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About the Book


It’s summertime in Monaco and Oz Blackstone is sitting on the verandah of his opulent mansion – one of three homes – idly gazing at Roman Abramovich’s luxury yacht as it gently cruises into the harbour. Life doesn’t get much better than this. The demons of the past begin to creep up on Oz’s sunny life: blackmail and murder are lurking in the shadows. Oz travels all the way to Singapore to track down the owner of some incriminating photographs but he’s in grave danger of over-exposure. And when organised crime muscles in on the picture, Oz is getting perilously close to losing a lot more than his wealth and reputation. . .





A dedication

Most people who know me well believe that I was an only child, but that’s not true. There was another, who was born at 2.45 a.m. on 12 January 1949, and who died in the same moment. His passing was certified by the same autocrat who had brushed off our mother’s plea for a Caesarean several hours earlier. Our parents were so traumatised by the episode that they never spoke of it to me, and rarely to anyone else. I didn’t even know the year of the occurrence, let alone the date, until recently the good people at GRO Scotland helped me find out.

The child wasn’t baptised, and his death certificate doesn’t even grant him the dignity of a name. To me that’s a monstrous wrong, and I propose to exercise my power to put it right, here and now. Since I was named after one of my grandfathers, I’ll assume that he would have been named after the other, and I christen him this very day.

Therefore this book is dedicated to the memory of Duncan Jardine, who died because he was too weak to breathe when eventually he struggled from the womb, but who had a soul nonetheless, who was my brother nonetheless, and who has a place of honour on my family tree. Rock on, bro’, and I hope that somehow you know how proud I feel as I do this for you, at last.
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Just what is it about you?

What the hell gives you the right to intrude on my life, to demand that I should share my innermost secrets with you?

After we were done the last time, I swore to myself that it would be just that: finis. ‘No more,’ I told me. ‘From now on your secrets are going to be just that. They’ll be shared with nobody. I’ll yield to no coercion, no blackmail. Appeals to my good nature will be as fruitful as seed cast upon a black-top highway.’

And now here you are again. What is it, nine times now that you’ve played on my vanity and lured me into confessing my deeds, and my misdeeds? You’ve got better at it too. In the early days, maybe the things I told you were as I’d like them to have happened, rather than as they really did, but I can’t fool you any more. Now you make sure that what I tell you is the unvarnished truth, and that the man you see is the real me, not the caricature I drew of myself in the early days.

I warn you . . . and, by God, you’d better take me seriously . . . one day you’ll push me too far. One day I’ll blow the whistle and everyone will know what a sneaky, devious bastard you are, and who you are too.

But for now, okay; I’ll go along with your game, I’ll indulge you one more time. But I warn you . . . you may not sleep too well afterwards.
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It was summer, and so it had to be Monaco, because Scotland is too cold and Los Angeles is just too damn hot.

I sat on our hill-top terrace, beneath a sun-blind, gazing out at Roman Abramovich’s yacht as it eased towards the harbour. A few feet away, Susie, Janet and Tom were swimming in the pool, all three of them topless. Wee Jonathan was curled up in my lap, having chased himself into a sound sleep.

There was a time when I used to stop and pinch myself, to check that I was solid flesh and blood, that everything was real, and that I wasn’t playing the unknowing lead in a sequel to The Truman Show, with millions of viewers tuning in every night to update themselves on the soap opera that was my life. Not any more, though. Now I accept the craziness of my existence without question. No longer do I contemplate how it came about or lie awake wondering how long it will last.

I’m Oz Blackstone, A-list movie actor, and I have at least ten years, more if I look after myself, before they start offering me ‘old guy’ parts. I have a beautiful wife, three beautiful kids and three . . . yes, three . . . homes.

Until around this time last year, Susie and I thought we’d never leave our estate overlooking Loch Lomond. We’re both loyal Scots and we’d always insisted that it would always be home base for us, no matter how exotic our lives became. But finally we were worn down by the arguments of agents, of accountants and, crucially, of my dad, who told me that if he’d had the chance at my age he’d have hightailed it out of Scotland as fast as his sturdy legs could have carried him. If there had been any lingering doubt, it was all topped off by the proposal of the Government of the day that people should be locked up without trial on the say-so of a politician rather than a judge. Who’d want to live under a regime that could even contemplate that? They had one in Iraq, and look what happened there.

So, decision finally made, the next step was to decide where we would live. My career makes a place in Los Angeles more or less essential, but our tax people advised us against settling there. They offered us a choice between Ireland and Monaco.

Did I say ‘choice’? Hah! ’Nuff respect Dublin, but it took about two seconds to make that one. We went shopping on the Côte d’Azur and found a newly built villa with three public rooms, a study, six bedrooms, a self-contained apartment for Ethel Reid, the kids’ nanny, and a small bungalow guarding the entrance to the property, to be occupied by Audrey Kent, our secretary, and her husband Conrad, whose euphemistic job title is ‘security manager’.

We didn’t sell Loch Lomond, of course. I’ll never do that, for all sorts of reasons, some sentimental, others very practical indeed. But we decided that Monaco would be home base, and that Janet, Tom and wee Jonathan would be enrolled in its international school.

Tom is the newest addition to our family. He’s my son by my brief second marriage, to Primavera Phillips; he was conceived in its final unhappy moments, but Prim chose not to tell me about him. Indeed, she kept him secret from me until he was three years old, finally leading me to him by way of a merry dance of the kind only she could orchestrate. Not that she meant to: he’d still be unknown to me if she’d had her way. I like to think, though, that whatever had happened I’d have found him eventually. And if I had, whenever it was, wherever it was, I’d have known him straight away. I’ll never forget the first time I set eyes on him, in a roadhouse hotel in California, or how it turned my life upside-down.

Funny, my three kids each look completely different. Janet’s her mother to the life. Wee Jonathan, the older he grows the more he’s looking like my dad. Tom? Well, he’s me, no doubt about that, and if you look closely you’ll see Primavera’s boldness in his eyes. But there’s more, there’s more, only I’m not ready to deal with that, not yet.

My second marriage, I said. My first, of course, was to the lovely Jan, my soul-mate; but you know about Jan, how we grew up together, then drifted apart, only to be reunited when we realised that we didn’t really exist without each other, not properly at any rate. You know how happy we were, living an idyllic, uncomplicated life together in Glasgow, until it became all too complicated, and she and our unborn child were killed, by the intervention of some very bad people. What happened to them? You know that too: they’ve all gone to hell, and I had the sublime pleasure of sending the biggest and baddest of them there with my own two hands.

‘Oz!’ the girlies yell at premières, award bashes and other movie events. ‘Over here, Oz! Give us a wave, Oz! God, isn’t he nice, isn’t he gorgeous? Did you see that smile? ’ The girlies, even one or two of the boysies too, but I don’t mind them: I’m a liberal-minded guy. After all, I’m a member of a minority group myself . . . I’m a Fifer. Besides, they’re right. I am nice, I am gorgeous and, courtesy of Mac the Dentist, my dad, I do have a pretty dazzling smile. That’s what they see and if it makes them happy, well, it makes me happy too. Very few people have seen the other Oz; in fact, I can’t think of any who have and are still around to describe him. No, that’s not quite true: there’s one who’s doing thirty years in the USA. He’d be well advised to serve all of them: by that time I might just have forgotten about him.

So, anyway . . . as my mother always chided me for saying . . . there I was, sat in front of our private, well-guarded, multi-million-euro villa, watching the big blue boat and suddenly feeling relatively poor. Only relatively, though: I might not own an oil company, but I’d hit eight figures per movie and there aren’t too many of us do that. I’d just finished the third of a trio of projects that Roscoe Brown, my agent, had negotiated for me a year before, and we had reached the stage where we were turning down more work than we were accepting. I’ll tell you how big I’ve become: people are stopping Keanu Reeves in the street and asking if he’s me, rather than the other way round. (I believe it pisses him off mightily.)

I’d earned a couple of months’ break and I was looking forward to it, to a holiday with the whole family, maybe the last unfettered time we’d have together before Janet started proper school and we were hit by its limitations. My film schedule was fixed for a year ahead, but I wasn’t due back in California until mid-September, two months distant. When I went back to work, it would be for Miles Grayson, my mentor and one-time in-law. He had picked up the rights to a boxing movie and wanted me in the lead, opposite his wife, Dawn Phillips, Prim’s sister. Miles had decided that he was through with acting: he had recognised what the rest of us in the business had known for a while, that he was much better in the director’s chair. The part meant I had to keep myself in good physical condition, but that’s part of my normal routine. Every one of my homes has a gym. (Spoiled bastard, eh?)

I looked away from the Big Blue with not a trace of envy . . . Oz is not into boats . . . and laid wee Jonathan gently on the seat next to me, taking care not to wake him as I covered him with a towel. I stepped out into the sun and dived into the sparkling pool, so cleanly that Susie didn’t hear me until I surfaced behind her, clamping myself on to her flotation devices.

‘G’roff.’ She chuckled. ‘The kids are watching.’

‘No, they’re not. They’re too busy piloting their big green crocodile. Anyway, it’s good for them to see Mummy and Daddy happy.’

‘Happy’s one thing, Daddy fondling Mummy’s tits is something else.’ She turned and slipped her arms round my neck. I felt myself harden.

‘Let’s take it indoors, then.’

She kissed me and I felt her harden too. I love Susie’s nipples. They’re big and red, like cherries that are trying their best to become strawberries. ‘Is this what I’m in for all the next two months?’ she murmured.

‘If you play your cards right.’

‘Excuse me!’ A voice came from the doorway, across the terrace.

Having a live-in nanny is one of the privileges of wealth, but I can understand that people might think it brings privacy problems. I suppose it might, but not when the nanny in question is Ethel Reid. She’s the soul of discretion, a fountain of wisdom, and a hell of a laugh to boot. She’s taken our new lifestyle in her stride, the kids love her, and so do we.

‘Lunchtime for the wee ones,’ she called out, walking carefully across the tiles to pick up Jonathan, as Janet and Tom scrambled out of the pool. ‘The big ones can look after themselves.’

That suited us. Normally we eat as a family whenever we can, but that day Susie and I had a lunchtime appointment. The approach had come out of the blue, when I was in Spain, mid-way through Minghella’s Quixote movie; it wasn’t made via Roscoe, but direct to me, and it was from a novelist. He’d done some on-line research, found out where I was and had got in touch through the production company. The guy’s name was Benedict Luker; he sent me a copy of his newly published work, Blue Star Falling, and invited me, in a very roundabout way, to read it and tell him what I thought. I get a fair amount of stuff like that and, to be brutal about it, most of it is recycled on the instant, but there was something about this guy’s pitch that made me treat it differently. It was probably the letter that did it: I still have it.


Dear Oz

I can’t think of a single good reason why you should want to read this escapist crap. If you can come up with one, maybe you can share it with me, so that I can blag some other unsuspecting bastard.

Yours, not holding my breath,

Benedict Luker

Mysterian.



Yes, it was the letter; after that, how could I not look at it? Whoever this guy was, he’d managed to throw my switch. Besides, I had no scripts to consider, I’d exhausted my reading pile, and it’s bloody difficult to find English-language novels in a village in Extremadura that’s not all that far from the back of beyond.

It wasn’t the longest or most challenging book I’d ever read, but it got me hooked nonetheless. It seemed to be Luker’s first novel; it was a fast-action off-beat whodunit, in which the author was, curiously, his own leading character. I’d encountered something like it before, but for the life of me I couldn’t remember where. It was the kind of book that looks as if it’s meant to be read in bed, just before the light goes out, but if you do, you find yourself awake all night, or at least until it’s finished.

When it was, and when Luker the private-eye hero had caught the bad guys, and the Blue Star, which turned out to be a fist-sized diamond, just before it fell into an industrial crusher that would have turned it into a thousand twinkles, I wrote to him, at the New York post-office box address he’d provided. I told him it was the best yarn I’d encountered in a long time and that I couldn’t think of a good reason not to read it.

A week later, I received a second letter.


Dear Oz

Thanks. Your opinion matches mine. Now, can you think of a single good reason why you shouldn’t buy the movie rights?

Yours,

Benedict Luker



Actually, I could think of many excellent reasons. I’m an actor, not a producer. I may be a success in the movie business, but I know eff all about virtually all of it. Finding writers, a director, casting, putting a crew together, choosing locations, handling the logistical problems, many of them totally unpredictable: I’d seen it all done, but I hadn’t a bloody clue how to do any of it.

But I knew a man who had.

I sent Luker a one-sentence holding reply, ‘I’m trying to think of one,’ then called my ex in-law and asked him to get hold of a copy of the book. When I told him why I wanted him to read it, Miles questioned my mental condition but said he would. He called me back two days later, all business, and said, ‘Okay, here’s what you do. I’ll come in fifty-fifty on a three-year option and if it gets as far as production we can run it through my company, as long as you agree to play the lead and I get to direct. And don’t offer him much money, a hundred thousand dollars tops, and remember, it’s an option to produce and the money’s an advance against future income.’

I understood most of that, or at least enough to write to Luker and invite him to meet me in Monaco once I was clear of other commitments. He agreed and we set up a lunch meeting in the rooftop grill of the Hôtel de Paris, in Casino Square. I looked down on it as we climbed out of the pool, then checked my watch. ‘Christ,’ I said to Susie, ‘we’ve only got half an hour.’

She smiled up at me, and those cherries seemed to wink. ‘Well, ain’t that too damn bad,’ she said.
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We were twenty minutes behind schedule when we set out for the Hôtel de Paris, and even then, Susie’s hair was still damp. She had included herself in the meeting because she had read the book and enjoyed it and, as she put it, because there was no way in this lifetime that I was going to lunch in the H de P without her.

We’d only have been fifteen minutes late if the phone hadn’t rung, and if Audrey Kent hadn’t been in the toilet. But it did, and she was, so I picked it up.

‘Oz, it’s you.’

I knew that voice; by God, did I know it. ‘Last time I looked in the mirror it was,’ I told Primavera. ‘Which of your diverse personalities is on the other end of the line, and where the hell are you?’

‘I’m me,’ she replied. ‘The concerned mother missing her son.’

‘Not the devious tramp on a mission to ruin my life?’

‘Not this time.’

Prim and I had had a little difficulty a year or so before. She had been a very silly girl, and had paid various penalties, including a six-month prison term, and loss of custody of our son. I knew which had hurt her the most.

I had seen her once since she’d been inside, when we’d been at Loch Lomond and she’d come to visit Tom. Susie would have been behaving reasonably if she’d raised hell about that, since she’d been as much a potential victim of Prim’s failed scam as I had, but she’s as generous a woman as I’ve ever known, and she’d forgiven her. Guilt came into it, maybe: the early stage of our relationship, Susie’s and mine, was more than a little adulterous.

‘So, I repeat,’ I went on, ‘where the fuckaya? We’re short for time here.’

‘I’m in Monte Carlo.’ Why was I not surprised by that? Because I knew Prim too well, that’s why: she’d lost her ability to set me off balance. ‘I’ve checked into the Columbus, and I’d like to see Tom.’

‘A little notice would have been nice.’

‘Yes, I know, and I’m sorry.’

Bollocks, I thought. Prim and ‘sorry’ were strangers to each other.

‘They only gave me my passport back three days ago, after I finished my probation period. I wasn’t a hundred per cent certain that they would, and I didn’t want to make an arrangement and then have to disappoint him.’

‘I can accept that,’ I told her. ‘But you can’t just sweep in unannounced. We agreed that he has to be prepared for each visit. Susie and I are already late for a lunch date; I can’t deal with it right now. Tomorrow morning, fine, but not today.’

‘Okay,’ she conceded, slightly grumpily. ‘But what am I going to do in the meantime?’

I glanced at Susie; she shrugged her tanned shoulders. ‘Get in a taxi and come to the Hôtel de Paris, Le Grill on the roof. You can have lunch with us, make up a foursome. You might even be amused by it.’

‘I can’t just drop everything and come.’

‘Everything, as in what exactly? You were ready to bomb up here and see Tom. Just get your ass’ (Gone Hollywood: can’t help it) ‘in a taxi and don’t argue.’ I hung up on her.

Conrad was waiting at the front door in the Mercedes. We have two in Monaco, an S-class for posh stuff like being driven to the Hôtel de Paris, and an M-class, which Susie uses for the supermarket trips. (I’ve never understood the need for off-road capability in the Intermarché car park, but I’m no expert in such matters.) The Merc is the people’s car in the principality. You don’t see many BMWs there; someone I know told me that it’s because they’re seen to have Mafia connotations, but I wouldn’t know about that.

He’s a smooth driver, the boy, as skilled behind the wheel as he is in everything else he does for us. Conrad (woe betide anyone who ever calls him Connie) doesn’t have a job description. Some people think he’s my minder, but he isn’t, not first and foremost at any rate. I can handle such stuff myself and, besides, it doesn’t look good for someone like me to have a well-suited heavy on his shoulder all the time. It takes the gloss off the smile, if you understand me. No, he’s there to make sure that the intruder protection systems on all our properties are working, all the time, but first and foremost to look after Susie and the kids. Is he good at that? Well, all I’ll say is that when we moved to Monaco and Janet and Tom started nursery school, we had a paparazzi problem, guys following them right up to the gate and even inside. We don’t, not any more. I don’t know how he solved it, because I never asked, but he did.

The traffic was a little bit hairy, so it took fifteen minutes to reach Casino Square. With a clear run you can cross the principality in five. As we pulled up in front of the hotel, its impressive commissionaire stepped forward, ignoring the taxi that followed us as he seized the door handle. He bowed as we stepped out, greeting us by name . . . we weren’t regulars, but such courtesies come with the uniform. I bunged him the usual, took Susie’s arm and was about to lead her inside when I heard a call from behind.

‘Hold on!’

We turned, and there was Prim. She’d had no time to posh up, so I suppose she’d been planning to visit Tom in a close-fitting green satin dress that looked as if it had been cut to make the most of her maternal bosom, and in chosen-to-match shoes with three-inch heels. I suppose the poor wee chap might not have recognised her if she hadn’t been wearing a touch of blusher and deep red lipstick. She’d looked a bit scrawny when we’d seen her last, but she’d replaced the few pounds she’d lost in the nick, and the lines around her eyes had vanished.

‘Sorry I took so long,’ she exclaimed. ‘I thought taxis came on demand here, I had to wait almost ten minutes.’ She and Susie embraced, briefly, although I could still read a little tension in my wife’s body-language. I gave her a small nod, then stood aside for them to lead the way into the hotel’s spectacular foyer.

‘Who’s the fourth member?’ Prim asked, as we waited for the lift.

I filled her in quickly on Benedict Luker, his book and the bold and zany approach that had led to our lunch date.

‘So you’ve never met the guy?’

‘No,’ I agreed, as the elevator arrived and we stepped inside.

‘You know how old he is?’

‘No. His biog on the book jacket describes him as “an international man of mystery”, and that’s all.’

‘Or what he looks like?’

‘There’s no photo on the jacket.’

‘So how will you know who he is?’

‘Well,’ I told her as we stepped out and walked towards Le Grill, ‘first of all, it’s more than likely that he knows what I look like. But if by some tiny chance he doesn’t, the fact that he’ll be sitting at my table, probably into his third or fourth cocktail by now, should give me a clue.’

His back was towards us as the head waiter led us through the crowded restaurant to the table; the sod had grabbed the best place, facing the sea. He wore a Hawaiian shirt that declared the area to be a taste-free zone, and a cowboy hat . . . yes, a bloody Stetson . . . sat on his head at a jaunty angle. A copy of USA Today lay discarded on the floor beside him. As we drew close he heard us, turned and . . .

. . . and that’s when the shit hit the fan as spectacularly as I have ever seen, in one of the most prestigious venues in Europe . . . no, make that the world.

Susie let out a scream; her hands flew to her mouth, her knees buckled and she’d have fallen if I hadn’t reacted quickly enough to catch her and pull her to me. I let Prim look after her own equilibrium. Fortunately she was up to it. She didn’t scream, just stood there staring, like me, and like him. The four of us, indeed probably the whole restaurant, seemed frozen. We had become a diorama, a tableau, a paused DVD, creatures trapped in amber, or any other metaphor that may come to your mind and please you.

I don’t know how long we were like that, before Prim broke the spell with a cry of ‘Jesus fucking Christ.’

The Archbishop of Monaco was seated at the second table along. I caught the look of outraged horror that crossed his face. At another time I might have apologised for my guest’s behaviour, but at that moment, all I cared about was my wife. Plus, Prim had beaten me to the exclamatory punch by about half a second.

Susie was trembling in the crook of my arm, still staring, pop-eyed. I couldn’t say anything: I had to let her take it in, let her come to believe what her eyes were telling her, and work out how I was going to tell her what I knew I’d have to.

‘Mike?’ she said at last. It wasn’t at full scream volume, but it wasn’t far short of it.

The so-called Benedict Luker stared back at her; as he did, the cowboy hat slid slowly off the back of his head and landed on the floor. He looked to be in his mid forties, although I knew he was younger. He had a lean, weathered face, it had been around the block a few times. One of its more recent features was a scar that started on his right cheek and disappeared into a light, stubbly beard, which, like his hair, was greying. His eyes were the same, though. They’ll always give you away.

‘Let’s go somewhere else,’ said Prim, ‘somewhere private.’

‘No,’ I replied, almost before she had finished. ‘If we do that I’ll probably kill this bastard again, for real this time. Sit down, both of you.’

As I eased my wife into a chair, my guest started to rise from his. Maybe it was courtesy, maybe it was flight; I don’t know which and I didn’t care. I grabbed hold of his shoulder, doing my best to crush it, and slammed him back down. As I took the seat facing him, my back to the view, his face was twisted in pain, because I really am very strong. I wanted to hurt him more, but with the archbishop still watching it wouldn’t have been the thing to do, so I released him.

Susie seemed to have retreated from the edge of hysteria, but she was still stunned; her mouth hung open slightly. Prim had recovered her self-control. ‘It really is you, Dylan,’ she murmured, ‘isn’t it?’

He nodded, then looked across at me, into my eyes. ‘I didn’t mean for this to happen, Oz. You never said you’d bring either of them. If I’d known that . . .’

I’ve rarely been lost for words.

‘You’re dead,’ said Prim. ‘See the man in the red cloak two tables away? We should get him over here to pronounce a fucking miracle. You were a Special Branch cop, you went rogue, and you were shot dead in Amsterdam about six years ago. It was on the telly and everything.’

‘True,’ he whispered. ‘I was shot, but not dead. Everyone thought I was, Oz included. His was the last face I saw before I passed out. But I recovered. They could have let me die, but I had a lot of stuff in my head that they wanted, so they brought me back. Once they’d got it all out, they put me to work . . .’

‘Who are they?’

‘The drug police, international: a combination of Interpol and the DEA, very serious people. I worked underground for them for a while and helped them bust a very big chain in South East Asia. For that they gave me a new identity, a pay-off, and cut me loose.’

‘Benedict Luker was the new identity?’ I asked.

‘No. I became him a year ago. I wrote the book for fun while I was doing odd jobs in Portugal. I took the pen name off a CD cover. When I sold it, I decided to make another identity change. I pulled a favour from a friend in the DEA, and now Benedict Luker is my official name, although most people call me Benny. Hey, imagine me being called after the Pope, eh?’

‘Why didn’t you contact me, Your Holiness?’ Susie’s voice was laced with anger and bitterness. ‘We were supposed to be engaged. We were living together.’

He looked at her, and I saw real pain in his eyes once again. ‘It was over, Susie, or at least it was on its last legs. I knew it, and so did you.’

‘Did I?’

‘You didn’t say as much, but you did. Remember the time I asked you to set a date for the wedding? You didn’t just stall me: you ignored me. You changed the subject. That was a pretty clear message to me. Anyway, I couldn’t handle it any more, you rolling in it and me on a copper’s pay.’

‘So your answer was to turn crook and leave me?’

He winced. ‘An opportunity came up; it seemed like a good idea at the time.’

‘And if it had worked, if you’d got away with your big score, would I ever have heard from you again?’

‘That wasn’t my plan.’

‘You bastard!’ Susie hissed.

I held up a hand, calling a kind of truce. I needed to bring the situation under control, and not just because we were in a public place. I was as shocked as the girls by the reappearance of Michael Dylan. He had always been one for popping up dramatically, but I hadn’t expected him to do it again, not because I thought he was dead . . . I’d found out the truth a few years before . . . but because I’d thought he was gone from my life for good. I’d known Dylan for about ten years, since he was a detective inspector in Edinburgh. He’d seen himself as a bit of a high flyer then, but his boss (of whom more later) had left the force under a cloud, and Mike had jumped ship to Glasgow, in the interests of his career. There we had met up again, and he had met up with Susie. The rest of it, Prim had summed up pretty well: he’d gone rogue, and taken a hard, hard fall.

I glanced around: the head waiter had reappeared and was standing behind Prim, looking more uncertain, I suspect, than he’d ever been in his life. I told him to bring us four lobster cocktails, and four medium fillet steaks, with a bottle of 1996 Torres Mas La Plana and some sparkling water. He winced slightly at my choice of a Spanish wine, but gave a tiny bow and disappeared, grateful, I reckoned, that a potential embarrassment seemed to be defusing itself.

‘I’m not saying I wouldn’t have contacted you,’ Dylan resumed, ‘if only to let you know I wasn’t dead. But then I found out about you and Oz, and the baby, and I reckoned you didn’t need that kind of news at that time.’

‘And if I hadn’t tagged along for lunch, would I ever have been any the wiser?’ Susie glared at me. ‘You knew, didn’t you?’

‘That he was Benedict Luker? No way did I know, or I’d have burned his fucking book.’

‘But you knew he was alive. Prim and I almost died ourselves when we saw him, but you were only angry. If you were astonished, it was only because he was here. Admit it: you knew and you didn’t tell me.’

She had me. ‘Yes, I knew, and I kept it from you. But I’m not going to apologise for it. He turned up in Edinburgh just after Janet was born. Did I ever say I thought we might have a stalker? We did, and it was him. I met him, and I told him death became him, and that as far as you were concerned, he should stay that way.’ I fixed my eyes on him. ‘Incidentally, Benny, I still believe that.’

‘But I’m not dead, Oz, and now that Susie and Prim know it, we can’t go back there.’

He was kidding himself. I know a man in London, name of Mark Kravitz: if I’d made a single phone call to him and given him instructions . . .

I confess that that dark thought crossed my mind, but I didn’t dwell on it. The trouble was that Dylan had been my best friend once. When he was engaged to Susie, I’d been engaged to Prim, and we’d been top of the Glasgow glamour list . . . if you can get such a concept into your head. At the same time, unknown to Susie and me, Dylan and Prim had been a couple too or, rather, were suspected of having coupled on the odd occasion, but we weren’t bothered about that any more.

‘Okay,’ I told him. ‘You’re still with us, or Benny Luker is. Where’s Benny based now? What happened to Portugal? Weren’t you supposed to be holed up there?’

‘I did my time there, but I moved on when I did the book deal. Nobody watches over me any more. I’m in New York; Benny has an American passport, and a birth certificate.’

‘Won’t you be a bit visible, as an author?’ Prim asked him.

‘I’m going to be the reclusive type. Plus, the book’s only published in the US, so far at least. I won’t have any exposure in Britain. When the movie’s made . . . Let’s face it, nobody ever cares about the author, do they? Only the director and stars.’

I heard myself gasp. ‘Excuse me? The movie? You actually think I’m buying the rights now that I know who you are?’

He smiled, and looked at me the way he used to, out from under his eyebrows. In that moment I recalled what a cheeky, chancing bastard he’d always been.

‘Why has it suddenly become a bad deal?’ he asked.

The two women frowned in unison and stiffened in their chairs. ‘Dylan,’ Susie asked, ‘were you brain-damaged when that Dutchman shot you?’

He looked at her as if she was. ‘No,’ he said. ‘What’s the problem? Oz liked the book well enough to set up this meeting. I could have sent a ringer along, pretending to be Benny Luker, and he’d have been none the wiser. But down the line he’d have had to know, so I decided to face him up now.’

He fell silent as the lobster cocktails were served and as I approved the Mas La Plana, proffered by an unsmiling sommelier . . . I wondered how he’d have reacted if I’d asked for the mighty Yakima Valley red that had sneaked on to his list when nobody was looking . . . but I could tell that it was only a pause.

‘If you’d stayed at home with the kids,’ he told her, ‘and if she,’ he jerked his thumb at Primavera, barely glancing at her, ‘hadn’t turned up . . . and by the way, Oz, what the fuck is she doing here anyway? . . . your old man would have got over his initial shock and we’d have got down to business without interference. Or isn’t he allowed to? I remember you saying back in the old days that you reckoned Oz’s business brains were hanging behind his cock.’

I couldn’t help it, I shot Susie a sharp glance, and saw her turn a nice off-beetroot shade. I also saw her stifle a grin. ‘If I did say that,’ she shot back, ‘I must have been drunk. I was wrong, that’s for sure, for I appointed him to the board of the Gantry Group, and he was bloody good. In my least sharp management moments, that’s not something I ever dreamed of doing with you.’ She drew breath for a moment. ‘But the old days really are dead, Mike, so let’s not go back there again, ever. Stay at home with the kids, you said. Yes, that’s what I do now, and I’m happier doing that than I’ve ever been in my life. Sure, I was devastated when you went, but you really can’t comprehend how big a favour you did me.’

‘It wasn’t much of a favour for Prim, though.’

I glared at him: that was something that hadn’t needed saying, but I needn’t have worried.

‘Sorry,’ Primavera said, with a bitter laugh. ‘Susie didn’t break Oz and me up. We didn’t need any help: we’d have managed that all on our own, given very little time. As for you and me, well, all I can say is that having had some, I can understand why she got over you so easily. You might have been okay for this and that, Mike, but you were no use at the other.’ Prim never was one to go for a few simple blood vessels when the jugular is exposed.

The discussion, indeed the situation, was in need of direction. ‘That’s enough,’ I decreed. ‘Mike, let’s say that you’re here impersonating Benny Luker. Agreed?’

‘Okay,’ he said hesitantly.

‘In that case, our meeting is postponed. This is now officially a reunion lunch, and you and I will talk business later, somewhere else. Where are you staying?’

‘Nowhere. I flew in to Nice a couple of hours ago and took a taxi along here; I expected to be gone by tonight.’

‘Then stay over for a day or so. Prim, do you mind if I book him into the Columbus?’

She stared at him, disparagingly. ‘As long as you don’t give him my room number.’

‘Right, I’ll call our secretary and have her make the booking.’ I looked at Dylan. ‘Does Benny have a credit card?’

‘Visa and American Express.’

‘Give me the Visa details: she’ll need them for the reservation.’ He drew a wallet from a pocket in the unspeakably gaudy shirt and handed me the plastic. ‘Thanks. Once that’s done we’re going to have a nice civilised lunch, then our driver will take you, me and Prim back to the hotel, and Susie back home. Honey, you’ll prepare Tom for a visit from his mum. Prim, you’ll change into something casual, and pack a swimsuit if you like, and Conrad will come back for you.’

‘Can’t I take Tom out?’

‘With Conrad, yes, if you insist. But I’d rather you took all three of them, or Janet at least, for Jonathan can be a bit fractious. We’ve got Tom used to the fact that he’s one of a family of three kids, and I don’t want anything undermining that.’

‘You don’t trust me to take him out on my own, do you?’

‘Not yet,’ I told her, honestly, ‘and not for a while. You kept him from me for three years. Maybe in another three I’ll be sure you won’t run off with him.’

‘I won’t, but have it your way. It’ll be nice taking Janet out for an ice-cream.’

At first Dylan looked puzzled by this conversation, but as it developed, I could see that he was getting the picture.

‘Good,’ I said. ‘Now everybody’s as happy as can be expected.’ I made the call to Audrey, then handed the Visa card back to Dylan. ‘Michael,’ I continued, ‘we’re all glad you’re not dead . . . okay, that’s arguable, but let’s take it as read for now. Why don’t you tell us about a typical day in the life of Benedict Luker, and how you came to write the book? To be honest, old son, I never gave you credit for having that much imagination.’

He did as I asked, and a strange tale it was, if it was to be believed. It seemed that Rob Willis . . . the persona under which he’d settled in Portugal . . . had posed as a former police officer, retired on health grounds after an on-the-job injury. Actually this was an approximation of the truth, but the Iberian peninsula is so crowded with retired British coppers that he was hardly going to be a sore thumb.

It had never occurred to me to doubt Dylan’s account of the undercover adventures he had recounted when we had met up in Edinburgh: he’d volunteered it knowing that I had the contacts to check the story out if I chose. Equally, I took this new account at face value.

What he told us was that he had been working in a bar in a town called Tavira when he had been approached by an ex-pat friend of his named Chuck, a retired haulage contractor from the London borough of Walford or somewhere similar. The guy had told him that he had been robbed. His house, a few kilometres in-country, had been burgled while he and his wife had been on the golf course. The thieves had taken the usual, telly, DVD player and all his movies and CDs. Unfortunately, they had also taken his wife’s jewel box, which, on that one day, contained a very special rock that she had neglected to put away in the safe. It was a diamond pendant, a stone with a lustrous blue shine that had come into his family about fifteen years earlier, in circumstances that Dylan’s confidant thought best to leave vague, but which precluded his reporting the matter to the local police . . . or any other police for that matter.

Chuck’s plea to Dylan was simple. ‘You were a copper, I know that, but thirty years in the East End sharpens your sense of smell, and I can smell something iffy about you, son. So, how about helping me get my stone back?’

How was he to reward such confidence? By saying no, and maybe start Chuck asking a few questions about his past? No way. So he agreed, and the two of them began their own investigation. Dylan had been a half-decent detective in his time, and the thief had borne no passing resemblance to Raffles, the gentleman burglar, so pretty soon they had a few leads.

‘Are you saying,’ I asked him, ‘that Blue Star Falling is based on the truth?’

‘Got it in one, Oz,’ he replied, with a beam that broke the local smugness record by a mile, and that takes some doing in Monaco. ‘It’s all tricked up, of course. The locations are changed, the names are changed, and of course the ending was nothing like that.’

‘How did it really end, then?’

‘I found the diamond with a fence, I got it back off him . . . I threatened him with the police and he believed me . . . and I told Chuck who had stolen it. I didn’t want to know any more.’

‘What if Chuck reads the book, and recognises the story?’

‘Chuck’s never read a book in his life, nor has his wife. But even if he did, it’s well disguised. I have this really talented editor. She’s bloody lovely too; I think I may have some standing there.’ He smiled. ‘So that’s how Benedict Luker, novelist, came to be, and how we all came to be sitting round this table.’

I looked at him with a degree of grudging admiration, something I’d never done in my life before. ‘You’re a grade-A fucking nutter, Michael.’

He nodded his silver-streaked head. ‘Anyone who read my CV would be justified in thinking that. And if they were in any doubt, I can always get you to give them a reference.’

‘And me,’ Susie exclaimed.

‘Don’t leave me out,’ said Primavera.
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No question about it, that was the most bizarre and embarrassing lunch of my life. I actually found it necessary to go across to the archbishop’s table and apologise for any offence that my friends’ unguarded tongues might have caused. Untypical behaviour for Oz, you may think, but my family and I live in the damn place: the last thing I need is to be denounced from the high altar.

Nobody wanted dessert . . . well, Prim and Dylan might have, but I wasn’t going to offer it. I knew I had to get Susie out of there and back home, away from the contrived, artificially civilised atmosphere, so that she could sit down on her own and come to terms with the sudden storm that had turned the smooth waters of her life into a white-capped sea.
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You’ve got one shot at life...
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