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For anyone who ever inspired me to write.
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ONE



Arson & Murder?


The first bottle smashed against the far wall and lit up the room with sheets of flame, the vodka inside igniting everywhere.


The fumes fuelled it and soon the whole place was burning. As the flames took hold, I lit the rag round the top of the second, grabbing it, hurling it towards the other wall and running back towards that door.


Distribution was dealt with. Now for Production.


I slammed the door behind me, hearing things start to blow up.


Bottle number three smashed in the corner and flames went up to the roof, covering the stills in thick black smoke.


I only had seconds to get out of there.


Yeah, I knew that, but I couldn’t move.


I couldn’t take my eyes off it all.


Couldn’t believe what I was seeing, what was happening.


It was only when that smoke reached me, my eyes began stinging and I struggled to get my breath that my brain started working.


Out through that door, shutting it behind me and walking over to where we’d struggled a few minutes ago, shining my torch down on the body.


The body.


No longer a person, no.


Now he was a corpse, a dead man, a murder victim.


His dead eyes still gazed up at me, like they were accusing me of it.


But I hadn’t killed him.


Had I?


I couldn’t have, not me.


No way, I wasn’t a murderer.


Reaching into my bag, I got the last bottle out, wrapped the last rag round it and knelt to set it on fire.


I turned the torch off and picked up my balaclava from the floor.


“Sorry mate,” I murmured, as something exploded next door and the whole building shook. “It weren’t me, honestly. It were him.”


Grabbing the bottle with the flaming top, I ran to the door leading to the stairs and turned to look at this room one last time. This room with my dead mate lying on his back in the centre.


Fuck it, I thought, hurling the bottle as hard as I could onto the stone floor. It wasn’t me, I wasn’t a murderer.


Not yet anyway.




TWO



The Man From Motown Cop



“Are you joking? Seriously Melanie, are you bloody joking? Who does it bleeding well sound like?”


“Now there’s no need for that, sir…”


“It’s Luke. Jesus, Mel, you…”


“Oh Luke,” she said, sounding relieved. “I can’t hear you with that music on.”


“Hang on.”


He put his hand over the mouthpiece and leant round the door, nodding to the barman. “Oi mate, turn it down a bit. I can hardly hear myself speak.”


“Not your pub is it, chief?”


He sighed. “Alright. Please could you turn the radio down slightly? I am paying for this call, y’know? Two minutes, yeah? Then you can whack it up as high as you like and we’ll all have a dance.”


Bloody Sparks being that loud at eleven in the morning.


Jesus, he hadn’t missed this place one bit.


The barman turned the knob and the two coalmen at the bar glared at Heslin, trying to look tough with their sooty faces.


“Mel, you there?”


“Still here. Look, where are you?”


“Never mind. Listen, I need to speak to him. Is he there? Please tell me he’s there.”


“He’s out to lunch.”


“Bullshit, Mel, he’s told you to tell me that. It’s only just gone eleven. No-one goes to lunch at that time. Now get him on the telephone.”


“Luke, honestly…”


“Is he avoiding me?”


“Luke…”


“For God’s sake, just tell me, right? We’re mates, yeah? So just tell me right out: how much trouble am I in? Can he smooth it over? I can’t afford to lose all this, yeah? I can’t. I’ve worked hard and I’ll do whatever Sid wants, just don’t let…”


“I’ll do what I can,” she said. “I’ll speak to Dean when I see him and try to find out what’s gonna happen.”


“Mel…?”


“But I wouldn’t hold your breath. There’s been talk of a slander charge. You could wind up in court. Fined.”


“Shit.”


“There isn’t much I can do, is there?”


“That bloody journo stitched me up, Mel. Tell Dean that. Get him to tell Sid today. Today. Look, is Dean there?”


He had a sweat on now. Slander, court. Christ, it got worse. As if Thursday morning hadn’t been bad enough.


“He’s out to lunch. Call me later.”


And she hung up on him.


Heslin poked his head round the door, rummaging for change, and caught the eye of the shorter coalman. “Come here,” he said. “I need your help.”


Those two looked at each other and the other went to say something smart when Heslin told his mate there was money in it for him.


“I need you to ring this number,” he said, handing the paper over with some coins. “Ask for Dean Beckett. Tell whoever answers it’s Mickey Fleming. That’s you, yeah?”


The coalman didn’t say anything. He just took the coins and dialled.


Heslin heard Melanie answer.


“Hi, yeah, it’s er…”


He looked at Heslin, forgetting the name. Heslin mouthed it, muttering ‘prick’ at the end.


“Mickey Fleming. Dean Beckett around?”


“He is, Mickey, yes. Hang on,” she was saying. “Dean?”


Heslin took the receiver and put it back. “Ignoring me,” he muttered. “Thanks.”


“Don’t call me a prick again, alright?”


“Yeah, sorry.”


Heslin followed him into the pub and asked for a pint of Outlaw. The radio – a bit of “Rebel Rebel” – went up loud before the barman poured the ale.


“Is out the back open?”


“Aye. There’s benches there now.”


Heslin almost smiled. Benches outside the Collier’s Arms. As he walked to the door, one of the coalmen made a comment about his floral shirt and all three laughed.


God, he hadn’t missed this place at all.





The pint made him feel a bit better but wasn’t that always the case? It also made him drowsy and hungry so he let himself out the back gate and went down Wroughton Street to see if that chippie was still there, relieved to see it was. It had a new front now. Well, a different front from the brown one he’d spent his teenage years standing outside. New staff too. The bird who always sounded stoned must be long gone.


Heslin took his food and sat on the church wall further down the street, watching the shop fronts, seeing a couple of Littlewoods birds showing leg in the August sunshine.


He was finished.


It was a bastard of an industry and there were rules to follow closely if you were to survive it. Yet the signs of him screwing up were all there too and God, that pissed him off. His drinking at Beckett’s Christmas party had landed him in the shit – he’d had that prick from the West End telling him he needed to shut up and listen more. Jesus, even shy little Melanie had asked why he felt the need to shoot his mouth off whenever he wasn’t the centre of attention. Piss off, Mel, he’d thought back then, if I wanna make myself known then that’s what I’m gonna do.


Now he’d made himself known alright.


Lucas Heslin: soon to be famous for all the wrong reasons. He daren’t even think about the calibre of those he’d pissed off. Or what they were capable of.


He’d worked his arse off to get where he’d got to and had no-one else to thank for whatever had come his way. Trouble was, he had no-one else to blame either when it all went wrong. As it was doing now – spectacularly.


Christ, he was ready to take up smoking again.


Heslin tipped the remaining chips on the floor and flicked through the greasy newspaper – Friday’s Daily Telegraph – hoping to God he wasn’t in it anywhere.


Nixon telling America ‘I Resign’, gift tax soon to be levied, a man from the BBC blown up in Cyprus and some Hitler Youth leader dying. They all featured but there was nothing about him and nothing about Sid. Yet.


He screwed up and dropped the paper and crossed to the telephone box, getting a glance from one of those tasty student birds as he passed. He thought, you’d better savour that, Lucas. The way your career’s going there won’t be many people recognising you from here on in.


Surprise surprise, Dean still wasn’t taking his calls.


Mel told him to lie low, told him Dean was doing his best to square things with Sid, told him Dean was ringing his journo contacts to get them to kill the story – Dean telling them there was no story.


Heslin softly banged his head on the door a couple of times. He left Mel the number of his boarding house and hung up.


When he came out, he was dripping with sweat. Feeling in his pocket, he pulled out green aviators – a gift from Sid at the wrap party – stuck them on his nose and sauntered back up the road in a daze.


Mrs. Swallow’s boarding house was only two streets away from where he’d grown up, his old man telling him as a kid it had a reputation that place. A place where bad men go when their wives kick them out. A place for exiles then, yeah? Perfect for him.


The old cow was polishing that same cabinet when he came through the door. She looked up, didn’t acknowledge him.


He went up to his attic room, taking the second Motown Cop script from his suitcase and flicking through it for the hundredth time.


A few minutes later, he washed and lay down, telling himself he was finally finished as he closed his eyes.





Around four he got up, dressed in the same clothes and went out, asking the old cow if anyone had phoned.


It took five minutes to get to the Collier’s Arms and another two to get noticed – the barman preferring conversation with his regulars to serving a paying customer.


“Outlaw. Two pints.”


“Both for you?”


“I earn it.”


“No problem, chief, I weren’t saying owt.”


“I thought I’d spend a couple of hours sitting on one of your glorious benches in the sun,” he said drily.


“Aye, they get quite popular this time of year. Gives the old place an air of the continent, I say.”


Heslin dropped coins on the bar and went out, thinking, as if you’ve ever been to the continent on your wage.


There were people out here now.


He went to the corner by the white brick wall and sat, putting his feet on the chair opposite and observing through his shades.


Three men – postmen? – in their navy blue sat playing dominoes and drinking halves.


A floppy-haired student was trying to make a bird with a pageboy laugh, not seeing that she really wasn’t interested. The old Luke would have said something to him on his way out – ‘Leave it out mate, she’s not your type’ – or something to humiliate him and make her smile.


But this Luke was learning. He wasn’t gonna shoot his mouth off about anything or anyone anymore. He was gonna pinch himself every time he felt a smart remark coming.


The first pint went down beautifully, made him wanna telephone Mel and say sorry for swearing earlier.


An old couple in matching tweed came out and sat at a table, him opening The Daily Mail and her taking some knitting from her bag.


A coloured in dreads was by the gate.


Two hard men were talking in hushed tones and, like many pubs, a middle-aged woman, dressed up to the nines, drinking spirits and looking like she might start crying any minute, sat alone at a table.


This was how bad his situation was.


He’d had to come home to escape it.


Heslin had seen them all, or so he thought, as he raised his pint – all the characters drinking at half four on a Monday round the back of the Collier’s Arms.


All except her.


How the Hell he’d missed her with his sweep of the plot, he didn’t know.


How he’d not felt her gaze on him.


Sitting beneath a green umbrella at a table in the far corner, twenty feet away, there she was.


A proper lady, not a bird, not a scrubber, but an actual lady like you saw in London. The kind who’d make you have a bath before the intercourse started. Too classy for this dump.


She was wiping her huge shades and staring right at him, not blinking when he returned the gaze and not intimidated by him checking her out.


Heslin slowly removed his shades to get a better look.


She was in a brown jersey floral dress that came to her ankles, a wide orange belt at her midriff, flat sandals on her feet, legs crossed, bloody awesome breasts. Bare arms too and he had a thing for arms. On one wrist was what looked like a leather bracelet – the kind kids try to sell you abroad – and she wore a heavy silver chain around her neck.


Before she put her shades back on, still focussed on him – Luke Heslin drinking alone to get pissed – he got a good look at her eyes.


Very dark and narrow, made-up perfectly with tonnes of blue eyeshadow. She had straight brown hair falling to her shoulders, held back by an Alice band. Cute nose too.


He’d got used to noticing everything about people these last few years. An old luvvie had said it was the best training an actor could have. Screw acting, it made picking up birds much easier.


And she was still staring.


He watched her rummaging in her bag and then taking a long sip of her – what looked like – gin.


Heslin smiled and mouthed ‘Hi’, raising his hand in a pathetic wave.


This lady smiled back.


Yeah, she recognised him. One of the eleven million who’d caught it last month.


“Are you going to come over and chat me up?” she said. “Or are you going to sit and stare?”


He grabbed his pint, wished he’d changed his clothes, and passed the other drinkers who hadn’t noticed he’d just this second pulled without effort.


“Sorry miss,” he said, sitting opposite. “I’m used to women coming over to me to chat me up. It’s a perk of the job.”


He gave her a sheepish smile.


She took her shades off and laid them on the table. “I thought it was you. Lucas?”


He nodded.


“You went to my college.”


“I did?”


“Chestnut Grove.”


“Yeah, I went there. But I don’t…”


“I’m a little older than you,” she said softly.


“And you are? Your name, I mean. Not your age.”


“Rebecca. Rebecca Rollins.”


“Rebecca Rollins,” he said, trying to remember. “I’m Luke, by the way. Not Lucas, not really. Can I get you a drink?”


“Not right now.”


“That’s strange, you knowing me from back then. For the last nine days, most people know me from…”


“Motown Cop,” Rebecca said. “I thought they might. It was very good. Will there be more?”


He took a big drink while he thought how to answer that. Have a bit of faith, Lucas, he told himself silently.


“We’ve written the scripts. It starts shooting in a few months.”


“I thought the coloured American was charming.”


“Estes?”


“Is that his name?”


“Yeah, he’s alright. Up his own arse really. Flash for a coloured…”


He stopped himself. What was wrong with him? Two and a half pints, one he’d slept off, and he was mouthing off again.


Rebecca smiled. “Well, he was a star on-screen anyway. She was very pretty too.”


Heslin nodded, wondering whether to tell her or not, but deciding women didn’t tend to be impressed by which other women men had slept with.


“Fay, yeah? Lovely girl. What did you think to the ending?”


“Loved it. So understated.”


“We were shooting that when they let the bomb off on Westminster Bridge. I’ve never seen chaos like it.”


“I can imagine,” she said. “I saw it on the news.”


There was a pause as they both took a drink.


“No offence,” Heslin then said, “but I don’t remember you from college. What year were you in?”


“All of them.”


“No, I meant…”


“I left when I was eighteen. In sixty-two.”


“You’re thirty now?”


“And you’re a brilliant mathematician, Luke. How old are you now?”


“Twenty-eight.”


“Twenty-eight. A real-life movie star home for the weekend and I knew him when he was a boy.”


“Not quite a movie star.”


“But you’ve been in movies?”


He shrugged. “I tested for Bond in sixty-eight. They said I was too young and too blond so they went with Lazenby.”


“Impressive. Have you met the others? Sean? Roger?”


“I was in The Persuaders. Roger’s funny.”


“Sean?”


“Nope.”


“What else have you done?”


“Cyberman in Doctor Who and an embezzler in Crown Court last year. That’s it for speaking parts. The Bond geezers liked my test and flew me out to Switzerland for On Her Majesty’s Secret Service. I spent a fortnight freezing my arse off on a mountain with a Sten gun. Why are you smiling?”


“Is that why you wear shirts like that? To get noticed in crowd scenes?”


She was sharper than any others of late. Much tastier too and he couldn’t wait to bury his head in those breasts. Get her nailed, get his career back on track – August seventy-four, one for his Who’s Who entry.


“I like it…”


“It’s nice, I’m joking,” she said, putting her hand on his. She rested her chin in her other hand and looked him in the eyes.


“Finished with this, chief?” the barman called from behind Heslin.


He turned to see the barman holding his empty pint pot. “It looks like it, doesn’t it?” Heslin said and turned back to see her smiling. “Why’s he open at this time?”


“I heard he obtained an afternoon licence from the authority.”


“How continental.”


“Bless him. He’s the only man in the whole town who’s pro-Common Market,” Rebecca said, taking a sip of her drink. They sat in silence until she said, “So what does bring you home?”


He took a deep breath and sighed. He might as well be honest. Honesty was hardly shooting his mouth off.


“I’m avoiding people. A lot of people.”


She took it well, held his gaze, didn’t seem surprised. “Why?”


“I did something stupid. Something so bloody stupid I’d kick myself in the balls for it if I could.”


“Really?”


“Really. Motown Cop? The Wednesday after it went out – last Wednesday – I had a few drinks and ended up chatting to this journalist. The bastard stitched me up with loaded questions.”


“You said something you shouldn’t have?”


“You might say.”


“Shall we continue this at my place? I have some Blue Nun.”


Christ, she only wanted the gossip, that was all. But if he could get her pissed, he could nail her anyway. It wouldn’t do any harm. Then she could tell all her friends when he’d fled that she’d spent the night with that geezer who was almost on the telly.


“Your place it is.”


“But…,” she began. “No.”


“What?”


“I was going to say, don’t leave me in suspense. What did you say? It can’t have been that bad, surely?”


“Sidney King, he’s our producer. Very powerful man. Have you heard of him?”


“I don’t think so.”


“Well, everyone in the trade has and they all know not to cross him. How can I put this? Erm… he’s got a massive secret. There’s rumours and all but they get quashed and the very few people who spread them end up doing a Pete Duel. That’s the way I’m headed.”


Rebecca stood up and looked down at him, a smile on her lips. She put her shades back on and folded her arms. “Rumours?”


“A journo had to get a lot of drink down my neck to find them out. Why would I tell you now?”


She shrugged. “I just think you will. You like to speak, don’t you?”


“He’s connected,” Heslin said. “Do you know what that means?”


“Organised crime?”


“Yeah. Very organised and very criminal. One of the biggest firms in London.”


“And you told a journalist that? Tut tut,” she said, shaking her head.


“It was meant in confidence but bloody Hell, the way the telephone kept ringing on Wednesday, it obviously wasn’t taken that way.” He downed his pint. “I woke up on Thursday morning with two geezers stood over me. One smashed my two hundred-year-old mirror with a cricket bat. The other carved up my David Hockney original and gave me an hour to get out of London. He said if I didn’t I’d end up in more pieces than said mirror.”


She raised her eyebrows as he laughed, nervously, remembering that outright terror.


“I’m finished, aren’t I?”


Rebecca laughed and patted his head. “Yes,” she said. “You are.”










THREE



A Kicking In The Street


The copper at the desk hadn’t heard of any of them. He stood there with his pen in his hand staring at me like I was something he’d trod in. Fucking copper. If he was any good at his job he’d be out there solving crimes, not standing behind a desk taking notes.


“How many times do I have to tell you? I told your mate the other morning. I gave him all the titles, he’s got the list. I get ‘em on order from One Stop. Soul stuff, Stevie Wonder, Marvin Gaye, Smokey…”


He wrote down ‘soul stuff’.


“That’s it? Isn’t there nobody you can ask?”


“I’m sorry, sir. It isn’t as easy as you’d think. We get burglaries reported all the time. Sometimes we recover everything and sometimes…”


“It’s been five fuckin’ days now.”


“I’ll ask you to refrain from using that language, young man, and I won’t tell you again.”


He nodded over to the bench where some old couple sat holding hands. They looked about a hundred.


This police station stank of disinfectant, reminding me of the early morning shifts I did at Browning’s after the cleaners had left. Such crap memories.


“I’m sorry, alright? But I DJ at the Visage on Crown Street…”


“I am familiar with that venue, sir…”


“Every Friday night. I bring me records, they pay me and I get boozed up. Only this Friday I didn’t have no records, did I? Cos they got nicked? So until I do get ‘em, I’m fired. They won’t even let me in as a customer for letting ‘em down. They had to replace Soul Nite with sixties stuff at short notice this Friday. You know how many coloureds there are in this town? None of ‘em turned up, the till didn’t ring and I’m not welcome in there until I get me records back. “


“Is that your only job?”


“It were. I DJ’d four other nights at the place over by the railway arches, smaller place called…”


“Westerton’s.”


“Only Westy’s fired me too. So until you get me records back I’m gonna have to go back to the factory for a crap wage and no free time to score.”


“Score?”


“Birds,” I said. “Not… the other stuff.”


What this copper didn’t know was that soon I’d have enough money to sack off working for years.


I could hardly tell him that though, that would’ve been shafting myself big time. But going back to Browning’s, even if it was for another week or two, would kill me. Getting in in the morning, stinking of grease, paint and sweat, crawling into bed and being too knackered to even move before teatime. Nightmare. God knows how the losers there do it for a lifetime.


Fuck that, I was gonna be rich.


“I’ll ask around,” the copper said. “I’ll see what we can do. You seem like a nice lad, Keith. It is Keith?”


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
Hangman’s
Got
The

Blues

by

John Featherstone





