

      

         

            

         

      


   





Also by Erin Kelly


 


The Poison Tree


The Sick Rose


The Burning Air


 


 


Erin Kelly is a freelance journalist and lives in London.


 


www.erinkelly.co.uk


www.twitter.com/mserinkelly


www.facebook.com/Erin-Kelly-Author










The Ties That Bind


 


 


Erin Kelly


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


 


 


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2014 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © ES Moylan Ltd 2014


 


The right of Erin Kelly to be identified as the Author of the


Work has been asserted by her in accordance with


the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be


otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that


in which it is published and without a similar condition being


imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance


to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


eBook ISBN 978 1 444 72838 5


Hardback ISBN 978 1 444 72836 1


Trade paperback ISBN 978 1 444 72837 8


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


 


www.hodder.co.uk










For Michael, again










‘Almost all of our relationships begin and most of them continue as forms of mutual exploitation, a mental or physical barter, to be terminated when one or both parties run out of goods.’


W.H. Auden


 


‘Brighton, my burglar bride!’


Julie Burchill, I Knew I Was Right










Prologue


When Luke came round, he knew two things. Firstly, that he was still alive and secondly, that he was still in Brighton. In the initial seconds of consciousness he was more sure about the second thing than the first. It was the falling caw of the gulls, that seaside constant, that told him where he was, and the pain that told him that he was.


Think. Remember. Think.


There were too many obstacles to thought. The seared skin at his wrists and ankles, the thirst, the cold, his bursting bladder, the muscle cramps, the stifling press of the bag over his head and the rough dry rasp of the gag between his tongue and the roof of his mouth. These agonies took it in turns to manifest themselves, circling relentlessly like horses on a beachside carousel. He had been hit on the back of the head, but the wound itself was strangely numb; he was more bothered by the itch where something sticky had dripped down the back of his neck, then cooled and dried.


For all that Luke had read, thought and written about other people’s pain, he had had only glancing experience of it himself. He was astonished by how much energy suffering consumed, and dismayed at how the essential powers of logic, reason and memory were obliterated.


He had always been proud of his memory – for a writer, recall is everything – yet now he was unable even to bring to mind the last place he had been conscious. He could remember the weeks that had led up to this moment, but not the hours. He didn’t know what he had done the previous day. He could remember the people who were currently in his life, but not when he had last seen any of them.


Think. Remember. Try.


If only he knew where he was. The cold and the stench of damp suggested that he was underground, but he could not even be sure of that. He would focus then on what he did know, or what he could feel, which was much the same thing. Coarse thin rope bound together his wrists and ankles, then caught them both behind his back so that his spine was bent backwards in a C-shape. He could not see it but guessed that it was a single length of cord that held him like this, secured by three knots. Luke took a perverse comfort in the fact that he could identify the method of his restraint. Joss Grand had devised this prison of knots as a torture device over fifty years ago, but he would not be capable of administering it now, or at least, not alone. Even with Luke’s limited recall, he knew exactly who would have helped him.


They had warned Luke not to write the book, to leave Grand alone. But no: he had known better, he was better. Or so he had believed. But why would they do this to him, or rather, why now? As far as Luke could remember, the book had finally begun to take shape. After a shaky start, the interviews were going well; their last session had been the best yet. Had Grand changed his mind? Was this his way of taking back his words? If anything, it was Luke who should be angry with Grand, the way he had . . .


Oh, shit. Sandy. If Grand had found out about Luke’s connection with Sandy, then of course he would be angry. He would be furious. Luke felt sick. He had promised to protect her, and he had failed. He could not bear to think what kind of punishment they would give her, and hoped desperately that some vestige of chivalry prevailed and they would not be torturing her like this. Luke thought that he could take twice this pain if it meant that she suffered none and, like all atheists in time of crisis, offered up this bargain in the form of a prayer. He rolled gently to the left to test for the press of the phone in his pocket. It was missing, but the action caused a fresh wave of pain that threw him onto his side and left him panting with the shock of it.


Something precious – a memory – slithered through the gaps between breaths. Grand wasn’t the only person who knew about this truss. Jem had seen the drawings Luke had made, and had been disgusted and confused by them. Was Jem capable of doing this just to teach Luke a lesson? Once he would have said not, but now nothing would surprise him. Jem had always said that Luke was out of his depth and perhaps this was his way of proving it. Jem . . . Luke found that despite everything, he longed to see him. At least if it was Jem’s doing, it would mean that Sandy was not at risk, and there was a chance that Luke could free himself with sweet lies and hollow apology. Was this professional violence or a personal punishment? And which was worse?


Think. Remember. Think.


He tried again to retrace the steps he had made earlier in the day, but it was no good. He had the feeling that there was something important, like a forgotten essential on a shopping list, something vital just out of his reach. Images of metal glimmered in and out of his mind’s eye, as though seen by candlelight. A dull gold bar, a spinning silver wheel, crucial images that he could not put into context. The faster his mind chased those thoughts, the more distant they became.


He was weakening by the second. Even under the hood, his vision was failing. A new, deeper darkness seemed to be closing in on him. In terror, he focused on the one sense that could still serve him, straining to hear through the cloth that covered his ears. Listen. No voices, no footsteps, no slamming car doors. No one was near.


The sounds of civilisation fell away one by one. Somewhere, a screaming siren was silenced. Then through deep ground came faint vibrations as though from a passing lorry or train. Then only a shrieking wind rattled a window. Then only the slow falling cry of the gulls. And then not even that.










One Week Earlier










Chapter 1


 


From: luke@lukeconsidine.wordpress.org.uk


To: maggie.morrison@morrisonlitagency.co.uk


Date: Tuesday 5 November 2013 15:52


Subject: New book


 


Dear Maggie,


Hope all’s well. As requested, I’m attaching the opening pages of the story I’ve been working on down here in Brighton. Of course, I haven’t got the ‘money shot’ yet, and it’s still very much a work in progress at this stage. But I’m days away from getting a confession from him, I can feel it. Once he’s talked, we can decide how best to pitch this to publishers. In the meantime, I’m keen (nervous!) to hear what you think.


All best,


Luke


 


Attached document: GRAND_Chapter1 *


 


Joss Grand is nothing to do with Brighton’s most prestigious hotel although when, occasionally, a connection is assumed he does little to dispel the assumption. The Grand Hotel has long stood for much that Joss Grand values: it is genteel, respectable, civilised, world-renowned, its lacy Regency façade redolent of white gloves and parasols, afternoon tea and evening promenades. More recently it has become associated with weddings, conferences and spa days. There are liveried porters on the door and a Steinway piano nestles amid the potted palms of the atrium.


Behind the hotel, the city crawls uphill from the sea. These back streets are the ones that Grand and his partner in crime, Jacky Nye, ruled with free fists and promises of terror for the best part of a decade. In the early sixties their firm was founded on illicit drinking and gambling dens, protectioneering and violence.


The old man is in his ninth decade now. Straight since the seventies, he is wealthy beyond the conception of many. The king is in his counting house, counting out his money. Having built his domain on the sham reverence of other men’s fear, he has devoted the rest of his life to buying the town’s respect. But of course, Brighton never was respectable behind the frontages of its hotels. And neither was Joss Grand.


 


Redemption Row was, like the streets that surrounded it, a mean terrace of flint-walled cottages that huddled back to back with their neighbours as though for warmth. Overcrowding was endemic, with two or three families occupying each house. Rods like flagpoles jutted from the fronts of its houses but no flags were ever flown here – in the absence of backyards there was nowhere else to hang the washing. Residents had little choice but to air their dirty linen – it could never quite be clean – in public.


Little girls wheeled their baby siblings in hand-me-down prams that became boneshakers on the ancient cobbles, and boys played football in streets too narrow to let anything more than a thin ribbon of sunlight shine onto the ground. Rickets was rife and most children had at least one sibling who did not make it to their fifth birthday. Few pictures of the neighbourhood survive. Those that do are of course black and white, but the impression given is that if they were somehow to be tinted with the colours of the day, the monochrome would be little relieved.


It was into this slum city that Jocelyn ‘Joss’ Grand and Jacky Nye were born a week apart in the summer of 1932, in neighbouring rooms on the top floor of a two-up, two-down in the centre of the terrace. Joss Grand’s father was a herring smoker who, through ill health feigned or real, managed to avoid conscription when war broke out in 1939. Jacky Nye’s unskilled itinerant father was shrewder still, having dodged the ultimate draft by abandoning Ethel Parsons long before her pregnancy began to show, bequeathing only his name to their son. He returned for a brief visit in September 1940, upon which occasion he spent five minutes with his son before taking Ethel to the Odeon on the London Road. The Luftwaffe dropped a bomb on the cinema halfway through the first picture; the couple were killed instantly.


Howard and Isabel Grand took Jacky in and raised him as their own; which is to say they let him run wild with Joss. If the streets of old Brighton were narrow, the alleyways that connected this warren of slum housing were narrower still. A twitten is the old Sussex word for the myriad passages, often the width of a man’s shoulders, that were common before the town planners tore down the old cottages in the name of progress. As boys, Joss Grand and Jacky Nye would have been able to cross from one side of Brighton Old Town to the other using this network of twittens – and rumour has it that they frequently did, carrying or stashing their scraps of silver or whatever else they had stolen, slipping their skinny frames through these warrens that no policeman could navigate as nimbly as a child. Jacky Nye was written off as educationally subnormal by his teachers, and while a life of crime was always on the cards for him, without the influence of the ambitious and tack-sharp Joss Grand, low-level thuggery would probably have been the crown of his achievements.


The boys’ only discipline came from boxing. They learned to fight in Brighton’s boys’ clubs, and although both were successful in their categories, they never met each other in the ring. Welterweight Grand’s advantage lay in a gristly strength and lightning reflexes. Heavyweight Nye’s solid mass had yet to begin its long run to fat. Contemporary reports suggest that his success as a boxer depended more on an ability to withstand blow after blow; the man was a monolith, almost impossible to knock out. He could win a fight and barely have dealt any of his own.


Redemption Row escaped the sweeping slum clearance project that decimated Brighton in the thirties, but was razed to make way for development twenty years later. Grand and Nye were not there to see the bulldozers; they were both sent down in 1957, although their very different crimes reflected different personalities and appetites. When they were freed in 1960, it was not a problem that their childhood home was gone. The slum would not have been large enough to contain the men they had become.


Their rise to power was swift and took the sleepy seaside town by surprise. They were the closest Brighton ever came to a firm like the Krays, although of course on a much smaller scale. Like those infamous east London twins, Grand and Nye operated interdependently, their pioneering combination of acumen and brutality setting them apart from other crooks. More than the sum of their parts, they were in their day the most feared men on the south coast.


The Krays and their south London rivals the Richardsons became legends in their own lifetimes, and continue to fascinate today. Ask most true crime enthusiasts about Joss Grand and Jacky Nye, however, and you will be met with a blank look. This is more than just a question of scale. Grand’s subsequent rise to prominence as a philanthropist has all but whitewashed over the local lore that the gift for creative violence was his, while Nye’s role was to execute his vicious methodology. Jacky Nye’s constant gigantic presence must have lent the smaller man a crucial physical gravitas that underwrote his threats. If he was a heavy passenger, he did not seem to slow Grand down.


It was said that one reason for their united front was that they had wronged so many people that each acted as the other’s bodyguard as well as his business partner. While it is true that many in Brighton and along the south coast had reason to want them out of the way, no serious attempt on the men’s lives was ever made. So the question that has tantalised for nearly five decades now is: when Jacky Nye was murdered, on the now long-lost West Pier in October 1968, where was his lifelong friend and partner? Why wasn’t he around to protect him?


There have always been those who whispered that Nye met his end not because Grand was absent, but because he was there.


 


Attached: GRAND_Ch_Mario Zammit *


Attached: GRAND_Ch_Sandy’s Story *


 


 


From: maggie.morrison@morrisonlitagency.co.uk


To: luke@lukeconsidine.wordpress.org.uk


Date: Wednesday 6 November 2013 18 : 11


Re: New Book


 


Luke!


 


This is fucking fantastic. I have to say, I was worried about you dragging such an obscure case out of the annals but actually I think this freshness could be its USP. It’s so rare these days to find something that hasn’t already been done to death. I can think of at least three editors we can approach with this.


You’re right, though, that we shouldn’t try to run before we can walk with this project. I’ll wait until you’ve got your taped confession, or some other supporting evidence – something to prove to me, and to potential publishers, that you really own this story. I think it’s for the best, after what happened last time.


In the meantime, keep on keeping on. Here’s to knocking Earnshaw off the top of the bestseller charts!


Maggie x


PS I keep forgetting to ask you on the phone, did that package get to you all right?










One Year Earlier










Chapter 2


‘Full house,’ said Viggo.


Tonight’s pieces were figurative paintings rather than the gallery’s usual abstracts and installations and the crowd were correspondingly different. Most of the guests were from the bigger Leeds banks and law firms, grey-suited men from the financial quarter and their wives with glassy brows and orange legs. The only two people under twenty-five Luke recognised as a new signing to Leeds United and his C-list actress girlfriend. The only one cheaply dressed was the artist, a bare-faced woman in jeans and Converse. Apart from Luke and Viggo, of course. Not that their uniforms – black shirt, black trousers, black tie – didn’t look good. They were the most expensive clothes Luke owned, and certainly the newest.


Before the auction, it was their job to circulate with trays of champagne and try to get as much of it as possible down the guests’ throats but the minute the bidding began they were to remain behind the bar. The gallerist liked it to be so quiet that you could hear a bubble pop.


The artist affected nonchalance throughout the process, fiddling with her phone even when one of her paintings, a study in silvers and reds called Reclining Male Nude, broke the twenty-thousand barrier. The buyer, a tall man with thick, light grey hair, was not so cool, leaving the crowd and leaning on a wall near the bar as though he could hardly believe what he had just done. The hair framed an unlined face studded with bright blue eyes, revealing him to be a good couple of decades younger than he had looked from behind. Older than them, but surely still in his late thirties, early forties at most.


‘Silver Fox,’ said Viggo with a grin. ‘I wonder what colour his pu— congratulations, sir!’ He switched tack as the Silver Fox approached the bar, leaving Luke biting his lip. ‘A really beautiful piece.’ Luke saw Viggo’s eyes flick down to the black Amex card between the man’s fingers.


‘I think this calls for champagne,’ said Viggo. ‘By the glass or the bottle?’


‘I don’t know,’ said the Silver Fox, placing the credit card on the bar. He spread his hands before them. ‘Look at this, I’m actually shaking. I’ve never done anything like this before. I mean, I’ve spent money on cars and property and the usual, but art . . . I’m buzzing.’ He looked at Luke. ‘If I buy a bottle, will you help me to drink it?’


‘We’d love to,’ said Viggo, before Luke could stop him. Viggo had already had a written warning about inappropriate fraternisation with clients.


‘Thanks,’ said Luke firmly, ‘But we don’t clock off until at least half eleven, and then we’re going on somewhere.’


‘The more the merrier,’ said Viggo. ‘Let me pour you a glass now and you could meet us at half past?’


‘I, ah, yes. Thanks. Um, I’m Jeremy.’


His accent was posh Yorkshire: RP pulled up short by the odd flat ‘a’. Viggo seized the hand before it was fully extended.


‘Viggo, and this is Luke. Congratulations again, Jeremy.’ He was exaggerating his own accent even though his English was more fluent than that of many of their peers; he did this deliberately so men would ask him where he was from. He thought they would find him more attractive if they knew he was Swedish. Annoyingly, he was right. Luke was proud that his accent – when he could get a word in edgeways – remained unimpeached Leeds, despite spending the latter years of his teens living in Australia. The family had emigrated to Sydney when he was fourteen: he had returned home at the first opportunity, for university, and now only went to Australia as a visitor.


Viggo at least waited until Jeremy was out of earshot before saying, ‘Kerching!’


‘We said we’d meet Charlene for a drink in Charmers after work,’ Luke reminded him.


‘We can bring him with us. I’m sure he can afford to treat her, too.’


Luke reflected that at least if Jeremy bought a couple of rounds, they might have enough for a cab fare home.


He met them at the entrance at half past eleven and they began the short walk along the riverside to Charmers. Under cover of the half-light, Luke feasted on the sight of Jeremy in profile, the classic straight nose, the perfect right-angle of his jawline, the smooth close shave.


‘You look different out of your uniforms,’ Jem said.‘I’m not used to hipsters.’


No one who really knew what a hipster was would label Luke that way. His glasses were his dad’s old NHS frames, not a designer reproduction, his hair was huge, wild and curly because it was either that or shave it, and if he looked good at all tonight it was because Viggo had refused to be seen out with him until he had lent him a skinny jacket to replace his fleece. As Viggo often told him, it was incredible that he could know so much about the classic tailoring so beloved of the sixties gangsters without any sartorial elegance having rubbed off on him. Luke could see his point but whenever he made an effort he looked even to himself as though he was wearing fancy dress. He had long ago resolved to leave style to those like Viggo – or indeed Jeremy – who had a gift for it. It was one thing to appreciate an aesthetic, another to have the commitment and resources to adopt it as your own.


Viggo knew the guy who looked after the VIP lounge and he picked up the velvet rope to let them through. Jeremy ordered a bottle of Veuve Clicquot from the waitress. If he noticed that he was the only person in the bar wearing a suit, he wasn’t self-conscious about it.


‘So, how long have you two been together?’ said Jeremy. It was a long time since anyone had made that assumption.


‘We’re not,’ said Luke. ‘We were, for a bit, but that was years ago. We’re just flatmates now. Although we were colleagues before that. Do you remember Coming Up? It was a sort of gay lifestyle magazine for the North.’


Jeremy looked panicked.


‘No reason why you should. It was for . . .’ he had been going to say young people but amended it to, ‘Student types, really. It’s folded now.’ These last words were mumbled into his glass. He was still uncomfortable talking about how the magazine he had loved could not compete with online content. It had broken his heart when it had closed, only to relaunch months later as a website, a shadow of its former self, put together by kids who would write for nothing.


‘He won awards for his journalism. He’ll have a Pulitzer one of these days,’ said Viggo, draining his champagne in one and refilling his flute. Luke knew that it was coming from a place of pride, but he hated it when Viggo did this; the achievements of his early career now only served to highlight the mess he had subsequently made of it. ‘Stonewall Awards two years running. He went undercover at one of those Christian boot camps that reckons it can cure homosexuality.’


‘And did it work?’


‘Oh yeah,’ Luke gestured to the waitress. ‘Look at the tits on that.’


Jeremy laughed, then grew serious. ‘So what are you working on at the moment?’


The awful truth was that his freelance career had been strangled at birth thanks to a spectacular piece of self-sabotage. But Jeremy didn’t need to know that. ‘What I’m really interested in is sort of true crime, old gangland wars, trying to find an old mobster to write a biography of. I’ve got an agent who’s interested, and I’m chasing this one lead who could make it all happen. Len Earnshaw? He was a safecracker in the sixties but they didn’t catch him till the eighties. He worked every city in the North, he knew everyone, from the Quality Street Gang to the Krays – and he’s never gone on record before now.’


‘Sounds fascinating,’ said Jeremy. He sounded like he meant it, so, ignoring Viggo’s rolling eyes, Luke pulled his notebook out of his satchel and found a spotlight on the table that they could just about read by. The notebook bulged with pasted scraps, photocopied newspaper cuttings and a few notes cribbed from true crime books. ‘Here’s Earnshaw,’ he said, pointing to a stylish mugshot. Jeremy had to lean in close. He smelled delicious: clean and musky at the same time. Luke felt the first stirrings of attraction quicken and condense into desire.


‘What’s a nice boy like you doing writing about violence like this?’ asked Jeremy. He’s flirting with me, thought Luke. Not Viggo, but me.


‘I’m just fascinated by it. I did my dissertation on homosexuality and gangland culture in the sixties.’


‘Mine was on operational resources and statistics. You must think me terribly boring.’ But Luke didn’t, obeying the law that we are always interested in those who are fascinated by us. He suddenly wanted Jeremy’s opinion on his work in progress, and wondered if he should offer to show him the opening chapter, which he thought nicely conveyed the North of the sixties and the social context; he wanted someone else’s opinion, but his new friend’s focus had drifted.


‘Do you know him?’ He nodded over Luke and Viggo’s shoulders to where Charlene was gesticulating at the bouncer from the other side of the rope.


‘That’s not a him, that’s Charlene,’ said Viggo. At his wave, she was allowed in.


‘Why can’t you just drink at the bar like normal people?’ she said.


‘Jeremy, Charlene, Charlene, Jeremy,’ said Luke.


‘All right?’ said Charlene.


‘How do you do?’ said Jeremy. He stared at Charlene, as people often did on their first encounter, because she looked like an unnervingly beautiful underage boy. She kept her hair in a short-back-and-sides with a quiff at the front and tonight she had on a fifties Hawaiian shirt and jeans with turn-ups. At Jeremy’s nod, another glass and a fresh bottle appeared on their table.


‘How’s your dad?’ said Viggo, filling her glass, and then, to Jeremy, ‘Charlene had to move back down south to look after her dad. He’s not well.’


‘Don’t want to talk about it. I’ve got a respite carer living in until the day after tomorrow, so I intend to drink my way through it.’ She emptied her glass. ‘Who wants to dance?’


Luke and Jeremy shook their heads, but Viggo let her pull him to the dancefloor and up onto a podium. Luke watched Jeremy watch Viggo. The way he looked under the lights – golden hair and skin, rippling arms – was just one of the reasons Viggo rarely went home alone.


‘Are you much of a dancer, Jeremy?’ asked Luke, hoping the answer would be no.


‘Call me Jem. Jeremy makes me sound like an accountant.’


‘Ok, Jem. What do you do?’


‘I’m an accountant,’ he deadpanned, making Luke laugh. ‘Well, an actuary really.’ He took an engraved, pale green business card from his wallet that read, ‘Jeremy Gilchrist, Partner, Gilchrist Fonseca, Actuarial Consultants’.


‘Yeah, what is that?’ said Luke, flexing the card between his fingers. ‘I know it’s a specialist kind of accountant, but . . .’


‘It’s about risk, about assessment. Say a multinational wants to open a new branch somewhere. I need to see whether they’re good for it.’


As Luke wondered how he would steer the conversation back to something with a bit more erotic potential, Charlene and Viggo returned, falling on the free champagne as though afraid it would be taken away at any moment.


‘Dancefloor’s full of children,’ said Charlene. ‘I must be getting old.’


‘Why don’t you come back to my place?’ said Jem. ‘It’s just round the corner.’ The invitation was addressed to all of them.


‘Nah,’ said Charlene. ‘I’ve had enough of being indoors to last me all year. I think I’ll stay here, see who else turns up.’


Luke stared hard at Viggo, hoping he would take the silent hint, but he didn’t.










Chapter 3


Jem’s flat was further along the River Aire, beside the cobbled banks where the Royal Armories Museum stood among old redbrick mills and factories reborn as flats and offices. The neighbourhood was only half-gentrified: the coffee bars and Pilates studios hadn’t quite nudged out the greasy spoon cafes and tattoo parlours.


They turned into a dock, where old-fashioned barges were moored beneath a brand new glass-and-chrome apartment block. The penthouse, reached by a gleaming steel lift, occupied the entire top floor.


‘What a view,’ said Viggo, standing before the huge plate window. It had begun to drizzle, turning lights into streamers all over the city.


Jem walked up behind Viggo – their closeness made Luke fizz with anxiety – and tapped the glass twice. Immediately it became opaque.


‘No way!’ said Viggo, jumping back and laughing. ‘Jem, can we smoke?’


The hesitation was barely perceptible. ‘Sure,’ said Jem. At the touch of an unseen button, the window slid open to reveal a balcony.


Jem retreated into a kitchen and they heard ice tumble into glasses. In the sitting room, the walls were bare and bookshelves empty apart from a Bose music dock. Luke had never seen a place look so uninhabited. When e-readers had first come out, he’d joked to Viggo that now that people’s books were all hidden away in digital form instead of on display on bookshelves, it was much harder to know whether to sleep with them. It hadn’t occurred to him that he might want to sleep with someone who didn’t have any.


Jem came back with an ice bucket, three glasses and, this time, a bottle of Laurent Perrier that dripped with condensation. Luke didn’t know many people who kept £40 bottles of champagne in the fridge the way he and Viggo kept milk.


‘You can see why I needed to buy some art. Only just moved in. That’s where he’s going to hang,’ he said, gesturing to the largest blank wall.


‘Where’d you live before?’ asked Viggo.


‘Headingley,’ said Jem. He flushed slightly. ‘With my wife. Soon to be ex.’ His voice took on a confessional tone. ‘I haven’t actually been out very long. Six months. It’s still a novelty going into a bar without taking off my wedding ring first.’


There was a short silence while Luke and Viggo took this in.


‘I don’t think I was ever in,’ said Viggo. ‘My mum says she knew when I was three.’


‘What about you?’ He turned to Luke.


‘I was out at high school in Sydney, so about seventeen.’


‘At school? I didn’t even come out to myself until I was thirty. And I was eight years married by then.’


‘Sounds lonely,’ said Luke. Viggo had lost interest, and bent over the dock, scrolling through Jem’s iPod.


‘It was, for both of us. I’m very sorry that I didn’t have the courage to leave Serena ten years ago, and I’m sorry I went behind her back. I loved her very much, in a platonic sort of way. I still do. I miss her terribly.’ He looked down at his left hand, as though checking for a ring. ‘But there was no investment, no risk. I didn’t give anything of myself to lose. And that wasn’t fair on either of us. It’s ironic, isn’t it, given what I do for work? I wasted the best years of her life, as her friends all told me before they decided never to speak to me again. I can’t say I blame them.’


‘Where is she now?’


‘She’s still in our old house in Headingley, living our old life without me.’ He looked desperately sad.


Viggo had finally located music that met with his approval – some jazz that Luke didn’t recognise – and, playlist sorted, he shimmied his way to the toilet, leaving Luke and Jem alone together. When he disappeared, it was as though the lights had been turned down.


Jem leaned in, pressed one finger to Luke’s collarbone and took his lower lip between his teeth. Luke only remembered Viggo when the front door slammed, shocking them apart.


‘Sorry,’ said Jem. ‘I’ve made things awkward with your friend. I couldn’t help it. Just . . . look at you.’ He slid a warm palm down Luke’s chest, over his belly, under the buckle. ‘How do you keep that stomach so flat, anyway?’


‘I’m twenty-eight and poor,’ said Luke, joking to mask the nerves that suddenly butterflied about his body. But Jem wasn’t joking. He looked more serious, more intent, than Luke had ever seen anyone before. He felt naked even before he was undressed.


In the bedroom, Luke’s awareness of his own imperfections briefly flared and threatened everything; he felt every one of his freckles, every crazy strand of hair. Jem’s body was crafted to rival anything in a gallery. Smooth, even skin wrapped tight around solid muscle. Arousal triumphed over insecurity and Luke surrendered to it, lost himself in this man who was warm velvet and expensive leather and – yes! – wood.


 


When Luke woke up, Jem was in bed beside him, reading his notebook.


‘Morning,’ said Jem. ‘I was torn between reading this and watching you. You look very lovely asleep. Not sure how cool you are now, though. Can you still be a hipster with your clothes off?’


‘Huh,’ said Luke.


‘So, I’ve just been transported back fifty years to Manchester in the sixties. I didn’t mean to look, and then I couldn’t stop,’ said Jem. ‘It’s good. When you said true crime, I was thinking of pictures of guns and handcuffs but this is . . . better than it needs to be.’


He had flattered Luke into alertness. ‘I was thinking along the lines of In Cold Blood. Do you know it?’ Jem shook his head. ‘Truman Capote. It’s an account of a real-life murder in Kansas only it’s . . . serious, and literary.’


‘Righty ho,’ said Jem, waving the notebook. ‘Well, you’ll be signing copies of this before you know it. I hope you’ve practised your autograph.’


There was a pen on the bedside table. Luke uncapped it and signed his name with a flourish on Jem’s side. Jem got out of bed and admired the signature in the mirrored door of the wardrobe.


‘You’ve made your mark on me all right,’ he said, lightly tracing the letters with his fingertips.


‘What time is it?’ asked Luke, wondering how long they had before their hangovers kicked in.


‘Half seven.’


‘It’s the crack of bloody dawn,’ said Luke, pulling the covers over his head. ‘Don’t go to work. Chuck a sickie, stay in bed with me.’


‘I couldn’t,’ said Jem gleefully. When he put the call in, he was clearly leaving a message not for a boss, but a secretary. ‘I’ve got nothing in for breakfast,’ he said. ‘I usually have it at the gym. I’ll go out and get coffee, fresh orange, some pretentious carbohydrates with a French name. Maybe some papers.’


‘OK,’ said Luke. He rolled over and immediately began to dream. They were in a subterranean club with whitewashed brickwork arches. Jem was there dressed as a sixties gangster, drinking and comparing guns with Len Earnshaw. Truman Capote was in the corner holding court and on a tiny stage, Judy Garland sang, spotlit against a glittering curtain. The dream seemed to last for ever, but it must have been one of those micro-sleeps you heard about because when Luke woke and called out Jem’s name he still wasn’t back.


He had a shower, using Jem’s caviar shampoo for silver hair and the body wash whose price tag was more than he made on a night shift in the gallery. He towelled off and waited in the sitting room. He tapped the window and was suddenly stark-bollock naked in front of the dock that now thronged with office workers and shoppers. After hurriedly dressing, he explored the flat; there was little to see. All the surfaces were as bare as the shelves. The only thing to show anyone lived there was a little dish by the front door containing a set of car keys, some loose change and Jem’s driving licence, which showed that he was thirty-nine and still gave his old address in Headingley.


Eventually the smooth buzz of the lift heralded Jem’s return. The aroma of coffee and pastry came first but Jem’s face was the same colour as his hair and Luke looked down to see a thin bloodstain threading its way through his white shirt.


‘Jesus Christ, Jem. Have you been stabbed?’ He threw a glance out of the window as if he’d be able to see the knifeman running off into the mêlée. Jem lifted the cotton and gently peeled away a wad of gauze to reveal Luke’s signature, now raised, swollen and oozing blood.


‘I went to the tattoo parlour,’ he said. ‘I wanted to show you I had faith in your writing. I can be a signed first edition.’










Chapter 4


When Luke arrived for his shift in the gallery, he still felt lit up where Jem had touched him. His skin glowed in anticipation of more to come later that night, and he wondered if he could leave an hour early. Already he was concerned about the clash between his late nights and Jem’s early mornings. Had he ever thought of a relationship in such practical, permanent terms after only one encounter?


Viggo was running late. Taking the glasses out of the dishwasher, Luke hoped that he had taken last night’s defeat in good grace. After all, how many times had he had to sit through tales of Viggo’s conquests? But when he finally got there, half an hour behind schedule, he wasn’t sulking but bouncing around like Tigger.


‘I’m going to be an author!’ he screamed, virtually headbutting Luke. ‘Aminah wants me to write her books for her!’


‘What?’ he said. Luke knew who Aminah was, of course. It was just that her name wasn’t one you expected to find in the same sentence as the word ‘books.’ She was a girl from a sink estate in Bradford who had found fame through – in this order – a talent show, a grating number one single, a drug problem, a sex tape, rehab and a reality TV show about her comeback. Now she lived a clean life of workout DVDs and conspicuous designer luxury, which made her far less interesting to Luke. To him, glamour was not a gloss, but a tarnish. Naturally, Viggo adored her and she him. Luke had once referred to her as ‘the working man’s Kylie’. It was meant as a slight but Viggo had used the phrase as a headline in an interview and the epithet had stuck, Aminah even adopting it as her Twitter biography. She had appeared on the front cover of Coming Up an unprecedented three times.


‘I know!’ said Viggo. ‘She’s writing a memoir and two novels and she asked for me to ghost-write all three.’


Luke had never known Viggo to write anything longer than a three-page interview. While he had risen from the ranks of rookie reporter to features editor, Viggo had remained entertainment writer for the duration of his career at Coming Up.


‘You’ve got a three-book publishing deal? You?’


‘Don’t be bitter,’ said Viggo cheerfully.


‘I’m not,’ said Luke, who was so consumed with envy he could barely speak. ‘I’m honestly pleased for you. It’s just, isn’t it a bit . . . commercial? Don’t you want to hold out for something with a bit more, like, integrity?’


‘I think even you’d dump your literary integrity for a twenty-five grand advance. I can pay off all my credit cards. And I’ll like it. You know how attracted I am to lowest-common-denominator trash.’


‘Good for you, then. At last you’ve found your métier.’


Viggo flicked him with a tea towel. Luke stared at his friend, wondering if he had always burned with secret literary ambition, but concluded that he had never known Viggo to read anything over a thousand words. That he should be the one to beat him to a book deal . . . he had to change the subject.


‘So you’re all right about Jem?’


‘All’s fair in love and war,’ said Viggo, utterly without edge. ‘How was it, anyway?’


‘Yeah. Good. Different. Intense.’


The story about the tattoo had been on his lips all day but he couldn’t bring himself to share it, not even with Viggo. His loyalty seemed suddenly, strangely, to lie squarely with Jem.


 


There was a condition: if they were going to be together, Luke had to stop smoking. Jem couldn’t stand the smell in his house, couldn’t bear the thought of Luke poisoning his beautiful body; and, most of all, he wanted to taste him, not an ashtray.


‘No worries,’ said Luke. ‘I’m good at giving up smoking. I’ve done it lots of times.’


Apparently the agreement took immediate effect. Jem, with concern that few would have shown, had already been to the pharmacy and bought enough nicotine patches to get Luke through the first week.


The twenty-grand painting had pride of place on the wall now and the bookshelves were slowly filling up. It had started with a paperback of In Cold Blood and now Luke had only to mention an author in passing for Jem to go to the big bookshop near his office and buy it at lunchtime, so that the growing library duplicated his own: Auden and Isherwood, Hollinghurst and Arnott (which Jem had actually read) as well as a handful of gangster memoirs and true crime classics like The Profession of Violence (on which the spines were to remain unbroken).


There was no love lost between Jem and Viggo. Jem was jealous of their shared past, no matter how often Luke tried to reassure him that the ten-day fling that had brought them together was the least interesting thing about their relationship. ‘We’re more like brothers now,’ Luke tried to explain. ‘Neither of us have family in Britain, so we have to be each other’s family now. He was there for me when no one else was.’ But Jem chose not to listen.


There was a corresponding cooling in the atmosphere at home, especially now that the novelty of Viggo’s book deal had worn off and he understood the marathon of work ahead. When Luke had mentioned that Viggo’s ghostwriting empire was slowly expanding to fill their little flat, Jem gave him a key to the penthouse and told him to work there whenever he wanted. Jem loved the idea of his home being used to create art when he was out at work. He said he felt like his money was finally being put to good use. He made Luke feel like he was doing the favour gracing the flat with his presence, never that it was an imposition.


Luke had never seen himself with someone like Jem – never thought he’d go corporate, always pictured himself with another writer or artist, or someone in the media at least – and now realised that was why he’d never held on to the same man for more than a few months. If a relationship was going to be close, there wasn’t space for two people to be the same.


It was part of the attraction, the utter mystery of Jem’s job, the arcana of profit and loss, the knowledge denied to everyone else Luke knew. Not that Jem took his work home with him. Once the suit was off, you forgot about his day job. He might be pushing forty but his intensity reminded Luke of himself at seventeen, unable to play it cool with the first boy who reciprocated his interest; Jem was texting him constantly, following him from room to room, playing the same songs on a loop and forcing Luke to sit down and listen to the lyrics. Occasionally he would say stupid things, marvelling at the strange cosmic forces that had compelled him to visit the gallery that night, musing on fate and destiny, concepts that Luke found excruciatingly ­embarrassing.


‘I can’t believe how confident you are, how comfortable you are,’ he said once. ‘I’m so glad I’ve got you to show me the ropes.’


‘There aren’t any ropes,’ Luke had snapped. ‘It’s not the Freemasons.’ He tried to rise above his irritation. It was obviously a natural consequence of Jem being in the closet for too long. Luke had to remember that in gay years he was the grown-up.


Still, he found himself behaving in ways he didn’t recognise. He would have been mortified for his friends to see the messages he sent when he was bored during the day:


 


Darling Jem, come home for lunch. ALA, Luke


 


ALA stood for All Love Always. The acronym was one of those little couples’ codes that you sneered at when used by others but that, Luke was now discovering, locked you together.


Work was going well, too. He couldn’t say whether it was the peaceful home environment, the motivating envy of Viggo’s book deal, or the confidence Jem had poured into him, but he had made more progress on his book in the few weeks since they met than he had in the previous six months. He’d gone from written correspondence with Len Earnshaw to telephone calls and they had arranged to meet for the first time.


He and Jem spent their one-month anniversary in the penthouse, ostentatiously relaxed in towelling robes after a long shared bath. Jem looked up from the interiors pages of the newspaper he was reading.


‘What would be a bohemian thing to have on that blank wall?’ he said. ‘I need something to balance out the painting. It says here that feature walls are the way forward.’


He showed Luke the page in question. One room was part-covered in wallpaper that looked like old bookshelves, another one hosted a selection of starburst mirrors, and another had a wall entirely covered in cuckoo clocks. They all looked awful and Luke trod carefully, knowing that to give anything his blessing, even casually, would mean that he would come home to find it installed.


‘It’s your place,’ he said.


‘What if it was yours too?’


The blood rushed to Luke’s cheeks.


‘You remember the night we met, when we had that conversation and we made that amazing connection? You remember what I said about Serena, that I loved her but there was no investment? Well, I want to invest in you, Luke. I’ve fallen for you. I don’t see any point in lying. I know you feel the same. You’ve opened my eyes to everything I’ve been missing. The least I can do is give you somewhere decent to live. Give up that gallery job that keeps us apart all week and be a full-time writer. I’ve got more than enough money for two of us.’


Of course he said yes, although even as the thought of having unlimited access to Jem thrilled through him, the word transaction briefly blazed across his mind.


Telling Viggo wouldn’t be a problem. Luke was sure he would barely notice.


At the maisonette, he was in his usual lotus position on the sofa with the laptop balanced on his knees. The sitting room was strewn with gossip magazines and blockbuster novels.


‘Could you afford to cover the rent on your own now? Jem’s asked me to move in.’


‘Wow, that’s quick,’ said Viggo, blinking. ‘Yeah, I can make rent all right. Your money’s just a top-up really. But can you afford it? A mortgage on somewhere like that must cost two, three grand a month, easy. You’ll never be able to keep up.’


Luke’s voice dropped to a mumble. ‘He says I won’t have to contribute and he’s going to give me an allowance.’


Viggo’s eyebrows disappeared under his hair. ‘Like a patron,’ he said. ‘What does that make you, then?’


‘I know how it sounds but it’s a great opportunity for me to buy enough time to really do something worthwhile.’ He hadn’t meant it as a dig, or not consciously, but Viggo interpreted it as such, and shifted indignantly in his seat.


‘I think,’ said Viggo primly, ‘that you are no longer in a pos­ition to lecture me about selling out. I’m a whore because you don’t like the work I’m doing, even though I’m working sixteen-hour days. But you live with someone just for the money, so you can pick and choose what you write. You can treat it like a hobby, and you still think you’ve got more integrity than me?’


‘Where’s all this come from, Vig?’ said Luke, bewildered. ‘I hoped you’d be happy for me.’


‘I am,’ said Viggo, not looking up from his screen.










Chapter 5


‘Are you sure this is a good idea?’ It was the day of Luke’s first meeting with Len Earnshaw and Jem had been drumming his fingers nervously on various surfaces all morning. ‘I’m worried about you, going off to fraternise with criminals.’


‘For God’s sake Jem, I’ll be fine.’


‘How do you know that?’


‘I just do,’ said Luke, gathering his keys and wallet. ‘I always have been in the past. Trust me?’ Jem nodded, then caught Luke’s hand and held it uncomfortably tight. Luke gave an answering squeeze of reassurance, pulled his fingers away – enduring a short sharp friction burn – and left.


But Jem’s concern was catching and Luke turned the conversation over and over as he waited for the bus. Working undercover was one thing; on previous journalistic assignments, Luke had always felt that because he was operating at a remove from reality, a similar insulating layer existed between him and risk. This irrational feeling of invincibility had, in the past, been bolstered by the presence of an editor, someone who would call to check on his progress and who could, in an emergency, marshal the resources of the commissioning publication. Books, though, were different. He didn’t even have a publisher lined up, which meant that he was walking the wire without a safety net for the first time. On the bus ride across the city he tried to think of a time when he had ever felt seriously threatened by an interviewee, and was vindicated when he could not recall a single incident. Confidence displaced the anxiety Jem had planted and Luke felt the protective bubble form around him again.


Len Earnshaw was disappointing in the flesh, and flesh he had in great spare folds. When Luke saw him, picking his way through a packet of scampi flavour crisps, goitre spilling over the neck of his shell suit, he realised he’d been expecting, somehow, to see a trim spiv in a three-piece suit emerging through a cloud of cigarette smoke. You couldn’t even smoke in pubs any more, which showed just how far ahead of reality he had let his fantasy run.


Earnshaw sank three pints of bitter to Luke’s one. He wondered if he should try to match his pace, earn his respect; he had after all soft-sold the meeting as two blokes going for a drink. His notebook and phone were hidden deep in his coat pockets. If Earnshaw said anything important, he would just have to remember it. Truman Capote had boasted 94% recall of every conversation he had ever had, and Luke was training himself to achieve the same.


Retaining tracts of dialogue was not to be a problem: Earnshaw remained monosyllabic, refusing even to begin to discuss his past unless he got money up front. Luke tried patiently to explain the catch-22 he was in, that he couldn’t secure an advance until he had Earnshaw’s co-operation. In desperation he pledged to give him half of anything he could raise. (This wasn’t as rash as it might have been a few months ago: thanks to Jem’s support, his financial motivation for writing the book was no longer as pressing as it had been. Although Jem gave him a generous allowance, he also insisted on paying for everything, from new clothes to the fast, light laptop that he now worked on and the kid-leather satchel he carried it in. Luke’s bank account was filling up without him even trying to save.)


Now Luke gave Earnshaw the hard sell. He showed him his scrapbook of cuttings to demonstrate that he’d done the groundwork, and told him the angle he wanted to take. ‘I think that the Leeds underworld has been very much overlooked,’ he said. ‘Your past links up with a few faces from Manchester and Liverpool that people will have heard of, and of course you knew the twins. People are always desperate for a new connection with the twins.’ By the end of it, he thought he could detect something spark behind the dead eyes, and he left the meeting feeling that he had done more to help his cause than hinder it.


He wanted to call Jem and tell him how it had gone, but he was with clients all day. Knowing that his route home would take him near his old maisonette, he called Viggo to see if he was in the mood for a tea break and was delighted when he said he’d put the kettle on. As he hung up, the phone ran out of power. Oh well. He’d just have a quick cuppa and still have time to go to Waitrose and get something nice in for the evening meal that he was learning not to call tea but supper.


Luke’s old room was a proper study now and the sitting room was tidier than it had been for years.


‘Enjoying the work?’ Luke asked him.


‘Mm-hmm. Aminah’s quite high-maintenance. She doesn’t know what she wants. Her story keeps changing and every time it does, the whole thing has to be run through this massive team of lawyers. And she knows some horrible people. She grew up with drug dealers and pimps, actual pimps. I don’t know why you find all this gangland stuff attractive. It scares the shit out of me. Anyway, enough about me and my downward social spiral. How’s love’s middle-aged dream?’


‘It’s good,’ said Luke, wondering why the question felt like an accusation.


‘Why doesn’t he ever come out? Why don’t you ever come out any more? Have you started going out with his mates instead?’ Viggo pulled a horrified face, hand splayed on his breastbone. ‘Luke, are you seeing other people?’


Luke laughed and shook his head, even though he didn’t like to be reminded that Jem didn’t seem to have a single friend apart from him. Presumably his old friends were still living cosy hetero lives in Headingley, continuing to comfort Serena. The one time he had raised the subject, Jem had snapped, ‘I had a best friend, and I’m divorcing her,’ and the weather in the room had changed so abruptly that Luke had let it lie ever since.


‘No, it’s mainly just the two of us. Staying in, sharing a bottle, watching films.’ Viggo folded his arms and gave him a disbelieving stare. ‘What? I like staying in.’


‘Sure you do. I don’t suppose you fancy a quick drink in Charmers?’


 


Luke lurched out of the lift and onto the penthouse floor at one in the morning, kebab in hand. He hoped he’d remember to get up early enough to clear up the chilli sauce he’d spilled in the lift, which currently looked like the murder scene from The Untouchables. The key spun silently in the lock, and he took off his shoes and tiptoed.


Jem was on the sofa in the dark. The only light came from his phone, which he had in his hand as though he’d been obsessively checking it.


‘This better be good,’ he said.


‘Sorry, baby, my battery died,’ said Luke, placing his kebab gently on the Corian worktop. ‘It’s no big deal. My interview went really well, thanks for asking, and I went for a pint with Viggo to wind down after it, and . . .’


‘A pint that ends now?’


‘It’s early. I was never asleep before three until I moved in with you.’


‘Did you fuck him?’


His severe expression stifled Luke’s laughter.


‘Or someone else? Who’ve you really been with?’ He sniffed him all over like an animal. ‘You stink. You can have our bed. I’ll stay in the guest room. For fuck’s sake. You’re not a teenager any more, Luke, you’re with me now.’


‘Suit yourself,’ said Luke, puzzled and angry, and went to the bedroom where he passed out fully clothed.


In the morning he forced himself up, still confused and hungover and smelling like onions and not quite sure what had happened, certain only that Jem couldn’t leave for work until they had sorted it out. They apologised to each other; Jem had overreacted, Luke had been insensitive. They acknowledged that they had survived their first argument and, after Luke had, at Jem’s insistence, had a shower and brushed his teeth, made fast, urgent love where they clung to each other like drowning men.


‘I’m sorry for being a silly jealous fool,’ whispered Jem into Luke’s neck. ‘It’s because I want you to myself. I love you too much for my own good. You’ll meet someone your own age and I won’t see you for dust.’


‘It doesn’t work like that,’ said Luke. Jem was more than enough, he was too much sometimes. How could Luke make him understand that it wasn’t the freedom to see other men, but the freedom to see himself again, reflected in his old friends? ‘I don’t want anyone else.’


Suddenly Jem was pinning him down to the bed.


‘Do you mean that?’ he said. ‘Do you really mean that?’


He tightened his grip. Luke wriggled away, breaking a sweat with the effort.


‘Of course,’ he said.


Jem let go. When he had gone to work, Luke saw red fingerprints on his skin and reflected that while it had taken all his strength to struggle free, he could tell from the set of Jem’s shoulders that he had barely been trying.










Chapter 6


An email pinged through from Maggie, with BAD NEWS in the subject line and a link to a story in the Bookseller. Len Earnshaw had sold the rights to his memoirs for a ‘high five-figure sum’, and would be writing them without the aid of a ghost writer. The quote from the delighted publisher echoed Luke’s sales pitch almost word-for-word.


‘You bastard,’ said Luke to the screen. ‘I found you. You were my idea. This is my book.’ He was angry at Earnshaw for the betrayal but angrier still at himself. He was an idiot to be surprised that a man like that, someone who had sent his own friends to prison, would double-cross a young writer he had met once.


He re-read the rest of the email a dozen times. Maggie said that although, there was no way they could now do an unauthorised biography, she had every confidence that Luke would find another subject. He must, however make sure it was an exclusive, with a strong angle. She signed off saying she looked forward to hearing from him. At least she hadn’t let him go. She had taken him on after the second Stonewall Award, and he had yet to show her a single page of a book. Her patience would not last for ever.
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