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For Don




THEN




Sunday 27 June, 2004


The Search


It was stoking her own hope, trust, and sure and certain knowledge that Amy was alive, which exhausted her. If, in some unguarded and unarmed moment, she let a splinter of doubt pierce her resolve then she would be defeated and something dark, something sticky and awful would bleed into her consciousness. No, better to keep herself armed with certainty until the city and the cruelty of its river told her otherwise.


Rachel Dawson stood on the bridge and watched the police divers search the River Clyde.


A softly spoken family liaison officer had informed her gently that the police had specialist resources, that they would follow up every lead while uniformed officers would continue to conduct city-wide inquiries. But Rachel knew that the combined time, money and resources of the special support units screamed quietly that they were looking for a body. They were convinced that Amy was gone. Rachel knew that they were not looking for her bright, vibrant daughter, but for an empty vessel. They weren’t searching for Amy, they were looking for a corpse.


Rachel had passed a reporter staring into a camera lens, had heard him confidently tell the television audience, ‘Amy Dawson was last seen leaving her flat at 7 p.m. on Friday 25 June.’ Rachel knew that he would show the grainy CCTV image of Amy’s car travelling along London Road at 7.23 p.m. She heard him continue, ‘The last confirmed sighting of Amy’s car suggests that it was heading towards the Campsie Fells. Detectives from Carmyle Station are working on building a picture of Amy’s last movements after she left her flat in Prosen Street in the East End of the city. Amy was last seen wearing a white cotton summer dress and black sandals.’


Rachel knew that the picture she’d given the police was a good likeness. Amy smiling into the camera, brown eyes, short, dark hair, a silver nose stud which glittered like a talisman.


Sometimes it is better that the city gifts us her secrets, however dark and unpalatable they may be.




Wednesday 8 September, 2004


The Trial


‘DARK?’


‘SUBVERSIVE?’


‘DEPRAVED?’


I watched the defence. Mark Ponsensby-Edward, QC, allowed a lengthy pause between each word. He was six foot four of sinewy muscle and sarcasm. After the first day of the trial, I’d googled him. He was from a prominent family, had excelled at rugby as a youth and had chosen his career path to sate a desire for adversarial debate rather than from financial necessity. His hair and moustache were prematurely white, the result of a teenage skiing accident which had left him temporarily paralysed. He’d recovered but had been left with a pronounced limp.


When he stared at me, I believed that he saw straight through to my bones and, given his sour expression, he didn’t like what he saw. His nails were long, his bony hands, claw-like. His teeth were small and perfectly straight apart from the two incisors which tapered to unusually sharp points. A modern-day Dracula, he sucked the life out of his opponent’s argument.


‘I want you to consider the thrall that bondage and discipline, dominance and submission and sadism and masochism, held over both Marcus Newton and Amy Dawson.’ His voice echoed around the silent courtroom. ‘Marcus Newton openly admitted that he took pleasure in disciplining Amy Dawson but Ms Dawson was a very willing participant. Remember that it was Ms Dawson who first made contact, she was the instigator of their relationship. Remember too that she had been an active member of the BDSM community for many years. We have heard evidence that she regularly demanded the use of leg restraints, handcuffs and erotic asphyxiation to satisfy her craving for submission, a fantasy that my client and Ms Dawson explored together. A fantasy that she continued to explore with a great number of partners, long after she split from Marcus Newton. The prosecution’s case is severely flawed, there is no concrete evidence that Marcus Newton was with Amy Dawson on the night she died.’ Ponsensby-Edward waited, poised, a magician expecting applause. As if the court were a stage and he had magicked the brutal, enticing images from a dark abyss.


Previously I’d listened to the prosecution, Advocate Depute Duncan McConnell, QC. Google hadn’t had so much on him. He was a bit of a hermit. Lived for his work. Unmarried. No scandal. He’d spoken in a voice that was full of outrage, had appealed to our humanity. It was a pity I had none. ‘It was a torture chamber, nothing less. Despicable acts of sadomasochism were repeatedly inflicted on Amy Dawson, until that fateful night when Marcus Newton decided to act out his murderous fantasy and finally kill her in cold blood.’


Lacking Ponsensby-Edward’s passion and charisma, McConnell had stumbled over his words at one point. ‘Amy was a sexually adventurous woman who joined the BDSM community looking for fun. What happened next was that Marcus Newton preyed on her and exploited her for his own pleasure. In effect, he denied her the oxygen of self-esteem and continued to control her in increasingly barbaric ways.’


I and my fellow jurors listened as the evidence was presented. We accepted the graphic, explicit photographs that were circulated to us and the judge. In the first one, a naked woman was bound, the ropes around her wrists attached to a hoist. A bar between her ankles ensured that her legs remained open. Around her neck, a thick leather collar. I was enthralled and listened, fascinated, while McConnell fed us the tantalising details. ‘This image was recovered from Marcus Newton’s mobile phone and shows a woman in the act of strappado.’


My heartbeat quickened.


‘As part of the BDSM community, Marcus Newton would have been familiar with this practice. Strappado has its origins in medieval torture and the bar fixed to the woman’s ankles, known as a spreading bar, would have been placed there with the express intention of keeping her off balance. Whoever held the rope had total control over her. This physical control was a precursor to the psychological control Marcus Newton used to dominate and exploit women.’


My mind was in turmoil. As the trial progressed, I became aware of the difference in my and my fellow jurors’ reactions to the images. I heard deep sighs, saw hands being wrung, an uncomfortable shifting in seats. I’d tried to mirror their actions but was acutely aware that I was aroused. I had to be careful. I recalled how a psychology lecturer at college had once explained how easy it was to reveal our true selves through body language. I dutifully stared at the photographs, resisted the desire to lick my lips and trace a finger over the images of the naked women. Instead, I calmly folded my hands on my lap, forced myself to remember what the lecturer had said, that the usual response, when confronted with images for which one feels distaste or repulsion, is that the pupils of the eyes become constricted. I knew better than to meet the gaze of either QC; I was certain that my pupils would not be constricted, but instead would be dilated, the common reaction when one is excited. My mind became a fantastic kaleidoscope of disturbingly thrilling images and, as I tuned out of what was being said by the defence, I allowed these images to loop and play endlessly in my imagination. Bliss.


Finally, the closing statements were delivered and the judge made a short speech. Then, we, the jury, were taken from the court and led to a cramped, airless room. I desperately wanted to be back in my flat, alone with my thoughts and the dark sexual images. Instead, I hovered around a table set with tea, coffee and biscuits. Busied myself pouring coffee, listened to John, the foreman, speak. Heard the disgust in his voice as he asked, ‘Well, everyone? What are your thoughts?’


‘Such shocking images,’ said one juror. ‘And the poor mother sitting in the room, having to hear all of it.’


‘The photographs are seared into my mind,’ replied another.


And so it continued.


‘How can I ever forget?’


‘Dreadful.’


I sipped my coffee, thought of the women in the photographs, felt a rush of excitement and desire. Kept my voice neutral, emotionless. ‘Appalling. Just appalling.’


That night in my flat, I’d turned on the news, heard a reporter state what I already knew – Marcus Newton had been found guilty. A few seconds later, he finished by stating that, ‘the murder of Amy Dawson was a cruel and unforgivable act.’


I flicked through the channels, another reporter mid-sentence: ‘. . . and in this case, role play, at the hands of depraved Marcus Newton, led to something far more sinister.’


I opened my laptop, found the website and downloaded the video. Strappado. Just like in the photographs at the trial, the women were naked, bound to hoists, their legs forced apart by bars. I felt my heartbeat quicken, my palms become moist. I was instantly hard. I knew that the trial had been life-changing, that I was not the same person who’d entered the courtroom a week earlier. For me, the exquisite carnal journey was only just beginning.




NOW




Chapter One


Tuesday 8 July, 2014


The Actress


Forty-five minutes in this heat, thought Karlie Merrick, and she’d be basted like a fucking turkey. The temperature was building steadily and there was no air con but she still couldn’t face the motorway. Couldn’t trust herself. Not today. Not the way she was feeling.


Once she was clear of Glasgow, she turned the silver Volkswagen Golf towards Strathaven, kept her speed on the low side, switched on the radio, heard the Kill Kestrels, ‘Death of an Angel’. Turned up the volume. Tried to ignore the anxiety that gnawed in the recess of her mind. It had begun last night after she’d spoken with Steve Penwell. His paranoia had been infectious as he’d warned her, ‘What I’ve told you is gold. You need to be careful.’ For a moment she’d had hope, then he’d ruined it all by seeing faces in the curtain and talking about pirates. ‘Fucking pirates,’ she muttered. ‘I don’t know what to believe.’ But the old man had her so freaked that by the time she’d left the care home she’d checked the back seat before getting in the car. ‘Nuts,’ she’d muttered, ‘I’m going crazy.’ But, hands shaking, she’d made the call. He’d told her that he’d take care of it. They were meeting up later that evening, after she’d finished at the farm.


Last night, when she’d been going to bed, she’d crossed to the window to draw the curtains and could’ve sworn that there was someone standing in the shadows across the road. She forced the image to the back of her mind, indicated and pulled out to overtake a lorry, accelerated. Just as she passed it she saw the turn-off for the farm. ‘Shit.’ She swerved left, barely made it in front of the lorry, shot off the road, skidded onto the dirt track, braked fiercely as she heard the squeal of brakes behind her, the rasp of the horn, as she made her way down the farm track, past the crumbling outbuildings. The whole place was a decrepit sore on the landscape and the old boy who owned it was so cash poor he’d been pathetically grateful for the opportunity to diversify. She felt the car bump down the track, on towards the huge, windowless, metal barn. She pressed a button and the car windows closed, keeping out the stink from the hundreds of battery hens shut up inside. She drove past another field before the three metal shipping containers came into sight. They were surrounded by junk, bits of old cars decayed beside a crooked crane, ancient farm machinery tilted against piles of building detritus, broken bricks and concrete slabs slumped next to rubble. Dirt and decay, the whole place was rotten. Again, images of a lone figure standing across from her flat curled and wove its way around her imagination, whorls of fear and sinister shadows. ‘Cut it out,’ she told herself as she parked beside a battered pickup truck, ‘You’re paranoid.’ She stepped out into the fierce heat.


Ahead of her, a short, skinny man, whose face was set with deep lines, was leaning against a container. He was engrossed in watching a movie on his phone. He might have been watching a classic perhaps, or a favourite musical. If it wasn’t for the screaming. Then the voice pleading for it to stop. Her voice sounded tinny, it always did. She knew that Johnny Pierce was watching a film of her. Strappado. It had been shot at one of the empty hotels Gary Ashton had access to, shit places mostly.


‘Hey, Johnny.’ Heard her voice sound different in the sunshine, the wide open space. How normal it sounded in contrast to the voice on the recording. He looked up. She heard herself scream and beg for forgiveness. Then the silence when a ball gag had been stuffed into her mouth. She knew the video ran for another twenty minutes. The spreading bar had been removed and leg restraints had been put on, then the whip had been used. Her legs had been sore for days after the shoot. Not just her legs.


‘This is shit-hot, Karlie.’ Pierce held up the phone. ‘Talent like this, you’re wasted here.’


‘You don’t need to convince me.’


‘You still looking to relocate to the States?’ he asked.


‘If I can.’ She saw him glance at the video again, knew in it nipple clamps were being fitted. ‘You never fancied going out there?’


‘Not sure I’d get in, small matter of a holiday I took a few years ago.’


‘Go on.’


‘I was a guest at that big hotel Barlinnie for a while. Her Majesty’s pleasure.’


She walked to the container. ‘What for?’


‘Assaulting my ex-partner. Long time ago. I’ve moved on.’


‘You think Gary might give me a rise?’


‘Gary Ashton’s a tight bastard.’


She watched him pull the door wide. Inside were rails of clothes, a row of cheap shoes. The outfits. On a white plastic table were handcuffs, whips, nipple clamps, ball gags, chokers and rope. The props.


‘But you can always ask.’


‘Does Gary’s partner knows about this little venture?’ she said.


‘Lisa? Doubt it.’


‘Because?’


‘The profits from this hobby are solely for him to fund his coke habit, the wedding stuff he shares with her and the kid.’


‘You think I could use it to get a bit of leeway for a rise?’


‘If you’re looking for trouble, that’d certainly be a short cut to it. From what I hear, Lisa’s mother bought them the house. Any upset and he’s scared she’ll chuck him out.’ Pierce picked up a whip and ran the tip of it gently against her cheek. ‘You still seeing that shrink of yours? What’s his name – Bellerose?’


‘George’s not a shrink, he’s a life coach but yeah, he’s helping me get focused to relocate.’


‘Still offering cut-price sessions?’


She nodded.


‘He’s got a thing for you, he wants to get into your knickers.’ Pierce paused. ‘Is he in with a chance?’


‘Not a snowball’s in hell but as long as he gets me out of here, he’s welcome to his fantasies. The Studio open?’


‘Christ, I’ve just arrived, give me a sec.’


She waited while he dragged open the door of the second container Gary Ashton insisted they called the Studio. Ashton was deluded. Without air conditioning, the heat inside was intense, and more than once she’d felt the sweat run down her back and pool in the waist of her outfits. ‘This whole place is fucking unhygienic,’ she muttered.


Five minutes later, she had put her hair up and had slathered on thick make-up. She kicked off her sandals, stripped off her clothes and walked across to the rack of clothes. Sexy secretary. Couldn’t be more clichéd. She heard a motorbike come to a stop outside. A couple of seconds later, Gary Ashton’s bulk filled the doorway. He was thirty-two, wore his long blond hair in a ponytail. He dumped the crash helmet on the table. ‘Hey.’


Karlie pulled on the leather pencil skirt, buttoned the white shirt, kept her tone friendly. ‘How’s the wedding photography going?’


He shrugged. ‘Pays the bills.’


‘Glad to hear it.’ She drew a slash of red lipstick across her lips. ‘Does Lisa know about your little outfit here?’


‘She doesn’t need to, seeing as it’s got fuck all to do with her.’


‘Why’s that then? You reckon she wouldn’t approve?’


‘I’m not interested in asking her opinion. So, what’s with all the questions, Karlie?’


‘I’m just saying, this is your little secret and I’m sure you’d like to keep it that way.’


‘Go on.’


‘What say you up my wages?’


Ashton crossed to her, his face inches from hers. He was too close; she could smell the coffee on his breath. Practically taste the nicotine.


‘Or?’


She tried for a smile, failed. ‘I’m worth more than I’m getting paid.’ Heard the tremble in her voice.


‘Go ahead, talk to Lisa. I don’t mind.’


‘Really?’


‘Honestly, I’m not that bothered. My only concern would be for you and your work prospects.’


‘Because you’d fire me.’ More of a statement.


‘After I’d broken your fucking neck.’


Pierce called from the doorway. ‘Everything’s set up next door guys and Will’s ready.’


Ashton waved him away.


She tried to move forward. Ashton blocked her.


Her voice small, she said, ‘I was only joking.’


He smiled down at her. ‘Of course you were and now that you’ve had your fun, put on the fucking shoes.’


She reached for the stilettos, knew they were a narrow size four, she was a five. She crammed her feet into them. ‘These are tiny.’


His fist missed her face by a fraction. ‘Another fucking woman nagging me. I don’t want to hear it, OK?’


She nodded, said nothing.


‘That’s it, you just need to be a good girl and get on with it.’


She hobbled across to the second container, felt her toes cramp and a sharp pain shoot up her right calf.


Inside, it was set up as an office, with a wooden desk and chair in the centre. In the corner sat a smaller desk with a telephone, computer and a stack of folders. In the absence of a generator, Ashton had rigged up battery-run lights.


‘The camera’s on the far wall, above the desk, so mind you face it and for God’s sake try to get some action going, this stuff’s supposed to be a turn-on.’


Will Reid edged his way into the container. ‘All OK, guys?’


‘Get into place,’ muttered Ashton.


They took their positions.


‘Action.’ Ashton backed out of the container.


Same old, same old, thought Karlie, she could do this in her sleep. ‘You wanted to see me, sir?’


‘You’ve made mistakes, Miss Samson, too many mistakes.’


‘I can only apologise, sir. I’ll redo these reports and get them to you first thing in the morning.’


‘That isn’t good enough. I’m afraid the board and I have decided that you need to be punished.’


‘I can explain, sir.’


‘Enough, Miss Samson. You were warned not to continue to make mistakes. You didn’t listen. I have no other option. You know what to do.’ He sat back in his chair, loosened his tie. ‘Strip.’


The same old routine, different outfits, different props. Varying degrees of pain and violence. One theme. Men in power over women. The way of the world, thought Karlie, but she wasn’t going to be exploited, she was going to exploit them. She thought of her other job – it paid well, but again, the same themes. One guy got off washing her mouth out with soap while he called her Jean. Perverted fucker. Plus, she’d only had two shifts there and, well paid as it was, she needed more.


She leaned palms down on the desk. After a few minutes they changed tempo and position. Karlie lay on the desk and groaned as he tried and failed to improvise dialogue. She heard him repeat his usual refrain, ‘I hope you are learning your lesson, Miss Samson.’ Another couple of changes of position and it was over. She eased off the shoes and rubbed her toes.


‘OK, let’s keep going,’ said Ashton. ‘We don’t have all day.’


She traipsed back to the container, changed outfits. When she returned, Ashton had placed a thin mattress over the desk, draped the makeshift bed in nylon faux fur throws and satin cushions. He’d added a couple of steel chains to the head and foot of the bed. ‘A budget dungeon,’ muttered Karlie as she squeezed her feet back into the too-tight shoes.


‘Action.’


Will Reid gripped the leather collar in his right hand and beckoned to her. She had been scripted to be fearful but compelled. Ashton had underlined ‘compelled’ twice. Reid had been instructed to be seething and rough when he fastened the collar around her neck and led her to the bed. Erotic asphyxiation. She waited while he attached the collar, then the lead. She lay on her back. As they filmed, Karlie thought of the recent developments. Three things. When she’d told her friend Maureen about the old man who had contacted her about the night her father had died, she’d been sceptical because he was in a care home, suffered from schizophrenia and had seen faces in the curtains. Two, her cousin Beth had sent through a box of old papers belonging to her father, mainly a jumble of old letters but there were some photographs. It was good to have them, she had so little belonging to her parents. Three, she had emailed one of the Kill Kestrels. He’d been two years above her in school and now he was famous. Things were about to happen; she could feel it.


‘Can you feel that, bitch?’ asked Reid. ‘You enjoying it?’ He tugged the collar and she knelt. She checked that she was face on to the camera. Felt herself being rocked back and forward. Heard the old desk creak. She wanted out of this shit hole and fast. Rumour had it that regulators wanted porn made in the UK to exclude spanking and strangulation. She saw Reid reach for the whip, adjusted her position, closed her eyes and moaned and writhed on the mattress. The collar around her neck dug into her skin, she felt it chaff. Thought of the article about the earnings of the top porn stars in the US. Anything between $50,000 and $95,000 a year. Plus, public appearances. She was certain that the lifestyle would suit her. She knew that she was going places, had always known it. Even at school she’d created drama when she’d accused the bitches in her year of bullying. She’d taken it as far as she’d wanted, then dumped it. They’d been her first audience though. Now she wanted something bigger, she wanted LA, the big house, the pool. She whiled away the time deciding on the décor of the house and choosing the colour of the tiles in the swimming pool.


When it was done, she made her way back to the container, pulled a packet of facial wipes from her handbag and began sponging herself down. Saw Ashton in the doorway watching. She took off the collar, rubbed her neck. ‘Bloody hell, that was rough. I need a shower.’


‘You complaining again?’


‘Just saying we need to get some kind of a shower rigged up in here or even a basin. It’s manky not being able to have a rinse.’ She binned the used wipes and pulled on her jeans and T-shirt.


‘We make it big time in the States and you can get what you want.’


‘We?’


‘If you make it, I’d manage you. End of story.’


‘What will happen with Lisa and Ewan?’


‘They’d stay here. No point in upsetting their routine. You’d be making enough for both of us.’


She grabbed her bag, made for her car. ‘You’re all heart.’


Outside, she waved to Pierce as she drove off. Switched on the radio, heard Pharrell Williams’ ‘Happy’ being played. She waited until she had driven past the stinking chicken shed before she wound down the windows.


A car was parked in the lay-by. As she passed, it inched its way out on to the road. There was no need to rush, the driver took it easy, kept two cars between them. He knew that Karlie was a cautious driver. Used her seat belt every time. Clunk click, every trip. Stay safe, Karlie. But all the care and caution she’d used to keep herself alive would be in vain. He’d been pleased when she’d called him last night after she’d left the care home and now he was looking forward to their meeting later that evening. Clunk click, every trip, Karlie. Stay safe. For now.




Chapter Two


The Manager


Take your pick, he thought, from a billboard of sordid delights. Sex with an underage prostitute (Skye), two accidental overdoses when he’d been discovered shaking uncontrollably (Skye), when an argument had got out of hand, a glass had been smashed into a face, resulting in a photographer being given a substantial bribe not to press charges (Josh). He could go on, the list was, if not endless, then definitely lengthy. The Kill Kestrels manager Dougie Scott sat in the lounge nursing a double vodka and tried not to think too hard about the length of the list. He wore his usual uniform – a loud Hawaiian shirt which strained around his bulk, grey chinos and a pork pie hat. In winter he added a grey cashmere overcoat. He was fifty-five and had managed bands, with varying degrees of success, all his life. His previous two – the Stations of the Cross and the Grimsdales – had done reasonably well for a while, but the Kill Kestrels were by far the most financially successful and he was not about to let them fuck it up. Like every good manager, he made sure his band turned up and got the job done. Of course, there had been times when he’d had to manage the extent of their partying, but he’d been in the business long enough to know which substances fuelled creativity and which killed it. For his part, he let the Kill Kestrels indulge themselves, but Dougie made sure that they followed the three Ps, that they knew performing, promotion and producing new songs were their priorities.


The Braque Hotel had been chosen because of its solid history of accommodating the excessive lifestyle of rock bands. Dougie knew from previous experience that the staff were loyal and had been employed partly for their skill of steadfastly ignoring indiscretions. Over the years, the antics of the Kill Kestrels had never even been remarked upon by the staff, or, worse, leaked to the press. There were no shots of Skye returning to his room, stumbling and disorientated, his eyes glazed. Or of the girls being discreetly ushered in and out of the side entrance. No shots to incriminate Josh, Joe or Lexi in any way. The hotel staff understood that the band was a product and that sometimes that product had to let off steam.


Dougie glanced at his watch; the guys were supposed to have checked in with him fifteen minutes ago. He gulped the remainder of his drink and started for the lift, let his finger rest on the up button. A few seconds later, the doors opened and the four of them piled out. ‘My boys—’ Dougie grinned ‘—I knew you wouldn’t let me down. Fresh as a daisy,’ he lied, ‘a credit to bands everywhere.’ He followed them back into the lounge, scrutinised them as they grabbed menus and clustered around a table, noted Skye’s bloodshot eyes, his grey pallor. At five foot eleven, twenty-eight-year-old Skye Cooper was the tallest of the group and also the lead singer. His dirty blond hair framed his face, his jeans were ripped, his shirt was clean, but wrinkled. His already dark eyes had kohl smudged around them, giving him the look of a fallen angel. Tattoo ink snaked across most of his body, curling around skulls, daggers and a complicated series of hieroglyphs which only Skye knew the meaning of but had once hinted that they were records of sexual encounters. Skye wanted to be a Rock God. Dougie knew that their fan base was growing fast and, if they stayed on course, he’d get his wish. His female fans wanted to be with him and his male fans wanted to be him, and over the years Skye had worked hard to perfect the persona of the sensitive artist. The outsider always had a cachet. Dougie knew it and more importantly Skye worked it. But the real money came from the royalties; whoever wrote the songs got the cash and that honour was shared fifty–fifty between Skye and Josh. But there was a darkness to Skye that troubled Dougie. It was as if he’d had an emotional bypass. Skye had no empathy when anything went wrong for the rest of the band, it was all about him, his ego sat at the centre of the band and was the most likely to explode.


To Skye’s left was Josh Alden. He was thirty, slim and wore expensive jeans and a box-fresh T-shirt. His head was shaved and heavily tattooed and he had piercings through his nose and eyebrow. His ears had been gauged, held open by silver rims from which hung silver skulls. Josh had grown up in a home and later on the street and knew how to handle himself. An early bit of trouble with violence but all that was behind him now. He was the bass player and also the most methodical of the group. He turned up on time to every rehearsal and sound check and did the job like clockwork. Just like his playing, the deep throbbing bass, always on the beat, hooking in with the drums. That was the point, Dougie thought, there was something routine about Josh’s approach to being in the band, he showed very little real passion for the process of making music. Dougie worried that the band was only a means to an end for Josh; he just wished he knew what that end was.


Next up was Joe Edgewood. Five four and a confirmed introvert, he was twenty-five and played guitar and keyboard. He kept his hair short and neat and wore cotton shirts, in a variety of quiet tartan and plaid. Joe had his future planned, he was going to relocate to the US, to Athens, Georgia to be precise, the place he most associated with the group who had first inspired him. Joe had looked at California, with its beaches, the glamour of LA, but he had always returned to Athens. And this wasn’t fantasy – as the son of an accountant, Joe had already costed it and reckoned that it was very doable given what the band was earning. He wanted an expensive house, he had ambition.


Next in line was Lexi. Small, dark haired and energetic. At twenty-two, Lexi MacGowan was the baby of the group. On stage, he crackled with nervous energy, his hands flying as he drummed, in a world of his own. Off stage, he wasn’t that interested in the groupie scene and only occasionally got plastered. He craved the company of other musicians, he’d go see new bands, or hang out in recording studios with friends. Lexi only wanted to play music. It was his obsession, he practised way more than the others, but his was the least requested photograph by the fans and he got a lot less attention from the media too, but that was the way Lexi wanted it and Dougie knew that was the way he intended to keep it.


Dougie joined them at the table. ‘Remember, guys, we have our photo shoot tomorrow with the two lucky winners and you all need to be there. It’s over in the West End.’


‘Remind me what this is again?’ said Lexi. ‘Dougie, tell me this isn’t the VIP package shit you were trying to sell us?’


‘No, it’s not. I heard you loud and clear on that front.’


‘Only, if it is some back-door way of going about it, I’m not showing up,’ said Lexi.


‘I told you, the Glasgow Chronicle ran a competition, first prize being a chance to meet you four and two tickets to the gig on Saturday.’


‘And?’ Lexi studied the menu.


‘And some wee lassie called Ellie something, from Dennistoun, won the tickets and her and her pal are coming along to a photo shoot at the Golden Unicorn Hotel. Christ, but you’re suspicious, Lexi.’


‘I just don’t want our fans to be ripped off, I hate all that corporate bullshit. You know that, Dougie.’


‘Which is why we don’t do it,’ said Dougie. ‘You need to trust me.’


Josh waded in to the argument. ‘Fuck’s sake, Dougie’s not bullshitting you. I remember seeing it in the paper he brought to rehearsals. I had a quick read through it at the break, it was a free competition, nothing dodgy about it. Straight up, send in your name and address and someone would be picked at random from the pile.’


‘Fine then,’ said Lexi.


‘So you need to be there’ said Dougie. ‘The prize was for the winners to meet all of the band, not just the ones who can be arsed turning up.’


‘I just didn’t want it to be the VIP charge-a-fortune-to-meet the Kill Kestrels package,’ said Lexi. ‘Way too lacking in integrity.’


‘I think you already mentioned all of that in our discussion last time,’ said Dougie.


‘Which hotel is it again?’ asked Skye.


‘The hospitality room at the Golden Unicorn. I’ve invited a few of the press boys for publicity. And Paulo Di Stefano’s dropping by to take a few snaps, he’ll be shooting the cover for the next album.’


But Lexi still wasn’t happy. ‘Can’t we just meet our fans, you know, person to person? Keep it real.’


Keep it fucking real? Dougie could have slapped him. ‘It will be real and the girls will love it. Plus, they’ll get their picture in the paper. You don’t want to deny them the opportunity, do you?’


‘They’ll have mobile phones; they could take their own pictures.’ Lexi sounded peeved. ‘The meet-up doesn’t have to be part of the press circus.’


‘It’s not a circus,’ muttered Joe. ‘Fuck’s sake, Lexi. This is our job. It’s what pays the bills. It’s what’ll eventually buy me my place in Athens. You need to grow the fuck up.’


‘And maybe you try to keep it real, Joe. Our fans aren’t there to be ripped off.’


‘It was a free fucking competition!’ said Joe.


‘OK. I was just nervous about the VIP stuff.’


‘How is a VIP package to meet us even a fucking rip-off?’ said Joe. ‘The fans want access to us and we can supply it. It’s the usual business model, supply and demand, and right now we’re in demand. I don’t know how you cannot see that. You are so full of bullshit. Do you know what I think? I think this is inverse snobbery. You don’t like the fact that some fans can pay for the VIP package and would be absolutely fucking delighted to pay for it, when others can’t. You’re actually a snob, aren’t you? You despise our fans who have a bit of money and you delude yourself that somehow this isn’t a business, that it’s some kind of superior art form and—’


‘So for you it’s just a financial transaction?’ asked Lexi.


‘That’s more realistic than your shit.’


‘I don’t fucking think so.’


‘Guys!’ Dougie clapped his hands loudly. ‘Enough! We discussed it and ultimately decided that the VIP package wasn’t a goer. I’m disappointed as anyone, but let’s just move on.’


But they wouldn’t, and Dougie observed the band returning to type by sniping at each other; they were four young men, who resorted to teenage behaviour when under stress.


‘Lexi, you’re negatively affecting my earnings.’ Joe then turned on Josh. ‘And it’s OK for you and Skye, you two are quids in because you get the royalties. I don’t.’


Skye waded in. ‘And that’s not by some kind of fucking fluke, Joe, it’s because we write the songs. If you want more of the cut, then maybe you should try writing something? Oh, wait! That’s right, I remember now, you did try to write some and what was it that happened? They were shit, absolute, fucking bollocks.’


Joe stood. Skye mirrored him.


Christ, thought Dougie, talk about handbags at dawn. ‘Guys, calm it down. Come on, keep it civilised, we’re all in this together. Eat. Get some food inside you and you’ll feel better.’ But he spoke to Joe’s back.


‘I’ll order room service, Dougie. I’m not sitting here with this prick.’


Dougie watched Joe leave, reminded himself to breathe, just breathe. He knew to let it go, sometimes they each needed to go to their respective spaces and come back later in a calmer mood. He’d had enough experience of bands to know that a difficult or adversarial relationship could actually work in the overall dynamic and feed the creativity. It was a critical balance, though, allowing just enough bitterness and rivalry to give the band energy but not to let it spill over and split them up. Dougie needed to keep them going, they were his pension. And by God, he thought, I’m earning it.


‘Right.’ He addressed the remaining three as if the argument hadn’t happened. ‘You lot have a hearty meal and get yourself set up. I’ll join you for another drink.’


The young waitress, who’d tried to enter the room in the midst of the argument, then retreated, came back. She smiled nervously. ‘Are you guys ready to order?’


‘Just a double vodka for me,’ said Dougie.


‘Make that two,’ said Josh.


‘Three,’ muttered Lexi.


Skye held up four fingers.


‘Four doubles it is then. And food?’


There were no takers.


Dougie saw a man in the doorway. He was five-five, skinny, shaved head. Hands balled into fists, looked like he was spoiling for a fight, but it was his eyes Dougie noticed most – they were dark pinpricks of violence. Dougie scrambled to his feet, knocked over a chair. ‘You’ve taken a wrong turning, mate. This is a private party.’


The man ignored him.


Dougie raised his voice, ‘Listen pal, I said—’


‘It’s cool, Dougie, he’s my guest,’ said Josh. ‘Hi, Cutter. Good to see you. Cheers for coming over.’


‘Not a problem, Josh.’ The man stabbed a finger at Dougie. ‘Who’s this prick?’


‘No worries, he’s good. He’s our manager.’ Josh smiled. ‘Dougie meet Cutter Wysor.’


The manager and guest glared at each other.


The waitress returned with the drinks, Josh grabbed his. ‘What are you having, Cutter?’


‘Absinthe.’


‘Oh for fuck’s sake,’ muttered Dougie.


Josh ordered for his guest. ‘Welcome to the party.’


Dougie watched Josh lead the guy to another table, saw the waitress bring a glass of the green liquid, wondered just who the hell Cutter Wysor was and what shit Josh was getting mixed up with.




Chapter Three


The Gang


Owen


He had fucked up. He was a loser. A fucking tosser. Everything that he already knew. Everything that had already been said about him was true.


Owen McCrudden crawled into the back of his white van. He’d roughly bandaged his hand with an old rag and washed the painkillers down with a beer. But it wasn’t the pain in his hand that scared him, it was the fear of what Mason Stitt would do. Owen needed Mason and was terrified that he was going to expel him from the gang. That must not happen, couldn’t be allowed to happen. The gang were family. They were all he had. Mason was all he had, they were like brothers but Mason had said it was all his fault, that he’d fucked up and now Davie and that wee shit Chris were dead. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.


Owen refused to let the images of the gang fight into his mind. Instead he let himself drift.


He’d been five when his dad had left and his mum had told him, ‘The minute you’re sixteen you’re on your own. Till then you’re good for nothing except child benefit.’ He’d lived in a crumbling caravan in her shitty back garden. No electricity meant no heating or hot water. The place was almost unbearable. In winter, when he’d stolen enough money, he’d gone to the local swimming pool for a hot shower. Everyone in his class had laughed at him. Arseholes. Then finally he’d moved out. Slept rough for a couple of years. Got a key worker who’d found him a flat and a job. At eighteen he was doing OK. When he could afford to feed the meter, he had hot water and heating. He could wash properly. But people still took a detour around him. It was if the stench of his filthy childhood clung to him. He’d tried to be friendly but the response was always the same: ‘Fuck off, perv.’ ‘Who are you smiling at, cunt face?’ He’d lost the job, then the flat, then eventually had landed a job cleaning. Night work. Solitary. No need for other people. He’d been paid cash in hand and bought the van. He lived under the radar. He cleaned a couple of factories and eventually got to sweep out the Cockroach, back when big Ronnie ran it like it was his home from home. That’s when he’d first come across Mason and it had felt good to be near his strength. There was something about Mason’s confidence. He was sure of himself and Owen had badly wanted to be on his radar. Beside him, Owen had felt himself expand, had boasted about having a pal. A first. Then he’d been allowed to join the gang. Finally, he had become a person with some respect, instead of the weirdo fuckwit who lived like a tramp. But now what was going to happen?


Owen lifted the cracked mirror, combed back his greasy, sandy-coloured hair. He had the pale blue eyes of a husky and his stained T-shirt had a rip on the left shoulder exposing a large expanse of anaemic skin. He lay down on the filthy mattress and stared at the card. Mrs Hinds had given it to him when he was seven. She had given every child in her class a card on their birthday. It was the only birthday card he’d ever had. Not that he’d ever had a party either. But he had asked once. His stepfather had slapped him so hard he’d lost the hearing in his right ear for a week. He hadn’t asked again. On the card, three fairground horses were alone in a dark forest. The only light came from the fairy lights of the carousel. A white horse in the foreground, three golden stars on its rump, a pink saddle. A large horse in the background, striding out, a blue saddle on its back, a series of small circles on its rump. And a tiny horse to the side, its short legs trying to keep up. A family.


He looked at the horses and went into the familiar darkness, strained to hear the music in the forest but it was silent as a grave. He watched the horse with the three stars prance. Its legs were high. It was so proud and certain and sure of itself. He bet it had never fucked up.


As he stared, the lights above the horses seemed to flicker and fade, the forest grew darker and more oppressive. He willed the lights to get brighter. To blot out the darkness. The fear. The unknown future. It had always been unknown, his life. Membership of the gang had been his only real certainty. Owen felt the painkillers and beer hit his stomach, the acid reflux kick in. He yanked open the door and vomited an arc of sour liquid onto the sweet-smelling grass.




Chapter Four


The Performer


‘Smells like sweeties.’


In her tenement flat in Tollcross Road, Holly Lithgow poured the sticky liquid into a plastic bottle. Her sister Nikki watched her. ‘What’s in it, Holly?’


‘It’s a mixture of saltwater, honey and a wee secret ingredient. Once I rub this on my hands and a bit of chalk, my grip will be fantastic.’


‘I’m not happy about this new job of yours. Angie says—’


‘Angie who?’


‘Angie Burns, she works at the café on London Road.’


‘That skinny wee lassie? She looks like she needs a bag of chips inside her. Way too thin. I hope you didn’t tell her anything?’


‘No. Just that you got a new job and I was concerned about the hours. I lied about that bit. Besides, what would I tell her? Anyway, I don’t think she was paying attention, she’s started seeing some guy name of George Bellerose, he’s a life coach but I think he’s messing with her head. I’m worried about her.’


‘You’re worried about everyone and everything, Nikki. You need to cut it out and think of yourself. You’re going off to Blackpool for a break. Relax and enjoy yourself.’


‘I mean, Angie denies it and everything but I think he’s got her on some kind of starvation diet.’


‘Then she’s off her head listening to him.’


‘I think you’re making a mistake.’


Holly saw the furrowed brow of her younger sister, knew that she was genuinely concerned. ‘Stop worrying, I know what I’m doing.’


‘You were doing OK at your last job.’


‘I was on the minimum wage, had a pervert for a manager who hit on me constantly, and when I knocked him back, he put me on permanent shelf-stacking. Then I was threatened with redundancy, remember? For the second time in my short working life. Anyway, this pays far better.’


‘So, why can’t you tell me about it or let me come and see you perform?’


‘I told you it’s a private club.’ Holly combed out her long blonde hair, sprayed a halo of hairspray around it, let it settle.


‘But you’re not allowed to tell me where?’


‘No, but I already told you, it’s all very legit. These are very fucking professional people. I mean really posh shit; you should hear their accents. They don’t talk like you and me or normal folk, they talk like they’re in the government or royalty.’


‘Is it all guys at this place?’


‘Stop asking questions, Nikki. I told you, it’s confidential. I’ve signed a contract. I’m a performer, that’s it. End of.’ She packed the chalk into her bag and made sure the lid on the honey water was screwed tight shut; she didn’t want it dripping over her bag. It wouldn’t be professional rolling up at the McIver Club covered in slime. She glanced at her sister, saw her struggling not to say whatever was on her mind. Knew it would out, Nikki never could keep her mouth shut. Holly checked her bag: towels, chalk, ointment, painkillers, purse, phone, car keys. She grabbed her make-up and began applying it.


‘Do you strip for these guys?’


Holly ignored the question, expertly applied a thick layer of foundation, then heavy liner around her green eyes. Two coats of mascara. She stood back, surveyed herself in the mirror. She looked the part.


Nikki’s voice was quiet, her tone sour. ‘Mum would turn in her grave.’


‘Stop it, Nikki. I’m an erotic dancer. I perform for money; just like they do in clubs all over the world. Including Vegas. Christ, there’s no shame in it, so don’t even start to go there. It pays the rent on this flat and the food you pack away when you visit. And, as for Mum, she’s not here to see me, is she? She’s not here to judge. Besides, you’re an adult now and you need to be thinking about what you’re going to do with your life.’ Holly heard the whine in her voice, knew that it sounded like she was nagging, but Nikki needed pushing away from her childish ideals and towards something more realistic. She watched her sister pick at a rag-nail on her thumb and worry at it until she pulled a thin strip of skin from her finger. A tiny pool of blood formed in its place. Holly watched her stick the finger in her mouth and suck the blood away. Nikki had been doing it since she was a kid; it was a sure sign of stress.


Finally, Nikki spoke. ‘I’m never going to do anything like that. When I leave college, I’m going to get an apprenticeship at the salon.’


‘Good for you, you’ll make a great hairdresser.’ Holly tried for enthusiasm but her tone fell short. Anton Cousins salon – Anton’s Style & Smile – was a tiny, local hairdresser in the housing scheme. Anton was going nowhere but he had a thing for Nikki, despite being twenty years her senior. It was a dead-end place but he had told her she could start there and build up her client base. For what? thought Holly. For a lifetime of perming old dears’ hair and listening to them complain about their corns and how the operation to have their hip replaced had been delayed and wasn’t the NHS in a shocking bad way? It wasn’t a life Holly could contemplate, she just couldn’t bear the thought of it. She turned to face her sister. ‘It’s not like in the films, you know. Prince Charming isn’t going to come along and rescue you. You have to make your own luck in this world, you have to look out for yourself.’


‘I know.’


‘This way, I’m in control of my finances. Give it a couple of years and I’ll have enough saved to get a mortgage. I want the security of having my own place. Is that too much to ask?’


‘You’re on the game, Holly, aren’t you?’


That was it. ‘I’m not on the fucking game. I’m a performer. Remember I did that circus skills course? Remember how good I was at gymnastics at school? I use these skills every fucking time I perform. And don’t you forget it.’ Holly heard herself rant, knew that she was revealing herself, knew that her sister knew. Still she denied it.


‘When we were growing up, you told me you were going to perform in some big, international circus. You said you’d be in the Cirque du Soleil.’


‘I still might, someday.’ Holly calmed herself, took the sting and hurt out of her tone. ‘But, in the meantime this pays very well. Can’t you be a little bit pleased for me?’


‘I think it’s dangerous.’


‘It’s not dangerous, it’s complex. You have to move and pretend like you’re in pain but the mechanism’s rigged so you don’t strain yourself. It’s a bit like trapeze only not so straightforward. It’s more like I’m being a stunt woman. Remember all those video games? The Lara Croft stuff? Well, what I do is a bit like that.’
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