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He moved towards her. It was dark, but there was no disguising the menace in his eyes.

She stood there framed in the open window, looking down at the incalculable drop to the sea below her, listening to the roar of the water as it pounded and frothed on jagged rocks. I wanted to help her, to leap on his sleek Hispanic back, to slap on a sleeper hold like my wrestler pal Liam Matthews, or simply to spin him round and give him an old-fashioned toeing. All my instincts told me to help . . . she was Prim’s sister, for Christ’s sake . . . but of course I couldn’t. I just sat there, a poor helpless fool, staring at murder about to happen.

Useless, Oz Blackstone, just plain useless.

She sensed him, the lithe Latino, at the last minute; she turned, her eyes widening in sheer terror as she saw him and realised in the same instant, exactly what he had in mind. I expected her to scream, but she didn’t. No, as quickly as the fear had flashed across her face, inexplicably it was gone, replaced by a soft mocking smile.

‘Just for a second . . .’ she said softly.

And there he was, behind the intruder, muscles tensed in his white T-shirt, his long hair flying as he did what I had wanted to do. In a single blur of powerful movement, he kicked the man behind the knee, without warning, sending  him spinning, then caught his right wrist and twisted his arm savagely up behind his back.

My eyes must have been standing out like organ stops as I watched, an intruder myself in the darkness. For long seconds, the three figures stood in a frozen tableau, Dawn still smiling, the short struggle between the two men concluded.

And then she stepped aside, away from the open window. Now her rescuer was grinning, his impossibly good looks turned suddenly into something evil. With hardly any visible effort he raised his captive up on his toes and hurled him outwards, over the low sill, into the night. The doomed man’s arms flailed wildly as he screamed his way down to the rocks below.

Dawn laughed; a soft, deep, throaty chuckle. I felt a shiver run through me; in that instant she sounded just like Jan. But when she spoke, the accent was different. ‘You bastard,’ she murmured, as she wound her arms around his neck. ‘Just for a moment, I thought you were going to let him—’

He put his hands on her waist, lifted her and threw her backwards, out of the window. It happened so fast that the smile stayed on her face, even as she started on her way down to death.

In the darkness I heard a voice cry out: ‘Jesus Christ!’ I realised that it was mine.

Miles Grayson laughed as he pushed the remote button. ‘Now that, Oz, is the sort of audience reaction any movie director likes to hear,’ he said, as his face froze on the big television screen.

Beside me, I could hear Primavera, breathing hard. I pushed myself up from the floor and snapped on a table lamp, then  pulled back the heavy, drawn curtains, letting the Glasgow summer evening back into my living room.

‘What d’you think?’ Miles asked. You two are the first to have seen that, apart from us, the crew, and the technician who helped me edit the final cut.’

‘I thought you were supposed to be the good guy,’ said Prim.

‘That’s the hook,’ Dawn answered, in her own accent this time. ‘Miles is always the good guy, so we figured that when he chucks me out of the window all of a sudden it’ll just blow everyone away.’

‘Is that the finish?’

A few years ago, Time magazine had a poll to choose the most famous human on the planet. The fourth most famous looked up at me from my heavy leather sofa. ‘It is at the moment,’ he replied in his Aussie-Californian drawl. ‘Did you get it?’

I was long past being awed by Miles. All that fame crap aside, he was just my partner’s brother-in-law, and just another Equity member, like me. I did a pretty good job of looking down my nose at him; not difficult, since I’m three inches taller than him, when we’re standing side by side.

‘Do’s a favour, of course I got it. Classic sub-Hitchcockesque melodrama; you’re the soft-centred, romantic, perennial failure type back from the South Seas and shagging your incredibly rich brother’s wife. She sells you this scheme where the pair of you do him in and inherit the family millions . . . except, right at the end she finds out the hard way that you don’t plan to share the inheritance.

‘Nice one. Kept me right on the edge of my floorboard  all the way through. No kidding.’

‘Yes,’ Prim chipped in. ‘Biased or not, it’s the best film I’ve seen this year. Mind you, it was a bit strange watching you two on screen with you sitting behind me all the time.’

‘Did you understand the ending?’ her sister asked.

‘I think so. You can’t help it, when Miles’ face suddenly takes on that look.’

The world’s fourth most famous human looked at his wife, eyebrows raised. She smiled, and nodded her head.

‘Great,’ he said. ‘Thanks, you two. You’ve just saved us a few hundred thousand dollars. I was thinking about shooting a few extra scenes, just to bring out the final twist in the tail. But we’ll treat you as a test audience and go with what we’ve got.’

‘Maybe you can do a sequel,’ Prim suggested. ‘Maybe Dawn could have a sister who doesn’t believe that she and her husband died accidentally, and turns up to investigate her death.’

Miles grinned. ‘You fancy the part?’

‘Not me. Better make it an identical twin sister. Maybe you could find a part for Oz, though. He is a member of your profession, after all.’

Miles and Dawn stared up at me. The looks of astonishment which swept over their faces were as dramatically effective as anything we had seen in their movie.
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‘You? An Equity member? You’ve never done a day’s acting in your life.’

‘Maybe not, but this is a letter from Equity and it is offering me full membership.’

She looked over her shoulder, with that half-smile, half-frown that only she could pull off, the one that told me when I was being a plonker. She had kept her fair hair long, the way it had gone during her sojourn in Spain. Prim and I don’t go back all that far in terms of years, but in terms of shared experiences there was a bond between us tied in stainless steel wire.

Primavera Phillips is the daughter of two genuine eccentrics, whereas my mother, at least, was a normal, feet on the ground sort of woman, even although my Dad is . . . well, he’s my Dad. With that sort of genetic inheritance you might have thought I’d only be half as daft as Prim.

Her special sort of daring daftness must be infectious, though, for ever since I met her my life has been stood on its head, and I’ve found myself in situations that were about as likely . . . and as hazardous to the health . . . as Jimmy Hill walking into the Horseshoe Bar in his England bow tie and asking for a pint of bitter.

All I ever wanted was a nice quiet life as an ordinary, self-employed Private Enquiry Agent, taking enough depositions  for lawyers and insurers to keep myself in the modest style to which I’d become accustomed . . . or maybe I should say, in which I’d become complacent.

Not even in my sweatiest nightmare had I ever wanted to become the sort of private detective you read about in mass market novels, or see on telly. Then, one ordinary day, I walked into a flat just off Leith Walk, and came face to face with two bodies. One was dead. The other was very much alive; it was Prim’s.

My life changed beyond redemption in that instant. For a start, thanks to Prim’s even dafter sister Dawn, she and I found ourselves in mortal danger, from which we escaped only by the skin of our teeth . . . albeit with a big bag of money.

With our riches, the pair of us buggered off to Spain for a while and became involved in an even crazier adventure which ended in death and in the discovery for both of us that while we were deeply in lust, we were not exactly soulmates. In fact, I realised that mine was back in Scotland.

So Prim and I said our goodbyes, and I went home to marry Jan, thinking - stupid bastard that I was - that I would live ‘happily ever after’. An imprecise phrase, that; bound as it is round the word ‘ever’ which has a different duration for every one of us . . . for every two of us.

In our case, Jan’s and mine, it meant a few months; time for us to settle down in an eagle’s nest in the middle of Glasgow, time for us to discover what happiness really is, before . . . no, that has to stay in the past. I can’t avoid the flashbacks, but I won’t talk about it again, unless I really have to.

In the wake of that . . . thing, Prim came back into my life, like a strong hawser tethering me to the ground, giving me  something on which to focus. With nothing better to do, but knowing from experience that we had to do something, we leased a small office in Mitchell Street Lane, re-established our old business, Blackstone and Phillips, Private Enquiry Agents, and watched the client list expand to bursting point.

Primavera rented a flat, a two-bedroom place in the Merchant City, owned by an Aberdeen lawyer whose older kid had just left Glasgow University and whose younger sprog was still at school.

We kept separate social lives for a while; or tried to. But mine consisted mostly of going for a pint with my copper pal Mike Dylan, and Prim’s involved reading a lot and going to the movies on her own. So after a while we started going to the movies together, and sometimes I’d go to Prim’s for supper afterwards, or she’d come to mine. In the beginning, neither of us stayed over. We’d been over that course before; and furthermore having a business relationship to protect, we were careful to keep things on a ‘good pals’ basis.

Then one Friday night towards the end of September, after we had seen Armageddon, polished off a couple of steaks and watched Men in Black on my video, when Prim picked up the phone to call a taxi, I put a finger on the button and cut her off.

It wasn’t the same as before; it couldn’t be. We weren’t as exuberant as we had been at first, - the truth is, that had gone before we split - but there was a new tenderness there, a new maturity in the way we approached each other. We didn’t use any dangerous words, but afterwards, we fell asleep easily enough; at least that hadn’t changed.

She gave me one funny look the next morning, when I  came into the kitchen as she was loading her hand-washed underwear and shirt into the tumble-dryer; a slightly apprehensive glance, as if she was searching my face for signs of guilt. I smiled at her, trying to let her know without saying it that she needn’t have bothered, that there was no one, anywhere, who would take the slightest exception to she and I sleeping together.

That night, when I came back from my Saturday job, she had moved her clothes into the wardrobe and drawer space which I had made ready for her. Jan’s space; Jan, who, everything else aside, had liked Prim enormously.

And that very same night, we won the lottery. Not the mega-jackpot, you understand, only three and a quarter million, but a clear blessing nonetheless upon our new beginning.

It made no difference to us. Honest. We had plenty of money to start with, our business was going well, and my Saturday job was bringing me in even more.

My Saturday job? Oh yes.

About eighteen months back, I had been dropped by my lawyer pal Greg McPhillips into an investigation which involved some extremely crazy gentlemen, and a couple of ladies, involved in the sports entertainment business . . . in other words, wrestlers.

As a cover I had agreed to become the circus’s master of ceremonies, or ring announcer, calling the bouts on the Global Wrestling Alliance’s television shows. To their surprise, and even more, to mine, a few people thought that I was quite good in the part, and so after the smoke had cleared from the explosive conclusion of the real job which I had been hired to  do, Everett Davis, the extremely big boss, had asked me to stay on, and had given me a contract backed up by a few share options in the holding company.

Since then, GWA had gone truly global, and Everett was spending more than half of his time in the States, servicing his recently signed network deal there and completing the take-over of his main rival, Championship Wrestling Incorporated, formerly run by his rogue half-brother. Oh yes, and with the take-over, my share options had gone sort of global also: they were worth around half a million dollars.

Even after all that, I was still taken by surprise when I found out that people other than children and eccentrics watch cable and satellite wrestling programmes. I was in the office one Tuesday morning transcribing an interview with a witness in a constructive dismissal action, when the phone rang. Prim answered, then handed it across.

‘Good morning, Oz,’ said an easy, slightly smarmy voice. I struggled to place it, but it sounded like most tele-salesmen I’d ever heard, professional, entreating, anonymous. ‘I’m Mark Webber, from RHB and F.’

‘I don’t think I need any of those,’ I told the guy.

‘Hah! That’s what our secretaries think too. But seriously . . .’ I tried to take him seriously, but failed ‘. . . we’re an ad agency, in Covent Garden. We’re casting for a new commercial for a client in the children’s leisure sector.’

Okay, I thought, play along for a bit. ‘Children’s leisure, eh. Which branch would that be? Smarties, chocolate eggs?’

‘Play accessories.’

‘Ah. I see. Would they be toys, then? My nephews have a few of them. I must tell them that they’re accessorised.’

Mark Webber laughed, as if it was expected of him. For a second I felt like a politician addressing a party gathering. ‘I get your drift, Oz; we creatives do tend to fall into line with our clients’ corporate language.’

‘Indeed? What else do you market? Beverage transporters . . . cups and saucers, like?’

‘Touché, old lad. I can hear already that you’re just the man for us.’

‘I don’t know about that, Mark. The only leisure accessories I use these days are limb-extending balata propellants. Mind you, I still can’t talk my Dad out of calling them golf clubs.’

The man’s laugh took on a manic tone. ‘God, that’s wonderful. It’s a humbling experience for a guy like me to be exposed to a Northern sensibility. Maybe we should ask you to write the script as well.’

‘As well as what?’

‘As well as doing the voice-over, of course. Listen, this is the story: the client, Roxy Matrix, is launching a new product in October aimed at the Christmas market. It’s a power accessory, personal rather than electronic . . .’

‘You mean it’s a toy, rather than a video game?’

‘I suppose so. It allows the child to become actively involved in play and to create fantasies around its persona.’

‘You mean it’s a doll?’

‘Companion, Oz; at Roxy Matrix they call them companions. ’

I managed to turn a chortle into a cough without Mr Webber noticing. ‘This companion? Is it inflatable?’

‘No, no, no. It’s solid, powered, and about twenty per cent of life size.’

‘Does it have muscles, or tits?’

‘Both, in fact; there are two variants. What we’re talking about here is a plug-in rechargeable, robotic partnership simulation, alternative humanoids whom the young people can adopt as leaders and role models.’

‘You mean like parents used to be? Brilliant idea,’ I said in a sudden burst of artificial conviction. ‘Ideal for a high achiever partnership in a double-income situation. Buy a couple of these simulated partners for the kids and the carers can devolve young people management responsibility to them, freeing up more time for income generation.’

There was a silence on the other end of the line. I guessed that Mark had finally figured out that I was ripping the shit out of him. (That’s like taking the piss, only a lot less gentle.) Or maybe it was the other way around, and he guessed that he had been well and truly rumbled. Across the room, Prim and Lulu, our secretary, were staring at me, each of them just a touch glassy-eyed.

‘God!’ His voice was suddenly choked. ‘What a brilliant concept. We’ve written the story-board for the commercial already, but I’m sure we can work that theme in; subliminally, of course. It’s much too sensitive for us just to go balls-out with it.’

I felt my eyes beginning to glaze over too. ‘Mark, can we get this conversation back on track, please?’

‘Yes, Oz, of course. I’m sorry; got a bit carried away there. Truly original creative thinking has that effect on me. Yes: the voice-over. Great news for you. Mr Barowitz, the CEO of Roxy Matrix, asked for you personally. Scots accents are very popular just now, but he didn’t know that. In fact, his wife,  Ronnie, is a great fan of your wrestling programme, and she insists that you have exactly the right voice for the new commercial. And Mrs Barowitz has great influence over her husband.’

‘Let me guess, she’s a killer blonde and thirty years younger than him.’

‘Maybe twenty years, but you’ve got the principle right. She’s a power in the business. Mind you we didn’t just roll over and do what we were told. We at RHB and F are true professional advisers. We watched a couple of your shows before we accepted her idea. She’s dead right, you know; your voice and your industry persona are just right for the product. They’re called Rick and Ronnie Power, by the way.’

‘Mr Barowitz’ name wouldn’t be Richard, would it?’

‘How did you guess that?’

‘It just came to me. And how did you come to me? How did you get my number?’ There was an edge to my question, I still wasn’t anything like convinced by Mr Webber. I thought I detected a strong whiff of bullshit coming down the line.

‘I called the GWA. I spoke to Mr Matthews. He’s one of the wrestlers, isn’t he? He gave it to me.’ I made a mental note to have a word with Liam.

‘Look, as you said, let’s cut to the chase here. We’d like you to do the ad. Your part will take a couple of days; we’ll fly you down, and put you up in the Park Lane Hilton . . .’

I decided to play it all the way. ‘Not me, Mark, us. My partner comes too.’

‘No problem. Now Oz, you’re not an Equity member, are you. I couldn’t find you on their listing. We have a house rule here that we only use Equity people; one of our directors was  a member of the Cabinet and he wants to get back in, and there are still a few dinosaurs in our industry, so we don’t want to compromise him by landing him in the middle of a public union row.’ The words came tumbling out. ‘I can fix that, though. The work you’ve been doing on television qualifies you for membership, and I have a contact in the Equity office. I’ll place you with an agent too; we like to go through them. It’ll take no time at all.’

Mr Webber was beginning to lose his audience; the whiff in my nostrils was getting stronger.

‘As to the fee, I’ve looked at the budget and we can squeeze it up to fifteen.’

‘Fifteen?’ I repeated, a yawn in my voice.

‘Yes, fifteen thousand. Sylvester Burr, your agent, normally takes twenty per cent but, in the circs, I’ll beat him down to ten.’

The phone almost slipped out of my hand. I took a deep breath. ‘I see.’

There was a silence. ‘Okay,’ said Webber, at last. ‘We’ll pay Burr’s commission this time. That’ll leave you with fifteen clear. What d’you say, Oz?’

I did some quick thinking. ‘I’ll tell you what I say. Put it in writing inside forty-eight hours. No faxes; letter-head, signature in blood, all that stuff.’ I gave him the office address.

‘And you’ll do it?’ He sounded genuinely excited.

‘If it checks out.’ I started to hang up then changed my mind. ‘By the way, Mark,’ I added, ‘if Detective Inspector Mike Dylan is behind all this, tell him from me that I’ll have his nuts for desk ornaments . . . they’d be too small for paperweights.’

‘Well?’ The question exploded from Prim, as I cradled the phone, and doubled over in pent-up laughter. ‘What the hell was all that about?’

When I could control myself, I told her. ‘You’re right,’ she agreed, at once. ‘It’s got Dylan’s stamp all over it. He probably recruited a young constable with a posh voice and gave him a script.’

‘There’s one way to find out.’ I picked up the phone and called the GWA office, on the west side of the city. It was mid-morning, so I knew that the superstars would be hard at work. The switchboard operator traced Liam Matthews in less than three minutes.

‘Mornin’ Oz, me ould lad,’ he drawled in his accentuated Oirish, slightly out of breath from his training session. ‘What’s up?’

‘Did you take a call a while back from a guy, looking for me, from an advertising agency called RHB and F or some such?’

‘Sure, and I did. Christ was he keen! What was up? Have you got his sister pregnant or something.’

‘Not as far as I know.’ Interesting. If Mark Webber was a Dylan stooge, he’d wouldn’t have needed to call the GWA for my number.

‘He seemed harmless to me, Oz,’ said Liam. ‘I wouldn’t have given him your number otherwise. No problem, is there?’

‘Not if he checks out. In fact, if he does, I’ll buy you a large drink.’

It checked out less than twenty-four hours later, when a special delivery letter arrived at the office, on the RHB and F letter heading, setting out the terms of my proposed  engagement and signed not by Webber, but by the former Cabinet Minister himself. At that point, Prim and I began to believe. I replied, accepting of course, by return of post.

The letter from Equity, inviting me to join, didn’t arrive until the next day. ‘You . . .’ Prim exclaimed, astonished. I had forgotten to mention that part of my conversation with the ad lad. ‘An Equity member? You’ve never done a day’s acting in your life.’

‘Maybe not, but this is a letter from Equity and it is offering me full membership.’ I scratched my chin. ‘I think it’s a condition of employment, so I’d better sign up.’ And that is how I came to be a member of the same profession as Dawn and her husband, the fourth most famous human on the planet.

We did the shoot two weeks later. I was given a week to learn my lines; which, as I saw at once, had been written in the same style as my standard ring announcements. The main differences were that I was off camera and that the money was fifteen times as good . . . not that I had ever complained about the grand per weekend, plus expenses, that Everett paid me.

Mark Webber turned out to be a tall, gangling young man in a suit, a silk kipper tie printed with a piece of impressionist art, rimless spectacles, and a pin through his eyebrow: a designer ad-man if ever there was one. He knew his way around the studio, all the same, and knew how to flatter the director of the epic, Ismael Stormonth, a perfectionist with a strong egomaniac streak. If I was on fifteen grand, I wondered what his take was.

My highly paid gig was similar to my GWA role, in that I spent most of the time hanging around, building myself up for my big moment and watching the professionals, in this case  the lighting people and the camera person, do their highly skilled stuff. Even after a year, I still thought of myself as an amateur in the television business.

At the end of the first day, I did a first run through of the script, perfecting my delivery so that it was in synch with the rough-cut of the film footage. The second day was spent in the edit suite doing voice-over after voice-over until at last, not just the prickly Ismael, but Richard and Ronnie Barowitz agreed that we couldn’t get it any better. Mark told me that it was unusual for the client to attend a shoot, but said that the Barowitzes had insisted.

As for Ronnie, she was much as I had expected, thirty-something, blonde, slightly over-stuffed, a former small-time model who probably had the wrong shape at the wrong time. It had been good enough to catch her toy maker, though. Mr Barowitz, king of Roxy Matrix, was a solemn little man who rarely said a word, other than ‘Yes dear.’

‘Oz, that was just wonderful,’ she oozed at me as we prepared to strike camp. ‘I knew I was right in going for you.’

‘I’m glad it worked out, Ronnie,’ I said. ‘I hope the product does as well as you expect.’

‘It will, don’t you worry. Richard is never wrong. Tell me,’ she went on, not giving me a chance to muse on the wee man’s infallibility. ‘Will your wrestling show be on in the south soon?’

‘Yes. We’ve got a pay-per-view event in the London Arena in a couple of months or so. I’ll send you a couple of tickets. Hope you can come; we’ve got an Irish bloke on the team who’d just love to meet you.’

Prim and I enjoyed a nice couple of nights in London,  courtesy of RHB and F, and that, I thought, would be it. But I always have been wrong more often than I’ve been right. Less than a week later I was in the office with Lulu, Prim being out on an interview, when the phone rang again.

‘It’s a Mr Burr,’ said the wee one, her hand pressed over the mouthpiece. ‘Sounds English.’

I shrugged and took the call. ‘Oz,’ an exuberant voice exclaimed, ‘this is Sly.’

‘Too bloody right it is,’ I answered, conversationally. ‘Who the hell are you?’

‘Sly. Sylvester Burr, your agent . . . remember?’

My eyebrows skidded to a halt halfway up my forehead. ‘Barely,’ I acknowledged, recalling a wee, heavily-bangled man, who had looked in briefly during the second day of the shoot. ‘What can I do for you, Sly? Hasn’t Mark Webber paid your commission?’

‘Course he has, son. It’d be more than his job was worth to hold out on me. No, this has got nothing to do with that young ponce. I’ve landed another job for you; another Soho voice-over, two days, week after next. The client’s Arkaloid Sports, one of the world’s major players in leisure wear. I can’t get you fifteen this time though; ten’s their top whack. That’s two for me, eight for you.’

‘Plus expenses for Prim and me.’

‘I don’t know if they’ll cover your girlfriend.’

‘They’d better not bloody try. No, I just want them to pay for her flight and hotel. That’s the deal. Oh yes, and I can only work Mondays to Thursdays. I’m committed the other three days.’

‘I’ll tell them; they’ll roll over for it. The dates ain’t a  problem either.’ He paused. ‘You’re a quick learner, my boy. You’re not Jewish, are you?’

‘No, Sly, religion’s got nothing to do with it. The fact is that Prim and I have this disease; whenever we’re together money just seems to stick to us.’

‘Ah, but that’s the same as being Jewish,’ Burr laughed. ‘Whatever, I’ll be seeing you.’

He wasn’t wrong; even before we recorded the second voice-over, he had come back with a third. In no time at all, I was doing two, sometimes three a month, never for less than five thousand, less commission, plus expenses. Without any conscious effort, I had a third career.
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‘They pay you to do that, mate?’

There was an odd look in Miles’ eye as he gazed across at me. On the television screen the last image of my latest commercial was locked in freeze frame. I nodded. ‘I’m afraid they do. Not the sort of bucks that you and Dawn are into, but decent enough for humble people like Prim and me.’

A sudden spluttering exploded on my right; the sound of a man choking on a mouthful of lager. Detective Inspector Mike Dylan and his girlfriend, Susie Gantry, had joined us for a drink before dinner at Rogano. ‘Humble!’ he squawked, when he could. ‘You two? Brigands, the pair of you, lunatics and now, bloody millionaires, God help me.’

I smiled at him, as he wiped a trickle of beer from his chin. ‘Have you ever thought that God might be helping all of the rest of us here, Michael, but that he might have a different agenda for you? Let’s face it, you’re the only person in this room who isn’t nouveau fucking riche.’

I stopped sparing Mike’s feelings on the very day I met him. It was true, though, Susie had surprised the world by steering her late father’s property and construction group though a major crisis, and securing in the process her own very healthy financial position. (Actually Susie’s Dad, the legendary Jack Gantry, Lord Provost of Glasgow, wasn’t late, not in the deceased sense of the word. It was just that he  hadn’t shown up anywhere for a while.) However it was true also that Dylan would have walked out on her before he would have lived off her. He was fiercely independent and insisted on paying her rent, and on chipping in his half of their holiday bookings.

He and I had survived a couple of adventures, as colleagues and as adversaries; in spite of it all, he had become, after Prim, my best friend. He grinned at me, over the top of his Carlsberg can, and began to sing, very badly, ‘He was poor but he was honest . . .’

‘And your Master of Ceremonies gig?’ Dawn asked me, chuckling at the same time at the man who had wanted, once upon a time, to lock her up for murder. ‘That’s an earner too?’

‘Oh yes, my dear; and the seed from which all the other earners have grown. I’ve had offers there too. A big boxing promoter asked me a few months back if I would announce his shows. I turned him down, though. It just didn’t sound right.’

‘Why not?’

‘I didn’t like the feel of things. I had nothing against the man himself, but some of the people around him made my flesh creep. Anyway, I decided that my first loyalty as a sports announcer will always lie with Everett Davis and the GWA.’

‘Do you think we could find a part for Everett in a movie, Miles?’ Dawn suggested. ‘He sounds larger than life.’

I had to laugh at that. ‘He is larger than life . . . life as we know it, Captain, that is. You write a part for a seven foot, two inch black man, and he’ll be right for it . . . but no one would ever believe it.’

Miles surprised me by nodding, vehemently. ‘Oz is right.  There are a few cast-iron truths in our business, and one is that wrestlers, as actors, invariably suck.’ He paused, then looked at me, unsmiling. ‘On the other hand, it would be pretty easy to write a part for a six foot, thirtyish Scotsman. Dawn and I are pretty well down the road in planning a project; it’s going to be set in Scotland. In fact, we’ve started shooting some of the preliminary scenes already.

‘I’m directing and leading as usual, and Dawn’s co-starring; we’re pretty well all cast, but there’s one part that’s been giving us trouble; you fit the profile pretty well. Since you are Equity-entitled, would you like to read for it?’

I’m pretty good at sussing out when my chain’s being pulled. I grinned back at him. ‘No way am I wrapping myself in scabby tartan and painting my arse blue . . . not for you, not for no one.’

Miles shook his head; he still didn’t smile. ‘Don’t worry, it isn’t costume, it’s a contemporary thriller. The part we’re trying to fill doesn’t have much on-camera dialogue, but the story’s told in flashback, and he’s the narrator. I like your voice, Oz. It’s distinctively Scottish, but it’s very clear; American audiences will understand what you’re saying.

‘I’m serious, mate.’

I looked at Prim; a wide, incredulous grin was fixed on her face.

‘Tell you what, Miles,’ I said, dead-pan.

‘What?’

‘Speak to my agent.’
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He did. Two days later we shot a screen test in a private studio in Edinburgh, hired in Prim’s name to avoid any possibility of a premature leak to the Evening News or anyone else.

Next day, Sly agreed terms; I had warned him not to haggle, but he did anyway. He can’t help himself; it’s a cultural thing. Three days afterwards, a press release on my signing hit some of the Scottish tabloid press. ‘Christ,’ I exclaimed to Prim across the breakfast bar, ‘they’re saying I’m a bloody movie star.’

Filming my scenes was still weeks away, so Prim and I decided to put any thought of it from our minds, and carry on in the meantime with what passed for us as a normal life. Our earlier experience of eating lotuses in Spain had taught us that we are not good at sitting on our backsides watching the world go by, so when the Lottery pointed its great big finger at us, we decided straight away that it would not affect our working routines.

In truth, my weekend job, and my growing Sly Burr business were making it increasingly difficult for me to concentrate on interviewing punters in their offices, homes, and occasionally in their police cells. They were also making it increasingly boring. However that was what Prim and I had chosen, together, to do, so I felt that I had to pull my weight, that I could hardly back out and leave it all to her.

Nevertheless, I felt my ticker give a small jump of pleasure when Mike Dylan called me one Tuesday morning as I was grafting away in Mitchell Lane. ‘Have you still got your deer-stalker hat and your pipe?’ he asked. He was trying to sound conspiratorially casual, but I thought that I picked up a nervous undercurrent in his voice.

‘My Sherlock Holmes kit, you mean? Aye, it’s still around somewhere. I’m a bit rusty on the violin though.’ Prim was out, or I might have been a bit more guarded. I wasn’t sure that she would have been too happy about Mike’s call.

‘Don’t bring that, for Christ’s sake. Far too arty for the Horseshoe. There’s something I need to talk to you about. Can you meet me there at lunchtime, say one o’clock?’

‘Make it twelve-thirty,’ I said, knowing that Prim would not be back before then. I didn’t want to keep a secret from her if I could avoid it. ‘What’s the problem anyway?’

‘Not over the phone.’ He hung up.

It isn’t far from my office to the Horseshoe Bar. My curiosity was well pumped-up, so I was bang on time; even so, Mike was there before me; almost twitching with tension, it struck me. He was so agitated he even bought me lunch without a single hint being dropped.

‘What’s the story, Detective Inspector?’ I asked at last, as we set our pies, beans and beer down on a small round table.

‘I need a favour, Oz.’

I shrugged. ‘I owe you a couple, that’s for sure. What’s the problem?’

‘Someone’s after Susie.’

‘You’re kidding. What d’you mean after her?’

‘She’s had threatening letters.’

‘How threatening?’

He looked around to make sure no one was watching us, then reached into the pocket of his light-weight summer jacket and produced a brown envelope. I glanced at it and saw that it was addressed to Ms Susan Gantry, at her office address.

‘Is it all right to touch this?’ I asked.

Dylan frowned. ‘Of course!’ he snapped.

‘Okay, keep your Ralph Lauren on. I thought it might have been evidence; fingerprints and all that, basic police procedures. Christ, I was only in the force for a few months but even I remember that.’

I took the letter from the envelope, unfolded it and read it quickly. It was brief, and to the point. ‘Bitch from Hell. You are going to die with your world in ashes all around you.’ It wasn’t signed, but it ended, ‘A Well-wisher . . . not!’

I nodded. ‘Yes, I’d say this was threatening all right. There have been others?’

He took two smaller envelopes from another pocket; they were numbered ‘1’ and ‘2’. The first letter read simply, ‘Your number is up, Ms Gantry.’ The second went into more detail. ‘You choose your associates very badly, Susie. Now you’re going to pay.’ Unconsciously, I read it aloud; my voice was barely above a whisper but still, Mike glared at me furiously. ‘Shurrup, for fuck’s sake,’ he hissed.

‘Sorry.’ I paused and glanced across at him. ‘Why didn’t you mention this the other night?’

‘I didn’t like to, not with Miles and Dawn around. The third letter didn’t arrive till yesterday anyway; that was the one that really shook us both up.’

‘Any idea who this bugger might be?’

‘Not the faintest. It’s weird, Oz. All three letters were posted in different British cities: Dundee, Birmingham, then London. All three look as if they’ve been typed on a PC then printed on the same machine. It’s the same typeface every time and if you look at it through a magnifying glass you can see the pixels.’

‘You don’t believe in them, do you?’ Dylan stared at me blankly; I decided that this was not a time for humour.

‘Mike,’ I went on, quickly, picking up the eating irons to attack my pie and beans. (The Horseshoe pies are the best in Glasgow. It doesn’t do to let them get cold.) ‘Why are you showing me these, old son? Surely this is a police job, all the way.’

He threw me another sour look. ‘You try telling Susie that: Christ knows, I’ve tried. But she says that if word got out that she was under threat, it could undo all the work she’s done to rescue the Gantry Group over the last couple of years.

‘After what happened to her old man, she had to sell off a big chunk of the business at a loss. She’s heavily committed to a couple of projects, but she’s going to have to borrow big if she’s going to see them through. She’s worried that if word got out that she was under threat, her bankers might get cold feet. If that happened, it could bloody near wipe her out.

‘She’s refused point-blank to let me open a police investigation. She says, and she’s right, unfortunately, that there are people in the police who make a few quid passing on juicy tips to the tabloids.’

‘Er,’ I asked, ‘haven’t you got a duty as a copper to investigate if you know that a crime’s been committed?’

‘Aye sure, but you know I’ve overlooked that once or twice  in the past. And this is my girlfriend who’s involved.’

I frowned and stopped a forkful of pie halfway to my mouth. ‘But if this is serious, if it isn’t just a nutter . . .’

Dylan shook his head. ‘I’ve taken steps to protect her. I’ve hired a guy as a day-time bodyguard. Officially he’s on the Group payroll as an office manager, but he’s ex-SAS, supplied by a personal security firm in London. With him around during the day, and me at night, she’s pretty safe.’

I had my doubts about him as a minder, but I kept them to myself. ‘So how can I help? D’you want me to fix up a couple of the GWA boys as back-up for your hired gun?’

For the first time that day, he smiled. ‘Thanks, but no thanks. My man doesn’t need back-up, believe me. Anyway your wrestlers tend to be a bit conspicuous . . . apart from that girl Sally Crockett.’

‘You can’t have her; she’s on maternity leave.’

‘Lucky somebody. No, Oz, I’d like you to help me find the bastard behind these letters. For all that Susie’s a tough wee cookie, this has her rattled, and I hate to see it. Chances are this is just a disgruntled former employee with a nasty streak and a vivid imagination, but whatever, I want him stopped.’

I hesitated. ‘I can’t help but recall, Mike, that in the past you’ve tended to take the piss out of my efforts as an investigator.’

He smiled again; a broad grin this time. ‘Aye well, you’re the best I’ve got. Also, you might be a complete bloody amateur, but you’ve got the detective’s greatest attribute on your side.’

‘And what’s that?’

‘You’re a jammy bastard. Somehow or other, whenever you  take on one of these half-arsed investigation jobs you always seem to get a result.’

‘That’s true, but Michael, in the past I’ve known where to begin. Where the hell do I start here?’

He reached into a third pocket of his designer jacket and handed over yet another envelope. ‘That’s a list of former employees of the Gantry Group who’ve been asked to leave or been fired; a bit more than a dozen of them. The name at the top is Joe Donn, the Finance Director Susie had all that trouble with a couple of years back. I’ve run a quiet PNC check on them all. Two are currently in the slammer, so they’re out of the frame. Another three have convictions for minor offences; assault, breach of the peace and possession of marijuana. The rest look like choirboys.’

‘All men?’ I asked, without looking at the list.

‘All but two of them. One of them was a junior, into the petty cash. The other was Joe Donn’s secretary; she resigned after Susie caught her smuggling copies of documents out to her old boss. He was trying to make trouble for her by feeding information to a freelance journalist, but a pal of hers on the  Herald business desk tipped her off.’

‘Is he still trying?’

‘No. The Gantry Group lawyer put a scare into him. When Donn left for the second and final time, his severance agreement included a standard confidentiality clause. The solicitor wrote to him making it clear that if he broke the agreement again, Susie would sue him for punitive damages.’

‘So you think that these letters might be another way of getting his own back . . . by throwing a scare into the wee one?’

Dylan frowned. ‘Put it this way. If this was a police investigation, old Uncle Joe would be the first bloke in for interview.’

‘Thanks for that insight. Since you lot never get it right first time, I’ll probably start somewhere else.’

‘Cheeky bastard. You can start wherever you like, as long as you get a result.’

I thought about that as he spoke. I had never met old Joe Donn, but from everything I had heard, he struck me as something of a dinosaur. Not the sort of man who would have written poison pen letters on a personal computer, then printed them out on a laser. No, old Joe would have cut words out of the Daily Record and pasted them on to a page from a school jotter, just like he’d seen them do in the movies.

I didn’t share this with the detective inspector, though; it would have made me sound too much of a smart-arse.

‘I’ll do what I can, Mike,’ I said modestly. ‘There’s just one thing, though.’

‘What’s that?’

‘You sure you can afford my fee?’
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After a spot of haggling, I settled for my lunch as a retainer, and another couple of pints on a successful conclusion. Not that I expected to collect them.

I had some hope that we might have lifted matching prints from the three envelopes, but Dylan knocked that on the head right away. He told me that he had them all dusted by a close-mouthed pal in the Strathclyde forensic department, and had come up blank. There were plenty of prints on the envelopes, naturally enough since the things had been through the Royal Mail system, but the only ones common to all three belonged to Susie herself.

I took them all back to the office anyway, with their contents and with Mike’s list of possible suspects. It was time to confess all to Primavera.

She sat in silence as I told her about Susie’s stalker. When I was finished, she turned to our assistant. ‘Go on out for a coffee for half an hour, Lulu,’ she said, quietly. ‘Take a fiver out of petty cash and nip along to Princes Square.’

She looked at me across her desk as the door closed, leaving us alone, and leaving me wishing I had gone for a coffee too.

‘Does that guy know what he’s asking?’ she exclaimed.

‘Probably not.’

I tried to appease her, but her temper was still on the up. ‘Oz, what has happened every time you and I have got involved  in something like this? Disaster, and you above all know that. The first time, we got away by the skin of our teeth with our very lives—’

‘And with a lot of money.’

Prim shut me up with another look. Best let her get it off her chest, son.
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