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London Bone

a novel ette by M chael Moorcock

For Ronnie Scott

ONE

My name is Raynond CGold and I'ma well-known dealer. | was born too nany
years ago in Upper Street, Islington. Everybody reckons nme in the London
mar kets and | have a good reputation in Manchester and the provinces. |
have bought and sol d, been the m ddl eman, an agent, an art representative,
a professional nmentor, a tour guide, a spiritual bridge-builder. These
days | call nyself a cultural specul ator

But, you won't like it, the nore famliar word for ny profession, as
practised it until recently, is scalper. This kind of |anguage is just
anot her way of isolating the small businessman and maki ng what he does
seem sl eazy whil e the stockbroker dealing in mllions is supposed to be
legitimate. But | don't need to convince anyone today that there's no
soddi ng justi ce.

"Scal ping' is risky. What you do is invest in tickets on spec and hope to
make a tinmely sale when the market for themhits zenith. Any kind of
ticket, really, but nostly shows. |'ve never seen anything of fensive about
getting the maxi mum possible profit out of an American matron with nore
money than sense who's anxious to report hone with the right itens ticked
off the beento list. W' ve all seen themrushing about in their overpriced
i mos and nini -buses, pretending to be individuals: Thursday:
Changi ng- of -t he- Guard, Harrods, Pl anet Hollywod, Royal Acadeny,
Tea-At-the-Ritz, Cats. It's a sort of tribal dance they all feel conpelled
to perform If they don't performit, they feel inadequate. Saturday:
Tower of London, Bucket of Bl ood, Jack-the-Ri pper talk, Sherlock Hol nmes
Pub, Sherlock Hol mes tour, Mudane Tussaud's, Covent Garden Cream Tea,

Dogs. These are people so traumatized by contact with strangers that their
only security lies in these rituals, these well-blazed trails and faniliar
chants. It's nmy job to snooth their paths, to nmake them exclai mhow pretty
and wonderful and el egant and nagical it all is. The street people aren't
a problem They're just so many charming Dick Van Dykes.

Anericans need bullshit the way koal a bears need eucal yptus | eaves.
They' ve becone totally addicted to it. They get so nuch of it back hone
that they can't survive without it. It's your duty to help themget their
regular fixes while they travel. And when they make it back after three
weeks on alien shores, their friends, of course, are always glad of sone
foreign bullshit for a change

Even if you sell a show ticket to a real enthusiast, who has already been
forty nine tines and is so famliar to the cast they see himin the street
and think he's a relative, who are you hurting? Andros Loud Wbsite, Lady
Hatchet's | oyal laureate, who achi eved rank and wealth by celebrating the
lighter side of the noral vacuun®? He would surely applaud nmy enterprise in
the buccaneering spirit of the free market. Venture capitalismat its
bravest. Well, he'd applaud me if he had tine these days fromhis railings
against fate, his horrible understanding of the true nature of his com ng
obscurity. But that's partly what ny story's about.

| have to say in nmy own favour that I'mnot nerely a speculator or, if you
like, exploiter. I"'malso a patron. For many years, not just recently, a
ni agara of dosh has fl owed out of my pocket and into the real arts faster
than a cat up a Frenchman. Whol e orchestras and fanobus sol oi sts have been
brought to the Wgnore Hall on the noney they get fromne. But | couldn't
have afforded this if it wasn't for the definitely iffy Mss Saigon (a
triunmph of well-oiled machi nery over dodgy norality) or the unbelievably
decrepit Good Rockin' Tonite (in which the living dead jive in the

ai sles), nor, of course, that first great theatrical triunph of the new
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m |l ennium Schindler: The Misical. Make 'em weep, Uncle \Walt!

So who is hel ping nost to support the arts? You, ne, the lottery?

| had another reputation, of course, which sonme saw as a second
profession. | was one of the last great London characters. | was al ways on
late-night telly lit frombelow and lain Sinclair couldn't wite a

par agraph wi t hout dropping nmy nane at |east once. |'ma quintessentia
Londoner, I am 1'ma Cockney gentl enan.

I read Israel Zangwill and Geral d Kersh and Al exander Barron. | can tel
you the best books of Pett Ridge and Arthur Mrrison. | know Pratface
Charlie, Driff and Martin Stone, Bernie Mchaud and the even nore

| egendary Gerry and Pat CGol dstein. They're all historians, archeol ogists,
revenants. There isn't another culture-dealer in London, oldster or child,
who doesn't at sone time conme to ne for an opinion. Even now, when |'m as
popul ar as a pig at a Putney weddi ng and people hold their noses and dive

into traffic rather than have to say hello to ne, they still need ne for
t hat .
I"ve known all the fanpbus Londoners or known soneone el se who did. | can

tell stories of |ong-dead gangsters who nade the Krays seem|i ke Ammesty

I nternational. Bare-knuckle boxing. Fighting the fascists in the East End.
@Qun-battles with the police all over Stepney in the 1900s. The terrifying
girl gangsters of VWhitechapel. Barricading the Ad Bill in his own
barracks down in Notting Dal e.

I can tell you where all the music halls were and what was sung in them
And why. | can tell Marie Lloyd stories and Max MIler stories that are
fresh and sharp and bawdy as the day they happened, because their wit and
experience canme out of the market streets of London. The same streets. The
same nmarkets. The same fanily nanes. London is nmarkets. Markets are

London.

I'"'ma Londoner through and through. | know M Gog personally. | know Ma
CGog even nore personally. During the day | can wal k anywhere from Bow to
Bayswat er faster than any taxi. | love the markets. Brick Lane. Church
Street. Portobello. You won't find ne on a bike with nmy bumin the air on
a winter's afternoon. | walk or drive. Nothing in between. | wear a

canmel -hair in winter and a Barracl ough's in sunmer. You know what woul d
happen to a coat like that on a bike.

I love the theatre. | |ike nodern dance, very good novi es and anbitious
i nternational contenporary nusic. | |ike poetry, prose, painting and the
decorative arts. | like the lot, the very best that London's got, the
whol e bl oody casserole. | gobble it all up and bang on ny bow for nore.

Let timd greenbelters creep in at weekends and sink thenselves in the
West End's familiar deodorised shit if they want to. That's not ny city.
That's a tourist set. It's what | live off. Wat all of us show people
live off. It's the old, famliar circus. The big rotate.

We're selling what everybody recogni ses. Wiat nekes them feel safe and
certain and sure of every single nmonent in the city. Nothing to worry
about in jolly old London. W sell charm and col our by the yard. Whole
word factories turn out new rhym ng slang and saucy street characters are
trained on council grants. Don't frighten the horses. Licensed pearlies
pause for a photo-opportunity in the docksi de Secure Zones. Wthout al
that cheap scenery, without our nyths and magical skills, w thout our
whori sh good cheer and instincts for trade -- any kind of trade -- we
probably woul dn't have a living city.

As it is, the real city I live in has per square inch nore creative energy
at work at any given nonment than anywhere el se on the planet. But you'd
never know it froma stroll up the Strand. It's alnmost all in those lively
little sidestreets the English-speaking tourists can't help feeling a bit
nervous about and which the French adore.

If you use music for confortable escape you' d probably find nore

sati sfying and cheaper relief in a nassage parlour than at the unpteenth
revival of The Sound of Music. 1'd tell that to any hesitant punter who's
not too sure. Check out the phone boxes for the ladies, |I'd say, or you
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can go to the half-price ticket-booth in Leicester Square and pick up a
ticket that'll deliver real value -- |bsen or Shakespeare, Shaw or
Greenbank. Certainly you can fork out three hundred sheets for a fifty
sheet ticket that in a justly-ordered world wouldn't be worth two pee and
have your ears salved and your cradle rocked for two hours. Don't worry,
I"d tell them | make no judgenents. Sone hard-working whore profits,

what ever you decide. So who's the cynic?

I went on one of those tours when ny friends Dave and Di from Bury cane up
for the Festival of London in 200l and it's anmazing the crap they tel
peopl e. They put sex, violence and noney into every story. They know
fuck-all. They soup everything up. It's Sun-reader history. Even the
Beefeaters at the Tower. Poppinsland. Al that old English duff.

It makes you glad to get back to Soho

Not so long ago you would usually find ne in the Princess Louise, Berw ck
Street, at lunch tinme, a few doors down fromthe Chinese chippy and just
across fromMs Wiite's trimstall in Berwick Market. It's only a narrow
door and is fairly easy to mss. It has one bottl e-glass wi ndow onto the
street. This is a public house which has not altered since the 1940s when
it was very popular with Dylan Thomas, Mervyn Peake, Ruthven Todd, Henry
Treece and a miscell aneous bunch of other Wl sh adventurers who threatened
for a while to take over English poetry fromthe Irish

It's a shit pub, so dark and snoky you can hardly find your glass in front
of your face, but the ook of it keeps the tourists out. It's used by al
the culture pros -- fromarty types with backpacks, who do specialised
wal ki ng tours, to fanous gallery owners and top nuseum managenent -- and
by the heavy netal bikers. W all get on a treat. W are nutually
dependent in our continuing resistance to invasion or change, to the
preservation of the best and nost vital aspects of our culture. W | eave
them al one because they protect us fromthe tourists, who night recognise
us and nake us put on our masks in a hurry. They |eave us al one because
the police won't want to bother a bunch of well-connected niddle-class
wankers like us. It is a wonderful exanple of nmutuality. In the back
roons, thanks to sonme freaky acoustics, you can talk easily above the
nmusi ¢ and hardly know it's there.

Over the years there have been sone fanous friendshi ps and uni ons struck
between the two groups. My own | ady wife was known as Karla the She Goat
in an earlier incarnation and had the nost exquisite and el aborate tattoos
| ever saw. She was a wonderful w fe and woul d have nade a perfect nother.
She died on the Al, on the other side of Watford Gap. She had just found
out she was pregnant and was making her |ast sentinental run. It did ne in
for marriage after that. And urban ronmance

I first heard about London Bone in the Princess Lou when Cl aire Rood, that
el egant old dike fromthe Barbican, who' d tipped nme off about nmy new
tailor, pulled nmy ear to her nouth and asked ne in words of solid gin and
garlic to |l ook out for sonme for her, darling. None of the usual faces
seened to know about it. A couple of top | evel nmuseum people knew a bit,
but it was soon obvious they were hoping 1'd fill themin on the details.
I showed them a confident length of cuff. | told themto keep in touch

I did my Friday wal k, starting in the horrible pre-dawn chill of the
Portobel | o Road where sonme youth tried to sell ne a bit of scrinshawed
reconstitute as '"the real old Bone'. | warned nyself in the show oons of
el egant Kensi ngton and Chel sea dealers telling outrageous stories of
deal s, profits and crashes until they grew unconfortable and wanted to
talk about ne and | got the nessage and left.

I wound up that evening in the urinal of The Dragoons in Meard All ey,
swappi ng | ong-time-no-sees with ny boyhood friend Bernie M chaud who
begins i mediately by telling ne he's got a bit of business | night be
interested in. And since it's Bernie Mchaud telling me about it | |isten.
Berni e never deliberately spread a runmour in his life but he's al ways
known how to nmake the best of one. This is kosher, he thinks. It has a bit
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of a glow It snmells like a winner. A long-distance runner. He is telling
me out of friendship, but I"'mnot really interested. I'mtrying to find
out about London Bone.

"I"mnot tal king drugs, Ray, you know that. And it's not bent." Bernie's
little pale face is serious. He takes a thoughtful sip of his whisky. "It
is, admttedly, a conmodity."

I wasn't interested. | hadn't dealt in goods for years. "Services only,
Bernie," | said. "Renenber. It's ny rule. Who wants to get stuck paying
rent on a warehouse full of yesterday's faves? I'mstill trying to nove
those denda Sings Mchael Jackson sides Pratface talked nme into."

"What about investnent?" he says. "This is the real business, Ray, believe

ne.
So | heard himout. It wouldn't be the first time Bernie had brought ne
back a nice profit on some deal |'d hel ped himbankroll and | was al

right at the tine. I'd just nade the better part of a nonth's turnover on

a package of theatreland' s nost profitable stinkers brokered for a party
of filthy-rich New Miscovites who thought Chekhov was sonething you did
with your lottery nunbers

As they absorbed the quintessence of Euro-ersatz, guaranteed to offer, as
its high enotional nonment, a long, relentless bowel novement, | would be
converting their hard roubles back into Bel uga.

It's a turning world, the world of the international free market and
everything's wonderful and cute and pretty and nagical so |long as you keep
your place on the carousel. It's not good if it stops. And it's worse if
you get thrown off altogether. Pray to Mammon that you never have to seek
the help of an organization that calls you a 'client'. That puts you
outside the fairground forever. No nore rides. No nore fun. No nore life.
Bernie only did quality art, so | knew | could trust that side of his
judgenment, but what was it? A new batch of Raphaels turned up in a

Wl esden attic? Andy Warhol's | ost |andscapes found at the Pheasantry?
"There's Anmerican collectors frenzied for this stuff,” nmurnurs Bernie
through a haze of Sons of the Wnd, Mtorchair and Montecristo funmes. "And
if it's decorated they go through the roof. Al the big Swiss guys are

| ooking for it. Freddy Kin Cairo has a Saudi buyer who tops any price.
Rose Sarkissian in Agadir represents three French collectors. It's never
catal ogued. It's all word of mouth. And it's already turning over

mllions. There's one inferior piece in New York and none at all in Paris.
The pieces in Zurich are probably all fakes."

This made nme feel that | was losing touch. | still didn't know what he was
getting at.

"Listen," | say, "before we go any further, let's talk about this London
Bone. "

"You're a fly one, Ray," he says. "How did you suss it?"

"Tell nme what you know," | say. "And then I"Il fill you in."

We went out of the pub, bought sonme fish-and-chips at the Chinese and then
wal ked up Berwi ck Street and round to his little club in D Arblay Street
where we sat down in his office and closed the door. The place stank of
cat-pee. He doted on his Persians. They were all out in the club at the
monent, being petted by the patrons.

"First," he says, "I don't have to tell you Ray that this is strictly
doubl e-schtumand | will kill you if a syllable gets out."

"Naturally," | said.

"Have you ever seen any of this Bone?" he asked. He went to his cupboard
and found sone vinegar and salt. "O better still handled it?"

"No," | said. "Not unless it's fake scrinshaw. "

"This stuff's got a depth to it you' ve never dreamed about. A lustre. You
can tell it's the real thing as soon as you see it. Not just the shapes or

the decoration, but the quality of it. It's like it's got a soul. You
could conme close, but you could never fake it. Like anber, for instance.
That's why the big collectors are after it. It's authentic, it's

new y-di scovered and it's rare."
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"What bone is it?"

"Mast odon. Sone people still call it mamoth ivory, but | haven't seen any
actual ivory. It could be dinosaur. | don't know. Anyway, this bone is
better than ivory. Its in weird shapes, probably fragments off sonme really
big animal ."

"And where's it com ng fronP"
"The heavy clay of good old London," says Bernie. "A fortune at our feet,
Ray. And ny people know where to dig."

T™O
I had to be straight with Bernie. Until | saw a piece of the stuff in ny
own hand and got an idea about it for nyself, | couldn't do anything. The

only time inny life I'd gone for a gold brick I'd bought it out of
respect for the genius running the scam He deserved what | gave him
Which was a bit | ess than he was hoping for. Rather than be conned, |
woul d rather throw the noney away. |'mlike that with everything.

I had ny instincts, | told Bernie. | had to go with them He understood
compl etely and we parted on good terns.

If the fanous Ll oyd Webber neltdown of '3 had happened a few nonths
earlier or later I would never have thought agai n about going into the
Bone business, but | was done in by one of those sudden changes of public
taste which nmade the George M Cohan crash of '31 seemlike a run of The
Mouset r ap.

Sentimental fascismwent out the wi ndow. Liberal-humani st contenporary
rel evance, artistic aspiration, intellectual and noral substance and al
that stuff was sonehow in demand. It was better than the sixties. It was
one of those splendid nonments when the public pulls itself together and
tries to grow up. Jones's Rhyne of the Flying Bonb song cycle nmade a

gl ori ous cone-back. Anmerican Angels returned with even nore punch. And
Sondhei m made an i ncredi bl e cone-back

He becane a quality brand-nane. If it wasn't by Sondhei m or based on a
tune Sondhei mused to humin the shower, the punters didn't want to know.
Overnight, the public's product loyalty had changed. And | nust admit it
had changed for the better. But nmy investnents were in Cats, and Dogs
(Lord Webber's | ast desperate attenpt to squeeze from Thurber what he
sucked fromEliot), Duce! and Starlight Excess, all of which were now
taking a wal k down Sunset Boul evard. | couldn't even get a regular price
ticket for nyself at Sunday in the Park, Assassins or Follies. Into The
Wods was solid for eighteen nonths ahead. | saw Passion fromthe w ngs
and Sweeney Todd fromthe gods. Five Guys Nanmed Mo crunmbled to dust.
Phant om cl osed. Its author clained sabotage.

"Quality will out, Ray," says Bernie next time | see himat the Lou
"You've got to grant the public that. You just have to give it tinme."
"Fuck the public,”" | said, with sone feeling. "They're just nostalgic for
quality at the nmonent. Next year it'll be sonmething else. Meanwhile |'m
bl oody ruined. You couldn't drum a couple of oncers on nmy entire stock
Even nmy ENO si de-bets have died. Covent Garden's a disaster. The weat her
in Mlan didn't help. That's where Cecilia Bartoli caught her cold. | was
lucky to be offered half-price for the Rossinis without her. And | know
what |'d do if | could get a varda at bl oody Sinon Rattle."

"So you won't be able to come in on the Bone deal ?" said Bernie returning
to his own nain point of interest.

"I said | was ruined," | told him "not w ped out."

"Well, | got sonmething to show you now, anyway," says Berni e.

W went back to his place.

He put it in ny hand as if it were a nugget of plutonium a knuckle of
dark, golden Bone, split off froma |larger piece, covered with tiny

pi ctures.

"The engravings are always on that kind of Bone," he said. "There are
other kinds that don't have draw ngs, maybe froma later date. It's the
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work of the first Londoners, | suppose, when it was still a swanp. About
the time your Phoenician ancestors started getting into the upriver
woad-trade. | don't know the significance, of course."

The Bone itself was hard to anal yse because of the mi xture of chenicals
whi ch has created it and sonme of it had fused, suggesting prehistoric
upheaval s of sone kind. The drawi ngs were extrenely primtive. Any bored
person with a sharp object and mninumtal ent coul d have done them at any
time in history. The larger, weirder |ooking Bones, had no engravings.
Stick people pursued other stick people endl essly across the fragnment. The
wor k was unrenmarkabl e. The beauty really was in the tawy ivory col our of
the Bone alone. It glowed with a wealth of shades and drew you

hypnotically into its depths. | imagined the huge animal of which this

fragment had one been an active part. | saw the bell owi ng trunk, the vast
ears, the glinting tusks succunbing suddenly to whatever had engul fed her
| saw her body swaying, her tail |ashing as she trunpeted her defiance of

her inevitable death. And now nen sought her renmains as treasure. It was a
very romantic i mage and of course it would becone ny nost sincere sales

pi tch.

"That's six nmillion dollars you're holding there," said Bernie. "Mninum"

Berni e had caught ne at the right tine and | had to admit | was convinced.
Back in his office he sketched out the agreenent. W would go in on a
fifty-fifty basis, funding the guys who woul d do the actual digging, who
knew where the Bone-fields were and who would tell us as soon as we showed
serious interest. W would finance all the work, pay them an upfront
earnest and then load by load in agreed increnents. Bernie and | woul d
split the net profit fifty fifty. There were all kinds of clauses and
provi sions covering the various problens we foresaw and then we had a
deal .

The archeol ogi sts canme round to ny little place in Dol phin Square. They
were a scruffy bunch of students fromthe University of Norbury who had

di scovered the Bone deposits on a run of the mlIl field tripin a
demol i shed Sout hwar k housi ng estate and knew only that there m ght be a
mar ket for them Recent cuts to their grants had nmade t hem desperate. Sone
lefty had cone up with a | aw out of the Magna Carta or sonewhere saying
public land couldn't be sold to private devel opers and so there was a
court case disputing the council's right to sell the estate to Livingstone
I nternational which also put a stop to the planned rebuilding so we had
indefinite time to work

The stoodies were grateful for our expertise, as well as our cash. | was
happy enough with the situation. It was one | felt we could easily
control. M ddle-class burbnerds get greedy the same as anyone el se, but
they respond well to reason. | told themfor a start off that all the Bone
had to come in to us. If any of it |eaked onto the market by other neans,
we'd risk losing our prices and that would nean the schene was over.
Terminated, | said significantly. Since we had reputations as well as
investrments to protect there would also be recrimnations. That's all |
had to say. Since those V serials kids think we're Krays and Mad Frankie
Frazers just because we like to | ook smart and tal k properly.

We were fairly sure we weren't doing anything obviously crimnal. The
stuff wasn't treasure trove. It had to be cleared before proper
foundations could be poured. Quite evidently LI didn't think it was worth
payi ng security staff to shuft the site. We didn't know if digging shafts
and tunnel s was even trespass, but we knew we had a few weeks before
someone started asking about us and by then we hoped to have the whol e

bl oody nastodon out of the deep clay and nicely earning for us. The
selling would take the real skill and that was nmy job. It was going to
have to be played sharper than South African di anonds.

After that neither Bernie nor | had anything to do with the dig. W rented
a guarded | ockup in C apham and paid the kids every time they brought in a
substantial |oad of Bone. It was incredible stuff. Bernie thought that
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chemical action, some of it relatively recent, had caused the phenomenon.
"Li ke chal k, you know. You hardly find it anywhere. Just a few places in
Engl and, France, China and Texas." The kids reported that there was nore
than one kind of aninmal down there, but that all the Bone had the sane

ri ch appearance. They had constructed a new tunnel, with a hidden
entrance, so that even if the building site was bl ocked to them they
could still get at the Bone. It seened to be a huge field, but nost of the
Bone was at roughly the sane depth. Mich of it had fused and had to be

chi pped out. They had found no end to it so far and they had tunnel ed
through nore than half an acre of the dense, dark clay.

Meanwhile | was in Ansterdam and Rio, Paris and Vienna and New York and
Sydney. | was in Tokyo and Seoul and Hong Kong. | was in Ryadh, Cairo and
Baghdad. | was in Kanpal a and New Beni n, everywhere there were nmjor
punters. | racked up so many free airnmiles in a couple of nonths that they
were automatically junping ne to first class. But | achieved what |

want ed. Nobody bought London Bone without checking with nme. | was the
acknow edged expert. The prinme source, the best in the business. |If you
want Bone, said the art world, you want Gol d.

The Serious Fraud Squad becane interested in Bone for a while, but they
had been assuning we were faking it and gave up when it was obvi ously not
r ubbi sh.

Neither Bernie nor | expected it to last any longer than it did. By the
time our first phase of selling was over we were turning over so nuch
dough it was silly and the kids were getting tired and were worryi ng about
expl oring sonme of their wildest dreans. There was al nost nothing left,
they said. So we closed down the operation, noved our warehouses a couple
of times and then let the Bone sit there to make us sone noney while
everyone wondered why it had dried up

And at that noment, inevitably, and | ate as ever, the newspapers caught on
to the story. There was a brief |late-night TV piece. A few supplenents

tal ked about it in their arts pages. This led to some news stories and
eventually it went to the tabl oids and became anything you liked fromthe
remai ns of Martians to a new kind of nucl ear waste. Anyone who saw the
real stuff was convinced but everyone had a theory about it. The rea

excl usive market was finished. W kept schtum W were gearing up for the
second phase. W got as far away from our stash as possible.

O course a few faces tracked ne down, but | denied any know edge of the

Bone. | was a nmiddle-nman, | said. | just had good contacts. Hal f-a-dozen
peopl e clainmed to know where the Bone cane from O course they talked to
the papers. | sat back in satisfied security, watching the nud swirl over

our tracks. Another couple of nonths and we'd be even safer than the house
I'd bought in Hanpstead overl ooking the heath. It had a rather forlorn
garden the size of Kilburn which needed a |ot of nurturing. That suited
me. | was ready to retire to the country and a big indoor sw nni ng pool

By the time a close version of the true story cane out, fromone of the
stoodies, who'd lost all his share in a lottery syndicate, it was just one
of many. It sounded too dull. | told newspaper reporters that while

woul d | ove to have been involved in such a lucrative schenme, ny noney cane
fromtheatre tickets. Meanwhile, Bernie and | thought of our warehouse and
sai d not hi ng.

Now the stuff was getting into the culture. It was chic. Puncher used it
intheir ads. It was called Manmot h Bone by the nedia. There was a conmpn
story about how a herd had wandered into the swanpy river and drowned in
the mud. Lots of pictures dusted off fromthe Natural H story Miseum
Experts expl ai ned the colour, the depths, the markings, the beauty. Mdels
sported a Bone notif.

Qur second phase was to put a fair nunber of inferior fragnments on the

mar ket and see how the public responded. That would help us find our

popul ar price -- the npbst a custoner would pay. W were |ooking for a few
good millionaires.
Frankly, as | told my partner, | was nore than ready to get rid of the
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| ot. But Bernie counselled ne to patience. W had a plan and it nade sense
to stick to it.

The trade continued to run well for a while. As the sole source of the
stuff, we could pretty nmuch control everything. Then one Sunday | unchtine
I nmet Bernie at The Six Jolly Dragoons in Meard All ey, Soho. He had

sonet hing to show ne, he said. He didn't even glance around. He put it on
the bar in plain daylight. A small piece of Bone with the renmains of
decorations still on it.

"What about it?" | said.

"I't's not ours," he said.

My first thought was that the stoodi es had opened up the field again. That
they had lied to us when they said it had run out.

"No," said Bernie, "it's not even the same colour. It's the sane stuff --
but different shades. Gerry Goldstein lent it to ne."

"Where did he get it?"

"He was offered it," he said.

We didn't bother to speculate where it had cone from But we did have
rather a lot of our Bone to shift quickly. Against ny will, | nade another
world tour and sold nostly to other dealers this tinme. It was a standard
second-wave operation but run rather faster than was wise. W definitely
m ssed the crest.

However, before deliveries were in and cheques were cashed, Jack

Merryw dow, the fighting MP for Brookgate and E. Hol born, gets up in the
House of Commons on telly one afternoon and asks if Prime Mnister Bland
or any of his dope-dazed cabi net understand that hunman remains, taken from
the hall owed burial grounds of London, are being sold by the piece in the
i nternational market place? M Bland nakes a plumy joke enjoyed at M
Merrywi dow s expense and sits down. But Jack won't give up. They're
suddenly on telly. It's The Struggle of Parliament tine. Jack's had the
Bone exanmi ned by experts. It's human. Undoubtedly hunman. The strange
shapes are caused by linbs nelting together in soil heavy with |ine.

Chenical reactions, he says. W have -- he raises his eyes to the canera
-- been mning nmass graves.
A shock to all those who still long for the years of comobn decency.

Soneone, says Jack, is selling nore than our heritage. Hasn't free narket
capitalismgot a little bit out of touch when we start selling the arns,

| egs and skulls of our forebears? The torsos and shoul der-bl ades of our
honour abl e dead? What did we used to call people who did that? Wen was
the government going to stop this trade in corpses?

It's denied.

It's proved.

It |ooks like trade is about to sl unp.

I think of frami ng the cheques as a rem nder of the vagaries of fate and
give up any idea of popping the question to nmy old nuse Little Trudi, who
i s back on the narket, having been dunped by her corporate suit in a fit,
he's told her, of self-disgust after seeing The Tol stoy Investnent with
Eddie lzzard. Bernie, | tell ny partner, the Bone business is down the
drain. W might as well bin the stuff we've stockpil ed.

Then two days later the TV news reports a vast public interest in London
Bone. Sone lordly old queen with four names conmes on the evening news to
say how by owning a piece of Bone, you own London's true history. You
becone a curator of sone ancient ancestor. He's clearly got a vested
interest in the stuff. It's the hottest tourist itemsince Jack the Ri pper
razors and QJ gl oves. Mdre people want to buy it than ever

The only trouble is, | don't deal in dead people. It is, in fact, where
have al ways drawn the line. Even Pratface Charlie wouldn't sell his great,
great grandnother's el bow to sone overweight Jap in a deerstal ker and a
kilt. I'"'mfaced with a genuine noral dil emma.

I make a decision. | nake a promse to nyself. | can't got back on that.
go down to the Italian chippy in Fortess Road, stoke up on nouri shing
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ritual grease (cod, roe, chips and nmushy peas, bread and butter and tea,
syrup puddi ng), then heave ny out of shape, but nentally prepared, body up
onto Parlianent Hill to roll nyself a big wacky-baccy fag and let ny
subconsci ous think the problemthrough

When | enmerge fromny reverie, | have | ooked out over the whole msty
London panorana and considered the city's conplex history. | have thought
about the nunber of dead buried there since, say, the tine of Bodicea, and
what they mean to the soil we build on, the food we still grow here and
the air we breath. W are recycling our ancestors all the tine, one way or
another. W are sucking themin and shitting themout. W' re eating them
We're drinking them W' re coughing themup. The dead don't rest. Bits of
them are permanently at work. So what am | doi ng wong?

This thought is conforting until my noral sense, sharpening itself up
after a long rest, kicks in with -- but what's different here is you're
flogging the stuff to people who take it home with them Back to Wsconsin
and California and Peking. You take it out of circulation. You're

di ssipating the deep fabric of the city. You' re unravelling sonething.

Li ke, the real infrastructure, the spiritual and physical bones of an
ancient city...

On Kite HIl | suddenly realise that those bones are in sonme way the deep
I'ifestuff of London.

It grows dark over the towers and roofs of the netropolis. | sit on ny
bench and roll nyself up a further joint. | watch the silver rising from
the river, the deep golden glow of the distant |ights, the plush of the
foliage, and as | watch it seens to shred before ny eyes, like a rotten
curtain. Even the traffic noise grows fainter. Is the city sick? Is she
expiring? Sonmehow it seens there's a little less breath in the old girl. |
bl ame nyself. And Bernie. And those kids.

There and then, on the spot, | renounce all further interest in the Bone
trade. |If nobody else will take the relics back, then | wll.

There's no resolve purer than the deternmination you draw froma really
good reefer.

THREE

So now there isn't a tourist in any London market or antique arcade who
isn't searching out Bone. They know it isn't cheap. They know t hey have to
pay. And pay they do. Through the nose. And half of what they buy is crap
or fakes. This is a question of status, not authenticity. As long as we
say it's good, they can say it's good. W give it a provenance, a story,
something to colour the tale to the fol ks back home. W' re honest deal ers.
We sell only the authentic stuff. Still they get conned. But still they

| ook. Still they buy.

Jeal ous Mancuni ans and Brumm es long for a history old enough to provide
themwi th Bone. A few of the early settlenents, |ike Chester and York,
start turning up sonething like it, but it's not the same. Jim Mrrison's
remai ns di sappear from Pere La Chai se. They m ght be soneone el se's bones,
anyway. Rumpour is they were KFC bones. The revolutionary death-pits fai

to deliver the goods. The French are furious. They accuse the British of
gross materialismand poor taste. Oscar W/ de di sappears. Ceorge Eliot.
Wnston Churchill. You name them For a few nonths there is a grotesque
trade in the remains of the famous. But the fashion has no intrinsic
substance and fizzles out. Anyone could have seen it wouldn't run

Bone has the image, because Bone really is beautiful

Too many people are yearning for that Bone. The real stuff. It genuinely
hurts me to disappoint them Circunstances alter cases. Against ny better
judgenent | continue in the business. | bend my principles, just for the
duration. We have as much turnover as we had selling to the Swi ss gnones.
It's the latest itemon the beento list. 'You have to bring ne back sone

London Bone, Ethel, or I'lIl never forgive you!' It starts to appear in the
Anmeri can | uxury catal ogs.
But by now there are ratsniffers everywhere -- from Trade and | ndustry,
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fromthe National Trust, fromthe Heritage Corp, from half-a-dozen South
London councils, fromthe Special Branch, fromthe CI D, the Inland Revenue
and both the Funny and the Serious Fraud Squads.

Any busybody who ever wanted to put his head under soneone else's bed is
havi ng a wonderful time. Having failed dramatically with the STOP TH S

Dl SGUSTI NG TRADE approach, the tabloids switch to offering bits of Bone as

prizes in circulation boosters. | sell a newspaper consortiuma Tesco's
plastic bagfull for two-and-a-half mll via a go-between. Bernie and | are
getting alnost frighteningly rich. | open sonme bank accounts of f-shore and

| becanme an inportant anonynous sharehol der in the Queen Elizabeth Hal
when it's privatized.

It doesn't take long for the experts to cone up with an anal ysis. Most of
t he Bone has been down there since the seventeenth century and earlier
They are the sites of the old plague pits where legend had it still living
corpses were thrown in with the dead. For a while it nust have seened |ike
Auschwi t z- on- Thames. The chemical action of lime, partial burning, London
clay and decaying flesh, together with the broadening spread of the London
wat er-tabl e, thanks to various engi neering works over the last century,
letting untreated sewage into the mix, had created our uni que London Bone.
As for the decorations, that, it was opined, was the work of the pit
guards, working on earlier bones found on the sane site.

"Bl ood, shit and bone," says Bernie. "It's what nake the world go round.
That and noney, of course."

"And love," | add. I'mdoing all right these days. It's true what they say
about a Roller. Little Trudi has enthusiastically rediscovered ny
attractions. She has her eye on aring. | raise ny glass. "And | ove,
Bernie."

"Fuck that," says Bernie. "Not in ny experience." He's buying Paul
McCartney's old place in Wanering and having it converted for Persians. He
has, it is true, also bought his wife her dream house. She doesn't seemto
mind it's on the island of Las Cascadas about six miles off the coast of
Morocco. She's at |ast agreed to divorce him Apart fromhis nother, she's
the only woman he ever had anything to do with and he isn't, he says,
planning to try another. The only femal es he wants in his house in future
come with a pedigree a mle long, have all their shots and can be bought
at Harrods.

FOUR

| expect you heard what happened. The private Bonefields, which
contractors were discovering all over South and West London, actually
cont ai ned public bones. They were part of our national inheritance. They
had living relatives. And stones, sone of them So it became a politica
and a noral issue. The Church got involved. The airwaves were crowded with
concerned clergy. There was the probl em of the self-named bone-m ners.
Kids, inspired by our |leaders' rhetoric, and aspiring to imtate those
great captains of free enterprise they had been taught to admire, were
turning over ordinary graveyards, which they' d already stripped of their
sal eabl e masonry, and di ggi ng up sonewhat fresher stiffs than was seemy
A bit too fresh. It was pointless. The Bone took centuries to get seasoned
and so far nobody had been able to fake the process. A few of the ol der
graveyards had small deposits of Bone in them Bronpton Cenetery had a
surprising amount, for instance, and so did Hi ghgate. This attracted
prospectors. They used shovels mainly, but sonetines |ow explosives. The
area around Karl Marx's monument | ooked |ike they'd refought the Russian
Cvil War over it. The barbed wire put in after the event hadn't hel ped.
And as usual the public paid to clean up after private enterprise. Nobody
in their right mind got buried any nore. Cremation became very popul ar.
The borough councils and their financial managers were happy because nore
val uabl e real estate wasn't being occupi ed by a non-consuner.

It didn't matter how many security guards were posted or, by one extrene
Aut hority, land-mnes, the teenies left no grave unturned. Bone was stil
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a profitable item even though the nmarket had settled down since we
started. They dug up Bernie's nother. They dug up nmy cousin Leonard. There
wasn't a Londoner who didn't have sonme intinmate unexpectedly back above
ground. Every night you saw it on telly.

It had caught the public inmagination. The nmedia had never made much of the
desecrated graveyards, the chiselled-off angels' heads and the uprooted
headst ones on sale in King's Road and the Boulevard St. M chel since the
ni net een seventies. These had been the targets of first generation
grave-robbers. Then there had seened nothing left to steal. Even they had
bal ked at doi ng the corpses. Besides, there wasn't a market. This second
generation was making up for lost time, turning over the soil faster than
an earthwormon E.

The news shots becane clichés. The heaped earth, the headstone, the
smashed coffin, the hint of the contents, the |eader of the Opposition
coming on to say how all this has happened since his mrror inage got

el ected. The councils argued that they should be given the authority to
deal with the problem They owned the graveyards. And al so, they reasoned,
the Bonefields. The profits fromthose fields should rightly go into the
public purse. They could help pay for the Health Service. "Let the dead,"
went their favourite slogan, "pay for the living for a change."

What the local politicians actually neant was that they hoped to claimthe
land in the name of the public and then make the usual profits privatising
it. There was a principle at stake. They had to ensure their friends and
not outsiders got the benefit.

The High Court eventually gave the judgenent to the public, which really
meant turning it over to sonme of the nobst rapaci ous borough councils in
our history. A decade or so earlier, that Charlie Peace of el ected bodies,
the Westminster City Council, had tried to sell their old graveyards to
new devel opers. This current judgenment allowed all councils at last to
maxi m se their assets fromwhat was, after all, dead |and, conpletely
unable to pay for itself, and therefore a natural target for

privatization. The feeding frenzy began. It was the closest thing to nass
canni balism1've ever seen

We had opened a fronter in Od Sweden Street and had a coupl e of halfway
presentabl e slags fromBernie's club taking the calls and answeri ng
enquiries. W were straight up about it. We called it The City Bone
Exchange. The bl oke who decorated it and did the sign specialised in
giving offices that |ong-established | ook. He'd created nost of those

ol d-fashi oned West End Hotels you'd never heard of until 1999. "If it's
got a Scottish nane," he used to say, "it's one of nine. Anericans |ove
the skirl of the pipes, but they trust a bit of brass and varni sh best."
Qur place was alnost all brass and varnish. And it worked a treat. The
Ritz and the Savoy sent us their best potential buyers. Incredibly

excl usive private hotels gave us taxi-loads of bland-faced American
boy-nen, reeking of health and beauty products, bellow ng their
credentials to the wind, rich matrons eager for anyone's approval, massive
Germans with aggressive cackles, stern orientals glaring at us, daring us
to cheat them They bought. And they bought. And they bought.

The snoopers kept on snooping but there wasn't really much to find out.

Li vi ngstone International took an aggressive interest in us for a while,
but what could they do? We weren't up to anything illegal just selling the
stuff and nobody could identify what if anything had been ni cked anyway.
still had my misgivings. They weren't anything but superstitions, really.
It did seemsonetines that for every |ayer of false antiquity, for every
act of disneyfication, an inch or two of our real foundations crunbl ed.
You knew what happened when you did that to a house. Sooner or later you
got trouble. Sooner or |later you had no house.

We had nore than our share of private detectives for a while. They al ways
pretended to be custoners and they al ways | ooked wrong, even to our girls.
Li vi ngstone International had definitely made a connection. | think they'd
found our mine and guessed what a windfall they'd |ost. They didn't seem
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at one with thensel ves over the matter. They even made veiled threats.
There was sone swagger cone in to talk about violence but they were
spotties who'd got all their |language off old nineties TV shows. So we
sweated it out and the girls took nost of the heat. Those girls really
didn't know anything. They were magnificently ignorant. They had tellies
with chips which switch channels as soon as they detect a news or

i nformati on progranmre.

I'"ve always had a rule. If you' re caught by the same wave twi ce, get out
of the water.

Wiile | didn't blanme nyself for not anticipating the Geat Andrew LI oyd
Webber Slunp, | think I should have guessed what woul d happen next. The
tol erance of the public for bullshit had becone decidedly and aggressively
negative. It was |ike the Bone had set new standards of public aspiration
as well as beauty. My dad used to say that about the Blitz. O assica

nmusi ¢ enj oyed a huge success during the Second World War. Everybody grew
up at once. The Bone had nade it happen again. It was a bit frightening to
those of us who had always relied on a nice, passive, gullible, greedy
punter for an incone.

The bitter fights which had devel oped over graveyard and Bonefield rights
and boundaries, the eagerness with which sone borough councils exploited
their new resource, the unseemy trade in what was, after all, human
remains, the corporate involvenent, the incredible profits, the

hypocri sies and politics around the Bone brought us the outspoken di sgust
of Europe. W were used to that. In fact, we tended to cultivate it. But
that wasn't the problem

The problem was that our own public had had enough

When the el ections cane round, the voters systematically booted out anyone
who had supported the Bone trade. It was |like the sudden rise of the
anti-slavery vote in Lincoln's Anerica. They denmanded an end to the
commerce in London Bone. They got the Boneshops cl osed down. They got work
on the Bonefields stopped. They got their graveyards and nonunents
protected and cleaned up. They got a city which started cultivating peace
and security as if it was a cash crop. Wiich maybe it was. But it hurt ne.

It was the end of ny easy noney, of course. I'll admit | was glad it was
stopping. It felt like they were slow ng entropy, restoring the past. The
quality of life inproved. | began to think about letting a few roons for
company.

The nood of the country swung so far into disapproval of the Bone trade
that | al nost began to fear for ny life. Road- and anti-abortion activists
switched their attention to Bone nerchants. Hanpstead was full of
screanming |lefties convinced they owned the noral highground just because
they'd paid off their enornous nortgages. Trudi, after three nonths,
applied for a divorce, arguing that she had not known ny busi ness when she
married me. She said she was disgusted. She said |I'd been living on

bl ood- noney. The courts awarded her more than half of what |'d nade, but
it didn't matter any nore. My investnents were such that | couldn't stop
earning. Economically, | was a small oil-producing nation. | had ny own
international dialling code. It was horrible in a way. Unless | tried very
hard, it looked Iike | could never be ruined again. There was nho justice.

I nmet Bernie in The King Lyar in O d Sweden Street, a few doors down from

our burned out office. | told himwhat | planned to do and he shrugged.
"W both knew it was dodgy," he told nme. "It was dodgy all along, even
when we thought it was mastodons. Wat it feels like to me, Ray, is -- it
feels like a sort of a massive transformation of the zeitgeist -- you
know, like Virginia Wolf said about the day human nature changed --
sonet hi ng happens slowy and you're not aware of it. Everything seens
normal . Then you wake up one norning and -- bingo! -- it's Nazi Gernany or

Bol shevi k Russia or Thatcherite England or the Golden Age -- and all the
rul es have changed. "
"Maybe it was the Bone that did it," | said. "Maybe it was a synbol

file:/l/G|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Michael%20Moorcock%20-%20London%20Bone.txt (12 of 14) [2/6/2004 5:28:19 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Michagl %20M oorcock/Michagl %620M oorcock%20-%20L ondon%20Bone.txt

everyone needed to rally round. You know. A focus."

"Maybe, " he said. "Let nme know when you're doing it. I'll give you a
hand. "

About a week |later we got the van backed up to the warehouse | oadi ng bay.
It was three o'clock in the norning and | was chilled to the marrow.
Working in silence we transferred every scrap of Bone to the van. Then we
drove back to Hanpstead through a freezing rain.

I don't know why we did it the way we did it. There woul d have been easi er
solutions, | suppose. But behind the high walls of ny big back garden,
under the old trees and etiol ated rhododendrons, we dug a pit and filled
it with the glowing remains of the ancient dead.

The stuff was al nost phosphorescent as we chucked the big lunps of clay
back on to it. It glowed a rich anber and that faint, rosemary snell cane
off it. I can still snell it when | go in there to this day. My soft fruit
is out of this world. The whol e garden's doi ng wonderfully now.

In fact London's doing wonderfully. W seemto be back on form There's
still a bit of a Bone trade, of course, but it's marginal

Every so often I'mtenpted to take a spade and turn over the earth again,
to look at the fortune I"'mhiding there. To | ook at the beauty of it. The
strange anber gl ow never fades and sonetimes | think the decoration on the
Bone is an inmportant nessage | should perhaps try to decipher.

I"mstill a very rich man. Not justly so, but there it is. And, of course,
I''mabout as popular with the public as Percy the Paedophile. Gold the
Bone King? | might as well be Gold the Grave Robber. | don't go down to
Soho much. Wien | do neke it to a show or something | try to disguise
myself a bit. | don't see anything of Bernie any nore and | heard two of
the stoodi es topped thensel ves.

I do ny best to make anends. |I'mcirculating nmy profits as fast as | can
Talent's flooding into London from everywhere, making a powerful mx. They
say they haven't known a buzz like it since 1967. |I'ma reliable investor
in great new shows. Every year | back the 1ggy Pop Awards, the nost
prestigious in the business. But not everybody will take ny noney. | am
regularly reviled. That's why sonme organi sati ons recei ve anonynous
donations. They would refuse themif they knew they were from ne.

I"ve had the extrenes of good and bad luck riding this particular switch
in the zeitgeist and the only time I'mhappy is when | wake up in the
morning and |'ve forgotten who I am It seens | share a common di sgust for
nmysel f.

A few dubi ous custoners, however, think | owe them sonething.

Anot her bl oke, who used to be very rich before he nade sone frenetic
investnments after his career went down the drain, called nme the other day.
He knew of nmy interest in the theatre, that | had invested in several West
End hits. He thought 1'd be interested in his idea. He wanted to revive
his first success, Rebecca's Incredibly Far Qut Well or sonething, which
he described as a powerful religious rock opera guaranteed to capture the
new nostal gia market. The tines, he told ne, they were a-changin'. Hs
show, he continued, was full of raw ol d-fashi oned R&B energy. Just the
sort of authentic sound to attract the new no-nonsense youngsters. Wasn't
it cool that Madonna wanted to do the title role? And Bob Gel dof would
play the Spirit of the Wll. Rock and roll, nman! It's all in the staging,
man! Renenber the boat in Phanton? | can nmake it | ook better than real. On
stage, man, that well is WE. T. WET! Rock and roll! | could see that
little wizened fist punching the air in a parody of the vitality he craved
and whose source had al ways el uded him

I had to tell himit was a non-starter. |'d turned over a new | eaf,

said. | was taking ny ethics seriously.

These days | only deal in living talent.

© M chael Moorcock 1998, 1999
This story first appeared in New Worl ds, 1998.

file:/l/G|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Michael%20Moorcock%20-%20London%20Bone.txt (13 of 14) [2/6/2004 5:28:19 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Michagl %20M oorcock/Michagl %620M oorcock%20-%20L ondon%20Bone.txt

El sewhere in infinity plus:

nonfiction - New Wrlds reviewed by Keith Brooke; The New World' s New
Wirl ds by David Garnett; reviews of M chael Morcock's work.

contact - e-mmil M chael Moorcock.

sewhere on the web:

M chael Morcock at Amazon (US) and at the Internet Bookshop (UK).

M ke and his fans are very active around the 'net. Good starting points,
and sites he recommends, incl ude:

Miul tiverse.org - |ndex.

Jonathan Carroll.

An interview with Andrea DworKki n.

Mervyn Peake.

Savoy.

Col | aborators of Robert Calvert: M chael Morcock.

Hawkwi nd Fri ends: Mborcock.

Tanelorn - The City O Peace.

I SFD bi bl i ography.

El

Let us know what you think of infinity plus - e-mail us at:
sf @nfinityplus.co. uk

support this site - buy books through these |inks:

A+ Books: an insider's view of sf, fantasy and horror
amazon.com (US) | Internet Bookshop (UK)

top of page

[ hone page | fiction | non-fiction | other stuff | Ato Z ]
[ infinity plus bookshop | search infinity plus ]

file:/l/G|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Michael%20Moorcock%20-%20London%20Bone.txt (14 of 14) [2/6/2004 5:28:19 PM]



	Local Disk
	file:///G|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Michael%20Moorcock%20-%20London%20Bone.txt


