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For Jo on the occasion of her 20th birthday.
Don’t worry, it’ll all work out.




 

 

On reflection, I think the 1980s were an
absolutely terrrible, abysmal time

PETE BURNS

When I look back at the 1980s, I pinch myself.
Did I really do all that?

CYNTHIA PAYNE




Prologue

Finally the weather turned. He only realised how tense his shoulders had been when he felt them relax. He’d had just a week’s holiday, and as the days flew past bringing more Atlantic gales, he’d thought he was going to have to abort his plan. But at last, on the fourth day, the wind dropped enough to make sailing a proposition. He slipped anchor from Tobermory Bay on a cold blue morning and motored out into the main channel heading north-west.

The wind was from the south-west, around a force four, he reckoned. It wasn’t perfect, but he set his sails to catch the wind to his best advantage and settled down for what he calculated would be around a four-hour sail out past Coll to Ranaig. And ‘sail’ was the operative word. He wanted to use the motor as little as possible so nobody would be able to estimate how far he’d travelled.

The boat he’d hired for the week in Tobermory was a bit of a tub but she didn’t take much getting used to and she was well suited to single-handed sailing. There was a muscular swell on the sea that would have made most people feel queasy. But he’d learned his sailing off the coast of North Wales, braving the Irish Sea in all weathers. Sailing solo on a small boat in fair weather held no terrors for him.

The wind whistled in the sails and the water hissed along the hull yet they were no distractions from his thoughts. He’d been working out how to kill Wallace Lockhart for months, evolving and discarding plans one after the other till his researches had eventually led him to this. It matched his existing skills, it embraced elements of poetic justice, and it had the added beauty of not requiring an alibi. A man would die, but the timing was impossible to predict. Whenever it happened, his avenging angel would be far away. The only downside was that, as he lay dying, he would not know which of his inhumanities he was dying for.

It was early afternoon when he lowered the sails and motored into the bay on the Atlantic coast of Ranaig. There was a small wooden jetty, exposed to the elements beyond the tidal barrage that provided power to the island, and he tied up his craft securely to the iron stanchions. He grabbed his tall rucksack and climbed ashore. He stood on dry land and took a long deep breath. The air smelled of salt and seaweed, and that was all. He was alone on the island; he knew the housekeeper and the bodyguard were only in residence when its owner was due. And he was giving evidence to a Parliamentary committee this week. When he wasn’t being questioned himself, he’d be watching his rivals closely.

There would be nobody standing between the intruder and his intended goal.

There was a faint track up from the bay which joined a tarmacked path that ran between the helipad and the house. It was easily wide enough for the golf buggy that sat under a carport at the back of the house, protected on three sides from the weather by log cabin timbers. He crossed the path and approached at an angle, the machair springy beneath his feet, treacherous pockets of wet peat ready to suck the boots off him.

From the shelter of the carport, he checked out the positions of the security cameras. The island’s lord and master clearly thought there was little risk on Ranaig. The cameras at the back of the house were fixed and they covered a wide arc including the path. But the corners weren’t within their scope.

Nevertheless, he took a balaclava from his pack and pulled it on. Gloves next. Then a folding aluminium ladder just long enough to put him in reach of the guttering. It was cast iron and firmly secured to the stonework and the fascia board with heavy bolts, designed to withstand the wild weather that would blow in from the ocean. Finally, a lumpy plastic bag whose handle he slipped over his wrist.

With little fuss, he unfolded the ladder and propped it against the wall. He took off his boots, scaled the ladder and pulled himself on to the roof, grunting at the effort. He crawled up the roof till he reached the first of the long dormer windows. He clenched his fist and drove it hard into the window. The glass crazed and he hit it again. This time it broke, the hole large enough for him to reach inside and unfasten the catch. The window swung abruptly open, carried by the wind, and he rolled over the sill and into a bedroom.

Stepping carefully over the broken glass, the man opened the carrier bag and emptied the dead seagull on to the carpet. He’d picked it up off the beach the day before. By the time Lockhart’s people arrived, the obvious conclusion would be that the gull had crashed into the window in a storm. It happened. Occasionally, it was true. But it happened.

This was obviously a guest bedroom. Well appointed, but impersonal. He emerged on the landing and tried the next door. Another guest bedroom. He crossed the landing and as soon as he opened the door, he knew this was the master suite. Vast picture windows looked out across the sea to a distant vista of small islands and big mountains. It would be a treat to wake up to this, he thought.

It wasn’t the bedroom he was interested in but the bathroom. The plan he’d finally settled on had been formed after reading an interview with the island’s owner in Condé Nast’s Traveller magazine. There was a sidebar on Travel Essentials – What I Never Leave Home Without. Among his target’s necessities were his vitamin capsules. ‘Individually tailored to his needs by a top Swiss naturopath.’ And a photograph of a scatter of dark green capsules, their overlap obvious even at that small scale. Two cylinders with open ends, one nesting tightly inside the end of the other.

The bathroom was roughly the size of the intruder’s living room. A bath that would comfortably contain a very large man and plenty of water; a separate double shower cubicle. A toilet, a bidet and a pair of sinks. Why one man needed two sinks was beyond him, but what did he know of a life of luxury like this? He opened the bathroom cabinet and there, among the toiletries and assorted medications – it pleased him inordinately to see three preparations for easing haemorrhoids – he found what he was looking for.

He unscrewed the jar and took out a capsule. They were dark green, he’d read, so they wouldn’t deteriorate in sunlight. From his pocket, he took out a small vial of white powder. With infinite care, he separated the two halves of the capsule and tipped the contents down the nearest sink. Then he replaced the vitamins with the white powder and reassembled the capsule. He compared it with a couple of others from the jar, and was satisfied. He closed the jar and put it back in exactly the same place. He ran the tap briefly to wash away any trace of the vitamins then retraced his steps.

Across the bedroom, across the hall, through the window. Closing the catch was more tricky but he managed it. Inching down the roof to the ladder, then feet in boots and back to the boat. Back aboard, he stripped off his gloves and balaclava. He’d drop them overboard somewhere on the way back, along with his folding ladder.

At last, he allowed himself to relax. He had a half-litre bottle of good Polish vodka in his rucksack and he poured himself a small measure. He raised a silent toast, threw it down in one and plotted his course back to Tobermory.

He didn’t know when the cyanide would catch up with its intended victim. But it was only a matter of time.
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Asteady drizzle fell from low clouds that echoed the slate roof of Dryfesdale parish church and leached colour from the red sandstone walls. The world was monochrome with grief.

Good intro, Allie Burns thought, hating herself even as the idea crossed her mind. She’d come to the church before dawn, knowing she’d have to beat the rest of the world’s press to the Lockerbie bombing memorial service if she was going to stand any chance of a decent exclusive that would hold till the Sunday paper. The main door of the church was still locked but she’d lurked among the worn sandstone grave markers until a florist’s van turned into the access road. She sidled through the headstones to the front of the church. A middle-aged woman in a nylon overall under a rain jacket was struggling with an impressive load of floral tributes.

‘Let me give you a hand,’ Allie said, not waiting for a reply to get stuck in to unloading the flowers.

‘Thank goodness. Are you with the church?’ the woman asked.

The correct answer would have been, ‘No, I’m the northern news editor of the Sunday Globe.’ Allie opted for the less problematic, ‘I couldn’t see you struggling by yourself.’

Between them, they unloaded the van and carried the flowers in through an unobtrusive side door. Allie quickly took in the typical Church of Scotland spartan interior, the simple wood pews, the plain communion table and the pulpit built from blocks of local stone. The gallery above boasted a barrel roof, its panels painted a surprising pink in contrast to the white ribs. Towards the rear of the church, a young boy sat with bowed head.

‘Oh, my,’ Allie’s new friend said. ‘That must be the wee laddie that lost his mum and dad and his brother.’

Allie knew exactly who she meant. He’d gone to a friend’s, to play table tennis. When Pan Am flight 103 had disintegrated above the small Scottish town thanks to a terrorist bomb, part of the scatter of wreckage had obliterated eight houses. One of those houses had been home to the boy’s family. Four days before Christmas.

Now she had an even better intro.

Before she could say more, two burly men in dark suits hustled in the side door with a harassed air. They gave the florist a cursory glance then glared at Allie, betrayed by her belted black raincoat and fashionable footwear. ‘Who are you?’

Allie’s smile was conciliatory. She held up her hands, palms facing them. ‘I’m out of here,’ she said.

The younger of the two was faster than he looked. A hand shot out and grabbed her arm. ‘Not so fast. What are you doing here?’

‘Nothing sinister. I’m press,’ she sighed. ‘I’d just arrived, and this lady looked like she needed some help.’ With her free hand, she reached in her pocket and produced her NUJ press card. ‘I’ll get out of your way, if you’ll just . . .’ She nodded at the fingers gripping tightly.

‘You’re not supposed to be in here,’ he snapped. ‘Have you got no shame? This is a memorial, not a press conference.’ He let her go. ‘Away and join the rest of the vermin.’

Allie squeezed out a smile. Never let them see you’re intimidated, no matter which side of the good guys/bad guys fence they are on. On her way out she nodded to the florist, whose expression gave no clue to her reaction.

While she’d been inside, the security cordon Allie had anticipated had been set round the church. The dozens of police officers were no surprise, given that the service for the 270 victims of the presumed terrorist attack would be attended by the prime minister and the American ambassador. Not to mention another seven hundred mourners from the town and far beyond.

Allie spotted the press corral, dozens of reporters and photographers hemmed around by a subsidiary cordon. Nothing for her there. Today was Wednesday, and the nuts and bolts of the memorial service would be detailed many times over by the daily paper reporters that were covering it. With luck, her early exclusive would hold till Sunday. But it wouldn’t hurt to try and find something else. She kept her distance, joining the growing crowd standing in the rain along the pavements of the main street. She managed to get a good line of sight to the main gate then pulled a folding umbrella from her satchel and snapped it open.

The mourners began to arrive, some wearing white carnations, some carrying posies and bouquets, many unable to hold back the tears. Allie had struggled to imagine the shock and grief that gripped them. Two weeks on from the catastrophe that had claimed 270 lives, it could scarcely have penetrated the shell of natural denial. If Rona had been one of those sudden dead, Allie doubted she’d even manage to stand, never mind walk into a church under the eyes of the watching world.

But thankfully she wasn’t one of the bereaved, even though she’d walked those streets the night the plane had disintegrated, scattering debris and human remains around the town and its surrounding fields, turning roads into rivers of fire. Allie had stumbled on stray rivets and cut her leg on a jagged piece of metal, she’d inhaled the terrible varied smells of burning, she’d spoken to locals who could hardly manage sentences. She’d come close, but she had no right to grief today. Sympathy, pity, anger, yes. But not grief.

It dawned on Allie that for the first time in two weeks there was no rattle of rotors overhead. The military helicopters that had been quartering the skies in the search for wreckage were absent, presumably out of respect. The streets were empty of traffic too. Instead there was a heavy stillness in the street. Allie had never been in such a silent crowd. There was no conversation around her, no speculation about who was attending the service. Not even condemnation of the supposed bombers, or conjecture about who might be behind the attack. Just the gentle patter of rain on umbrellas.

But when the public figures arrived at the church gate, she heard a low murmur run through the crowd. The PM and her husband, the leader of the Opposition, the US ambassador, assorted half-recognised faces of politicians. And walking close on their heels, the unmistakable bulk of Wallace ‘Ace’ Lockhart. A couple of inches over six feet, solid legs bearing the wide body of a heavyweight boxer gone to seed, the newspaper proprietor was upholstered in a double-breasted black coat with an astrakhan collar. He topped it off with the inevitable homburg that Allie believed he wore solely because he thought it lent him a resemblance to Churchill, especially when he was smoking one of his Cohiba Esplendidos.

Typical of Ace Lockhart. Muscling in on an occasion where he had no business other than the bizarre form of showmanship that he inhabited. Ace Lockhart, the sole architect of all her present ills. As if today wasn’t rough enough, here came the chopper to chop off her head.

She considered slipping away before the mourners left the church. Anything to avoid seeing her boss twice in one day. But before she could manage to find a gap in the crowd behind her, he turned his head, as if her malevolent gaze were magnetic. Their eyes met and she knew it would be more trouble than it was worth to leave before he did. If she’d learned one thing from her years inside the testosterone tent of national newspapers, it was never to give a bully fuel for his fire.

And she’d seen enough of Ace Lockhart at close quarters to know quite how much of a bully he could be. She’d been happily running the investigations unit of the Sunday Globe when Lockhart had bought the Globe & Clarion group in the wake of Rupert Murdoch’s breaking of the print unions. Lockhart had decreed that investigations were a waste of money – too much time spent for too little return, he said. Because he only counted return in cash terms, not respect or moral authority. Then he’d decided the paper’s northern operation was a waste of money too. Lockhart had fired all the journalists apart from Allie, two football reporters and a single photographer. The rest could be handed over to freelances.

He’d added insult to injury by giving her the meaningless title of northern news editor. Boss of sweet fuck all. A herder of freelances, a harrier of contacts, a chaser of headlines and no time at all to do the kind of stories Allie lived for. He’d stripped her of the job she’d clawed her way up to, then handed her a poisoned chalice and dared her to react with anything but magnanimity. Because what he’d done to all her colleagues had been worse. Allie knew it, and still despised herself for going along with Lockhart’s dark-hearted game. Sorry, restructuring plan.

So she turned up her coat collar and cooried in against the cold, glad of the fleece lining of her slouched mid-calf boots. They’d been a freebie from a fashion shoot her partner Rona had been running for She magazine; Allie had benefited from the disdain Rona showed any footwear (apart from walking boots) with less than a two-inch heel.

It wasn’t idle waiting. It never was with Allie. Her eyes were busy, ranging over the crowds, the police, her fellow hacks. Her ears were alert too, ready to pick up anything that might add colour or texture to whatever she’d end up writing for Sunday’s paper. Or that might provide a lead she could pass on to one of the freelances she used now instead of colleagues. She might not be an investigative journalist any longer, but the instincts she’d cultivated over a decade refused to lie down and die.

The service was impossible to avoid, hymns wavering on the air, the indistinct sound of prayers and readings and eulogies carried from the church and from the live transmissions that leaked around them. The minister spoke of the importance of valuing forgiveness over revenge. As if there were anyone obvious to wreak revenge on, Allie thought.

At last, the doors opened and the mourners emerged. Heads down in grief or against the weather, their shades of black rendered them almost indistinguishable. All but Lockhart, who made his way down the path, head held high, elegant eyebrows raised, scanning the crowds. As he reached the street, he peeled off and made for Allie. He leaned over her and spoke, his treacle tones at odds with the steel in his words. As usual. ‘Burns.’ A pause. ‘Make sure you include me in whatever your story is on Sunday. There’s a couple of photographers here from the Clarion, they’ll let you have some shots to choose from.’ Then the smile, bestowed on the crowd around her as much as on Allie herself. One hand twitched upwards, as if he’d been about to give them a gracious wave then thought better of it. How very unlike him.

Only four days into the new year, and already Allie was despising herself for being at the beck and call of Ace Lockhart’s monstrous ego. Not for the first time, she wondered how her dreams and ambitions had slumped so low.
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The sound of Enya’s Watermark greeted Allie when she opened the front door, rapidly followed by the insanely happy arrival of their Border terrier Germaine, her tail wagging like a stubby metronome. Allie bent to scratch her ears, then headed for the source of the music. It was only a Wednesday, but when Allie walked into their kitchen after the gloom of Lockerbie, it was as social as a Saturday-night dinner party. The remnants of a cheese course were scattered round the table and Rona was holding court, close to the punchline of an anecdote Allie had heard before but still relished. Her purple silk shirt shimmered in the lights, adding even more drama to her tale. Around her sat three of their friends, rapt and already chuckling. For a moment, no one noticed Allie and she drank in the room. These were some of the people who had embraced them since their arrival from Glasgow half a dozen years before. The people who had made them feel less like exiles.

Alix Thomas, rock drummer and record producer, passionate, innovative and provocative, her halo of glossy black curls an inheritance from her Barbadian father, her sharp features and startling green eyes from her Manc mother, relaxed in a black knock-off Sergio Tacchini shell suit; Jess Jones, research chemist with a pharmaceutical giant, whose blonde blue-eyed innocent English-rose prettiness masked an intelligence that took no prisoners and a cynical wit that cut the feet from under anyone who tried to write her off, in her usual uniform of pressed white shirt and jeans; and Bill Mortensen, a private eye whose fair Viking appearance couldn’t have been less noir and whose brilliance with computers was matched only by his restless quest to find the right woman, probably hampered by his fondness for primary-coloured polo shirts and wrinkled chinos. They’d arrived severally in Allie and Rona’s lives and now it was hard to remember the enforced narrowness of their life in Glasgow. There, it had been hard enough to be taken on anything like equal terms as a woman; to be out would have been professional suicide for both journalists.

They’d managed to stay under the gaydar for a few years, each maintaining their own homes but spending the nights together in one or the other. But it had all become too much for Allie when she’d been handed a story by the newsdesk about a social worker who’d abandoned her four children to the care of her lorry-driver husband so she could move in with another woman. A former client to boot, just to add to the tabloid salaciousness. Allie had done some digging and uncovered evidence that the husband had a history of violence towards his wife. But when she’d explained this to the deputy news editor, he’d literally rubbed his hands in glee. ‘That’s even better, Allie. The heartless bitch leaves her kids with a violent husband. Ya beauty!’

She couldn’t get out of writing the story, so she’d made it as dull as she could manage – woman forced to abandon her children to escape brutal husband – but what had appeared in the paper had been transformed by the subs’ desk into a half-page sensation whose homophobia was matched only by its misogyny.

And so she’d put the word out that she was looking for a job in Manchester, a city variously known in tabloid terms as Gaychester, Gunchester and Madchester. It took only a couple of months before she heard that the Sunday Globe was seeking to expand its investigative team in the North. It felt like a miracle – Allie’s dream job opening up in the very city where she wanted to live. Her only concern was what it would mean for her relationship with Rona.

She should have known better. Rona had responded with a gleeful whoop, a chest-crushing hug and the bottle of Lanson Black Label that had been sitting in the fridge waiting for a celebration. ‘Manchester! Bloody amazing,’ she’d said, toasting Allie. ‘A feature round every corner. With my contacts, I’ll be in clover.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Freelance, Allie. I can jack in the tramlines of the Clarion women’s page and finally cover all the stuff I love. Fashion, design, music, theatre. Coronation Street.’ Her eyes were shining. ‘We’re moving up in the world, Allie.’

And so it had seemed. Allie had sold her flat, Rona had rented out her mews cottage with its Alasdair Gray mural, and they’d bought the house in Chorltonville with a mortgage that still felt immense to Allie. But the money came flowing in, thanks to her new improved salary and Rona’s apparently endless stream of articles. They’d made forays into the city’s gay subculture, tentative at first, but more openly as their anxieties subsided and they made new friends.

Now Allie watched her partner, animated and self-assured, blond hair glinting in the bright light of the kitchen, and felt the familiar surge of pride and love, still as strong after nearly a decade since their first kiss. ‘But Chaz had misremembered the room number,’ Rona said, filling her voice with suspense. ‘Instead of 354, he’d told the night porter 345. And that, my friends, is how I was wakened at four in the morning by a naked photographer in my hotel room.’ And as everyone laughed, Rona jumped up and crossed the room to pull Allie into her arms. ‘You’re back,’ she murmured into her ear, then gently kissed the corner of her mouth. She drew Allie to the table, where Alix had already poured her a glass of red.

‘How was it?’ Jess asked as Allie shrugged out of her coat and took a deep draught of wine.

‘Draining. I feel like I’ve been swimming in other people’s sadness.’ Allie sighed. She caught a concerned look from Rona. ‘But they did it all with so much dignity.’

‘I’ve been amazed by the lack of strident calls for revenge,’ Bill said.

‘I do think people are still in shock. As soon as the intelligence services identify for sure who’s behind it, you can bet there’ll be reprisals.’ Jess reached for the grapes and broke off a small bunch, putting them on a plate with a few oatcakes and placing it in front of Allie. ‘Eat,’ she said, pushing the remains of the cheese towards her.

‘Sorry, we finished the beef stroganoff,’ Alix said.

‘I’m not that hungry.’ Allie carved a chunk of crumbly white Lancashire and a wedge of Camembert. ‘As if the funeral wasn’t hard enough, bloody Ace Lockhart had to make a point of monstering me.’

‘What do you mean, Burns?’ Alix leaned forward, frowning. Everyone knew the stories about Lockhart and his war of the tabloids with Rupert Murdoch. Being friends with Allie had let her friends feel they had the inside track on the larger-than-life figure that the rest of the media maintained a love-hate relationship with. They despised him but they couldn’t resist him; he was perpetually good copy.

Allie sighed. ‘The usual ego trip. He spotted me on his way into the church then hit me up afterwards with a demand that I include his presence in whatever I write for Sunday’s paper. It’s so galling. He destroys my career then expects me to join his fan club.’

‘He probably thinks he’s made your career, not wrecked it,’ Jessica observed. ‘After all, he made the whole of the northern team redundant except for you. I bet he’s convinced you owe him big time.’

Rona opened another bottle and topped up the glasses. ‘If he spares you a thought at all. The likes of us, we’re just dust beneath his chariot wheels.’

Allie grimaced. ‘Enough about Lockhart. I’m sorry I brought him up. Cheer me up, guys. Somebody must have had a better day than me. Jess, what have you been up to?’

‘It’s actually been an exciting week, believe it or not. My group is prepping for a clinical trial of a combined therapy to prevent HIV-positive people from developing pneumocystis. We’re excited about it, because it’s such a major life-threatening infection for patients with AIDS. And I also heard today that one of the research groups reckons they’ve got some promising leads towards a vaccine against HIV.’

‘That’d be a game changer,’ Bill said.

‘No kidding,’ Jess said. ‘I’m thinking of applying to join the team. But it’s probably going to be based at our research facility in Groningen and I’m not sure I want to move to Holland.’

‘Very flat, Holland,’ Rona said. ‘You’d miss the hills.’

‘More importantly, I’d miss evenings like this.’ She grimaced as the music changed to the Chariots of Fire soundtrack. ‘Though maybe not the background music.’

Allie shrugged. ‘It’s only dinner-party wallpaper. But Jess, we relocated and it’s the best thing we ever did.’

‘Second best, surely?’ Rona said with a cheeky little smile. ‘Jess, you really should go for it. You’d miss us and we’d miss you, but there’s flights every day to Amsterdam and we’d visit. And there are plenty lovely dykes out there to change your life with.’

‘Not to mention that it’d be so exciting to be out there at the leading edge of research that could change the world,’ Allie said drily.

‘And God knows this is one bit of it that needs changing,’ Alix sighed. ‘Bill, do you remember Matt Singleton?’

Bill tugged at his beard. ‘Bass player? Used to be with Trudge? Were you not in the Anarcho-Syndicalists with him back in the olden days?’

Jess sniggered. ‘Catchy name.’

Alix shrugged. ‘Catchier than our tunes, trust me. Hence the past tense. Somehow Mattie always ended up being the best musician in an average band, so when I started the studio, I got back in touch with him. Always need good session players, you know?’ She pulled a leather tobacco pouch out of her pocket and began skinning up with a casualness born of long practice. ‘I knew he was doing heroin, but for a long time it looked like he was running the game, not the drug.’ She crumbled some dope into the tobacco. ‘But sometimes the need beats your good sense, and he shared his needles.’ She sighed. Allie knew what was coming. ‘And boom, HIV ambushed the boy.’

‘High price to pay for a moment of stupidity,’ Rona said. HIV, they all knew, was the death sentence. The only question was how long it would take AIDS to reach you. But it didn’t matter if it was a crawl or a gallop, the end result was the same.

‘Yeah. So what I was doing today, Allie, was a little bit of personal grief. I went to see poor old Mattie who isn’t dead yet but is literally at death’s door, finger poised above the bellpush.’ She forced a smile that went nowhere near her eyes then licked the adhesive on the Rizla, closing the joint with neat expertise.

Allie reached out and covered Alix’s free hand with hers, just as Bill put an arm round her thin shoulders. ‘That’s shit,’ he said.

Alix faked a laugh. ‘Yeah, no idea where I’m going to get a decent bass man now.’ She withdrew her hand from Allie’s and sparked up her lighter. She took a deep drag on the joint, then passed it to Bill.

‘Is he being looked after?’ Jess asked.

‘He’s in the rehab unit out at Prestwich. Well, they call it rehab, but these days it’s more like a warehouse for the dying.’ Alix gave herself a little shake. ‘That’s not fair, I’m sorry. The staff are great. And they’re running clinics for the patients who are HIV positive but haven’t developed full-blown AIDS yet. Helping them to get clean and stay off the smack.’ She looked straight at Allie. ‘You know what the funny thing is? This fifteen-bed unit in north Manchester? More than half the guys there are your lot.’

Genuinely puzzled, Allie asked, ‘What do you mean, my lot?’

‘Scotchies. It’s not just whisky you’re exporting these days. It’s junkies too.’
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There was nothing outside the tinted windows of the Jaguar to distract Genevieve Lockhart. The grey sweep of the motorway that whisked her from the airport to her father’s house was dull enough in daylight; after dark, she could have been anywhere. What, she wondered, lay behind Ace Lockhart’s latest summons? He’d groomed his only child from her earliest years to inherit the empire he’d built with single-minded determination; there had been no choice but to give in. And besides, he’d always painted it as an exciting prospect. But he liked to keep her guessing and she had no idea why she’d been called away from supper with friends to board the Ace Media private helicopter. That ignorance provoked a niggle of anxiety.

They left the motorway and drove down a wide street lined with tenements. Suddenly those gave way on one side to tall spiked railings, behind them a line of mature trees, bare now but in the summer a colour chart of green – limes, sycamores, oaks, beeches, birches, alders and rowans side by side, their trunks obscuring the parkland beyond. A quarter of a mile passed, then the car swung into a wide driveway. The driver pressed a button on a remote control and the elaborate wrought-iron gates stuttered open.

Every time she arrived here, Genevieve couldn’t resist a wry smile. If anything was a tribute to her father’s deal-making, it was Voil House. The Palladian mansion had been built on the proceeds of the slave trade, and stuffed with valuable furniture, paintings, ceramics and silver. The extensive parkland had been designed to showcase an unrivalled collection of rare plants. The rhododendron collection alone was world class. The last of the Voils, Sir Alexander, had died childless in 1956 and he’d left a will of infuriating idiosyncrasy. The house and grounds were left to Glasgow City Council with the proviso that the plant collection should be maintained and open to the public for the same price as a ticket on the city underground. The house and its contents were to remain intact and were not to be open to the public. If the council failed in its obligations, the whole estate was to be sold to the highest bidder and the proceeds donated to the Royal Horticultural Society. In vain, the city council had gone to court to vary the terms of the bequest. They were stuck with the off-white elephant.

Their unlikely saviour had been Wallace Lockhart. In exchange for a peppercorn rent, he agreed to maintain the mansion. There was nothing in the will to say the contents had to remain in the exact spot where they’d been when Sir Alexander Voil had died, so Ace had moved everything he disliked upstairs to the attic floor. The dining room and one of the drawing rooms remained in their full magnificence to impress visitors, but in the rooms he and Genevieve routinely used, he’d installed comfortable modern furniture. The one thing he hadn’t been able to budge them on was installing a helipad in the grounds.

That evening, she found him in the room he called the den. Half the size of a football pitch, it was furnished with vast sofas, marble-topped tables, a lavish drinks cabinet and the biggest TV screen Genevieve had ever seen. Instead of gilt-framed portraits, the walls were lined with photographs of Ace in the company of heads of state and film stars. He was sprawled in the only armchair, designed to his own specification, his feet up on a wide leather pouffe. His shoes lay askew where he’d kicked them off and his tie was a crumple on the rug by his chair. On his kettledrum stomach, he balanced a tumbler with a thin meniscus of what she knew would be an absurdly expensive rare malt whisky. Its rarity was his excuse for his sparing measures; Genevieve suspected it had more to do with his need always to be in control. She had never seen him drunk.

‘Ah, Genny,’ he groaned, raising a hand in greeting.

‘Hello, Ace.’ She crossed the room and planted a kiss on his forehead.

He muted the TV and nodded towards the drinks cabinet. ‘Help yourself to a drink.’ He delved into the bowl of Twiglets on the side table and crammed a handful into his mouth.

‘Don’t turn it off on my account. I know you can’t bear to miss the news.’ She poured herself a generous schooner of Tio Pepe. She turned back, catching sight of the Lockerbie memorial service on the screen. ‘You were there, weren’t you?’

He swallowed and grunted. ‘Maggie made a meal of it. These people, they don’t know what tragedy is. How many died in this bombing? Two hundred and seventy, for fuck’s sake. The Nazis murdered more people than that in my shtetl. No memorial service for them, though. No prime minister dabbing her eyes with a hankie for my family.’

‘They had families too, the people who died on Pan Am 103, Ace,’ she protested. ‘They’re suffering the way you suffered when our family was wiped out.’

He let out a puff of breath. ‘I know, sweetheart, I know. And I’m not callous about their individual pain. But I can’t help feeling this kind of public memorial is a mere indulgence. How many people there today actually had any personal stake in this? It’s little more than a performance of grief, not the real thing.’

‘Nevertheless. You’ll plaster it all over the first five pages of every one of your titles tomorrow. The Clarion, the Globe, the Mercury – they’ll all be vying for the most tear-jerking copy.’

He sipped his drink. ‘That’s showbiz, Genny. It sells papers. But I bet you that none of that crowd will take their grief and make something out of it, not even the ones directly affected. Not like I did.’

It was a story Genevieve knew so well she could almost lip-synch it. The village in the debatable lands of Eastern Poland. The arrival of the Nazis and the rounding up of the Jews. The sound of gunfire, the crackle of flame. The screams. And Chaim Barak who hid in the dung heap in the byre till the shtetl grew eerily quiet. Then the escape, sleeping in ditches, eating roots and berries, making contact with General Anders’s fledgling Polish Army. Then the Middle East, the hell of Monte Cassino, the oak leaf medal for gallantry, the liberation of Berlin, the discovery of a stash of German scientific research papers and the brilliant idea of helping himself to them. ‘Liberating knowledge,’ he self-righteously dubbed it. Even Genevieve could see it had an unscrupulous side to it. But in 1945, scruples had often been hard to come by.

She let him wind up the story, then said, ‘Let’s hope the Americans don’t jump on this as an excuse for vengeance.’ She curled up in a corner of one of the sofas.

‘They’re still not sure where to jump. The smart money’s on Libya, but there’s a distinct dearth of evidence.’ More Twiglets, washed down with a tiny sip of whisky.

‘So why am I here, Ace? Are we planning what to do for next year’s big celebration?’

There was a momentary flash of surprise, quickly hidden behind a smile. ‘What exactly are we celebrating?’

‘Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten? Glasgow, European City of Culture in 1990? I presumed we’d be planning some cultural extravaganza to blazon our name across the heavens?’ Her voice was light with mischief.

He flapped a hand at her. ‘I’m confident someone below your pay grade can handle that.’

‘So, if it’s not that, why am I here?’

He graced her with his loveliest smile. ‘It’s not enough that your old dad wants your company?’

She snorted. ‘If that were all, you wouldn’t have sent the chopper. You’re too cheap. You’d have told me to get on the sleeper.’

His smile turned down at the corners, an exaggerated clown’s grimace, his eyebrows high, perfect arcs. ‘It’s as well my enemies don’t know me like you do.’ He shifted his heavy body more upright in the chair, his belly appearing to move independently of the rest of his torso. ‘I need you to do something important. Not for me, but for the business.’

‘You know I’ll always do my best for us.’ Faced with her father’s seriousness, Genevieve straightened up, planting her feet on the floor. The tragic death of her mother before her fifth birthday had meant there was no one close enough to temper her father’s enthusiasms. And when things turned against him, as they sometimes had the temerity to do, she was the one who capered and cajoled him out of his disappointment and rage.

‘You know my motto. When opportunity knocks, throw the door open wide.’ Lockhart heaved himself to his feet and shambled across to the humidor that sat on the drinks cabinet. ‘Well, tonight, opportunity has taken a battering ram to our back door.’ He took out a cigar and fiddled with it, chopping off the end. On his way back to the chair, he lit it with the battered brass Zippo he’d used since 1942 and puffed at the cigar. ‘America, Genny, America.’

This was news to Genevieve. But she held her tongue, familiar with her father’s habit of setting the scene before he got to the point. Instead, she nodded redundant encouragement.

‘Simon Levertov was one of the mourners today.’

It was a name she knew well. Levertov was the head of a family empire that controlled a sprawling web of local papers throughout the Midwest. Its flagship titles were city papers in Chicago, Minneapolis/St Paul, Cincinnati and Indianapolis. The outlier was the New York Daily Globe. Rupert Murdoch had come close to buying it, but the family had rebuffed him. The word was that Murdoch’s tabloids left a bad taste in the mouths of the conservative Levertovs. Her father had been assiduously courting the family ever since. ‘What was he doing there?’

‘Thirty-five students from Syracuse were on the flight. The Levertovs own one of the local papers.’

She nodded, understanding. ‘Did you get the chance to speak to him?’

He exhaled a blue cloud of aromatic smoke. ‘He sought me out. They’re ready to sell the Globe. It’s the perfect fit for us. It gives us a prestige foothold in the US, a springboard to drive us forward into new markets.’

Genevieve knew how much her father craved the New York Globe. He loved the idea of new worlds to conquer, but even more than that, he loved anything that reeked of victory in his pissing contest with Rupert Murdoch. To win a trophy the Australian press baron had been chasing would be more than the icing on the cake. But that didn’t mean it was the right choice. Wary, she said, ‘There’s a reason they want rid of the Globe, Ace. It’s losing money and circulation like a runaway train.’

‘Of course it is,’ Lockhart said, waving away the objection as if he was batting away an annoying fly. ‘Because the Levertovs have no idea how to produce a vibrant paper that speaks to the working man.’ Seeing her frown, he added hastily, ‘And woman, naturally, Genny. But in our hands, we’ll reverse that downward trajectory. I’ll send my best team from London to get the show on the road, and then we’ll show New York what it’s been missing.’

His obvious passion for publishing and the power it brought was irresistible. His boisterous delight in success had infected Genevieve at an early age. There was, she knew, little point in arguing. Ace Lockhart was the only god in his universe. ‘Have you set up talks?’

Lockhart guffawed. ‘Genny, we’ve done the deal,’ he said. ‘We sat round a table in a dismal little hotel after the memorial, we agreed a price and we shook hands on it.’

She knew she was supposed to rejoice, and she managed a decent facsimile. But she couldn’t help a sense of dread creeping into her gut. If it was that straightforward, why had he summoned her to Voil House with such urgency? Even though this was the biggest acquisition he’d made since he’d bought the Clarion and the UK Globe, he could easily have told her over the phone, leaving the celebration for their next meeting in a few days. She knew her father well enough to understand that there was more to come. She reminded herself he’d taken some dramatic and unusual routes to success, but that was a measure of his originality and nerve. Neither the intellectual rigour of St Andrews University nor MIT had managed to shake her belief in her father. So she summoned up a smile and raised her glass to him. ‘What a coup.’

He shifted his bulk in the chair, pushing himself more upright with a creak of leather. ‘There’s only one problem.’

Here it comes, she thought. ‘What’s that, Ace?’

‘Liquidity. We’ve extended ourselves to the limit to build the new printing plants in London.’

Which are nowhere near up and running yet, never mind washing their faces. Genevieve tried to hide her dismay. ‘Can we borrow?’

Another cloud of smoke. ‘It might be complicated. And it would definitely be expensive. Not to mention, a sign of weakness. I want us to go into America looking powerful, not cap in hand to the bankers. Murdoch would love that.’

A snatch of panic in her chest. So far, she’d had nothing to do with the flagship newspapers and magazines that defined Ace Media in the world’s eyes. The cash cow that kept everything else afloat was the academic and scientific publishing, and that was where he’d installed her. A year of intense internships in every department, and now she was running a publishing house that had grown to rival the most prestigious university presses. ‘You’re not going to sell Pythagoras?’

He laughed in genuine astonishment. ‘My goose that lays the golden eggs? Don’t be silly, Genny. Besides, you’re doing such a fine job there. No, I have another solution.’ Lockhart gave her his most benevolent smile, but Genevieve knew him well enough to understand this was often a Judas kiss.

‘Tell me.’

‘The pension funds. Pythagoras and Ace Media are carrying huge surpluses. Half a billion, Genny. Half. A. Billion.’

‘But that’s not company money,’ she protested. ‘It belongs to the pensioners, present and future.’

‘I know that. What do you take me for? Some kind of robber baron?’ His indignation sounded like the real thing. ‘I’m proposing a loan.’ He waved his cigar airily. ‘A temporary arrangement. I know I can turn the New York Globe around in short order. This would be exactly the same as borrowing from the bank. Except that it would be a private transaction.’

Genevieve hid her unease. She knew if she showed it, he’d pounce. ‘Is it legal?’ was as far as she felt she could go.

His smile was sweet. ‘Of course it’s legal. All I need is for you as the MD of Pythagoras to countersign the papers.’

It wasn’t a question.

She’d seen her father’s rage rip against anyone who dared to impugn his integrity. She wanted never to be on the end of that fury. Even more, she didn’t want to provoke the look of mournful disappointment that transformed his strong features when one of his trusted employees let him down. His eyes became moist, his lips parted, a bewildered frown creased his forehead. It was a moment that was usually followed by a sacking. OK, she knew he couldn’t sack her. Being his daughter was a fixed point. But she’d seen him throw some of his oldest friends out of the charmed circle and knew how much that had hurt him. Genevieve loved her father; she couldn’t have borne being banished from his affection and respect.

She took a deep breath. ‘Pass me the pen.’
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Allie loved watching Rona taking off her make-up last thing at night. The mask that faced the world disappeared, revealing the naked beauty that was just for her; it always felt like the most private intimacy. The buzz of the dope she’d smoked earlier had combined with the alcohol to ease the darkness of the day, leaving her feeling relaxed. And maybe just a little bit sexy? She stretched languorously.

‘That was a weird little snippet Alix dropped on our toes tonight,’ Rona said, sweeping a cotton pad across her eyelids.

‘What?’ Allie yawned. ‘The Scots in the rehab clinic?’

‘Yeah. I mean, I know Edinburgh’s supposed to be the AIDS capital of Europe, but I didn’t know they were actually fleeing the country.’ Now for the mascara.

‘Is it really that bad up there?’

‘So I’ve heard. Last statistic I remember reading was that one per cent of the male population of the city is HIV positive. Which doesn’t sound much, till you translate it into actual bodies. Four thousand or so in a wee city. Plus they’ll not be stravaiging through the Georgian elegance of the New Town, will they? They’ll be concentrated in the most deprived parts of town. And of course, nothing gets reported down here.’ She opened her mouth to wipe off the lipstick, distorting her speech. ‘Faraway place of which we know nothing, and all that. Not to mention it’s the untouchables – the druggies and the gay boys.’

‘You think there might be a story in it? Why the Edinburgh junkies are heading south?’ Now Allie was alert. The prospect of a lead to dig into never failed.

‘No idea. But it might be worth checking it out? If they’re leaving because the NHS can’t cope with the numbers, you could go either way. NHS swamped, locals complain other ailments are being ignored? Or HIV patients forced to leave because their city wants them gone?’ The last of her foundation removed, Rona patted toner on her skin, then finally applied a layer of expensive night cream that smelled deliciously of lavender and geranium.

‘Did they fall or were they pushed?’

‘You never know what you’ll find till you go looking.’ Rona raised her eyebrows in the mirror.

‘You’re right. Whatever it is, I should take a look at it. Maybe tomorrow, if I get a couple of hours spare.’ As Rona slipped under the duvet next to her, Allie reached out. ‘But right now, I’ve got more pressing matters on my mind.’

‘So have I,’ Rona said in a different tone. ‘Are you sure you’re OK? When you walked in tonight, you looked like someone had put you through a mangle and squeezed all the life out of you.’

‘I thought I’d dealt with the night the plane came down. Put it away in a box at the back of my head and moved on. But seeing the grief on those faces today – it all came rolling back.’ Allie inhaled deeply. ‘But I’ll be fine. It’s done now.’

‘I’m not so sure about that.’ Rona stroked Allie’s hair. ‘The things you see, the things you hear on the news beat – I see it eating into you, Allie.’

Allie scoffed. ‘It just takes wee nibbles, Rona. Then it heals over. Deep down, I’m OK. This is what I do. This is who I am.’

Rona looked dubious, but said no more. She lay awake long after Allie had drifted into an apparently untroubled sleep, unconvinced by her partner’s words. Germaine, alerted by the instinct that draws dogs to humans, nestled tight to her side. Rona turned on her side and pulled Germaine close. Between them, they’d have to find a way to rescue Allie from herself.

Between dealing with a royal visit, yet another political scandal in Liverpool and a clutch of tedious TV spin-off stories, it took Allie more than a month to find that couple of spare hours to chase the AIDS story. Being a one-woman roadshow meant the demands of her job were constant. Every Tuesday she had to have dug up enough stories to pitch at the weekly conference. Then she had to assign the ones that made the grade to a freelance, which meant chivvying and chasing them, a task as frustrating as trying to corral toddlers in a playground. In the interstices, she needed to maintain her own contacts and mine them for possible stories she could pursue herself. Keeping on top of the greedy demands of the London newsdesk left virtually no time for pursuing the stories that truly interested her. Not a day went by that she didn’t mourn her investigative berth.

In the end, Allie went into the office one Monday afternoon in early February. Technically, Monday was her day off, but that didn’t stop the London features desk calling to instruct her to set up jobs for later in the week; or the picture desk demanding contact numbers for whoever they wanted to photograph for the colour supplement.

She hooked up with Rona in the kitchen over a plate of soup at lunchtime. ‘I might as well go in,’ she said. ‘It’s the only way I’ll get peace from the bloody phone. I need to get up to speed on AIDS and HIV before I take a proper look at this Edinburgh idea. I’ll hide away in the library – nobody will think of looking for me there.’

‘Ironic but true. While you’re there, can you do me a favour?’

‘Always. What do you need?’ Although, as a freelance, Rona had no right of access to the Globe library, Allie reckoned it was the least that Ace Lockhart’s empire owed them.

‘Can you do a cuttings check on murders in soap series? I’ve heard a whisper about a murder coming up in Coronation Street and I want to be ready to roll with the background features as soon as I can bottom it.’ Rona gave Allie a mock-beseeching look.

‘Who’s for the chop?’

Rona shook her head. ‘That’s for me to know and you to find out from a third-party source.’

Allie grinned. ‘I’ll see what I can find for you.’

‘And don’t steal it.’ They both knew Rona’s words were a tease. They’d established the principle of Chinese walls when they’d moved to Manchester. Back in Glasgow, they’d both been working for the same title. From time to time, one would turn up a story that they both agreed was better suited to the other’s department, so the finder would hand it over. But now Allie couldn’t afford to have her boss in London think she was passing stories to a freelance who might sell them to the opposition. So they’d agreed not to share. Except when Allie’s boss spiked one of her stories. Few things gave Allie more pleasure than seeing one of her rejected stories make a page lead or a magazine feature somewhere else.

‘You could always sell it to me,’ Allie said, rising to put her bowl in the dishwasher.

Rona chuckled. ‘You don’t pay enough. I can think of at least three newsdesks who’d outbid you.’

‘Fair enough. All the more for you to lavish on me.’

Although Ace Lockhart’s swingeing staff reductions had cut the newsroom to the bare bones, he’d listened to whoever had persuaded him that the library represented an irreplaceable asset. Admittedly, these days it was only staffed between noon and eight in the evening, the duties shared by one and a half librarians. They struggled to keep up with the cuttings, but at least the archive remained. For now.

An afternoon of poring over the files gave Allie a working knowledge of what had been written in the UK media about HIV and AIDS since the first cases had been identified. It left her fingers black with newsprint and her heart filled with a slow burn of rage at the virulent homophobia and lack of empathy she’d encountered. Whether it was the tabloids with their lurid ‘gay plague’ headlines, or the broadsheets with their equally censorious faux-scientific condemnations, this was a disease whose coverage blamed the victims for their own fate. Even in Manchester, with its gay village at the heart of the city’s nightlife, its citizens had been told by their chief of police that people with AIDS were ‘swirling in a human cesspit of their own making’.

There were even lowlifes who seized AIDS as a pulpit to preach their hatred. It was God’s revenge on gay men, a modern-day Sodom and Gomorrah, sent to punish them for their deviant ways. The only flaw in their argument, as Allie always enjoyed pointing out, was that, taken to its logical conclusion, it established that God was not only a woman, but a lesbian, since lesbians were the lowest group on the totem pole of risk.

It was a riposte she always delivered with a note of savagery. For Allie herself had lost one of her closest and dearest friends to AIDS only eighteen months before. She’d bonded with Marcus on their journalism training scheme and they’d stayed close, their connection only strengthening when her feelings for Rona forced her to examine her own sexuality. Marcus was darkly funny, endlessly smart and constantly embarrassed by his own kindnesses. He’d been a talented subeditor, rising to the position of deputy night editor on a regional daily in the Midlands when he’d fallen ill with a strain of pneumonia most commonly found in sheep. Less than six months later, Allie had read a poem at his funeral. So the pile of AIDS clippings felt like a very personal slap in the face.

The slap to the other cheek was that the efforts of pharmaceutical researchers like Jess earned barely a paragraph. The attempts to find drugs that would either cure HIV or temper the effects of full-blown AIDS clearly provoked little interest from newsdesks. There was a certain level of ghoulish fascination with the obscure and humiliating conditions that afflicted AIDS patients, and, inevitably, the occasional heroic celebrity who actually hugged one of the twentieth-century lepers. But other than that? It was simply, as one of her cynical colleagues back in Glasgow had called it, ‘God’s pruning fork’.

By the end of the afternoon, Allie had worked up a head of righteous anger. If there was a story here, she was going to find it. She set the duty librarian to researching Rona’s request and called Alix. ‘Hey, girl, how are you doing?’ Allie opened.

‘Been better, been worse,’ Alix said. In the background was the faint clash of electric guitars. ‘You still on for dinner at mine on Sunday?’

‘Wouldn’t miss it. I’m not ringing to call it off. I’ve got other motives.’

Alix laughed, a deep throaty chuckle. ‘Nothing new there, then. What can I do for you, Burns?’

‘I want to follow up on the conversation we had a few weeks back about the AIDS rehab facility. But first, how’s your friend Matt doing?’

The guitars stopped on a discord and Allie heard two indistinct male voices argue under Alix’s deep sigh. ‘He’s not great, to be honest. They’re talking about weeks at the most.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘I know. Why are you asking?’

‘What you said about the Scottish patients moving down from Edinburgh? I want to take a look at it.’

‘What’s your angle?’ Alix was her friend, but that didn’t mean she was a pushover for whatever story Allie wanted to chase.

Now a drum break rattled faintly in Allie’s ear. ‘I want to find out what’s going on. What’s driving the exodus? Is Manc being dangled as a kind of Great White Hope, or is it that Edinburgh is so shit for them? I want the story behind the bare facts, Alix.’

‘I don’t think talking to Mattie is a good idea, Allie. He’s got lesions on his brain now. A lot of the time, he’s not lucid. He doesn’t know who I am, or where he is.’

Allie had suspected as much. ‘I get that, Alix. What I was wondering was whether you’d made connections with any of the Edinburgh lads? Or staff. Doctors, nurses, who might talk to me. Off the record, if that’s the only way of getting them to talk.’

A crash of cymbals. Distracted, Alix muttered. ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake. I need to sort these bloody children out. Let me think about it, Burns. I don’t want to throw anyone to the wolves.’

Allie stared at the dead phone in her hand. Just when exactly had she become one of the wolves?
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