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Praise for Quintin Jardine’s novels:

‘A triumph. I am first in the queue for the next one’ Scotland on Sunday

‘Well constructed, fast-paced, Jardine’s narrative has many an ingenious twist and turn’ Observer 

‘Deplorably readable’ Guardian

‘Perfect plotting and convincing characterisation … Jardine manages to combine the picturesque with the thrilling and the dream-like with the coldly rational’ The Times

‘Remarkably assured . . . a tour de force’ New York Times

‘Meticulously plotted with every event contributing to a shocking triple-whammy finale’ Scotsman

‘A complex story combined with robust characterisation; a murder/mystery novel of our time that will keep you hooked to the very last page’ The Scots Magazine

‘The perfect mix for a highly charged, fast-moving crime thriller’ Glasgow Herald

‘Engrossing, believable characters . . . captures Edinburgh beautifully . . . It all adds up to a very good read’ Edinburgh Evening News

‘[Quintin Jardine] sells more crime fiction in Scotland than John Grisham and people queue around the block to buy his latest book’ The Australian

‘There is a whole world here, the tense narratives all come to the boil at the same time in a spectacular climax’ Shots magazine




This one’s for Dominic and Kirsti . . . and their Mum, 
of course.


 


Do I have your attention?

Good.

Are you prepared to hear me out, without making any judgements until my story is finished?

Even better.

Do you have everything you need? Tea? Coffee? Or perhaps something stronger? (Before I’m finished you may wish for it.)

You’re ready? Fine, then come close, for this story of mine isn’t something I’d want anyone overhearing.

The world is populated by spirits, you know, and some of them aren’t very nice at all. The fact is, they can be downright evil . . .
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‘Nobody’s perfect. Still, I’ve always thought of myself as a nice guy at heart.’

He was smiling when he said it, that same old all-gathering smile of his; all teeth and glisten at first glance, but look really close and you may see the maw of the beast. His eyes had that shine beyond twinkle; they dazzled like the sun, a journalist once wrote, but she’d have been nearer the mark if she’d said they were as bright as the flames of hell, yet as hard as the stone that builds a city.

I looked at him and felt nothing, no emotion. Or did I? Was I simply masking my loathing? After all, that reviewer in the New York Times did say I had become a consummate actor. How was it put again? (As if I didn’t know.) ‘Plucked from the relative obscurity of an announcer slot in a wrestling circus, Oz Blackstone’s instinctive but consummate touch somehow manages to steal the movie out from under his more illustrious co-stars - and sometime in-laws - Miles Grayson and Dawn Phillips. Skinner’s Festival is Blackstone’s breakout, his one-way ticket to the A list.’

And anyway, what’s nice got to do with it, as Tina Turner almost sang? Isn’t it said to carry with it the certainty of finishing last?

There was a time, around ten years ago, maybe, when I was a nice guy . . . or so I thought I overheard someone say  at a party back in Fife. (Looking back on it, I’m pretty sure she was actually talking about my Dad.)

I wasn’t, though, not really. Truth be told, if I consider objectively the way Osbert Blackstone behaved towards most of the people who cared for him, he didn’t come even close to niceness. If I was forced to come up with an excuse for my attitude, I suppose I’d say that I reacted badly to my mother’s shockingly early death. I took it out on my lifelong girlfriend Jan more cruelly than on anyone else. Just when everyone assumed we’d be heading for the altar, I gave her the ‘let’s always be loving friends’ routine . . . at which I was to become a master . . . and set off on a determined campaign to shag my way through as much of Edinburgh’s available female population as I could.

Eventually, though, the Prince of Darkness put me in my place. A door opened, and Primavera Phillips stepped into my life. A simple entrance, but she might as well have been a bolt of lightning hitting me between the eyes.

I thought she was wonderful. For the first few months after we met, when our thing was all hot and steamy, I just wanted to eat her. (Now I wish I had. Life’s full of irony, eh.) I didn’t question my attraction then, or try to analyse it . . . even though inside, I knew that I still loved Jan, who was in a new relationship of her own by that time. I reckon I understand now, though, what it was that blinded me to everything but Prim for that period.

Cupid, that fat flying archer and model for a few million tattoos, gets much of the credit for bringing people together, but, in my humble view, almost all of it is misplaced. The real villain of the piece is the boy Narcissus.

Remember him from your classical studies, that idiotic Greek lad who fell in love with his own reflection? Well, I reckon that’s what most of us do: we are attracted essentially  to ourselves. We tend to fall for people who are in our own image, physically, emotionally, and in several other ways ending in ‘y’. If there were more real blondes around, in my opinion the only gentlemen who would prefer them would be naturally fair-haired themselves. As it is, however good the dye job, instinctively, we can see the roots. (I’m not being sexist here, honest. Given modern man’s hair fashions, my theory cuts both ways.)

Primavera is tasty, no doubt about that. She’s an even better looker than her actress sister, she has a body that’s as finely tuned as a Ferrari, and she has big, rarely blinking eyes, which, when they take on a bedroom look, are always backed up by action. In the instant that we met, I saw her as open, direct and lustful . . . just like me. What followed was inevitable, and I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t enjoy it.

But she has other qualities too; they live on her dangerous side. Behind that sensual façade, she is ambitious, scheming and manipulative. The concept of self-denial is unknown to her; her desires, carnal and material, exist only to be fulfilled, and almost invariably, they are. She isn’t a bad person; I’ve never thought that. It’s just that she has certain weaknesses and the insight to know, most of the time, that she lacks the moral fibre to overcome them.

In other words, in that respect, she’s just like me.

Before we finally split, one thing that Prim and I did give each other, though, in addition to a large measure of grief, was luck. We both enjoyed comfortable family backgrounds, but separately neither of us was on track for the glamorous life, or to amass material wealth. But since our paths crossed, well, it’s all just gone crazy. The luck of the devil, they say. In our cases, that is undoubtedly, and maybe even literally, true. Our first few months together saw us involved in separate escapades in Scotland, Switzerland and Spain, from  which we emerged with our lives . . . just . . . and with a very significant sum of money.

I was edging into my thirties before I took a partial tumble to myself, and before Jan tempted fate too far by taking me back. Her love, and my first awakening to the real Primavera (although sometimes I wonder whether such a person actually exists), finally drew us back together.

Looking back, it’s interesting to me that during that brief blessed period, my luck didn’t change: at first. If anything it got even better, magnified by the sheer happiness of our life together. I used to wake in the morning, look at Jan’s face on the pillow next to me, often smiling at whatever dream she was having, and think, ‘This is all too good to be true.’

I was right; we didn’t know it, thank God, but our lease on bliss was very short. When I lost her and our unborn child, killed in our kitchen by a lethal washing machine, I lost something else too. It took another Janet to help me find some of it again, but that was in the future; in the immediate thereafter I was lost, angry inside, and looking for someone to take it out on. I found him to an extent, but it wasn’t enough. There was nothing for me to do, it seemed, but to go back to Prim . . . actually I should have done anything but that, but what the hell.

We took up more or less where we’d left off, only this time we were more overtly ambitious, and avaricious. Our luck went on; we amassed money, and in my case a public profile, without even seeming to try. My wrestling announcer job, into which I’d stumbled, led on to bigger things, and eventually encouraged Miles Grayson, Prim’s actor brother-in-law, to cast me in a movie project. Naturally, I was a success, and more bookings followed; I found to my surprise that I really am an instinctive actor.

In material terms and in career terms I couldn’t do anything but win. I decided that Prim was the lucky charm from which it all flowed, so we embarked on marriage. And that was as good as it got.

Because you see, I never loved Prim, any more than she ever loved me. Fairly early in our relationship we had got into the habit of deceiving each other; she was probably better at it than I was. When I eventually found out how many lovers she’d had, I was astonished . . . she’d had even more than me! But honestly, I can’t say I was ever angry. The fact was, in emotional terms, I was as dead as my first wife. I gathered wealth, I used people, I had brief flings on movie projects and on wrestling trips that were forgotten about next day, but none of it excited me. None of it could extinguish the cold flame of bitterness that Jan’s passing had lit in me.

It took Susie Gantry to make me see what I was.

One might suspect that I was drawn to her in the same way I was attracted to Primavera, but one would be wide of the mark. Susie and I started out with a single thing in common, and that was it. She had lost a partner too, in sudden shocking violence, and for a while there was the same anger within each of us. But that’s as far as it went. Now, with the anger dissipated, in most respects we’re chalk and cheese. I still keep my feelings locked up, while Susie’s as volatile as they come. For all that I’m successful in what I do now, I’d never been into business, until recently. She is, and how; she runs her family construction group and she’s won two out of the last four ‘Scottish Businesswoman of the Year’ awards. I’m tall, dark and enigmatic (back to that New York Times review), she’s compact, red-haired, open and fresh-faced. Most of all, she is one of life’s givers, whereas I fall, with no room for argument, into the taker category.

She took me, sure, I’ll admit that . . . on what was  supposed to be my honeymoon, even . . . but she was still carrying her own anger then, plus she had no reason to love Prim, so I’ll allow her that one.

What happened between us wasn’t like a lightning strike, as it had been with Prim. We lit a slow-burning fuse when we got it together out in Spain, but what Susie did at the same time was to open my eyes to myself. She made me look in the mirror and see the real Oz, not the happy-go-lucky harmless oaf that I thought I was. I’d been pretending to be him for so long that I’d come to believe it myself. She’s the most honest person I’ve ever known, apart from Jan, and she made me look honestly at myself. When I did, I didn’t like what I saw.

For a while, the way I handled the new Oz was by simply dropping the pretence; I released him. I started behaving not as I thought I should, but as I really wanted to inside. A situation developed out in Spain. It was dangerous, as much so in real life as any make-believe I’ve ever filmed, but I dealt with it so that the good people came through while the bad guy didn’t do nearly so well.

Afterwards, I went back to work on my second movie project, and for a while, although with no genuine enthusiasm, on my marriage. There was a complication there, though. Susie was pregnant, and planning to keep the baby. That was fine by me, but I wasn’t sure how to handle Prim. I was totally out of love with her by then . . . especially after finding her with a Spanish guy in a Barcelona hotel . . . but I had a career to think about. Miles Grayson, the main man in my developing movie career, was still her brother-in-law, and I wasn’t prepared to piss him off, not at that stage anyway. As it turned out, Primavera saved me from any trouble by running off to Mexico with a wanker of a B-list actor. As a consolation, Miles gave me a part in a detective movie he was filming in Edinburgh.

The contract was signed when Susie had the baby and the world found out who her father was, so he couldn’t have done anything to me, but as it turned out he had no such thoughts. I was bankable in the UK and that came first with him; besides, he’d seen through Prim by then and decided he was on my side come what may.

And then there was Janet. Happily, she looks like her mother now, but in the moment she was born she looked just like they all do, wee and pink and wrinkled and gooey. She wasn’t the only one who cried like a baby in that delivery room; I put on a virtuoso performance, but for the first time in a couple of years, I wasn’t acting. A lot of stuff flowed out of me with my tears, a lot of the anger that was still inside me. All at once I thought I knew what I wanted. When I dried my eyes I was left with one question: was I brave enough to go for it?

I took it to the Oracle in Anstruther. My Dad, Macintosh Blackstone, Mac the Dentist, in my eyes the greatest man I’d ever met . . . and at that stage in my travels I’d met three Presidents, four Prime Ministers and seven princes . . . talked to me and made me believe that he hadn’t bred a coward. He showed me also that maybe the ruthlessness within me hadn’t always existed, that maybe it had indeed been put there by two unfair, untimely deaths, and that if it had, maybe it could be excised.

So I went to my family; to wee Janet and her mother. I asked Susie if she fancied marrying a movie star. She looked at me as if I was daft, and then she asked me if I thought she was. She laughed out loud, like a ring of bells. ‘Marry you? With your track record? You slept with another woman on your honeymoon, remember,’ she exclaimed. I can still hear her, still see the look in her eyes.

Then she said, ‘Yes.’ (If I’d told her I’d actually slept  with two ‘other women’ on my honeymoon, I don’t know how it would have gone, but I’m neither that brave nor that stupid.)

We did the deed quietly. We thought about Skibo Castle, but decided that would attract attention, since the press stake out the local registrar for famous names on the public notification board. Instead we settled for the Roxburgh Hotel . . . not the one in Edinburgh, the one near Kelso . . . after I had finished work on my fourth movie, set in theory in north California, but filmed in reality in Vancouver, British Columbia. (If it was good enough for Mulder and Scully, it’s good enough for me.)

That was two years ago. Afterwards, barely a day went by without my pinching myself to make sure I was awake. I’d never imagined being really happy again, and yet I was. I no longer thought about might-have-beens. I found that I was able to forgive most of the rest of the world for Jan’s death, and for my mother’s. I barely thought about Primavera any more. All I had time for was Susie and Janet, and in the right proportions too, if you get my drift. What I’m saying is that I realised that Susie wasn’t just Janet’s mother. She had found her own mansion in my heart, one that was alone unto itself, and not reliant on anyone else. I love her, no strings attached: I just love her.

We got on with our lives without either of us asking any sacrifice of the other. Susie continued to run the Gantry Group, and I continued to make my movies, not because we needed the money, but because those were our jobs. She employed people, and so did I, indirectly. I put bums on seats in cinemas, I sold newspapers, I even advertised a very classy range of Scottish designer knitwear.

Then there was Roscoe Brown, my Hollywood agent, who was living up to his reputation as the smartest new  guy on the Strip, and earning every dollar of his cut with the work he was lining up for me. The only limits I gave him were a gap of at least a month between projects . . . many actors would give their back teeth (never their front ones, obviously) for so short a break between engagements . . . and first class air travel back to Scotland wherever in the world I was and whenever the shooting schedule allowed.

When the Vancouver project, a period piece about early settlers, was over, Skinner’s Rules, the Edinburgh cop-flick I’d made for Miles Grayson, was ready for release. It was a smash, world-wide, so big that after two days on release Miles took up his option on the follow-up, Skinner’s Festival, and re-signed all the original cast. He didn’t blink at all when Roscoe asked for above-title billing for me alongside him and Dawn Phillips, and he agreed to his financial pitch on the spot. I knew why; my character, Chief Inspector Andy Martin, is one of the key figures in the story. The role merited top billing.

We shot it in September . . . the city would have been just too crowded in August, when the real Edinburgh Festival was on. For me it was great; it meant that I could commute from Glasgow on a virtually daily basis for the six weeks of shooting, bonus quality time with Susie and Janet. From the start I knew how good it was going to be, and how good I was going to be too. It was my seventh movie . . . after Vancouver I had done one in the South of Italy (in which I had an almost nude scene with an actress whom ten years before I’d fancied like crazy; an odd and slightly scary experience) and another in Hollywood . . . and there was no hesitancy left in me. I knew what I was doing, I no longer felt out of place on set, and I had an acting coach to rub off my rough edges.

Even before it was released I knew I had made it in my own right as a performer, finally and irreversibly. I knew how good I’d been, especially in Andy’s huge emotional scene at the end. I was pretty sure that the old, cold, angry Oz wouldn’t have been able to do that.

I’d like to say that there wasn’t a trace of him left, but, in my new spirit of honesty, I can’t. In a few months he would make a return appearance, angrier, more ruthless and a lot more calculating. But I’ll get to that in due course.
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For that time, though, life continued as what passed for Susie and me as normal. I went back to work shooting  Skinner’s Festival, Miles Grayson in the lead, Dawn typecast as his wife, Scott Steele as the old chief constable, randy Rhona Waitrose as Miles’s screen daughter, Alexis, and Liam Matthews, my wrestler buddy, following up his debut in the first Skinner movie, as one of the detective team.

There were a couple of additions, though: the story called for two villains, who turn out at the end to be brother and sister. My character, Andy, was to fall for the girl, while the other would get off with Alexis/Rhona, all with disastrous consequences. Miles cast a genuine brother and sister team in these parts, José and Roxanne Benali. Roxanne was pretty tempting, I have to admit. We had a couple of scenes where there was a lot of skin involved, and she didn’t hold anything back in either of them. That made it difficult, because it meant that I could not allow myself to appear any less enthusiastic than her. In the end I just imagined that she was Susie, and gave her my best simulated shot, thanking my stars that it was a closed set, with only Miles and essential crew around. (A couple of years earlier and . . . given Roxanne’s ‘commitment to her part’, as she put it, and under the duvet her interest in mine . . . it might not have been simulated.)

We shot the thing, start to finish, in a total of ten weeks. Most of the schedule was in Edinburgh, but we had a couple of trips south to a big sound stage for disaster scenes which could not have been filmed in their actual locations . . . it would have meant blowing them up.

Normally, once we were finished I would have looked forward to my usual lazy month between projects, but Susie had my dance-card well filled. Right at the top of our list of things to do was moving house.

We liked where we lived in Glasgow, our city centre apartment in an award-winning conversion, but now that I was becoming a bit famous, it was less and less practical. Our neighbours were nice people, and they never once complained about the punters hanging around the place, or the photographers who never seemed to be too far away. After a while, though, we decided that we couldn’t inflict the inconvenience on them any longer. So we looked around Scotland and found a country house set in a small estate within sight of Loch Lomond, with plenty of room for us, for Janet, for any more Janets who might come along, for Ethel Reid, our nanny, and with a small lodge house to accommodate Jay Yuille, our chauffeur.

Actually, Jay was a bit more than a chauffeur, although driving Susie to the office and me to the airport was in his job description. He was our minder, an ex-soldier recruited by my eventually trusted friend Ricky Ross, whose consultancy handles nearly all the security work for Miles Grayson’s UK movie projects. As my star began to get bigger, Miles had taken pains to impress upon me that famous people with children can’t be too careful. He and Dawn employed a children’s nurse for Brucie; she was ex-LAPD, and she took it ill when they came to the UK and she couldn’t pack her .38 S&W special. Our guy Jay  had fought in Afghanistan and was formidable enough without firearms.

The house move went off with barely a hitch . . . not that we were moving much. Susie had hired an interior designer who had charged us a fee, then compounded the cost by furnishing almost all of the place from scratch. The only things we took with us were Janet’s familiar things from the nursery and our big partners’ desk, where we used to sit and work while looking down on the City of Glasgow, its traffic flowing beneath us. We found a spot for that in our new home, setting up our shared office in one of the big conservatories built on either side of the house, each having a panoramic view of the loch below. The other one enclosed a heated swimming pool, but its door was always locked; our Janet was into everything and in no time at all she would be big enough to reach the handle. Even though she’s a water-baby, she wasn’t to be trusted on her own.

The old apartment was sold, after a little soul-searching. We had considered keeping it as a pied-à-terre, but decided eventually to give the neighbours a complete break by moving it on. Barney Farmer, the Gantry Group lawyer, put it on the market at an exorbitant figure and had an unconditional offer next day. The buyer, he said, was a company, not an individual; slightly strange in Scotland, but in fact, so was the seller, and for the money that was offered Susie and I weren’t bothered. The deal was signed off and we waved it a fond goodbye.

Life was idyllic again; there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and even my career was conspiring to keep it that way. We enjoyed Christmas with the family at home: my nephews, Jonny and his brother Colin, dry-nosed for once, and showing signs of becoming sensible, took to the new place, and especially to the pool.

I had to marvel at the change in Jonathan. To me it seemed to have happened overnight, but actually it had taken place when I was away on one of my projects. When I got home I’d called Ellie to catch up. Everyone was out, so the answer machine cut in. ‘Hello,’ I heard myself say. ‘You’ve reached the Sinclair residence. I’m afraid we can’t take your call just now, but if you leave a message we’ll call you back.’ I left a message, but I was seriously puzzled. I couldn’t remember ever recording an answer message for my sister. I knew that my Dad hadn’t done it. He and I sound almost identical on the phone, but not quite.

She laughed when I asked her about it. ‘Time moves on, young brother,’ she said.

I let my mouth fall open. ‘You don’t mean . . .’

‘I do. That was our Jonny.’

I’d been curiously disturbed by that. Since Ellen and her husband split up, the boys have seen very little of their father, an irredeemable workaholic. My Dad’s always been close, but he’s their grandfather, and that’s different. In search of a father substitute, Jonathan in particular has always drifted to me. I felt that I’d missed an important part of his life, and I was sorry.

After our family Christmas we brought in the New Year in Florida, taking Janet to Disney World; Susie had decided that she had gone long enough without sunshine. Once the festivities were over, I had to endure the hardship of a three-month film shoot in the Caribbean, and on the horizon after that, Roscoe Brown’s finest achievement to date, my first top billing part.

I was to play the title role in Mathew’s Tale, a drama set in pre-Victorian Scotland, and directed by the eminent Frenchman Paul Girone, about the adventures of a Napoleonic War veteran who returns home to discover that  he has been given up for dead and that his intended has married someone else. I was to co-star, my name headlining, with Louise Golding, an American hot ticket, and with the formidable Ewan Capperauld, who had been cast originally as Deputy Chief Constable Bob Skinner in my first Miles Grayson cop movie, only for personal problems to force his late withdrawal. I was glad that Ewan had decided to come out of his self-imposed exile. For all that he could be a bit of a lovey, I had found myself liking the guy.

Scott Steele was in it too, of course. These days you can’t cast a movie in Scotland without finding a part for old Scott. He gets pissed off when reviewers call him ‘the Finlay Currie of his generation’, but it’s easy to see what they mean. If they still made movies with Moses in the cast, he’d be the guy parting the Red Sea every time.

The added bonus about this project, apart from the incredible money that Roscoe had screwed out of the producers, was the location. Much of it was being shot in Scotland, in a scenic Fife village, in Edinburgh’s Old and New Towns, and in a countryside setting not far from our house in Loch Lomond.

It couldn’t have been better, it really couldn’t. It was just too bad that, in the immortal words of a Polish guy of my acquaintance, it all went to rat-shit.
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The Caribbean thing, a remake of Island in the Sun, was pretty good, and so, they all said, was I. Weekend trips back to Scotland weren’t practical, but I had written a couple of visits for Susie and Janet into my contract, so the home-sickness wasn’t too bad.

It was wrapped on time. We had a Bacardi party to celebrate, then I headed back to Scotland at the beginning of an unusually pleasant spring.

Almost the first thing Susie and I did on my return was to take Janet up to Anstruther for a couple of days, to visit my Dad and Mary, my stepmother. On Saturday afternoon, with no patients to be seen, it was decided that the ladies would visit Ellen and Colin in St Andrews, to allow us guys . . . Jonny is a good enough golfer now to hold his end up with us . . . an afternoon on the links at Elie.

I’ve played some of the finest and most famous courses in the world . . . Pebble Beach, Valderrama, Wentworth, Kiawah Island, where alligators count as a hazard . . . yet I’ve never enjoyed any of them more than Elie on a nice day. The Old Course at St Andrews may be the most famous in Fife, but it’s not the most distinctive. It doesn’t have an old submarine periscope sticking through the roof of the starter’s hut.

It’s true, I swear, and since it was installed thousands of  players have thanked the retired sea dog who gifted it to the club. Since the landing area for the first drive can’t be seen from the tee, and has a tight out-of-bounds on the right, the opening hole was a confusing and dangerous place in the old days. It was before my time, but my Dad assured me that on the club-house roof there were mirrors through which the starter had to do his best to judge whether the fairway was clear.

However, once this obstacle has been overcome, players are released on to a pleasant undulating course that wends its way from the town out to its most westward beach and back again. In the wind it’s a swine, but on a balmy spring day it’s one of life’s great pleasures.

And yet as we made our way towards the turn, I could sense that there was an invisible cloud hanging over us, or over Mac the Dentist at least. Actually, I had sensed it the night before over dinner, when he had been quieter than usual. When he missed successive putts from under eight feet on the fifth, sixth and seventh greens, I knew for sure there was something on his mind.

‘Out with it,’ I demanded as we set off up the eighth. ‘What’s up?’ Jonny had pushed his drive to the right and was striding off after it. In step with the arrival of his baritone, he’d grown a hell of a lot over the winter; although he was still a few weeks shy of fourteen years old, he was as tall as his Granddad and catching up on me fast.

‘Nothing’s up.’

‘Dad,’ I told him, ‘the rest of your golf may be shite, but you are the best putter in Fife. You haven’t missed three on the trot like that in my lifetime.’

He looked at the ground as he walked and shrugged. ‘Ach, it’s my eyes,’ he muttered. ‘They’ve been playing me up.’

‘Bollocks,’ I retorted. ‘You spotted my second shot on the fourth when I’d lost sight of it. When we were driving through here you recognised that patient of yours in Pittenweem from three hundred yards away. What’s the score?’

‘You’re four up!’

‘Not that score. Cut the crap, Dad. Telling me porkies only serves to confirm it.’

He stopped and sighed. ‘Okay, there is. But let’s not talk about it here, not with the boy around. Afterwards. Now come on, before we hold the course up.’ He trudged off after his drive, which he had carved way out to the left; I had laid up with an iron off the tee, the only one of the three of us to find the fairway.

His mood seemed to improve after that. His concentration on the greens did, that’s certain. He rolled in a few of his usual miracles and by the time we reached the seventeenth tee, he was only one down. He tugged his drive down the left and out of bounds, though, and that was curtains.

Since Jonny, playing off a handicap that would have to be revised, and quickly, had won our separate three-way points competition by that time, we agreed that we’d skip the eighteenth. Another of the pleasures of Elie is the pub near the fourth and final tees, placed strategically to lure those whose games have ended early, or on occasion those who lack the bottle to battle outwards into horizontal rain and gale-force winds.

We parked our clubs at the door . . . no worries: it’s that sort of place . . . and wandered in. If we had taken Jonny in with us, the licensee probably wouldn’t have minded, given the size of him, but I told him that while he might be tall enough to go into a pub, he wasn’t old enough. He’s an amenable lad, so he didn’t argue.

The lounge section was empty, and so we chose a table in the corner. I bought Jonny a pint of orange and lemonade, a bag of crisps and a filled roll, and took them outside, where I found him sat on the wheel of my Dad’s caddy-car, watching a match going up the fourth. Then I fetched a couple of pints of Eighty and four more rolls . . . it was still a while to dinner . . . and brought them across on a tray. I laid the plate on the table, put a pint in front of my Dad, returned the tray, sat down and growled, ‘Right.’

‘It’s nothing I can’t handle, son,’ said Mac the Dentist, abruptly.

‘If it’s making you play like that, you’re not fucking handling it. Now out with it.’

He gave another sigh, a huge one this time, and sagged back into his chair. He picked up his pint and looked at it. ‘I’m driving,’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t be drinking this.’

‘We’ll get a taxi. Now out with it.’

‘There’s no putting you off, is there? What if I just refuse to talk about it?’

‘Don’t bother thinking about that; it’s not an option. Come on.’

He took a drink and a decision. ‘Okay, if you insist. I’m being blackmailed.’

I felt myself stiffen in my chair. ‘You’re what?’ It began as a roar, but I choked it down before the licensee took too much interest. ‘What do you mean?’

He leaned his head back against the pub window, and stared up at the ceiling. ‘The husband of a female patient came to see me,’ he began, his voice loud enough for me to hear, but not to carry across to the landlord. ‘This was three days ago, on Wednesday, my afternoon off; I’d treated his wife the day before.’ He paused and took another drink, and when he was finished, so was his pint. I went to the bar,  bought him another and brought it back. Anger was welling up inside me, but I kept it in check.

‘Thanks, son.’ His tongue was loosening. ‘I did an extraction under sedation,’ he explained. ‘It’s unusual these days, especially in adults; most people just go for locals. But not this woman. She said she had a phobia, and that the only way she could do it was if I put her under. So I did, yanked her tooth, made sure that she had come round okay, and that was that. I told her to sit in the waiting room for a couple of minutes, but she said she was fine and went straight out the door.’ He paused to ingest some more ale.

‘Next day, her weasel of a husband came to see me, and said that his wife had made a complaint against me. She’d claimed that when she started to come round from the anaesthetic, she realised that her knickers were down by her knees, her skirt was up round her waist and that I was feeling her up.’

‘So why didn’t she scream?’

‘My question exactly. The husband said that at first it was like a dream to her, that I must have realised she was coming round early and straightened her up. Only she realised very quickly that she hadn’t been dreaming. As his story went on, she got out fast, went home and asked her husband to take a look at her. He said that he did, and saw, as he put it, “Clear signs of sexual interference.” Bastard! Bastards!’

‘So why didn’t he go straight to the police? While the knickers in question were still moist, so to speak.’

‘He said he wanted to spare you the indignity, you being a public figure and all that. He said he was sure I’d want to as well.’

‘By how much did he reckon you’d want to spare me?’

‘Fifty grand’s worth.’

‘Indeed,’ I heard myself say, my voice grating. ‘And if not?’

‘The police and the tabloids.’

My anger had turned into rage, but not the kind that shows on the outside; this was like a great cold ball inside me, growing all the time. Then the obvious occurred to me.

‘Wait a minute. You must have had a doctor there to give the anaesthetic. Surely he’ll kick all this into touch.’

‘Oh, I did; technically I wasn’t anaesthetising the woman, only sedating her as I said, but I had Arthur Matthews in to do it. But that’s the trouble. He can’t back me up. He gave her the nitrous oxide all right, but the patient was no sooner under when his mobile went. A kid had been knocked down in the street, and he was the only doctor handy. He could see that everything was all right with the woman and he knows me well enough, so we agreed that he should get along there pronto. I never thought for a minute that I might be setting myself up, but I bloody well should have. I’m an idiot, son, and I know it.’

‘You’re not an idiot, Dad,’ I told him, quietly. ‘You’re a very nice man who knows nothing of the dark side of human nature. So what do you plan to do? Go to the police yourself ?’

He shook his head, firmly. ‘Doing that would get you and Susie all over the bloody tabloids just as quickly, and inevitably mud would stick to me. I can’t have that, for Mary’s sake, or your sister’s, or the boys’.’

‘You’re not thinking of paying them, are you?’

‘If it comes to it.’

I could feel my eyes pulling at the corners as they narrowed. ‘What’s his name? This wee blackmailer, what’s his name?’

‘Neiporte.’ He spelled it out. ‘Walter Neiporte. He sounded American. The wife’s name’s Andrea; I’d say she  was English. She said she works as a secretary in a hotel up behind Kingsbarns, and I believe that he’s a lab technician at St Andrews University. They haven’t been on my list for very long. This was only the third time the woman had been to the surgery. He’s never been.’

‘Address?’

‘They live in Pittenweem. Do you remember me slowing and looking at someone on the way through here? If you do, that was her.’

I had had only a brief glimpse, from a distance, but I could remember her, and also the fact that my Dad had noticed her: tall, dark-haired, maybe thirtyish, although it had been hard to tell from so far away.

‘How did your discussion finish?’

‘With me grabbing him by the scruff of the neck and running him through the door. But then he phoned me that night. He said that he wasn’t kidding, and that if I hadn’t agreed to pay him off by next Monday at the latest, then he’d do what he’d threatened.’

‘Mmm.’ I looked down at my pint. My Dad was almost through his second, but mine was untouched. I shoved it across to him. ‘You drink that. I’ll drive back.’ I picked up a filled roll . . . tuna mayonnaise . . . and walked over to the bar. There was a pay-phone in the far corner, with a telephone directory beside it, a year out of date and dogeared from heavy use, but still in one piece. I picked it up and scrolled through it to the letter ‘n’. The Neiporte clan is not thick on the ground in the East Neuk of Fife, but there was one, forename Walter, listed as residing at Grizelda Cottage, Main Street, Pittenweem. I knew exactly where it was; the name had fascinated me when I was a kid: it made me think of witches and stuff. In those days I thought they were fun, but now I knew different.

The third pint was gone when I got back to the table. I picked up the last roll and motioned my Dad towards the door, returning the empties as we left. (Bartenders like that small courtesy; it makes them more likely to fill your glass right up to the top next time.)

We collected Jonny, walked back up the winding path to the club car park, dumped the clubs in the boot of the old Jag, changed our shoes, then I drove back to Enster. Back at the house, I stayed in the car as Mac the Dentist climbed out, not showing a trace of unsteadiness.

‘Where are you going?’ he asked.

‘We need Pampers for Janet. I’d better get some, just in case we forget tomorrow.’ If my Dad had thought about it he would have remembered that his granddaughter was two years old, and toilet trained.

As soon as I turned out of the drive, my rage released itself. It flowed through me and there was nothing I could do about it. I felt ferocious, in a way I had only known once before in my life, when I found out the truth about Jan’s death. This was almost as bad. This man, these people, were threatening my father’s good name, and they were using his only weakness . . . me . . . as a lever.

I parked a fair distance from Grizelda Cottage, round the corner, past the legendary Pittenweem fish and chip shop, and walked the rest. Just as I turned into the main street, I saw the woman again, leaving the house and walking away in the opposite direction; going for the fish suppers, maybe. Closer to, I could see that she looked pretty tasty. By the time I reached the gate, all the old Oz was back, cold and calculating and in control. It did occur to me that there might be kids in the house, but if there were I’d give them a tenner and send them after their mother.

I rang the doorbell; as I waited I glanced around the front  garden. It was untidy, but there were absolutely no signs of youngsters, no toys, bikes, footballs or anything like that.

The door opened and a man looked out at me. ‘Yes?’ he said in a slight drawl.

‘Walter?’ I asked politely.

He nodded, and I saw the light of recognition in his eyes, just about half a second before I hit him and they glazed over. I caught him in the middle of the forehead, a good spot if your hands are hard enough. I pulled it a bit, so I didn’t knock him out, just stunned him. I shoved him into his hallway, then closed the door after myself as he tripped over his feet and fell backwards.

‘Whose idea was it?’ I asked as he scrambled back up. For a moment he thought about squaring up to me; maybe there was something about my smile that put him off that idea. ‘Whose idea?’ I repeated. ‘Yours alone, or both of you.’

‘I dunno what you’re talking about.’

I started another right-hander; he swayed back from it and as he did I sank my left fist well into his flabby gut. He groaned and sat down again, hard.

This time I jerked him to his feet, easily, to let him see how strong I was. ‘Don’t piss me about,’ I said evenly. ‘You and your wife threatened my father, you arsehole. You tried to extort money from him. But what you’ve got is me instead. Somehow or other, you thought that nice old Mac was a soft touch. Maybe you thought that guys like me will do anything to keep our names out of the paper. If that’s so, you were wrong twice. My Dad isn’t a mug, not at all. As for me, there is nothing I will not do to protect him.’ I had him by the lapels, his back against a door.

‘I could simply beat the shit out of you. That would be no problem. But it wouldn’t be enough. So I want you to listen  to me, very carefully. I have a lot of money, and with it I have a lot of power. Being a Yank, you can probably understand that concept. So what I’m telling you is that if either you or your wife ever go near my father again, and if you go anywhere near the police or the press with this wicked story of yours, something very bad will happen to you. I’m not just talking about a good thumping here, you have to understand. I’m talking much worse than that; concrete Timberlands, that sort of stuff.’

The way his eyes widened, I knew right away that he was a believer. I smiled at him again. ‘You know something? I’m offended that you only asked him for fifty grand. If he’d paid it and I’d found out about it afterwards, that wouldn’t have been nearly enough to protect you from me.’

I let him go. ‘Don’t ever forget,’ I told him, knowing that he wouldn’t.

As I left the cottage, Andrea Neiporte was approaching the gate. She was carrying a parcel wrapped in shiny brown paper. Her mouth dropped open as I nodded to her on the way past. ‘Enjoy those,’ I said to her, ‘while you can still chew.’

As I walked into my Dad’s house he was waiting for me in the living room. I could hear Mary and Susie, Jonny and Janet, in the kitchen. ‘What did you do?’ he asked. ‘You didn’t pay him, did you?’ He had worked out about the Pampers all right.

‘I gave him what he was asking for, Dad, that’s all. Now forget it, unless he bothers you again.’

He looked at me as if I was someone he didn’t know quite so well. ‘And what will you do if he does?’

I laughed out loud. ‘What do you think I’ll do? I’ll have him killed.’
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It was all bluff and bluster, of course . . . at least I assumed my Dad thought it was . . . but it seemed to work. The threatened call on the following Monday didn’t happen, and he and I were able to breathe easier. I didn’t forget about the Neiportes, of course; I began to think about what I would do if they did resurface, but mostly it was at the back of my mind.

At the forefront was the world premiere of Skinner’s’s  Festival, which Miles had decreed would be in the relatively new multiplex on Picardy Place, in Edinburgh, on a Monday evening a couple of weeks into my gap between f ilming.

Susie was really pumped up for it; she had never been on my arm at one of these gala events. She was so determined to look good that she put in extra hours in the gym and the pool, just to tone herself up.

There was no way she could hide wee Mac, though. He was the product of my pre-Christmas break and a small but noticeable bump was already in evidence. (Actually, it was too early for a scan that would have told us for sure, not that we really wanted to know, but given that I was younger brother to a sister, we just assumed that he was going to be a boy.)

Wee Janet sensed something was up. As soon as she saw  us dolled up, she knew for sure, and demanded to be taken with us. In fact she screamed bloody murder. If she had only said, ‘Pwease, Daddy,’ I might have relented and taken her with us, but she overdid it and Susie put her foot down. So she was promised another trip to the Magic Kingdom before the year was out . . . that’s what Susie calls being firm . . . and we headed off for Embru in our new BMW 7 series, with Jay at the wheel.

I was surprised by the size of the crowds outside the cinema, contained behind barriers on either side of the entrance. Miles was there first, waiting in the doorway to welcome us and the other cast members. I’d been in live situations often enough before, in my days as a wrestling announcer, but I was astonished by the cheering, the screaming even, as I stepped out of the car, holding my hand out to help Susie exit gracefully, without showing too much leg . . . or any knicker, as she put it. ‘Listen to that,’ I whispered to myself, as the sound washed over me. ‘There was a time when you walked around this city, and nobody knew you.’

Then I looked over my shoulder, saw Liam Matthews emerging from a limo behind us, and my ego was deflated: he’s a real babe magnet, is Liam.

Jay came round the car to join us as we stepped on to the red carpet. I had my left arm around Susie’s shoulder as I waved to
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This time it’s personal...






OEBPS/author.jpg





OEBPS/pub.jpg
headline





