy, but an edgy comedy... a slick moral satire that works as a hairy cliff-hanger’ Sunday Times

‘Elton at his most outrageously entertaining... Elton is a master of the snappy one-liner, and here the witty repartee hides a surprisingly romantic core’ Cosmopolitan

‘Elton again underlines his mastery of plot, structure and dialogue. In stand-up comedy, his other forte, it’s all about timing. In writing it’s about moving the narrative forward with exciting leaps of imagination and, as before, he seems to have the explosive take-off formula just about right. This literary rocket burns bright’ Sunday Times (Perth)

‘Blast from the Past is a wicked, rip-roaring ride which charts the fine lines separating hilarity from horror; the oily gut of fear from the delicious shiver of anticipation’ West Australian

‘Only Ben Elton could combine uncomfortable questions about gender politics with a gripping, page-turning narrative and jokes that make you laugh out loud’ Tony Parsons

‘As always, Ben Elton is topical to the point of clairvoyancy... Fast, funny and thought-provoking’ The List
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BREAKFAST IN CARLO
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Carlton is a little coastal town some miles south of Perth in Western Australia. They’re a strange contrast those two towns. Perth is home to a higher density of millionaires than any other city in the world, but just down the road in Carlton people hang kind of looser. Certainly the place has its fair share of bread-heads and hustlers, but it’s still got a laid back feel. Boats and cafés and taking it easy are the things a visitor carries away in the memory.

Perth gets up in the morning and says, ‘OK let’s do it, let’s make money, let’s get on with a load of really high-powered stuff right now!’

Some mornings Carlton doesn’t get up.

It’s a nice place to holiday in, or retire to, so actually quite a bit of money is made there in a gentle kind of way, a lot of it by a man called Silvester (or Sly) Moorcock. Sly lived in Perth, he was one of that city’s many self-made rich, smug bastards, and finding the need to get further into property for tax reasons, he had bought up all the old granny duplexes and made Carlton (or Carlo to its friends), one of his many possessions. Some of it he knocked down, some of it he rented out. Some of it looked as if he’d got half-way through knocking it down but then changed his mind and decided to rent it out. Such a place was occupied by Colin.

Yes, Sly owned Carlo, but he didn’t rule the roost – not in Colin’s little part of town anyway. All right, so Sly could have evicted Colin. Also, if Colin had had a job, Sly could have made him redundant. He could have impounded his possessions and done him for non-payment of rent. But so what? Colin didn’t really own anything anyway and when it’s time to move on, it’s time to move on.

No, Sly didn’t bother Colin overmuch. So the guy was a billionaire, what could he really do to you? Nothing. In the searing heat and natural abundance of a Carlton summer, Colin had much more pressing enemies than Sly. Let’s face it, Sly was unlikely to appear as if from nowhere, on Colin’s bread-board and make him feel like throwing up. He wasn’t going to creep into the fridge and hide in the folded spout of the milk carton so that when Colin popped back the spout wings, there he would be! all horrid and scuttley! Then, off like a bullet, but not before he’d shocked Colin into dropping the milk and ruined Colin’s day.

Sly Moorcock was more powerful than God in Carlton, but Colin had never had to throw the butter away because he’d found Sly having a fuck in it – it takes a special kind of bastard to make you do that. Colin’s enemies were cockroaches, he had no time to worry about billionaires.

COCKIES

Cockroaches have an extraordinary physical resilience. You can smash one to bits on your living room floor leaving it in numerous cockroachie pieces and a little later when you have steeled yourself to clearing it up, it’s gone! It’s cleaned itself up! Some say that other cockroaches have simply come and carried it away to have for their dinner but this is not true. Cockroaches are definitely bionic, they can rebuild themselves. If you put the shattered corpse of one in the bin, it will wait until you are gone and then slowly pull itself back together again, gluing on its head with its own horrid goo. Then, when it is ready, a born-again cockie, bigger, scarier and somehow managing to have more legs than it started off with, it will scuttle out, refreshed, from a mound of potato peelings making obscene gestures at you with its little cockroach fist.

Nothing is more deflating than being sneered at by a cockroach. It is said that cockroaches would survive a nuclear war better than anything. They would brush off fall-out like they brush off being smashed to bits with a shoe.

As Colin lay in bed, watching with distaste the phoenix of a new cockie rising out of the ruin of its dead self, it seemed to him eminently likely that in the barren aftermath of the final folly; when the poison winds blow cruelly over the rotting debris of us, the previous top dogs, cockroaches will inherit the earth. After all, they had clearly already inherited Carlton. Colin was thinking of charging them rent.

Perhaps, he thought, the government had been conducting secret nuclear tests and the holocaust had already come to Western Australia.

POMMIE POSEUR

Colin was a pom. He’d lived in Oz since he was thirteen but that doesn’t make any difference, if you’re a pom, you’re a pom. The Aussies have a strange double standard when it comes to poms. For instance, they are fairly happy to cheer Lady Di and have a Union Jack on their flag, but that doesn’t stop most of them calling you a whingeing pommie wanker if you happen to remark that it’s hot when the mercury’s pushing 40°C.

Colin did not care. However hot it was Colin always thought he was cool – small and cool. He was one of those rare people who try to be cool and somehow manage in the process to be a bit cool – not much, but a bit. He was so unashamed about his pretensions that they kind of worked. For instance, despite living in Oz, he managed to speak in an accent that was situated somewhere in the mid-Atlantic, half-way between Britain and the USA – having arrived at this location via some pretty groovy forties movies and some equally crucial rock lyrics. By rights this should have been horrible, marking Colin down as the worst kind of poseur, but it didn’t. It almost did, but it didn’t.

Probably it didn’t because Colin wouldn’t have minded being considered a poseur, in fact he would have thought being called a poseur quite an interesting pose. Everybody poses, the coolest people pose most of all, they just make it seem natural. Colin had a picture on his damp patch of Brando in The Wild One, dressed in leather, leaning on his Triumph with a little peaked cap on his head, tilted to one side, looking slightly off-camera with an expression on his face that seemed to be saying: ‘Listen, I may be sensitive, confused and inarticulate but I could still beat seventeen types of shit out of you, OK?’ Now that was posing, but nobody minded because it was Brando. He remained cool, even though he was an utter poseur with a damp patch behind him.

It’s all a question of confidence. Colin never had any money, but he acted like he was loaded. Poverty was always a temporary problem for Colin. His present period had lasted about twenty-five years.

His clothes were piss-poor but he wore them with aplomb. He would practise things like opening and lighting his Zippo lighter with just one hand and throwing cigarettes up in the air and catching them in his mouth. Strangely this did not make him look like a total wanker – it nearly did, but not quite. There was a tiny degree of charm in the way Colin accepted his many failures with the same easy confidence that he greeted his few successes. When Colin missed his mouth with the fag he acted the same as if he’d scored a hit. When he burned his thumb with the lighter he yelped with pain in a manner that suggested that pretty soon anyone who was anyone would be burning their fingers on Zippos and yelping with pain. Colin’s surname was Dobson. Being aware that James Dean would never have been cast in Rebel if his name had been Colin Dobson, Colin called himself CD. Since the advent of compact discs this had given Colin an opportunity to do his great joke about being perfect, clear and flawless. Astonishingly he managed to deliver this without sounding like the biggest dickhead in history. He came a very close second.

BREAKFAST THOUGHTS

CD got out from under his grey duvet and lit a fag, he missed his mouth twice which delayed the evil moment of lighting up by about ten seconds. This was good, CD was trying to introduce a programme of starting later in the day and even ten seconds counted. His problem was he didn’t want to give up, he really liked smoking, he was one of that ever dwindling group of people who still thought it looked cool. Like most committed smokers, he worried about it all the time. Unfortunately, whenever he found himself dwelling on the proven dangers of the weed he got so uptight he had to have a fag.

‘Catch 22,’ he would say, throwing one up towards his mouth. Which was ironic really because he probably hadn’t caught twenty-two in his entire life.

As CD fished about in the dirty clothes bag for a pair of pants that had only been worn once, he thought his morning thoughts. He thought, as he thought every morning, that it was time to go to the launderette. He thought, as he always did, that it was time to get a new toothbrush. The bristles on his present one were flattened so far back that they were parted in the middle. He had a toothbrush that looked like the top of Oscar Wilde’s head.

He hoped, as he always did, that the state of the exterior of the kettle did not reflect upon its internal cleanliness. Logic, of course, insists that the outside of a kettle is an entirely separate entity to the inside, but none the less the thick, greasy, dusty gunge that coated the whole thing was a bit disquieting.

Yet again, as CD wandered through to the kitchen, he tried to gather together the resolve to throw away all his crockery apart from one bowl and one dinner plate. It was, after all, nearly two months since he had done a proper wash-up, his life was a series of mini wash-ups. A plate in the evening for toast, a bowl in the morning for Weetabix. The rest of the pile just sat in the sink laying low his spirits whenever he looked at it. In a world crowded with tiny bummers there is little more depressing than an ancient sinkful of scummy washing-up.

Of course, CD conceded, the alternative to junking it would be to wash it all up, but what false hopes lay in that cheating dream? CD knew that doing the washing-up just meant a brief, transitory illusion. A cruel glimpse of an unattainable civilization where one plucked a mug or a plate at will from the tempting gleaming pile – squandered resources – and made each new coffee in a fresh cup. A paradise soon lost, and in an obscenely brief time, the pile is back, only this time it seems bigger, scummier, even more teetering.

CD considered himself an ecologically concerned person. And yet, like everybody else, he would sooner use a clean cup than wash up a dirty one.

There was a cocky struggling in the water, wriggling, what looked to be its last wriggle. Knowing cockies it probably had a set of scuba gear. CD stared at it in a morning trance, the dirty cockie in the dirty washing-up in the dirty little house that was owned by Sly Moorcock.


DINNER IN LOS ANGELES

[image: images]

Sly Moorcock himself was feeling pretty elated. It had been years since he had genuinely appreciated any of the things that his enormous success had brought him. The thrill of acquiring and consuming had long since faded for Sly. He would never recapture those early joys and he knew it. None the less, as the car left the airport he was feeling good enough to at least enjoy the memory of them.

‘Welcome to Los Angeles,’ the chauffeur said, ‘I believe you’ll find we have some gorgeous weather laid on for you.’

Sly grabbed his chance, ‘If I want a disc jockey, kid, I’ll buy a radio station. Drive the car.’ Sly grinned to himself, he had been acting like a rich, arrogant bastard for so many years now he’d forgotten how good it could feel.

Being rude is one of the principal hobbies of the wealthy. Not very rude, just a bit rude, constantly brusque and impatient, implying that one’s own life is much more important than that of the person you are talking to. This attitude is at its most satisfying when applied to pretty girls at hotel receptions. Sly remembered nostalgically the warm masculine glow and the tremendous erection that had consumed him the first time he had really flexed his muscles in this manner.

‘I’m sorry, Sir, but the room isn’t ready yet, perhaps you would like to...’

‘What I’d like, dear, is my room, right now, OK lovely? I don’t care how you do it poppet, but do it. You may have time to polish your nails young lady, but I have a business to run.’

There was something monumentally saucy about a pretty girl in a prim little outfit, with her first name pinned to her tit, hating you so bad that she’d like to kill you and not being able to do a thing about it. The same game could be played with some airline hostesses.

But on the whole those thrills were history for Sly. He had had to learn the hard way that the difference between being poor and not being poor is far greater than the difference between being rich and being stupidly rich. Being able to own a swimming pool is physical pleasure, being able to own hundreds of them is just an abstract idea. Sly had only one dick, only one stomach. There was only so much he could do for them, and yet each day he worked harder to get more of what he didn’t need and couldn’t use.

EMPIRE-BUILDING

What fun it had been, back in the early seventies when Sly had done his first major deals. Then it had seemed to him that there was an almost frontier, empire-building spirit to his corporate battles. As if he too was using guts, balls and naked cunning to build a new Jerusalem, just like those early Aussie pioneers in their slouch hats and broken boots. How fondly he remembered the days when, with flares flapping round his ankles and kipper tie a foot across, he had lost a friend every time he picked up the phone.

Sly had been one of the very first corporate raiders. He had really been a part of developing the whole craft – or art form as Sly preferred to put it. Even twenty years later he often dwelt fondly on how amazingly clever he had been.

It had started in a pub. Sly was having a beer with an old friend from school and the old friend from school was very upset about his family pie-making business.

‘We should never have moved into ham and cheese,’ the old friend from school was saying, ‘ham and cheese is a poof’s pie. I told Dad, I said, “Dad, ham and cheese is a poof’s pie. The great Australian bloke is not going to take kindly to having to build the best bloody country in the world on ham and cheese pie.”’

‘He wants meat,’ sympathized Sly.

‘Of course he wants meat,’ the old friend from school said, ‘you can’t surf all day and root all night on ham and cheese.’

EASY AS PIE

The meat pie plays a significant part in Australian culture. It is far and away that country’s most popular snack, it fills the same place in their hearts and tums that fish and chips used to fill for the British. It is often referred to as a ‘rats coffin’ and the recipe has not changed since it was first discovered being used as part of the lining for Pandora’s box. Consisting of pastry so greasy if you drop one on the floor it will stop the boards creaking, and a substance called ‘meat’ which is made of minced string in gravy.

This horrendous creation, taken almost obligatorily with a squirt of tomato sauce, is delicious. Delicious in a way that only truly awful, stupefyingly unhealthy food can be. Delicious in a way that vegetables (or indeed anything that is good for you) can only dream of being. Hence it has so far withstood all efforts to ponce it up.

This had been Sly’s old school-friend’s dad’s mistake. He had tried to ponce up the great Australian pie. He did not understand the most important rule of yummy snacks. That they are not yummy despite being so awful, they are yummy because they are so awful...

‘It’s not as if we put peas or carrots in them,’ the old school-friend protested. But secretly he was ashamed, he knew that he and his father were in the wrong. Ham and cheese is a poof’s pie.

‘Not to worry, old school-friend,’ said Sly, who always had trouble with people’s names. ‘Your dad’s company’s still in great nick, you’re very big in dough-nuts, you dominate the mock-cream fancies market, and your apple turnover, turnover is the fastest in WA. Christ almighty, heart disease is one of the biggest killers in Australia, that’s a statistic you and your dad can be proud of.’

‘Oh sure, no worries,’ said the friend, ‘I’m not saying we’re in trouble, I mean in real terms the company’s fine, but a cock-up like that hits your share confidence. Market-wise we’re at a bit of a low ebb.’ And that was when Sly had his brilliant idea.

The next day he quit his job as runner for the fast-growing Tyron Organization and went to his bank to borrow a lot of money. He had stumbled upon a fascinating situation, a healthy company with extremely valuable assets, which was temporarily depressed on the market. My, my, my said the spider to the fly.

On the strength of the information he had got from his old school-friend, Sly bought a majority holding in the friend’s family firm at a bargain price and took over as boss. Now a lesser maverick than Sly might have stopped there, content to be the new head of a successful bakery. Remembering the incident only as a stern warning never to chat pies with pals. But Sly was destined to be more than a baker, he wanted to be a bastard. So he smashed the company up, flogging the Cream-Horn machine to one rival, the Viennese Twirl twirler to another. Before long there was nothing left of his old friend’s family firm and Sly was sitting on the foothills of what would one day become a mountain of cash.

Sly soon realized that it did not take a ham and cheese debacle to render healthy companies temporarily vulnerable. So erratic is the stock-market that at a time of depressed trading, any concern, even a very successful one, can find itself laid open. Suddenly, the mere hard assets of a company, the carpets, the typewriters, the amusing stickers that say ‘you don’t have to be mad to work here but it helps’, if sold off separately, can add up to a considerably greater value than the sum total of the share value quoted on the index.

The fact that these companies are going concerns that make things and create jobs, is entirely immaterial to the business of asset-stripping. This is scorched earth capitalism, you buy something, smash it up, flog the bits and move on. Then the predator, faced with the question of what to do with the money he or she has made, will probably do it all over again. Cutting a swathe through jobs and dreams, growing bigger and more destructive with every deal.

GOLDEN BOY

An even more curious side to this strange way of making a living is the way in which it is regarded socially. Sly found himself lauded and held up as a role model to other young Australians. Far from being seen as a vandal whose job was destroying other people’s jobs purely for personal gain, he was presented as someone who created work, bringing money into the state and helping to keep the wheels of commerce turning. His youthful good looks made him popular with all and he quickly found himself regarding women in the way he regarded companies: things to be used and discarded, he would take from them what he desired and move on. Astonishingly, this too won Sly not contempt and condemnation, but jovial respect. It seemed that not only was this man a brilliant operator, but also he was a hell of a lad to boot. Curiously, this side of things had become rather irritating for Sly. He liked power and it is quite difficult to experience power if all gives way before you. You can’t push people round if they’re already bending over backwards, it gets boring. Even the sex began to get on his nerves – even with people bending over backwards. Sly was a fantastically successful individual, but he could not be said to have had a fulfilling personal life.

CITY OF ANGELS

And that’s why it felt so good to feel good again. As Sly glided in from LA airport, minor irritations, like deep personal discontent, were forgotten. He had the thrill again. The thrill of being, irrationally, pointlessly and idiotically rich. He felt like he’d arrived, and the reason for this childlike elation was a dinner invitation. Silvester Moorcock had been invited to dinner.

Nothing very special about that of course, he’d had dinner before, often. Admittedly, this time he would be dining with some of the richest and most powerful men in the world, but once you’ve eaten smoked salmon mousse out of the bottom of a Penthouse Pet you have high standards as to what makes a meal swing.

It was not the invitation, but what the invitation represented that made Sly hug himself with excitement that night (normally he would have paid someone to do this for him, but he’d been in a hurry at the airport and anyway, it was a very private moment). Sly knew that he was about to be accepted into a club. An exclusive club. So exclusive a club in fact that it had no name and no membership list. It had no premises and you could not apply to join. A person simply drifted into membership having achieved the required qualifications. These qualifications being truly enormous wealth and the social conscience of a dog caught short on a croquet lawn. It was, and is of course, rare to find the former, without the latter.

The venue for the meal was unpretentious enough. A private room in a restaurant in Los Angeles. With certain obvious exceptions, the super-rich are a fairly faceless bunch and do not feel over-paranoid about going out in society, especially a society that provides itself with its own private police force, as Beverly Hills does.

If Los Angeles ever had a town planner, all the movie stars should club together and get him a guide dog. Whoever it was he must have designed the place while his brain was in a meeting. The town is a mess, worse than the suburbs of Perth, thought Sly as he limo’d through the streets. Streets that looked as if someone had dropped a load of buildings on either side and by coincidence they had all landed the right way up.

Los Angeles, like Sly’s native Western Australia, suffered from too much space and too much sunshine. For years and years developers had simply spread out, leaving one shit heap and building another a hundred metres further on, creating hundreds of square miles of depressing, low-rise sprawl. When the oil runs out LA will be completely finished as a city, millions will starve to death. For most people the nearest shop would be five or six hours walk away and, since in areas like Beverly Hills you quite literally get picked up by the law for walking, most people have forgotten how to do it.

Sly’s limo purred up outside ‘California Dreaming’, a restaurant which made a virtue out of what it called its ‘exclusive pricing policy’. The motto was, ‘If you want to eat here, be prepared to sell your house.’ The idea being to keep out scum and riff-raff. It didn’t keep out scum and riff-raff of course, it just kept out people who did not have a ridiculous amount of money.

Probably about a twentieth of the world’s ready cash was represented round the table that night so, not surprisingly, the food was good. Not good enough, of course; it would have been the same quality if only a twenty thousandth of the world’s wealth had been present, or even, horrible thought, a twenty millionth.

This must be one of the principal blights on the horizon of the super-rich: the fact that luxury and quality is finite. Paying a million pounds for a meal would not make it worth a million pounds; it would not make it ten thousand times better than one that cost a hundred pounds; it would probably not even be twice as good. The earth only has so much bounty to offer and inventing ever larger and more notional prices for that bounty does not change its real value. One day, of course, if there is any justice, heaven will prove to be a store-house of new and unimagined luxuries. The guiltless will scoff great mounds of ambrosia, washing it down with jugfuls of nectar, but it is unlikely that any of the mega-mega-rich will be invited to that particular blow-out.

One presumes that billionaires are not stupid people, they cannot be unaware of the paradox of their great wealth. ‘Just what am I working for!’ they must shout rhetorically at their art collections, full of art which secretly they don’t like. They know the answer of course. They have long since exceeded any possibility of conventional satisfaction. They are working to fuck up the world for everyone else.

THE CLUB

And so Sly joined the club, although club is far too small a word to describe it. For the first time Sly, now a bona fide billionaire bastard, was to take his place at a cabinet meeting of the World Government of Money – or convivial dinner party of like-minded colleagues as they would have preferred to put it. In his wanderings around the upper echelons of society, Sly had often heard hints and rumours regarding a shadowy super-elite, a group wielding almost incomprehensible power who were preparing some secret and terrible purpose. Now it seemed he was being asked to take part.

Of course it was not quorate, by no means all the billionaires who were in on the conspiracy were present. They were dotted about the world, joylessly going about their business of fucking things up for everyone else. Their presence was not essential, for the Government of Money is not like a conventional government. It has no debating chamber, nor specific list of representatives. No official documents guarantee its legality. Indeed, many of the people round the table would have strenuously denied that it was a government at all and perhaps even half-believed their denials. But it is a government, as powerful as any. An invisible, amorphous, multi-headed dictatorship of money.

And it had a plan.

As Sly entered the restaurant, thrilled and excited, he had no idea what that plan was, or where it was leading to. As it happened, it was leading to hell and beyond. Sly’s life was about to change utterly. That evening he was to be indoctrinated into the Stark Conspiracy.


FOR THOSE IN PERIL FROM THE SEA
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Some characters in this narrative will loom large, being directly connected, either for or against the great conspiracy which Sly was to join that night. Others must come and go for they are only indirectly connected, but are no less a part of it for that. For the influence of Sly and people like him is impossible to calculate, their tentacles spread across the globe. Sly lived in Oz, he was eating in Los Angeles, but his money was everywhere. His bucks had assumed a life of their own, they were out there doing things of which Sly knew very little and cared even less. Just as long as they went forth and multiplied it was fine by him. His bucks were animals that he had let off the leash. They ran about the world in an uncontrolled frenzy, bursting into the lives of people that Sly would never meet nor think of.

For example, as Sly entered the restaurant in Los Angeles some of his money was floating off the coast of Britain. Of course Sly was aware that a few of his bucks had found a temporary home as a majority holding in a Belgian waste disposal group, his brokers always consulted him before making a share purchase. But what did that tell Sly? nothing about reality. Certainly Sly knew about the company’s collateral, its profit and loss curve, its disposable assets, its history on industrial relations and the chances of an injection of public funds should it hit the skids. But that was all he knew. He saw his investment purely and simply as a device by which to make money. What the company actually did was a matter of supreme indifference to him.

He did not know about Captain Robertson; he did not know about the great toilet irony; he did not know about the Pastel family on holiday...

BRASS IN MUCK

Captain Robertson was a sad and bitter man. All his life he had wanted to be master of a ship. And what sort of ship did he end up being master of? A sludger. Scarcely a dashing or romantic command.

‘What do you do for a living mate?’

‘I lug shit up the Thames and dump it in the North Sea.’ Captain Robertson would occasionally try to cheer himself up. ‘It’s a rotten job but then people have to do toilet,’ he would say to himself as yet another great steaming slick slid out of the bowels of his barge and began its slow journey back to Britain.

Of course he was right, people do have to do toilet. Even the most rabidly concerned environmentalist would be unlikely to volunteer to cork their bot. But it doesn’t have to end up dumped virtually raw in the North Sea. It can in fact be processed and used as fertilizer. It could be re-eaten via a nice healthy cauliflower rather than a deformed fish. But perhaps this would be too long-winded a route by which people – like Sly’s bucks – could go forth and multiply.

The situation is quite ironic really because people are normally so fastidious about their bathroom hygiene. They are happy to invest in a foaming blue-flush which, although costly, is guaranteed to produce a sparkling bowl and lemon-scented toilet freshness that the whole family will enjoy. However, anything that happens beyond the U-bend is somebody else’s business.

THE PASTEL FAMILY ON HOLIDAY

The Pastels had had a lovely day wandering around in the freezing rain and the whole family were getting peckish.

‘Now then, kids,’ said Mr Pastel, ‘I’ll tell you what we’re going to have for our tea... Mussels, that’s what, just like your mother and I had on our honeymoon.’

So they did, they had mussels and the whole family got the utter and total shits, because the mussels weren’t just like on the honeymoon, since then the world had changed and the mussels with it.

Mussels and oysters feed by filtering tiny particles out of the sea water. These days that includes chemical wastes, agricultural poison and heavy metals. Also an awful lot of bacteria and viruses from human excreta, which cooking and cleaning does not always remove (cooking and cleaning the mussels that is, very few people cook and clean their excreta). Poor Mummy Pastel ended up with acute viral gastroenteritis and died, but we’ve all got to go sometime.

Sly didn’t know Mrs Pastel, she didn’t know him, but they were bound together in life and death by money.


COURT, HIPPIES AND LOVE AT FIRST SIGHT
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Anyway, back to CD who had just finished his Weetabix, well, finished the part he was going to eat. He was not a very good eater, especially when he was uptight and this morning was a bummer because he had to go to court, which for sure is the kind of thing to ruin a guy’s day.

He took some care in selecting what to wear. He had a pretty minimal wardrobe, but you have to make the effort if you’re appearing in court. After some thought he selected a pair of pretend Levis with a designer tear on the knee (he’d actually done it on a nail but in the world of being groovy you take your luck where you find it). He also wore his metal-tipped cowboy boots, an ace shirt which had metal tips on the collar, an ecologically sound tie with a picture of a steaming whale carcass on it and the slogan ‘Stop the bloody whaling’, and a sports jacket. CD still turned up the lapels of his sports jacket, even though no one else had done this since 1978. To this ensemble he added his droopy, mirrored shades.

I cannot see, CD thought to himself, eyeing his reflection in the broken wardrobe door he used for a mirror, any judge trying to deny that I am looking good, I mean bitching. Perhaps he couldn’t see because he had his shades on.

However, whatever the judge thought of it, and however prejudicial the mirrored shades may have been to his sentence, CD was later to thank his lucky stars that he had elected to go to court strutting like an ace king of teenage cool, because it was at the court that he met Rachel. And when a guy meets the girl of his dreams he should for def’ be wearing his pretend torn Levis, metal-tipped boots and shades.

So love found CD at the Carlton Criminal Court. An unlikely location being as how the place was about as romantic as anal warts. The Old Bailey it was not, no ancient oak and dignity for the Carlo crim’ processing plant, just veneered chipboard and nineteen-year-old coppers showing off.

CD hated young coppers. Getting busted by someone who could be your dad was one thing, but getting pushed around by a couple of teenage casuals was quite another. Older cops were all right on the whole. For a start they were bored with their jobs and wanted to get home for their tea. Also, their egos were sufficiently well-developed not to need massaging on every piss-poor little bust they made. The problem with some young coppers is that they’re exactly the same as the blokes they’re called upon to nick. Putting them in uniform doesn’t make any difference.

It was CD’s contempt for this type of cop, the smug, strutting, government sponsored juvenile delinquents, that got him the black eye.

‘Just because you’ve got a big shiny uniform doesn’t mean you’ve got a big shiny dick,’ he had remarked casually to the walking zit who had collared him... and there he was, in the gutter going ‘No, please, please, don’t hit me again, please.’

CD’s crime was to paint CND symbols in the middle of the road. The straight white lines were already there so it seemed silly not to complete the pattern. It wasn’t the sort of thing CD was wont to do under normal circumstances. He was an intelligent bloke and he knew that this action would not reduce the nuclear arsenal by so much as one radioactive pea-shooter. What’s more, he was extremely dubious as to the propaganda value of his protest. It was difficult to imagine an average punter walking along the street, seeing the symbols, slapping his forehead as if to say, how could I have been so blind and shouting ‘of course, that’s it! We must ban the bomb’. It just wasn’t going to happen that way.

Although CD was unquestionably against the bomb, this was not the reason for his crime. He had actually committed it because he was drunk and because he wanted to go to bed with the girl from the day-centre for peace studies, and painting tarmac was her idea of a romantic evening.

KAREN THE HIPPY

‘I really think it will be a valid statement,’ this insanely deluded girl had whined. ‘It will prove to people that there is an opposition, that they don’t have to sit down and take it.’

Looking back on the whole incident, CD was at a loss to work out why he had conceived a desire for this monumentally stupid person. Thinking about it in retrospect he wouldn’t have thought it could be done.

It wasn’t that Karen was unattractive, she was very attractive in a wet kind of way. She had an immense mass of highly frizzed hair and was very tactile.

‘He was sad and uptight and scared so I gave him a cuddle and I think it helped,’ she would say with stupefying complacency. Karen was under the erroneous impression that she had a soothing, calming personality and was therefore an immense pillar of slightly mystical womanly strength to those who knew her.

Worse than that, she was one of that large group of men and women who are convinced that they can give massages, forcing them on any acquaintance who unwisely admits to anything from a slight headache to being about to attempt suicide. This type of ‘massage’ consists exclusively of grabbing the subject’s shoulders from behind and kneading away as if making pastry. The idea being that every muscle in the subject’s body instantly dissolves into a warm fluidity, releasing years of built-up twentieth century tension.

In reality the victim sits there, gritting their teeth, suppressing their fury and probably laying the groundwork for an enormous ulcer. Karen normally spoke in a kind of highly sincere, little girly voice that made you want to kill. It was meant to imply the pure simplicity of true knowledge and self-awareness. In fact it implied grounds for justifiable homicide.

‘I think it would be really nice and pretty to have the peace group outside, away from man-made structures because I think that would be very ironic and apt.’ Why were the people who wanted the right things usually such wankers? CD had thought when he met Karen. Surely it didn’t have to be that way. If it did it definitely knackered any possibility of ever gaining mass popular support for anything.

CD thought back to the lads he had been at school with. He felt fairly confident that it would take something more convincing than the offer of a massage from Karen to turn them onto an alternative culture. The appropriation of radical thinking by lazy, self-obsessed hippies is a public relations disaster that could cost the earth.

CD met Karen at a benefit concert to support a women’s peace camp situated outside some mysterious US communications installation up in the Northern Territory. This was a pretty good cause and he was there partly because he was happy to support it, but mainly he was there because he had worked behind the bar and it was twenty-five bucks. That particular gig was the easiest money CD had made in quite a while. It had been organized and published by Karen and people like Karen, hence for the first hour there was only them, CD and the band there. The hippies had spent so much time discussing whether sausage-rolls were offensive to non-meat-eaters they had forgotten to put their poster up in the community bookshop. Karen was fairly outraged.

‘I really don’t understand people, right?’ she whined, ‘I mean, it’s their world, too, right?’

Later on eight people turned up and the banner fell down. It was hung up behind the band, a big picture of a skeleton in a US steel helmet.

‘It’s brilliant, isn’t it,’ Karen said as she hung it back up. ‘Jill did it. If only more people could see it I’m sure they would understand better what we’re trying to say.’

Finally Karen started the bopping. She did this after spending half an hour wandering round saying, ‘Why aren’t people bopping? God, people are so boring.’

Four people danced, and watching them CD could scarcely keep his dinner down. He himself was no great dancer, but at least, he thought, I have the decency not to flaunt it.

CD considered ageing hippy dancing to be one of the most embarrassing forms of movement in the world. The problem is that the people involved see it as a form of self-expression rather than as a jolly thing to do. They believe this so strongly that they feel honour-bound to express themselves even when there is nothing to express – which is always. The result is that they hop slowly about the dance floor gyrating and waving their arms with an expression of concentration and delight on their faces. Matched only in intensity by the horror on the faces of anyone unfortunate enough to witness the revolting display.

None the less, as CD stood behind the bar sipping a beer, for some reason he conceived a horrid little desire to try and get a bit of a feel-up off the one in the middle whom he knew to be called Karen.

Maybe it was divine intervention because, of course, if he hadn’t made his move he would never have got involved in the painting expedition, he would never have found himself in court for vandalism, and so he would not have met Rachel. God works in mysterious ways.

COURT

The judge fined him a hundred and fifty bucks plus costs. This was an unexpectedly harsh blow. CD had reckoned on maybe seventy-five. Perhaps it was the tie. If you want a judge to like you, don’t wear a picture of a filleted whale carcass to court. On the other hand, maybe it was CD suggesting that the judge should not come crying to him when he got nuked to bollocks and beyond. Maybe it was a combination of the two, plus the shades and the trousers and the boots. Some people would call CD plucky; most people would call him an utter pratt – either way he was undeniably prone to displays of pointless bravado which always made everything worse.

Whatever it was, the fine was a lot. Too much for CD who was, as always, terminally short of cash. He tried a desperate plea in mitigation. If all else fails, tell the truth...

‘Your Majesty,’ he said, trying to look honest, ‘the truth of the matter is, I agree with you, painting symbols on the road was a pointless act of vandalism. But, can I level with you, your Highness?’ CD attempted to make his tone ingratiatingly man to mannish. ‘There was this chick, right? and she’s a bit of a peace freak and I wanted to impress her so I could well... do the business, right? Anyway...’

CD’s fine was increased to two hundred and fifty.

FALLING IN LOVE WITH RACHEL

Rachel was up for a driving offence. She had some highly credible ancient old car, bright red with white-wall tyres, jacked-up rear suspension and reflecting glass on all the windows except the front one. It was a car that almost seemed to be pleading with the cops: ‘pull me over, I must be doing something wrong’.

On this occasion it was thirty kilometres over the limit in a built-up area, plus a baldish offside rear tyre. Three demerits on a licence that was already feeling the strain. Mind you, it would have been worse had Rachel not made careful preparations.

Rachel was most striking to look at, a natural red-head with pale skin that led her to wear huge hats for eleven months of the year. It wasn’t that she was particularly beautiful but she was vivacious, and those men that did fancy her fancied her a lot. Rachel was an all or nothing type of girl in her looks, her opinions and her car.

She had come to court in a smart two-piece suit borrowed from her mother. Her hair was an elaborate coiffure and she carried a brief-case. The whole ensemble was designed to suggest a serious-minded, conservative young woman for whom driving was essential. She looked like Margaret Thatcher and it clearly worked because she got off pretty lightly. On hearing her sentence Rachel thanked the judge and took her wig off. This wasn’t to show off but because it was ninety in the shade. However, not surprisingly the judge totally did his nut and considered doing her for contempt. Reason returned when he caught the amused eye of the journo from the Carlo Times. He decided he could do without wigs becoming the basis for another debate on civil liberties. Like all judges, secretly this one wished he had lived in some earlier age. He just bet Judge Jeffries didn’t have to deal with some cub hack plastering ‘COME OFF IT JEFF, WHY DON’T YA!’ across the front of two thousand advertising freebies. You couldn’t win any more, thought the judge. What was the betting this little bitch could come up with some damn religion where wigs were compulsory for women up on driving offences.

Rachel walked free.

Situated just behind the court was a pub called the Dancing Cockatoo. This pub has a jolly sign which inevitably led the Aussies, with their natural wit, to call it the Pissed Parrot. It was here that most of the ne’er-do-wells, shop-lifters, peace freaks and prostitutes found themselves after their encounters with the fearful majesty of the law.

And it was to the Pissed Parrot that CD had gone to drown his sorrows and to wonder where he was going to raise two hundred and fifty bucks. Shortly after which, Rachel entered and ordered a gin and tonic. She was wondering about getting a less flamboyant car. Both of them had gone to court alone, neither of them needed their hands holding, and there they sat, alone.

Except that within the space of a casual glance CD was no longer alone. He was with Rachel, far away from the Pissed Parrot, walking hand-in-hand, laughing in the rain, having their first ever row about something silly and then making up in a variety of interesting positions and locations and then not being able to remember what the row had been about in the first place. He fancied this girl like mad, he fancied her purely and spiritually. This girl clearly oozed with character, intelligence and... lots of other things like that. This, CD knew, was what had captured his heart so suddenly. Obviously he desperately wanted to root her as well but, CD assured himself, that wasn’t the only thing.

He had to make a move. Never would such a conversation opener exist again. They were fellow lags, joined by that invisible fellowship that unites the criminal fraternity. Comrades, forced together against a hostile world. Normally when you go up to a strange girl and try to start up a conversation, reflected CD, it’s bloody obvious that you’re making a play for them. But this was different. This time he had the perfect opener, plus endless opportunities for idle chatter, casually getting to know each other through their shared experiences under the majesty of the law. One thing CD was certain of, he resolved to be himself (whatever he thought that was). His recent experience of pretending to be a committed peace-nik had led him to near financial ruin and he hadn’t even got a root. CD determined that this time there would be no lying or deceit, she would have to accept him for what he was.

‘So you got done for trying to ban the bomb,’ said Rachel from across the pub. ‘I think that’s really great.’

‘What? Oh yeah,’ CD replied. ‘I’m a pretty committed peace-nik.’ He was nothing if not adaptable.

Rachel was interested. ‘I’ve been wondering about all that stuff myself,’ she said. ‘I used to go out with an American sailor, he was OK but his mates were real dags. Totally war obsessed.’

‘Yeah well, maybe it’s not their fault, it’s all indoctrination isn’t it?’ said CD magnanimously.

‘No way!’ replied Rachel. ‘People have to make their own decisions.’

‘Oh yeah, that’s true too,’ conceded CD hurriedly.

‘That’s why I think what you did was good,’ said Rachel, ‘You have to decide what you’re into, and go for it...’

This had always been Rachel’s way. During her brief punk phase she had dyed her beautiful red hair mauve and her father had cried. She hadn’t even wanted to do it much but what was the point of being a punk if you didn’t dye your hair? CD’s crime interested Rachel because it was self-expression for a purpose. For a long time she had been uncomfortably aware that she was wasting her time and that she didn’t really care about anything. She was interested in someone who did.

CD, sadly, was, to coin a phrase, interested in one thing and he was desperately trying to think of a good line to edge him towards it... ‘By the way, my name’s CD. You look fantastic in that suit.’ As he said it he knew it was a mistake. This girl was into peace, she was a thinker, he couldn’t blag her with cheap flattery. He might just as well have marched straight up and asked her to sleep with him.

‘Sorry, what a stupid thing to say. I might just as well have marched right up and asked you to sleep with me.’ What was he saying! If the suit line was a mistake, this was a disaster! Seldom had a chat-up situation been so ineptly handled. CD had to recoup the situation. Quickly he reminded himself that he was cool. He reminded himself that he was, after all, wearing cowboy boots with metal tips, pretend torn trousers and shades – a combination little short of sexual dynamite. He had started badly but all he needed to do was to stay cool and let his trousers do the talking.

‘OK it’s like this, I have just taken a pretty heavy rap for defending world peace and I’m confused. Now if you don’t let me start again, swearing that you have forgotten all that has passed between us so far, I’m going to kill myself. The choice is yours.’

‘It’s a free country,’ she said.

‘Got her!!’ thought CD, ‘torn jeans, they can’t resist it.’
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