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This book is about the city in which I live and is inspired by the legend of ‘Black Donald.’ Special thanks go to Harry Mould, who was kind enough to give me some insight into the nuts and bolts of theatre production in Edinburgh.
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 LEAVING


Allie had been walking for hours and her feet were bloody well killing her.


She’d already told herself, miles back, that she should have changed into more sensible shoes before she left, but she’d been too angry to think about anything practical. She’d been fuming! She’d gone straight upstairs to her bedroom to throw a few bits and pieces of clothing into her rucksack and she’d been thinking, I’ll show them. I’ll show them all! Then she’d put on her coat and marched straight downstairs and out of the front door, slamming it hard behind her, wanting her mother to know exactly what she was doing. She’d marched along the garden path, half-expecting the door to open and for Mum to shout after her, ‘And where the hell d’you think you’re going, Alison Lawrence?’


But Mum had either been calling her bluff or hadn’t heard the slam of the door over the sound of Radio Two spilling from the speakers in the kitchen. Allie had made it to the end of the street unchallenged, then took the left turn onto the main road. She’d walked briskly through the village, not seeing a single person she recognised, and that suited her just fine, because the last thing she wanted right then was to talk to one of her so-called friends; the same friends who couldn’t wait to tell her about Brandon – and what had happened between him and Jade at the party. Oh, yes, they’d had a field day with that, hadn’t they? They’d been virtually falling over each other in their haste to spill their guts over all the sordid details. Well, she’d told Brandon where he could go, and as for her ‘friends’, they wouldn’t be laughing so loudly when they heard that she’d run away from home!


Pretty soon, she’d left civilisation behind her and was striking out along the endless straight run of the tarmac highway between ranks of silent green trees. Occasional cars rolled past her in the fading light of the afternoon.


As she walked, the argument replayed itself in her head. It had started innocently enough, with Mum asking a simple question.


‘How do you feel about shepherd’s pie?’


‘Huh?’


‘For tonight’s dinner. I thought…’


‘Whatever! Who cares?’


Mum frowning then, hands on hips. ‘Allie, you’ve got to pull yourself together. You’ve been wandering around the house these past two days like a bear with a sore head.’


‘Well, what do you expect?’


‘Look, I understand you’re put out, but…’


‘Put out? Is that what you think? I’m more than ‘put out,’ Mother. I’m mad. Jade’s supposed to be my best friend, for God’s sake and she went behind my back. And it’s your fault. You and Dad.’


‘What on earth do you mean?’


‘You wouldn’t let me go to that party, would you? You said I had to stay home and revise. If I’d been there…’


‘Allie, there are more important things than boyfriends. You’ve got exams coming up. You need to put your head down and do some work for once in your life. You can’t expect to get anywhere if you don’t put in the effort. I know you have this… ridiculous notion about acting, but… well, if you have the right grades, you’ll get into a good university. And they’re sure to have some kind of drama club there.’


‘A club? You don’t get it, do you? This isn’t just a hobby. This is something I really want to do with my life. Miss Marchmont said…’


‘Miss Marchmont! What does she know? And honestly, think about it for a moment! How would you even make a living? Goodness me, you can’t boil an egg without instructions. And as for this thing with Brandon, well, it’s not as if it was going anywhere, is it? There are plenty more fish in the sea.’


And Allie had snapped. She’d walked out. She’d walked out and she didn’t care what anyone said, she wasn’t going back, not for anything.


Only now it was starting to get dark, the slow lazy twilight of mid summer gathering around her and the ranks of trees on either side of the highway seemed darker, more impenetrable than they had before. It was still more than thirty miles to Perth, the nearest town of any size. She began to ask herself if she wouldn’t have done better to plan this. She’d brought no food for her journey and when she put a hand into the pocket of her raincoat, she found that she only had a few coins to her name; she hadn’t even thought to bring the debit card with which her scant savings could be accessed – not that fifty quid was going to go very far in her quest for superstardom, but still, it would have been something. It would have been better than… she took out the change and counted it in mounting disbelief – two pounds and forty-three pence.


She shook her head. ‘Idiot,’ she hissed.


Then she took her phone from the other pocket and clicked it on. It had, she saw, exactly three percent of battery left. And of course, she’d forgotten to pick up her charger before she left the house. ‘Idiot, idiot, IDIOT!’


She thought again about turning back, retracing her steps to the little two up, two down house that had been her home for the past sixteen years; thought about it and instantly dismissed the idea as she pictured her mother’s triumphant smile as she dished out a plate of stodgy shepherd’s pie at the kitchen table. Silly girl, she’d be thinking. Sees herself as all grown up but really she’s still just a child.


Her dad would be a bit more sympathetic, of course, but in the end, he’d go along with Mum, just like he always did. ‘I expect you’re right, dear,’ he’d say with that world-weary sigh of his. Then he’d take a seat in front of the television. ‘Shall we see what’s on the old goggle-box?’


No, Allie told herself. She was sticking to her guns. She even started walking faster along the road, wondering as she did so about trying to hitch a lift from one of the occasional cars that went by. She knew such a thing was sometimes done, she’d heard classmates boasting that they’d tried it, but the perceived wisdom seemed to be that it was a very bad thing to do, that a terrible fate lay in wait for those who were reckless enough to try it. You were liable to be picked up by a sex pest or a serial killer and that would be the end of you. But, on the other hand, she told herself, she’d be able to cover so much more ground if she did get a lift. She could be in Edinburgh by tonight…


‘To do what?’ she asked herself hopelessly. ‘To do what exactly?’


Now the darkness was coming down properly and when she couldn’t really make out the details on either side of the road, she felt considerably less sure of herself. If she did go back, she reasoned, would it really be so terrible? If nothing else, she’d have given her parents a good scare, shown them that she was not to be underestimated.


She reached a crossroads and for the first time since she’d walked out, she came to a halt. She stood there, looking around. Illuminated signs pointed in three directions. One told her that it was still thirty-one miles straight on to Perth. If she turned back now, she thought, she could be home by ten o clock. Yes, she’d get yelled at, but…


She turned her head as she became aware of two yellow lights approaching along the road behind her, moving slowly. She turned her face away, not wanting to be caught standing there, gawping like a fool at the oncoming vehicle – and then it occurred to her that it could very easily be her father, come looking for her in the family’s Nissan – he’d be home from work by now. She thought about stepping quickly to the side of the road and concealing herself in the trees, but even as she thought about it, the car was slowing down and pulling to a halt alongside her. And now she was gawping. She couldn’t help herself.


It was such a strange-looking car, a big old-fashioned sort of thing, the kind you only ever saw in old Hollywood movies, with glossy black bodywork and white-rimmed wheels. It had a black fabric roof, the sort that could be pulled back in hot weather allowing the occupants to bask in the sunshine. What did you call that? A convertible? The top was up, though, and as it drew to a halt, Allie saw the driver through the windscreen: an elderly man wearing a jacket and a peaked cap, his gaze fixed resolutely on the road ahead.


The vehicle finally came to a stop and now Allie saw the shadow of someone sitting in the back seat, staring intently at her through the window, but she couldn’t see exactly who it was. Then the window was being slowly wound down and the person looking out at her was a handsome young boy of around her own age, she decided. He was dressed in a smart black jacket and he gazed out at her, a half-smile playing on his thin lips. There was a long silence as Allie stood and waited for him to speak and when he finally did, his voice was soft and refined, pitched somewhat lower than she might have expected.


‘Can I drop you somewhere?’ he asked her.
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 THE BOY IN THE CAR


Her first impulse was to say, ‘Yes, please, that would be great’, but she wasn’t entirely convinced it was the right thing to do. She didn’t know this boy – he was a complete stranger to her – and she thought, if she got into the car, then she would be abandoning the idea of changing her mind, throwing herself open to the possibility of things she did not really want to think about. She took a hesitant step closer and then another.


‘I’m not sure,’ she murmured.


This seemed to amuse the boy. His thin lips curved into a deeper smile. He was very good-looking, she thought and although she wasn’t sure why, he didn’t look like a local. The boys she knew were mostly sturdy shock-headed lads with ruddy faces and boring clothes. This one seemed cultured, and had what sounded like an Edinburgh accent.


‘You’re not sure I’m strong enough?’ asked the boy.


She stared at him, not really understanding. ‘I’m sorry?’ she said.


‘Strong enough to pick you up before I drop you,’ he elaborated.


‘Oh, no I…’ She realised he’d been making a joke and felt her face flush. ‘I… don’t weigh all that much,’ she said and then felt even more stupid. Why say that of all things? Idiot!


‘Where are you headed?’ asked the boy.


‘Umm… well, Perth to start with and then–’


He leaned closer as though entranced. ‘And then?’ he echoed.


‘Edinburgh?’


He nodded slowly as though considering her words. ‘Good choice,’ he said. ‘I’d say that’s definitely your best bet for acting work.’


She stared at him, open-mouthed. She couldn’t have been more surprised if he’d slapped her.


‘How… how did you…?’


‘Well, it’s all there, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘It’s in the way you carry yourself. Some people just have natural poise, don’t you think?’


Allie didn’t know what to say to that. She wasn’t entirely sure what ‘poise’ meant, but she did think that he didn’t sound like any boy she’d ever spoken to before. She took another step closer, intrigued. Now she was right beside the car.


‘Where are you going?’ she asked him.


‘Perth,’ he said. ‘And Edinburgh.’ A pause. ‘Eventually.’


She frowned. ‘Eventually?’ she repeated.


‘Well, we’ve driven quite a distance already tonight. I’m feeling rather tired. I thought perhaps I might call in somewhere first. You know, for a wee bite to eat. I wonder if you’re hungry?’ Again, he gave her that knowing smile. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘It won’t be shepherd’s pie.’


And again, Allie felt her jaw drop. She made a conscious effort to close it.


‘Oh, well, I don’t know.’ She leaned to the side to look at the driver. All she could see was the back of his head, his unusually pronounced ears silhouetted against the glow of the windscreen, which was illuminated by the car’s headlamps. ‘Does your father think that’s a good idea?’ she asked.


Now the boy did laugh, a brief mocking chuckle. ‘Do you hear that, Tam?’ he asked the driver. ‘She thinks you’re my father!’


The driver didn’t reply but perhaps his head nodded slightly.


‘My chauffeur has no thoughts on the subject,’ said the boy. ‘His job is to take me wherever I wish to go. And whoever I care to take with me.’


Now Allie really did feel stupid. Her cheeks burned. She leaned in a little closer and realised that in the uncertain light she had been quite mistaken. This wasn’t a boy at all, but rather, a young man, perhaps in his early twenties. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t realise…’


For the first time, he looked impatient. ‘Well, look here, Allie, are you getting in or not? I really would like to be on my way.’


She narrowed her eyes suspiciously.


‘How did you know my name?’ she demanded. ‘I never told you.’


‘True,’ said the man. ‘However, since it is embroidered on the bag on your back, I simply deduced that it must be your name.’ He appeared to consider for a moment. ‘Perhaps it’s just the name of the bag,’ he said.


This amused Allie. He talked strangely, she thought, not like anybody she’d ever spoken to before. ‘Oh that, it’s just… well, my mum embroidered my name on the bag and I suppose I only use it because I don’t want to upset her.’


He smiled. ‘How very considerate of you,’ he said. ‘Well, look, I don’t want to seem brusque, but time is moving on and I really do need to get going. So make your mind up, please. Are you in or are you out?’


Allie hesitated again and the man turned to look at his chauffer. ‘Drive on,’ he said and Tam revved the engine.


And in that instant, Allie reached out impulsively and opened the door. Astonished by her own boldness, she looked into the interior of the car. It seemed cavernous inside. There was a long leather seat on which the man sat and another one facing him, just a couple of feet away. Allie settled herself awkwardly onto the opposite seat, holding her short dress down with one hand, knowing how it sometimes rode up in such circumstances, but the man didn’t seem to take any notice. She saw now that what she had thought was a jacket was in fact a long, black satin coat. Was he a Goth or something? He reached out and pulled the door shut and it made a reassuringly deep clunking sound, quite unlike the tinny clank of the family’s Nissan.


‘Home,’ he said and Tam put the car into gear. It moved smoothly away from the kerb and along the road, its engine barely making a sound.


There was a long silence then. Allie was aware that the man was looking at her intently as though expecting her to say something.


‘So… er… where is home?’ she asked, when she felt the silence had lasted long enough.


‘Just along the road a little way,’ said the man. ‘It’s nothing special, really, but we’re comfortable there.’


‘We?’ she prompted him. ‘You mean, you and your family?’


He didn’t say anything to that.


‘And do you have a name?’ asked Allie. ‘Well, of course you do, you must have, everyone has a name! But what I mean is… what is it?’


He seemed to take a long time to answer that question, as though he wasn’t quite sure what to say.


‘I’ve been known to answer to Donald,’ he said.


For some reason that made her laugh and he did a strange thing. He tilted his head slightly to one side, as though intrigued.


‘Why do you laugh?’ he asked her.


‘Oh, I’m sorry, it’s just that you don’t strike me as a Donald.’


‘Do I not?’


‘No! That’s an old man’s name. I think I have an Uncle Donald tucked away somewhere. He plays the accordion in a celidh band.’


‘I must confess I’m less keen on it than I used to be,’ he said. ‘Ever since that shock-headed clown in America came along and turned it into a dirty word.’ He seemed to ponder for a moment. ‘Call me Nick,’ he suggested. ‘A lot of people seem to.’ He scowled. ‘I don’t know why. I never asked them.’


‘I don’t expect you did,’ said Allie, puzzled by his reply. ‘Anyway, Nick is a much cooler name.’


‘Do you think so?’ He looked thoughtful again. ‘Perhaps I should get a bag like yours, with “Nick” embroidered on it. What do you think?’


‘I suppose you could,’ she told him. ‘I mean, boys have bags, don’t they? I don’t think I’ve seen many with their names on them, though.’


‘Me neither,’ he admitted. He seemed disappointed at the thought. ‘Hardly seems fair. So, where are you from, Allie?’


‘Oh, somewhere back down the ways,’ she said, trying to be as mysterious as he had. For some reason, she felt suddenly more confident. ‘Killiecrankie,’ she said and smirked. ‘Stupid name, isn’t it?’


‘I suppose. Actually, I’ve been there once or twice.’


‘Oh? What were you doing in Killiecrankie?’ asked Allie.


‘Fishing,’ he said, and left it at that.


‘Where can you fish in Killiecrankie?’ she asked him.


‘Wherever you want,’ he said with a shrug of his shoulders. ‘Wherever there’s something worth catching.’


‘I’ve always called it Glum,’ said Allie. ‘The town of Glum.’ She remembered an old joke her father delighted in telling. ‘It’s the kind of place where they don’t bury the dead. They stand them up in bus shelters.’ She grinned but Nick just looked wistful.


‘Sounds like my kind of town,’ he said.


Baffled, she turned her head to look out of the window. It was completely dark out there now and she could barely make out any detail.


‘You could be taking me anywhere,’ she observed and then was shocked at herself for saying such a thing. She made an attempt to gather her thoughts. ‘So… is it far? To where we’re going?’


‘Not really,’ said Nick. ‘We’ll only call in there for a while. And how long we stay rather depends on you.’


‘What do you mean?’ she asked him.


‘Depends on whether or not you’re hungry.’ He smiled. ‘I expect you must be. After all, it isn’t every day a girl runs away from home.’


She actually gasped at that. ‘I never said I’d run away from anywhere!’ she protested.


‘No, of course not,’ he agreed. ‘That would be a strange thing to admit to. But nevertheless, I somehow think you have.’


‘What makes you say that?’


He shrugged. ‘Call it intuition,’ he said. ‘I’ve a nose for these things.’ He made a show of leaning forward in his seat and sniffing the air ostentatiously.


‘That’s ridiculous,’ she told him. ‘What does somebody who’s run away from home smell like?’


He sniffed again. ‘Vanilla soap,’ he said quietly. ‘Apple shampoo. And a wee splash of your mother’s Chanel No 5. She knows you take it, by the way. But she lets it go unchallenged. She doesn’t want to cause a fuss.’


‘This is beginning to feel very odd,’ she warned him. ‘I’m thinking about asking you to stop the car.’


He spread his hands. His expression seemed to suggest that it was no skin off his nose if she did. ‘Not a problem,’ he assured her. ‘Awkward place to stop, mind you. Out in the middle of nowhere. I wouldn’t fancy it, not on a dark night like this.’ He smiled, a disarming smile that despite her reservations sent a strange thrill through her. He was incredibly good-looking, especially when he smiled. ‘I was right about the perfume though, wasn’t I?’


She couldn’t help feeling amused by the observation. ‘It’s true,’ she admitted. She gave him a stern look. ‘Don’t tell my mum,’ she said.


‘How could I?’ he asked her. ‘I’ve never met her.’


The car turned off the main road and Allie turned her head to look out of the window. She had an impression of a narrow, winding lane, flanked on either side by rows of trees. She caught just a fleeting glimpse of the full moon through overhanging foliage, floating in the sky like a Chinese paper lantern. ‘Where are we going exactly?’ she asked again.


‘My place,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not a murderer or anything.’


‘That’s good to hear,’ she said. ‘Does “your place” have a name?’


He seemed to consider for a moment. ‘Kevin,’ he said.


‘Very funny. No, I mean, what’s it called?’


‘It’s called “Nick’s House”.’


She was starting to feel irritated by his mocking tone. ‘Seriously,’ she insisted. ‘What’s the address?’


‘It doesn’t really have one,’ he said, bafflingly. ‘Not one that anyone would remember.’


At that instant the car made another left turn and came to an abrupt halt. ‘Anyway,’ he added, ‘as it turns out, we’re already there.’ He reached out a hand and opened the door, then sat looking at her, as though expecting her to make the first move. She got out of the car and found herself standing on a gravel drive. In front of her stood a massive, crumbling, three storey edifice made from smooth grey stone. She stared at it in amazement. It seemed to soar into the air above her, looking like something from a fairy tale: all turrets and towers and windows, from which not a single light could be seen.


‘Is there anyone else here?’ she asked worriedly.


‘Of course,’ he assured her. ‘Always.’ He nodded towards the house. ‘It’s not much,’ he said, ‘but we call it home.’ Now he followed her out of the car and as he stepped out, he placed one hand gently on her arm. She almost jumped out of her skin. It felt as though a strange warmth was flowing from his hand, a powerful, melting feeling. He had picked up a cane from somewhere, a long black one with an elaborate silver top. He took a couple of steps towards the house, slamming the car door behind him and she went with him.


‘How long have you lived here?’ she asked.


‘As long as I can remember,’ he said.


‘You must be very well off to live in a place like this.’


‘Well off?’ he murmured.


‘Yes, you know. Rich.’


‘We’ve never gone short of anything we wanted,’ he admitted.


The car drove around the side of the house, out of sight.


‘Where’s he off to?’ murmured Allie.


‘To the garage,’ said Nick. He indicated the massive black front door and a short flight of grey marble steps leading up to it. They went up them and as they got to the top, a light snapped on within and the door swung silently open. A woman stood there, looking out at them, a tall middle-aged woman dressed in black. She had thin, pale features and small dark eyes. Her grey hair was tied in a tight bun at the back of her head. She examined Allie coldly for a moment and then her gaze moved sideways to Nick.


‘Good evening, Agatha,’ said Nick. ‘I’ve brought a guest for dinner.’


She seemed immediately reassured, her lips curving into a polite smile.


‘Oh, very good, sir,’ she said. ‘Nice to have you back.’ She stepped aside and bowed her head, revealing a hallway that seemed bigger than Allie’s entire house. Allie glanced uncertainly at Nick and he smiled at her. ‘Well, don’t stand on ceremony,’ he said. ‘In you go.’


She nodded and stepped over the threshold into the house. Nick followed her into the hall and the heavy door closed behind them.
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 ICE CREAM & SALTED CARAMEL SAUCE


Allie followed Agatha down the hallway and Nick strolled along a short distance behind them. Open doorways led off on either side into big, dark rooms. Allie glanced into one of them as she passed. It had huge leaded windows and shafts of moonlight were spilling in through the dusty glass. It looked as though nobody had been in there for ages, Allie thought. The floor was littered with dead leaves and she had a brief impression of a mouldering table, littered with cobweb-strewn candelabra and lined with tattered chairs. She suppressed a shiver. She was beginning to wish she’d never climbed into Nick’s car, but it was a little late for regrets.


They moved on along the hallway.


‘We’ll dine in the big room,’ announced Nick cheerfully, presumably for Agatha’s benefit. ‘Ask Julia if she’d be kind enough to join us, would you?’


‘I will, sir,’ said Agatha over her shoulder and carried on walking.


‘Allie, this way, please.’ Allie paused and turned to see that Nick was heading back the way they had just come. She followed him and he turned left into the large room she had glanced into. She was aware, as he disappeared from view, of lights coming on within. She followed him inside and stood for a moment, gazing around in astonishment. Her first glimpse of the place had been completely mistaken, she realised. It was actually spotlessly clean and opulently furnished. One end of the long wooden dining table was already set for three people. There were expensive-looking silver salvers, white porcelain plates and gleaming wine glasses. The wooden floor had been polished until it shone and there was no sign of the leaves she thought she’d seen before. In an open fireplace, a log fire blazed cheerfully. She looked at Nick in surprise.


‘But… I could have sworn…’


He looked at her, his eyebrows raised. ‘What?’


‘That this room was…’ She shook her head. No, that was ridiculous. It had looked different in the darkness, that was all. ‘This is lovely,’ she said.


‘Please have a seat,’ he suggested. He waved her into an elegantly carved wooden chair and when she had settled herself and set her rucksack down on the floor, he went around to the far side of the table, removed his coat and slung it carelessly over the back of another chair. Then he sat himself down with a sigh of content. ‘Red or white?’ he asked, gesturing to a couple of open bottles standing on the table. She gave him a look and he corrected himself. ‘I mean, lemonade or cola?’


She opted for cola and he picked up the red wine bottle and started to fill her glass. She was about to object but then saw that what was actually flowing into the glass was definitely cola. She lifted her glass and took a cautious sip, just to confirm that it really was what it looked like.


‘Are you some kind of a magician?’ she asked him. He was pouring a blood red liquid into his own glass now, and, it struck her, he was still using the same bottle.


He shrugged. ‘I’ve been called many things,’ he admitted. ‘Not all of them friendly. Never a magician, though. I think I rather like it.’ He smiled his handsome smile and set down the bottle. ‘Now, what do you fancy for your dinner?’ he asked her. He took hold of the handle of a silver salver. ‘How about a spot of venison?’


She grimaced. ‘Not sure I fancy that,’ she said.


He lifted the lid to reveal a haunch of glistening red meat on a plate. ‘When Tam’s not driving me around in the limousine, he’s a dead shot with a rifle. There’s plenty of these lads in the woods hereabouts.’


Allie crinkled her nose in disgust. ‘I’m not eating that,’ she protested. ‘It would feel like eating Bambi.’


‘No, quite right, absolutely disgusting!’ He replaced the lid and reached for another handle. ‘Perhaps a spot of freshly caught Scottish salmon?’ he suggested, lifting this lid and showing three whole fish, their heads still on, lying in a row on a bed of spinach. They looked, Allie thought, faintly astonished to be there.


Again, she grimaced. ‘Not really keen on fish,’ she said.


He shook his head, replaced the lid. ‘Oh, you’re a picky one aren’t you?’ he chided her. He considered for a moment. ‘Well, let’s see now. If you could have whatever you fancy right this moment, what would it be?’


‘Anything?’ she asked him.


‘Anything at all.’


She thought for a moment. ‘Maccy D’s and chips,’ she said.


He looked puzzled by this. ‘Maccy D’s?’ he echoed


‘It’s a burger,’ she explained. ‘You know, a beef burger in a bun. With French fries?’


‘Ah!’ He grinned. ‘Of course. Well, as luck would have it–’ He lifted the lid of a third salver to reveal several large burgers, surrounded by glistening mounds of chips. ‘Please help yourself,’ he suggested.


She stared at him for a few moments and then took him at his word, heaping her plate with food, realising that it was hours past her usual mealtime and that all that walking had worked up quite an appetite. He just sat there watching her. ‘Are you not eating anything?’ she asked him.


He shook his head. ‘You go right ahead,’ he told her. ‘Eating’s not really my thing. I’ll just watch.’ He leaned back in his chair with a smile.


Allie took a bite from her burger. It was, she decided, delicious, quite the nicest burger she could ever remember tasting, the meat moist and succulent. It had just the right amount of lettuce, just enough ketchup.


Nick took a gulp from his glass and smacked his lips. ‘Tomato juice,’ he assured her, but somehow she doubted that was true. ‘Ah,’ he said, looking towards the doorway. ‘Here’s Julia.’ He smiled and raised his glass.


Allie turned her head to look. The middle-aged woman who had just swept into the room was quite beautiful, she thought; tall and slender with long, straight black hair that hung to her shoulders. She was dressed in a dark red silk dress that clung to her curves like a sheath and exactly matched the shade of lipstick on her full, beautifully-shaped mouth. Her large piercing eyes were a vivid green and their gaze lingered on Allie for a moment before flicking across to her companion.


‘Hello, Mother,’ said Nick.


She stood for a moment, gazing at him. ‘Really?’ she murmured.


‘Really,’ he said. ‘Allow me to introduce a new friend, Allie.’


Julia studied Allie doubtfully for a moment and then moved politely forward and extended a hand. ‘Any friend of my son’s,’ she finished and took a seat beside Allie. She studied the array of plates and dishes in front of her for a moment and then her gaze moved over to the bottles. ‘I’ll have white,’ she said.


Nick picked up another bottle and filled a crystal glass with colourless liquid. She nodded her thanks, picked up the glass and took an appreciative sip. She looked at the food on Allie’s plate and smiled, seemingly amused. ‘So… what are we eating tonight?’ she asked.


‘It’s Maccy D’s,’ Nick told her. ‘Quite the thing these days, or so I’m told. Luckily, it was exactly what Allie fancied.’


‘That’s nice.’ Julia smiled. ‘It’s always good to be able to offer guests a little of what they fancy.’


‘Aren’t you going to eat something, Mrs…?’ Allie realised she didn’t know the woman’s surname.


‘Please call me Julia. And I must confess, I have no appetite whatsoever this evening. But do enjoy your meal. It looks… so unusual.’ She gazed serenely across the table at Nick. ‘Now,’ she said, ‘I feel sure that somebody’s going to tell me what’s happening.’


Nick smiled and took another sip of his red drink. ‘Well, Mother… there I was, driving home from my wee adventure in Killiecrankie, when who should I see standing at the crossroads, but Allie here. It was getting rather late and she seemed to be far from home, so I thought the very least I could do was stop and offer her a lift.’


‘Ever the gentleman,’ observed Julia and Allie thought there was something faintly mocking in her tone.


‘One tries to do one’s bit. Anyway, we had only gone a short distance when I learned that she was heading for Edinburgh and naturally, as I’m planning a trip there myself, tomorrow, it only seemed right that I should offer to take her along with me.’


Julia nodded. She turned her head to look at Allie. ‘And what’s waiting for you in Edinburgh?’ she asked.


‘Oh, er… well, I haven’t really got that much of a plan,’ admitted Allie.


‘You surprise me,’ said Julia. ‘Do go on.’


‘ It’s going to sound crazy, but, I was thinking about…’ She broke off, suddenly uncertain about whether she should say more.


‘Yes, my dear?’ Julia prompted her. ‘Speak up.’


‘I have this idea that I’d like to… act.’


There was a brief silence while her two companions digested the remark. Then Nick leaned forward, a triumphant expression on his face. ‘I knew it!’ he exclaimed. ‘I absolutely knew it!’ He looked at Allie. ‘Didn’t I say just before you got into the car, that you have all the poise of a performer? And didn’t I add that Edinburgh would be your best bet if you wanted to follow that profession?’


‘Er… you did say something like that,’ admitted Allie. ‘Which I thought was kind of weird.’


‘No, not weird at all! It’s only common sense. And it makes all this so perfect. You see, Allie, that’s what I do.’


‘What you do?’


‘For a living. I manage people’s careers.’


Allie put down her half-finished burger and stared at him open-mouthed. ‘For a living? But… excuse me, you… you don’t look old enough.’


He looked hurt by the remark. ‘Now you’ve cut me to the quick,’ he said.


‘Well I’m sorry, but how old are you? Twenty, twenty-one? Most of the managers I’ve seen in films and TV shows – well, they’re older than that.’


‘Trust me, Allie. Age is not a problem. Shall I tell you why?’


She looked at him doubtfully. ‘Okay,’ she said.


‘Because acting is a young person’s profession. The world belongs to the young! Nobody wants to hear some old fogey intoning his deathless Shakespearean prose any more.’ He pointed a finger at Allie. ‘I look at you and I see the next big thing. And if I say to you, Allie, the word “actress”…’


‘Bit sexist,’ muttered Allie.


He hesitated, looking puzzled. ‘I’m sorry?’ he said. ‘Sexist?’ His baffled expression suggested that he was unfamiliar with the term.


‘Nobody uses that word any more,’ she told him. ‘Now we just say “actors” for both sexes. Male actors and female actors.’


‘Er… yes, yes, of course. Quite right.’ He made an effort to recover his train of thought. ‘So, as I was saying… if I say the words “female actor” to you, whose face do you see in your mind’s eye?’


Allie thought for a moment. ‘Erm… well, I suppose… somebody like… Roxanne Walsh?’ she ventured.


‘Exactly!’ Nick and Julia exchanged brief looks before he continued. ‘Roxanne… Walsh! Yes! And… how old is she, may I ask?’


‘I’m not sure. I think she’s in her early thirties, now, but she was only eighteen when she started. She was in that sitcom on the telly, you know, the one set in a school? She’s dead famous, won all kinds of theatre awards.’


‘Well, there you go!’ Nick lifted his hands to make a dramatic gesture. ‘Just think what a wonderful advantage we’d have.’ He lifted his voice as though making a grand announcement. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, introducing the new star of stage and screen: Allie Lawrence, sweet sixteen!’ He looked pleased with himself. ‘Must make a note of that,’ he murmured.


Again, there was that thing of knowing more than he should. ‘I’m pretty sure I didn’t tell you my age,’ Allie pointed out.


‘No. But it’s obvious, isn’t it? You look sixteen. You act sixteen. And that, my dear Allie, is going to be your USP.’


‘My what?


‘Your Unique Selling Proposition!’ He looked ridiculously pleased with himself. ‘Just a term we managers use,’ he explained. ‘The thing that will give you an edge over the competition. And in your case, it’s your age. Now, what do you say? I’m feeling positive about this. Shall we make a deal?’


‘Umm…’ Allie looked hopefully at Julia who seemed to understand.


‘Don’t rush the girl,’ she advised Nick. ‘This is a big decision for her.’


‘Nonsense! I’m offering to make her a star. That’s all there is to it.’


Allie picked up a chip from her plate and stirred it thoughtfully through a pool of ketchup. ‘How would it work exactly?’ she asked.


‘Well, it’s very straightforward, Allie. I’ve done it many times. I would draw up a contract, which you would sign. I would get you to a certain point in your career…’


He thought for a moment. ‘Let me see now, what would seem a reasonable position for you to be in? Ah! How about this? I will obtain for you the starring role in a new play in one of Edinburgh’s leading theatres. At which point, I will consider my work done.’


‘You make it sound easy,’ observed Allie.


‘I certainly don’t mean to,’ said Nick. ‘It’s going to take a lot of work and a whole lot of money.’ He rubbed his index finger and thumb together in the age-old gesture.


Allie slipped a hand into her pocket and pulled out the change she knew was there. She set it down on the table in front of her.


‘What’s that?’ asked Julia, puzzled.


‘It’s all I’ve got in the world,’ Allie told her. ‘Two pounds and forty-three pence.’ She looked at Nick. ‘So I really don’t think this is going to work.’


Nick made a dismissive gesture. ‘You won’t be required to pay anything,’ he assured her. ‘Leave the money side of things to me. I’ll take care of everything for now and I’ll take my commission, later.’


‘And how much is that going to be?’ asked Allie, doubtfully.


‘The standard agency fee,’ said Nick, as though it was of little consequence. ‘Don’t you worry about minor details. I’ll spend tonight drawing up the contract and you can sign it in the morning.’


‘In the morning?’ murmured Allie.


‘Well, it’s getting rather late for a long drive, don’t you think? Better if you get some rest tonight and we’ll head off tomorrow.’


There was a short silence. Allie couldn’t help asking herself where she was going to be sleeping. But Julia seemed to sense her discomfort.


‘I’ll have Agatha make up the guest room,’ suggested Julia, getting up from her seat. ‘Don’t worry, my dear, you’ll be perfectly comfortable there.’ But she paused and looked at Allie intently. ‘You must think very carefully before you sign,’ she said. ‘It’s a serious commitment, this. Not to be undertaken lightly.’


Nick gave her a withering look. ‘Hadn’t you better go and organise the sleeping arrangements… Mother?’


Julia nodded, turned away and went obediently out of the room.


There was another silence then. Allie gazed across the table at Nick. ‘You’re sure you know what you’re doing?’ she asked him.


He scoffed. ‘Of course! I’ve been managing people’s careers for a long time. Trust me.’ He waved a hand at Allie’s half-eaten meal. ‘Have you had enough to eat?’ he asked her. ‘Would you like something to finish off? Something sweet?’


‘Not unless you’ve got vanilla ice cream with salted caramel sauce,’ she said. ‘It’s my favourite.’


He hesitated for just a moment. ‘As it happens…’ He lifted the lid of another platter and there was exactly that, heaped into a sundae glass, complete with fresh strawberries and a wafer. She stared at it in disbelief.


‘This is starting to get a wee bit scary,’ she murmured, but she reached out, took the glass and tried some. It tasted like a mouthful of heaven. ‘I could get used to this,’ she murmured.


‘Hmm. Well, I wouldn’t get too used to it,’ he advised her. ‘You’ll need to keep your figure if you’re going to be a successful actor.’


‘But… I’m not being funny…’


‘Go on.’


‘You haven’t even seen me act. You don’t even know if I’m any good.’


He nodded, as though the idea hadn’t even occurred to him. ‘Fair point,’ he admitted. ‘That would be a disaster, wouldn’t it? I sign you to a contract and you can’t act for toffee. Well, let’s see, shall we?’ He made a theatrical flourish. ‘Consider this your audition. Give me something.’


She stared at him. ‘Like what?’ she murmured.


‘Your showpiece. Every actor has a showpiece, surely?’


‘What, here? Now?’


‘Of course! You’ll have to audition for directors, after all. And they aren’t going to give you any time to prepare yourself. They aren’t going to say, “give me a ring when you’re in the mood”. Just give me the piece you’ll do for them, whenever they ask.’


‘Oh – well, OK.’ She thought for a moment and then stood up, telling herself that she’d do the same thing she’d performed for Miss Marchmont when she’d auditioned for the school play. It wasn’t ideal, but she hadn’t prepared anything else, so she supposed it would have to do.


‘This,’ she said, ‘is Abigail Williams from The Crucible. You do know the play, I suppose?’


He smirked. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘And I knew the author.’


She gave him a baffled look. ‘You knew Arthur Miller?’ she murmured.


‘Er… no! I meant to say that I knew the author of the recent adaptation that played in London.’ He smiled. ‘A huge success,’ he added. ‘Won a whole clutch of awards. And turned the young lady who played the same role into a major star.’


She waited for him to say more, but he didn’t elaborate, so she stepped back a few paces from the table, cleared her mind of all thought and then began her piece, her favourite scene from the school production in which she had recently starred. It was the scene where Abigail speaks to John Proctor about the witchcraft rituals she has recently taken part in; and where she mentions that she and Proctor have had a secret affair.


Allie affected a faraway look as she recited the words, aware as she did so that Nick had taken a small leatherbound book from his pocket, opened it and was gazing at the pages, as though in deep thought. It was only a short piece and, despite his apparent disinterest, she managed to keep going to the end. When she’d finished, he looked up at her, as though surprised that it was already over.


‘Bravo,’ he said. He put down the book and brought his hands together in soft applause. ‘Superb.’


‘Really?’ She didn’t feel entirely convinced.


‘Oh yes,’ he assured her. ‘Quite marvellous. You captured Alison perfectly.’


‘It’s Abigail,’ she corrected him.


‘Quite. It was uncanny. You could have been her.’


‘So… I passed the audition?’


‘With flying colours! I’m convinced that you’re the best actor I’ve seen in a long time. And trust me, I’ve seen a lot. Now, sit down and finish your ice cream,’ he suggested. She did as he said, stirring the contents around with her spoon, but she was feeling too nervous now to be hungry.


‘You don’t have anything to say about my performance?’ she prompted him. ‘Any advice?’


He seemed to consider for a moment, before replying.


‘I think… I think there’s a rare quality in you, Allie. An inner strength. That is something I can work with. Oh, yes. Some people think that you can learn to be a great actor, but I believe it has to be there already, deep inside you and bursting to come out. My plan is simply to release that talent. The best way to do that is for you to trust me.’


‘Who says I don’t trust you?’


Nick smiled, those dark eyes challenging her.


‘Allie, I know you don’t. And why would you? You’ve only just met me. But don’t worry, that’s something I intend to work on.’ He reached out and placed a hand on hers and once again she felt an unexpected thrill, like a bolt of pure electricity jolting through her. It made her feel somehow sensual, as though she was relaxing in a hot, perfumed bath.
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