

[image: cover]




Bad
to the Bone


Philip Caveney


[image: image]




Copyright © 1996 Philip Caveney


The right of Philip Caveney to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2012


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 978 0 7553 9356 5


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk




For Steve, Steve, Chris, Paul, Roy, Gerald, Dave
and all other members, past and present,
of Hieronymus Bosch . . .
the greatest rock n’ roll band
that never was.




Philip Caveney was born in North Wales in 1951. The son of an RAF officer, he spent much of his childhood travelling the length and breadth of Britain and spent several years in Malaysia and Singapore. His first novel, The Sins of Rachel Ellis, was published in 1977. Since then, he has published many novels (or ‘head movies’ as he prefers to call them) and a series of children’s books that have sold all over the world. He lives in Heaton Moor, Stockport and is currently working on his next book.




Also by Philip Caveney


The Sins of Rachel Ellis


Tiger Tiger


The Tarantula Stone


Cursery Rhymes


Speak No Evil


Black Wolf


Strip Jack Naked


Slayground


Skin Flicks


Burn Down Easy


Bad To The Bone


1999


Books for Children:


Sebastian Darke: Prince of Fools


Sebastian Darke: Prince of Pirates


Sebastian Darke: Prince of Explorers


Alec Devlin: The Eye of The Serpent


Alec Devlin: Empire of The Skull


Alec Devlin: Maze of Death


A Buffalope’s Tale


Night On Terror Island




Prologue
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Detective Sergeant Gill walks slowly along the hospital corridor, carrying the acoustic guitar, rather self-consciously, under one arm. It’s early evening and the wards resound with the noise of crockery and cutlery being cleared away for the night. The air is thick with the smell of abandoned dinners.


He feels a quiet sense of dread settling over him, the kind of dread that he always experiences when entering such institutions. The young detective has never liked hospitals but at least the oppressive warmth in here gives a welcome respite from the icy winter chill outside. It’s stopped snowing now but the weather reporters are muttering darkly about more to come.


He makes his way down a side corridor and comes to a halt at the door of a small, private ward, where a uniformed constable sits reading a paperback crime novel. He glances up at Gill and nods dutifully.


‘Anything to report?’ asks Gill hopefully.


The constable shakes his head. He looks inquiringly at the guitar under Gill’s arm.


‘Going to play her a song, are you, sir?’


Gill smiles awkwardly.


‘She asked me if I could get her one. It’s not much use. I was given it for Christmas when I was a kid and it’s been lying around at the back of a wardrobe for years.’ He shrugs. ‘I suppose it’s better than nothing.’


The constable doesn’t say anything to this. He returns his attention to his paperback. Gill notices the lurid illustration on the cover, a busty young woman struggling in the grip of a knife-wielding villain. The title of the novel is Blue Murder Gill frowns, opens the door of the ward and steps inside.


Jenny Slade is sitting up in bed today. Her pale face still carries the scratches and bruises of her recent ordeal but she is fully awake and she perks up when she sees Gill and the instrument he is carrying.


‘You brought it!’ she exclaims. ‘Thanks.’


Gill walks over to the bed and hands her the guitar with an apologetic gesture.


‘I’m sure it’s not what you’re used to,’ he says. ‘It’s only a cheap thing, it hasn’t been played for years.’


‘Doesn’t matter. It’ll do till I can get my Gretsch back.’ She glances at him thoughtfully. ‘I suppose it’s evidence now, right?’


He nods. ‘Be a while before we can remove anything,’ he admits. ‘But I’m sure you’ll get it back at some point.’


She sighs, then cradles the guitar gently in her lap, handling it as though it’s some valuable instrument. She strikes a couple of experimental chords and a doubtful expression crosses her face. She reaches her left hand up to the machine heads and does some radical retuning.


Gill settles himself into a metal-framed canvas chair beside the bed and watches her in silence for a few minutes. He is taken once again by a sense of unreality. He’s sitting alone in a room with Jenny Slade, for Christ’s sake – a bona fide rock legend. Her band, The Deceivers, has always been one of his favourites and back at his flat, amongst his extensive record collection, he has all of their earlier albums. OK, maybe he doesn’t have the last couple, but that’s mainly because he stopped buying records years ago, when the pressure of work denied him the opportunity to listen to music.


Aside from the bruises, Jenny looks pretty much as he remembers her from television appearances on Top of the Pops and The Chart Show : a little more petite than he might have expected and a lot frailer, but then, that’s hardly surprising after what she’s been through. The bobbed black hair is just the same, though, the fringe cut a fraction above her dark brown eyes and she has the same androgynous appeal that he’s always admired, the snub nose, lightly freckled cheeks and the wide, sexy mouth that seems slightly out of proportion with the rest of her features.


There’s a little part of Gill that longs to ask for her autograph but he realises that this would hardly be an appropriate thing to do in the circumstances. She’s clearly been through a terrible ordeal, and, it would seem, she’s very lucky to be alive. A lot of other people who’ve spent time with her lately evidently didn’t have that kind of luck. Tucked into his notebook on a torn-off scrap of paper, Gill has twelve names, each one with a question mark after it. He’s already tried asking her about these names but Jenny’s strange rambling replies have made Gill doubt her sanity.


As he watches, she reaches out to the bedside locker and picks up several scraps of paper on which she has scrawled words with the stub of a pencil. She spreads them out on the bed cover in front of her. Then she lifts the first of them and holds it out towards the foot of the bed, as though showing it to somebody.


‘What do you think?’ she whispers. ‘This for the first verse . . . or this one?’ She cocks her head slightly to one side, as though listening to a reply. ‘Hmm,’ she concludes. ‘Maybe . . .’


‘How do you feel now?’ asks Gill, hastily. He doesn’t like it when she pulls this kind of stuff. It makes him feel strange.


‘Better,’ she admits, cautiously.


‘I was hoping that you might be ready to talk now. We’ve got a lot of questions, a lot of things that just don’t seem to make any sense.’


She nods. ‘Yes, I can understand that,’ she says.


Gill hasn’t got anything resembling sense out of her on his last couple of attempts, mostly because the doctors had her pumped so full of sedatives she could barely stay awake for more than a few minutes at a time. The breakthrough came at lunchtime today, just as he was leaving, when she asked him if he could lay his hands on a guitar.


‘We’re writing a song,’ she’d added mysteriously.


Now Gill looks at her long, elegant fingers moving across the fretboard, describing various chord patterns. She makes the battered old instrument sound as if it cost a thousand pounds. Then her brow furrows and she makes another minor adjustment to one of the strings.


Gill reaches into the pocket of his overcoat and plucks out his notebook.


‘If you could just start at the beginning,’ he prompts her.


‘The beginning?’ She looks vaguely startled by the suggestion.


‘Yes, if you would, just using your own words. You see, we really need to know exactly what happened out there. We’ve got people trying to piece it together, but . . .’


‘You’ll never do that,’ she tells him flatly. She strums another chord sequence and leans back her head, as though trying to remember something. ‘Let me see now, where to start, where to start . . .’ She cocks her head to one side and goes though the elaborate pantomime of listening to another voice, and Gill can’t help it, he finds himself looking in that direction, almost expecting to see somebody standing there at the foot of the bed. ‘That far back?’ murmurs Jenny, doubtfully. ‘Well, yeah, I suppose it was. We’d have to start there, wouldn’t we?’ She looks back at Gill sharply. ‘We’ll have to go back around three months, mind.’


Gill smiles. ‘OK, I guess I can handle that.’


She thinks for a moment, then seems to come to a decision. She hits a major chord with a theatrical flourish and leans forward to speak into an imaginary microphone.


‘Ladies and gentlemen!’ she drawls in a convincing American accent. ‘Welcome to the Seattle Astrodome! Would you put your hands together please, as we present, live on stage, for their first visit in three years, England’s number one rock n’ roll band . . . The Deceivers!’




PART ONE
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Hell is full of musical amateurs:


Music is the brandy of the damned.


George Bernard Shaw


Man and Superman




Chapter One
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Jenny Slade and the other members of The Deceivers are sprawled out in the underground dressing room below the massive football stadium. They are on the last leg of their American tour and it seems as if they’ve been away from home for ever.


Seattle is just another huge city that they won’t get to see. The support band have long since quit the stage and the roadies have finished re-setting the drum and keyboard rigs. Even down here in this graffiti-scrawled bunker, Jenny can sense the air of expectation up there in the stadium as the impatient crowd, fuelled on alcohol and cannabis and Quaaludes, prepare themselves to rock out one more time with their favourite British import. Already they are clapping their hands, stamping their feet and chanting the two words like an incantation, louder and louder, as they try to coax their heroes up on to the stage.


‘Jen-ny, Jen-ny, Jen-ny!’ Down here the sound is like the stirring of an unseen ocean.


It’s Jenny’s thirty-second birthday and a cake in the shape of a huge guitar adorns the refreshment table. It lies there festooned with melting candles, besieged on all sides by the other junk specified in The Deceivers’ contract: bottles of Mexican tequila, Irish whiskey, English beer, French mineral water; an elaborate cold buffet including a special spread for the keyboard player who’s a vegetarian; various throat medicines, tablets, ointments and preparations; newspapers, magazines, crossword puzzles; a Sega Megadrive and a VDU with a selection of computer games; the top ten video films and a widescreen colour television; you name it.


Most probably none of this stuff will be touched, but over the years an occasion has arisen where somebody actually wanted one of these things and somehow it got added to the list. Now The Deceivers are absolutely forbidden by their management to even enter a dressing room unless all these items are present.


Tonight all Jenny wants is to reclaim a few years of her life. She’s feeling her age and just a little bit dazed. It seems inconceivable to her that she’s still a member of The Deceivers, that she’s still gigging and selling records and it’s what, fourteen years since they first got together? It’s gone so quickly. It seems like only a couple of years ago they were doing their first gigs, playing greasy little shit-holes around their home town of Manchester, being spat at or canned off or, even worse, ignored.


How has it ever come to this? The sheer brutish scale of their tours. When they first started, everything, themselves included, packed neatly into the back of a Transit van. Now it requires three articulated lorries to carry their sound and light equipment alone. A legion of roadies and gofers and lighting technicians travel ahead of them setting up the equipment for the next gig. And for The Deceivers, life has receded into an endless grey blur of Holiday Inns, interspersed with long periods of boredom as the tour bus drives along featureless grey highways to barely glimpsed cities in the American heartland – and all this so that for an hour or so, Jenny and the others can explode like fireworks on stage, grinding out the product : a carefully planned package of established hits liberally peppered with material from the latest album, Red Tape.


OK, so the bigger venues haven’t been quite full this tour, but the reviews have been good. Not ecstatic but solid, respectable. As always they’ve likened Jenny’s voice to that of Chrissie Hynde, a problem that’s plagued her all her professional life. It bugs her. Maybe their voices are a bit similar, but she can’t help that, can she?


Jenny looks across the dressing room at Scott Griffin. He’s slumped in a battered armchair, his fingers strumming nervously on the strings of his battered Fender Jaguar, but he looks calm, detached, his pale blue eyes staring thoughtfully up at the low ceiling where a dark stain resembles the map of India. His trademark shoulder-length blond hair is tied back with a red bandanna and he sports a silver skull and crossbones through his right earlobe.


The other guys in the band are OK, but with Scott it’s special, because he and Jenny are the last members from the original lineup. Jenny finds herself ticking the missing faces off in her head, a familiar pastime. So many of them over the years, but the names and the faces stay fresh in her mind.


It has always been drummers and keyboard players she’s had trouble with but at least the lead guitarist’s position has remained reassuringly filled since day one. Scott Griffin is more than just a good guitar player: he’s also Jenny’s songwriting partner. All of the band’s biggest hits have been co-written by him. Over the years, he and Jenny have forged a real partnership: he knows exactly what embellishments to place against the sparse rhythms she hammers out of her Gretsch semi-acoustic. In the writing process he knows just when to push her and just when to let her simmer, and he’s strong enough to stand his ground and tell her when she’s made a balls-up of something, when it’s time to dump a song that isn’t working and go back to the drawing board.


And it isn’t like they’re lovers or anything, though there was one time in a hotel room in Germany, both of them loaded after an impromptu gig at a club in Hamburg, when the two of them came dangerously close to getting it on. At the last minute, they both pulled away from it, sensing that it could only damage their professional relationship.


Looking at Scott now, Jenny can’t help but wonder if they did the right thing. He’s one of the good guys and the two of them have so much in common – and there sure as hell isn’t anybody else in her life right now. The problem she has with men is that they approach her on their hands and knees as they would approach some deity – ‘Hey, aren’t you Jenny Slade from The Deceivers?’ And the moment they say that she knows that it’s pointless to take it any further. To them she’s some kind of rock icon, not a real person with real needs and real desires.


Scott at least has no illusions about her. He’s seen her hunched over the toilet, spewing her guts up after downing one too many tequilas. He’s seen her first thing in the morning before she’s had a chance to put on her ‘face’. He’s seen her drunk and he’s seen her angry and he’s seen her naked, which, Jenny knows only too well, is not the dream of perfection that so many young male rock fans fantasise about. Major flirtations with cocaine and alcohol have taken their toll on Jenny’s body over the years and though she’s clean now and doing her best to keep in regular exercise, she will never again be the lithe, leggy creature she was when she started in the business.


Scott has changed too, Jenny thinks. He’s lost the happy-go-lucky character he used to have and has become morose, inward looking, self destructive: he’s also started using heroin in a major way. He’s always had a weakness for narcotics, but in the past he’s kept it down to smoking, snorting or dropping pills. At the beginning of this tour he let the drummer, Chris, talk him into mainlining heroin and Jenny hates to see that, she went through the same thing some five years back and she knows the misery he’s storing up for himself. But she can’t say anything about it, just as Scott never said anything to her at the time. It’s like an unwritten rule they have between them.


Mike Watton, the road manager, ducks his head into the room.


‘Ten minutes,’ he says.


Everybody goes into the little rituals they always do before heading for the stage. Chris Spencer, the current drummer, starts going through some quasi-Jackie Chan routine, whirling the drumsticks around his head like they’re a set of nunchakus. Steve Lampton, the bass player, goes off quietly in the corner and has a cigarette. Adrian Langan, the keyboard player, sits cross-legged on the floor and starts intoning some weird Buddhist chant he always does, and Scott slips away into the toilet where his gear is stashed.


Jenny thinks about asking him to give it a miss tonight. It’s on the tip of her tongue to say something like, ‘Hey, Scott, let’s do it straight like we used to.’ But for some reason she thinks better of it. Instead she does some simple voice exercises that her vocal coach taught her, making the sounds from deep in her chest and letting them swell and rise in volume as they emerge from her open mouth. It suddenly strikes her that anybody entering the room is going to think they’ve inadvertently wandered into a madhouse.


Mike reappears, though he only seems to have been gone seconds.


‘OK, everybody, it’s time.’


Jenny feels the familiar fluttering sensation in her gut. Fourteen years in the business and it’s never gone away. Maybe that’s a good thing. The day she loses it she’ll figure it’s time to throw in the towel. She stands up, straps on her guitar, then shakes her arms and fingers, trying to dissipate the tension that’s gathering there.


The toilet door opens and Scott comes out, a beatific grin on his face. His eyes have a vacant look, the pupils shrunk down to two tiny dots. He gazes around the room for a moment as though he’s not sure where he is. Then he picks up his guitar from the armchair and slings it around his neck.


‘You OK?’ Jenny asks him.


He nods. ‘Let’s kick ass,’ he says.


They follow Mike out of the room and up the stairs. The sound of the crowd rises in volume as they reach the top and then they angle left, through a safety door and they find themselves at the edge of the stage. Night is falling now and the lights are on, flooding the playing area in a lurid red glow. The sound of the crowd rolls around them like restless thunder.


They have a new way of starting on this tour. No cheesy introduction, no fanfare, no pomp and circumstance. Chris just strolls out to the drum podium and takes his seat, grinning to acknowledge the cheers of the crowd. He launches straight into a chunky four-four rhythm on snare and high hat, the beat of the amplified bass drum so solid that Jenny can feel it thudding in her chest like a fist. Now Steve shambles out, gives a shy smile as a roar of approval goes up. He plugs in his custom-made Rickenbacker and drops a simple walking bass line on to the rhythm. Even the slowest-witted fans out there recognise the intro to Love’s Like a Hunger.


There are whoops and whistles of delight from the crowd for what must be The Deceivers’ best-known song, a top ten hit on both sides of the Atlantic and across much of Europe and the Far East. Lifted from the band’s third album, it’s the song that made Jenny’s career, bringing her and Scott millions in revenue and catapulting the band headlong into the rock first division. Ironically, Jenny’s spent the interval since its release trying to pen another song that’s as successful, but though she’s had other substantial hits, none of them have quite matched the success of this simple, straight-ahead rocker with its no-nonsense lyric.


Now Adrian trots out to his keyboards and starts laying down brooding slabs of sound, one hand on the Yamaha synthesiser, the other stabbing out a restless sequence on his Fender Rhodes. His skinny frame is almost dwarfed by the banks of different keyboards stacked up on three sides of him.


It’s Scott’s turn to go out there but he hesitates and lifts one hand to his forehead, as though he’s experiencing some kind of discomfort. Jenny looks at him nervously. She can see a thin sheen of sweat on his face.


‘Are you all right?’ she mouths at him, over the blast of the music.


He grins, nods, strolls out to his familiar spot at the backing microphone on stage left. A huge roar goes up from the crowd and he acknowledges it with a wave of his hand. He stoops, plugs his guitar into the pedal unit and starts the introductory riff, using the flanger to keep the guitar fuzzed and just on the edge of feedback. He starts to strut around the stage, nodding his head to the beat, then he turns to look expectantly at Jenny. It’s her turn.


This is the moment she hates most, that short walk to the microphone, as the follow-spot bathes her in a circular pool of white light. She’s always afraid she’ll trip, fall flat on her face or do something equally stupid. The other fear that constantly nags at her is that she’ll get out there and forget the words of the song. It hasn’t happened to her yet but the fear never goes away. She takes a deep breath and launches herself out on to the stage.


The light clicks on her and she feels like an unfortunate bug caught in the glare of the sun. The roars of the crowd envelop her and, looking out over the footlights, she can discern only a blur of colour and movement stretching away as far as she can see. She makes it to her amplifier without further mishap, plugs in and begins the easy chopping rhythm on the Gretsch, the penultimate piece in the three-chord jigsaw puzzle that is Love’s Like a Hunger. Now all that remains are the lyrics. Jenny leans in to the microphone, touching her lips to the soft foam pop sock. Closing her eyes, she begins to sing.


‘Love’s like a hunger.


It tears you up inside.


It creeps in like a burglar


and robs you of your pride.


You try to run away from it


but you can never hide.


Love’s got you,


Love’s got you,


’cos love’s like a hunger.’


Such simple words. The song took maybe fifteen minutes to write and can hardly be described as poetry: yet it has persuaded millions of people to part with their hard-earned cash and that’s all that matters in this game. And the song has become something of an anthem for the band. As she sings the lyrics Jenny is gleefully aware of thousands of voices singing them right back to her.


Suddenly everything is all right. The nerves are gone, her voice is in tune and she’s feeling terrific. The gig’s going to be a good one, she can relax and enjoy herself and just for a moment, remember why she wanted to do this stuff in the first place. It’s that buzz you get, that weird chemistry between band and audience where some kind of adrenalin-fuelled euphoria is created and for a short time it’s better than any drug you can name, it’s better than money, it’s better than sex.


The band slide into the second verse and the weeks spent on the road have really paid off, they are locked together as tightly as a series of well-oiled cogs. Jenny’s confidence seems to spread to the others and the song just takes off and soars up into the night.


And then, just as suddenly, Jenny senses that something is wrong. She feels rather than hears that Scott’s guitar is sliding out of sync with the rest of the band. The riff he’s playing is slowing down, speeding up, slowing down again. She glances across at him and she sees that he’s weaving unsteadily on his feet, like the rush from the heroin has only just hit him. He’s got that slightly dazed expression on his face again, he’s glancing around the stage as though he’s just woken up and found himself playing in front of thousands of strangers. He seems to realise that something is wrong and shakes his head, as though he’s trying to shrug off a powerful sleepiness. His guitar playing settles again and Jenny tells herself that the crowd probably didn’t even notice. She gets through the second verse without further mishap and goes into the chorus.


‘So come on feed me,


I’m hungry for love


And I said feed me


I’m hungry for love.’


The chorus is even more basic than the verses but with thirty thousand voices roaring it straight back at her it seems to transcend its simplicity and become a thing of rare beauty.


Jenny steps back from the microphone as the follow-spot flicks across to Scott for his eight bar solo and . . .


She feels a jolt of horror inside because now something really bad is happening. Scott looks like he’s in pain. His thin face, chalk-white in the glare of the spot, is contorted into a grimace of agony, as though a knife has just been plunged into his guts. His back is arching and he’s still trying to play but what’s coming out is a series of protracted metallic screams as his guitar volume slips over the edge into teeth-grinding feedback. Jenny stops playing but the rest of the band lumber on, oblivious to the fact that something is amiss. As Jenny watches, rooted to the spot in terror, Scott’s body gives a convulsive shudder. The colour drains from his face, his eyelids flicker and he falls backwards on to the stage, his shoulder blades raising a cloud of dust from the floorboards and . . .


Someone is screaming, someone in Jenny’s head, screaming Scott’s name over and over, as Scott’s body begins to jerk and flop like a frenzied marionette, his hands on the strings producing a macabre musical accompaniment to his movements and his eyes . . . his eyes are bulging out of his skull as though they are about to burst and . . .


Only now are the other members of The Deceivers realising what is happening. They stop playing one by one and stand there, open-mouthed in shock as . . .


Jenny moves to the microphone and hears her own voice, shrill with terror, echoing out over the heads of the abruptly silent crowd.


‘Medic! For Christ’s sake, get a medic up here!’


Scott’s spine is arching up from the floor now, his head is snapped back and his mouth is wide open, gasping for air, fighting for breath. Jenny flings her guitar aside, oblivious to the amplified crash it makes as it hits the boards, and she runs over to Scott, flings herself down on her knees, tries to get the guitar away from him, but his hands are clasping it so tightly, she cannot shift it and Scott’s whole body is shaking uncontrollably now, he’s dying, she can see he’s dying and there’s nothing she can do about it. His pale blue eyes are staring up towards the lighting rig above his head and he gives a last ragged gasp. Then his body relaxes, sinks slowly down on to the stage and lies still.


Desperately, Jenny throws herself on to him and she clamps her mouth on his, tries to breathe life back into his lungs, using the simple technique she learned years ago when she had a summer job at the biscuit factory, before she was Jenny Slade, rock star: when she and Scott were real people and they used to meet up in the lunch breaks and talk about the band they’d form one day, when they’d earned enough money to pay for their guitars . . .


Then the medics are pulling Jenny away, moving in with their defibrillators and their oxygen and their various other instruments of resuscitation, but Jenny knows that they will be useless, Scott’s heart has stopped as effectively as if he had been hit by a train. He’s dead. Scott Griffin is dead.


A numbness spreads through her like she’s been spiked with Novocain. She stumbles into Steve who puts his big arms around her, holds her close while the medics go through their frantic routine. They’ve got Scott’s guitar away from him and torn his shirt open, they keep zapping him with the defibrillator but his body just jolts lifelessly and on the portable VDU they’ve set up, he continues to flatline . . .


Tears well in Jenny’s eyes and she turns to look out towards the crowd, who are still standing there in shocked silence. The giant video screen at the back of the stage is relaying the tragedy to everyone in the stadium, so that even the most stoned members of the audience have stopped their catcalling and whistling. Apart from the hum of the generators and the last fading tones of Jenny’s dropped guitar, no sound is heard. Jenny has never experienced this from a crowd before: she’s heard them applauding and singing and cheering and heckling. But never this eerie silence.


Now the medics are shaking their heads. One of them takes off his jacket and drapes it over Scott’s face. Jenny feels the sobs coming then, wrenching themselves from deep inside her with such force that they double her over. Steve hugs her close and guides her off the stage into the wings and she feels his body shuddering and realises that he is crying too.


Jenny realises it’s over. The gig is over, the tour is over, and almost certainly The Deceivers are finished too. They’ve come back from the edge several times in the past but this blow feels too powerful. This one has hurt her to her very core and she feels sure, as she stumbles down the steps to the dressing room, that nothing . . . nothing will ever feel right again.


When she enters the dressing room, the candles on her cake are still burning brightly.




Chapter Two


[image: image]


She was running through a forest.


It was almost pitch dark and the ground was treacherous with a deep fall of snow, but she had to keep moving because she was being pursued by something that she couldn’t see. In the blackness behind her, she could only hear the awful, grunting, slobbering sounds it was making as it loped after her on silent feet. She kept thinking that the forest would end soon, that she would emerge on to a road or into a clearing: but the ranks of trees seemed to stretch away into infinity and the beast was so close on her heels, she could feel its warm breath gusting on to her back as she ran and ran into the endless night . . .


Jenny woke in the grey surroundings of her parents’ spare bedroom: the same room in which she had slept when she was a child. She lay on her side and allowed her breathing to settle back to its more usual rhythm. The dream was familiar to her now; she’d been having it on and off for the last three months, ever since Scott’s funeral. She turned on to her back and gazed up at the ceiling, wondering why the hell she was still here.


After discharging herself from the nursing home where she’d spent a month recovering from what was politely referred to as a ‘nervous breakdown’, she’d headed back to her folks in Manchester. She’d told them it was an attempt to avoid the reporters and photographers but, in truth, Scott’s death was already old news and they’d long since stopped pestering her.


Now it was mid January and yet here she still was, holed up in her old bedroom with her 70s pin-ups, her record collection and a battered one-armed teddy bear called Johnny Rotten. She was still reluctant to return to her big, empty flat in London, even though living here was slowly killing her.


She had thought that coming back to Manchester would be a good move. She could re-visit her old haunts and look up all the friends she had lost touch with: but when it came right down to it she just didn’t feel that she belonged here any more. Many of her old hang-outs had been demolished or changed out of all recognition and when she located the few venues that were still the same, it was hard to remember what the appeal had been in the first place. She managed to contact a couple of her former school friends, both of them married with kids now, and arranged to meet them at a local pub. The first thing they’d done when she walked in was to ask for her autograph.


‘Not for us you understand, for our kids, they’ll kill us if we go back without them!’ Then they’d sat there all night with their mouths open, staring at Jenny like she was some kind of freak. She’d had no inclination to repeat the experience.


A problem closer to home was her total inability to talk to her parents. They’d been kind when she’d first showed up, making sympathetic noises about Scott, whom they’d met many times in the early days of The Deceivers’ existence. But once that was out of the way it was business as usual and Jenny remembered why she’d been so keen to get away from them in the first place.


Her father wasn’t so bad. He seemed to spend his life in a kind of blank smiling catatonia, seated in front of a television set which was invariably showing a nature documentary, featuring Dad’s favourite TV personality, David Attenborough.


Jenny’s mother was more difficult to deal with. She had always seemed to consider it her God-given right to criticise her daughter at every opportunity, and once a decent interval had elapsed she went back to it with well-practised ease. After just a few weeks Jenny was ready to climb the walls with frustration and really, that was the point when she should have upped sticks and gone back to London. But still she resisted. Why?


The answer that came back was unexpected. She didn’t want to go back to London because she was scared. Scott had always been there for her. If she was feeling lonely she only had to pick up the phone and he was knocking at her door, bringing his lively wit, his guitar and maybe a couple of choice vinyls from his superb record collection. They would sit for hours at a time, chatting, fooling around, swapping stories. Now if she rang his flat at three o’clock in the morning, the phone would just make that weird ‘number unobtainable’ sound. That thought scared her shitless.


The clock on the bedside table told her that it was after ten a.m. and she thought wistfully about going back to sleep until midday, but knew that her mother would already be tut-tutting about the lateness of the hour. With a sigh of resignation, she threw back the duvet and got out of bed, then padded to the bathroom and showered herself awake. Back in the bedroom, she dressed in jeans and sweatshirt and drew back the curtain a little to peer down at the front garden.


A light drizzle was falling but despite this a straggle of fans, some twenty in all, were waiting dispiritedly outside the garden fence, hoping to catch a glimpse of Jenny or maybe even to blag an autograph. Jenny had thought that the band had finished with all that stuff long ago, but Scott’s death seemed to have lured a new batch out of the woodwork, younger than you might have expected but just as obsessive as their predecessors. Jenny recognised several of the morose faces as regulars. She didn’t know how they had first found out she was here but it was a rare day indeed when nobody turned up. Her mother had started taking out cups of tea to them, a habit that Jenny had tried to discourage. Let it be known that there were free refreshments in the offing and there’d be even more of them hanging around.


Jenny sighed and let the curtains fall back into place. Mother would have preferred her to open them but then Jenny might get noticed and frankly, she wasn’t in the mood to deal with her public today. She wasn’t in the mood to do much of anything. She felt lately as if there was a big empty space inside her, sapping her of the will to motivate herself. Maybe she’d retire from the business. She had money in the bank and she ought to see the rest of the world from somewhere other than a tour bus, before she died.


She went downstairs and found her mother in the kitchen (where else?) doing some baking. Her mother was inordinately proud of her scones and rock cakes and made them every few days. Jenny never had the heart to tell her that they tasted of absolutely nothing.


‘Good afternoon,’ said Mother, glancing pointedly at the kitchen clock. ‘Nice of you to join us. What can I get you for breakfast?’


Jenny shook her head.


‘Nothing, thanks. I’m not hungry.’ From the lounge she could hear the sounds of the television set. A familiar voice was speaking, the hushed tones dripping with reverence.


‘Night time – and the family of badgers sets out on its nocturnal perambulations. Life can be hard when you have to forage for food, but the youngest members of the clan still find time for a little rough and tumble . . .’ Jenny smiled to herself. Dad was worshipping at the shrine of Saint David again. His extensive collection of videos made it possible for him to obtain a fix at any hour of the day or night.


Mother, meanwhile, was not going to give in so easily.


‘You must eat something, dear. You’ll waste away.’


Jenny frowned, slapped the palm of one hand regretfully against her rump.


‘I doubt that, Mother. I’ll just have a cup of coffee.’


She slumped down at the kitchen table while Mother busied herself with the kettle.


‘Some of your young friends are waiting for you outside.’


Jenny gritted her teeth. Every morning, the same remark. They were never fans or punters or people. They were ‘young friends’. Scott used to have his own name for them, Jenny remembered. Trolls. She had no idea why he called them that.


‘Let them wait,’ she replied grouchily. ‘I’m not in the mood for it this morning.’


‘Not in the mood for it! That’s very nice, isn’t it! Those poor youngsters coming all that way to see you . . . and in the rain, too! They’re the ones who put you where you are today, young lady. I think you at least owe them an autograph, it wouldn’t take five minutes.’


‘After I’ve had my coffee,’ growled Jenny, obstinately.


There was a brief silence, during which they could hear the television playing The Blue Danube Waltz. No doubt it was being used to accompany some mawkish sequence featuring a dancing dormouse.


‘Heard you bashing away on your guitar last night,’ observed Mother ruefully. ‘Kept me awake for ages, it did.’


‘Sorry. I’m trying to write another song.’


Her song folder now had two new additions and she was trying for a third. An average of one a month. When she was writing with Scott, she’d rarely spent more than a couple of hours on a song. These had been dragged kicking and screaming out of her head and she had absolutely no idea if they were any good. The latest one was about Scott. It seemed fair enough. His death had been the biggest event in her life for years – but she didn’t want the result to be some sentimental dirge. She was trying for an uptempo rocker, the kind of thing that he would have relished playing himself. The working title was Live Fast, Die Young, something that Scott had always been fond of saying, though in a self-deprecating way. He would have been as surprised as anyone to discover that the joking prophecy was self-fulfilling.


Mother set down a mug of coffee in front of her and Jenny sipped at it without enthusiasm.


‘And why you have to write your songs at three o’clock in the morning is quite beyond me,’ continued Mother. ‘I mean, you have the whole day to write. You could go out to the garden shed, where you wouldn’t disturb anyone. That’s where you used to practise in the old days, isn’t it?’


Jenny smiled. She had a brief mental image of her and Scott, with a couple of cheap acoustic guitars, sitting amidst all the junk in the shed, feverishly trying to compose their first song. They were what, fifteen, sixteen years old? The formation of The Deceivers was still a good year away. They had a couple of school exercise books and they were scribbling down lyrics as they occurred, both of them chipping in ideas. That first song was called Don’t Worry, Baby. It consisted of two chords, mainly because that’s all they’d yet mastered from the ancient guitar tutor that Jenny had found in the loft. Bert Weedon’s Play In A Day. Christ, whatever happened to that? Looking back over fifteen years, Jenny was surprised to discover that she could still remember the lyrics of that first effort perfectly.


She wondered whether she should try Mother’s suggestion, get out to the old shed and attempt to seek inspiration from the past – but instantly, she dismissed the idea. It would feel wrong to do that. It would feel somehow like she was pissing on Scott’s grave. But she could hardly tell her mother that.


‘The ideas only seem to come late at night,’ she said lamely.


‘Hmm. After you’ve imbibed enough alcohol, I suppose. I found another empty bottle of that tequila stuff in the bin this morning.’ Mother sniffed disdainfully as though somebody was actually holding the open bottle beneath her nose. ‘It smells like paraffin.’


Jenny winced. Why did she always feel like a teenager whenever she stayed at her parents? She had actually crept out of the house in the early hours of the morning to tuck that bottle into the bin, knowing that Mother would disapprove. But she hadn’t wanted to confirm what her mother so obviously suspected: that Jenny’s ‘nervous breakdown’ had actually been due to a combination of exhaustion and alcohol abuse. In fact, she’d done so much drinking in the weeks following Scott’s death that she’d started suffering from delirium tremens, experiencing a series of hideous visions featuring cats, rats, snakes and spiders.


She’d left the home telling herself that she’d never touch another drop but her resolve had lasted only a couple of weeks: now her intake was steadily creeping up again. Still, she told herself, that was nobody’s business but her own.


‘I’m thirty-two years old,’ she reminded her mother.


‘Yes, then maybe it’s time you started acting like it. It’s been one thing after another with you, hasn’t it? You’ve got what’s called an addictive personality.’


‘What nonsense!’


‘Nonsense, is it? I don’t think so, lady! It started with cigarettes, when you were still at school. Twenty a day you were smoking, it’s a wonder you’ve any kind of a voice left. Then there was that awful business with the drugs, it was all over the newspapers. I couldn’t go out without one of the neighbours making some comment. And now it’s drink. Have you any idea how many bottles of that stuff you’ve got through since you came to us?’


Jenny clasped her hands and put them in her lap, overriding the impulse to snatch up her coffee and dash it into her mother’s disapproving face.


‘I’ve been through a hard time,’ Jenny reasoned. ‘I need a couple of shots to get me through.’


‘A hard time! You don’t know the meaning of the word. Look at you, you only have to snap your fingers and you’ve got a limousine waiting to take you anywhere you want to go.’ Mother snatched up a dishcloth and started frantically mopping down the work tops. ‘When George and I were first married, we had nothing. No hot water, let alone a washing machine. And it’s still a struggle to meet the bills . . .’


‘Mother, you know perfectly well it doesn’t have to be,’ said Jenny wearily. ‘When the third album took off I phoned you and told you to choose yourselves a new house, anywhere you liked, price no object. But you wouldn’t leave this place.’


Mother sniffed and flicked her duster.


‘We’ve always paid our own way. And this house might not be much, but it’s good enough for you to come running to whenever you’re in some kind of trouble.’


‘I’m not in trouble! I’m sad, that’s all, surely you can understand that? I was very close to Scott, I . . . suppose I loved him in many ways and now I just feel kind of lost. And the last thing I need is you nagging at me to cut down on my drinking.’


Mother made a face. She picked up a spray gun on the worktop and transferred her attention to the cooker hob.


‘Now look, Jennifer, I don’t like to criticise . . .’


‘Oh yes you do,’ muttered Jenny, under her breath.


‘ . . . but don’t you think you’ve let this go on long enough? Of course it was tragic what happened to Scott – though by all accounts the poor boy did bring it on himself . . .’


‘Oh, so that’s less tragic, is it?’


‘No, dear, of course not. But moping around the place like this, feeling sorry for yourself: what good is that going to do? I’m sure Scott wouldn’t have wanted to see you waste your life. Isn’t it time you pulled your socks up and got back in the swim?’


Jenny felt a wave of irritation go through her. It was fuelled not so much by anger at her mother’s insensitivity but rather by the suspicion that she was probably right. Jenny got up from the table and went to the front door, grabbing a waxed jacket from the hall closet on the way.


‘Where are you going?’ Mother called after her.


‘To talk to my “young friends”,’ growled Jenny. ‘Perhaps then you’ll get off my fucking back!’


She stepped out into the rain and slammed the front door before Mother could get another word in. Then she tramped across the lawn to where the fans were still waiting patiently. As she neared the fence, they all started talking at once, pushing sodden autograph books and pens into her hands.


‘Jenny, Jenny, I really loved the new album!’


‘Er . . . could you write, to Billy with love, please?’


‘Wow, like . . . I can’t believe this, you know? It’s like . . . it’s you, right? You’re really you!’


‘Jenny, I’m sorry about Scott. Are you going to get a replacement or carry on without him?’


A damned good question that last one – and one that Jenny couldn’t answer.


She scribbled her name on pieces of paper and mumbled monosyllabic replies to a few of the less difficult questions. She was about to make her excuses and head back to the house when she noticed one young man standing slightly apart from the others. He had a thin, pale face that smiled serenely at her from beneath the hood of a khaki duffle coat. There was something about the smile she didn’t like: and something about the youth’s pale eyes, too big in that skinny face. They seemed to be surveying her with an almost predatory interest. The youth’s smile broadened into a grin that displayed rows of overcrowded teeth, discoloured by too much nicotine.


‘I talked to Scott Griffin last night,’ he announced. ‘He isn’t happy. He wants to speak to you.’


Jenny looked at the youth and thought about telling him to get out of her face, but she felt a coldness settle in her stomach, a genuine sense of dread.


‘Scott’s dead,’ she told him, and felt stupid saying it. She knew perfectly well that the youth wasn’t suggesting otherwise.


‘His spirit can’t find rest, Jenny. Scott wants you to get in touch with him. I told him I’d try to help.’


‘Oh yeah?’ Jenny felt a sudden rush of anger. ‘That’s nice of you. And how much is that going to cost me, eh?’


‘Just my usual fee for a consultation.’ The youth continued to grin at her as though he was enjoying some private joke. ‘I’ve contacted lots of people on the other side. Rock stars are my speciality. I’ve talked to Bolan, Freddie Mercury, Jimi Hendrix . . .’


‘You mean you think you have. Frankly, I don’t believe in any of that supernatural bullshit, OK? Far as I’m concerned, the dead are dead. End of story.’


The youth laughed. ‘But you don’t really believe that,’ he said, and he seemed to speak with absolute conviction.


‘What are you talking about?’ snapped Jenny. ‘How would you know what I believe? You don’t know anything about me.’


‘Yes I do. What about that song on the second album?’


‘Which song?’


‘Frightened of the Night?’


She stared at him.


‘What about it? It’s just a song.’


‘No. It’s more than that.’ The youth shook his head and the hood slid back to reveal a cleanly shaven skull. ‘It’s about how you really want to believe in the supernatural but are too scared to admit it.’ He began to quote the lyrics at her, speaking them as though reciting a Shakespearian sonnet. He was staring into her eyes the whole time, the awful grin still on his mouth.


‘We came to a river,


the banks were yawning wide,


I stayed on the left bank,


you crossed to the other side.


Sometimes in the darkness,


I hear you calling out to me,


I want to cross over to where I can be free.


But I cannot come to join you,


to step into the light –


I’m stranded in the darkness,


I’m frightened of the night.’


The youth’s grin subsided back into a knowing smile.


‘That’s not what the song’s about,’ Jenny told him. ‘That may be your interpretation of it, but . . .’


‘A pretty accurate one, I’d say.’ The youth glanced around at the other fans for support, but they didn’t seem to know how to take him. They were just average kids and he was a little too weird for comfort.


Anyway, he was way off beam. The song was actually about a disastrous backpacking holiday in the Lake District with a former boyfriend, a pretty but dumb slab of beefcake who Jenny had briefly had the cat scratch fever for. Out for a hike one afternoon, the two of them had encountered a river, the banks swollen by flooding. Jenny’s macho companion had waded across it but Jenny, smaller of stature, had been too worried about being washed away. There’d been a terrible argument, the two of them shouting insults back and forth across the river: it had resulted in the boyfriend storming off, leaving Jenny stranded alone with a flimsy pup tent for shelter and a tin of beans for her supper. Needless to say she hadn’t seen the boyfriend again, but afterwards she’d vented her anger by writing the experience down and setting it to music. She thought briefly about explaining this to the kid but in the end, she didn’t have the patience.


‘Just take it from me,’ she said quietly. ‘You’re talking through your arse.’


For the first time the youth’s smile slipped right off his face. There were some sniggers from the other fans and his cheeks reddened.


‘Well listen, that may be true and it may not, but it doesn’t really matter. Scott still wants to talk to you. He’s going through a really bad time and he says only you can help him to find rest.’


‘Is that so? Well, you tell him . . .’


She was interrupted by the sound of her mother’s voice calling from the front doorway.


‘Jenny. Phone call for you, dear. It’s Mr Lezard.’


Josh Lezard. Her longtime manager. As in, long time, no see.


‘ . . . tell Scott to get in touch,’ she concluded, flippantly. She turned away and walked back across the wet lawn to the house, pausing at the door to wipe her feet. Something made her glance back. The other fans were trudging away through the falling rain but the youth was just standing there, watching her intently. That creepy smile was on his face again.


‘Fucking weirdo,’ she muttered. She went inside, slamming the door behind her.




Chapter Three


[image: image]


It was good to hear Josh Lezard’s voice again. His familiar New York drawl, softened by his twenty years of residence in London, came down the line as clear as a bell. He could have been phoning from the next room.


‘Hey there, lady, you ready to talk yet?’ Josh had phoned a couple of times since Scott’s death but on both occasions, Jenny hadn’t felt up to speaking with him. Now she thought, it was time that she at least made an effort.


‘Hello, Josh, how’s business?’


‘Business is booming, Jenny, but I’ve missed you phoning me up every time there’s something in the contract you don’t understand. How are you bearing up?


‘Tell you the truth, I’ve felt better. But you know, I suppose I’m healing. Hey, guess what, I was just talking to some sick fuck who said he spoke with Scott the other day. Great, huh?’


‘Oh Jesus. There are some real assholes out there.’ There was a pause. Lezard seemed to be considering whether he should continue. ‘Listen, I know it’s only been a few months but there are things we need to talk about, kiddo. I was wondering if I could come up and see you.’


‘What? You mean, here? You’d actually leave London and drive ’oop North?’ Must be really important, Josh, whatever it is. Don’t you know we still eat our babies in Manchester?’


He chuckled.


‘I guess I’ll have to risk it. Look, tell you what, I could leave this afternoon before the rush starts. It’d give the BMW a good run and I could be there by early evening. Meet you for dinner.’


‘A drink sounds better. I haven’t much of an appetite lately.’


‘You’re drinking again?’ She heard the apprehension in his voice but it was hard to feel resentful. After all, Lezard had had the unenviable task of putting her into the nursing home, and he had been present when she’d had an attack of the DTs, when she’d been convinced that multi-coloured snakes were crawling all over her bed. She’d just about screamed the place down.


Jenny glanced along the hall. Mother was quite obviously listening in. She was pretending to be cleaning the hob, even though it was shining from her earlier assault on it. Jenny lowered her voice to a whisper.


‘Relax, Josh. Just a little social drinking, that’s all. Nothing I can’t handle.’ Then she spoke louder. ‘Actually, Mother was just telling me I should get out more. How did she put it? Get into the swim. I guess you could come to my local in the village. It’s not exactly the Groucho Club but they know how to do a tequila slammer. Get there for seven o’clock and they’re half price.’


‘That sounds like an offer I can’t refuse.’ A pause and then a note of concern crept into his voice. ‘I hope you’ve not been overdoing it, Jenny.’


‘Will you give me a break? I’m a big girl now. Nearly an adult. They won’t even let me into the pictures for half price.’


Lezard laughed. ‘OK, seven o’clock then. I’ll check in to a hotel for the night and travel back tomorrow morning. Just give me some directions for this pub and I’ll transfer them to my pen pad. Unless you want me to pick you up from your parents?’


‘Christ, no!’ Jenny couldn’t bear the thought of Mother peering speculatively at Lezard as though he was some prospective suitor. Mind you, it would be no great hardship. He was a handsome bastard who looked a good ten years younger than his actual age of forty-five. ‘I’ll meet you in the pub. Leave your car at the hotel and hop a cab.’


‘How will you get there?’


‘Hey, all I have to do is snap my fingers and there’s a limousine waiting at the door.’


Lezard seemed puzzled by the remark.


‘You’re in a strange mood,’ he observed.


‘It’s been a strange day,’ she said. ‘No, don’t worry, I’ll walk. It’s just around the corner. Me and Scott used to do our drinking there in the old days.’


‘Maybe you’d rather go somewhere else?’


‘Uh uh. No, the Red Lion is fine. Besides, I can’t spend my life avoiding places he used to go, can I?’ She couldn’t help wondering what all the urgency was about. Like most people who lived in the capital Lezard had an ingrained reluctance about venturing north of Watford Gap.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/9780755393565_BadtotheBone.jpeg
Bad to the Bone

When the music s nightmare begins





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
headline





OEBPS/images/common.jpg








