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About the Book

Oz Blackstone didn’t go looking for fame: it jumped out of an alleyway and mugged him with a fist full of high denomination notes. Movie stardom, wealth, a successful marriage – Oz is standing on the brink of the Seriously Big Time and life just seems to keep lining up the cherries . . . He should have known it couldn’t stay that good for that long – don’t the juiciest fruit always go sour? The first sign of trouble appears when Oz finds his ex-wife Primavera Phillips, drenched in her own tears – her life in ruins, cheated out of her fortune and robbed of her baby boy, Tom, by his lying con-man father. What could Oz do but help? Maybe he should have called for help himself, or stuck to the game plan of looking after number one. Instead he set out on a voyage of dark intrigue and wild discovery that would turn his life upside down – again.




This is dedicated to the lovely Wendy, 
now and as we’ll always remember her.
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Well, hello again; I’ve been expecting you.

It’s been a while, a year and more, since you made me let you in on my last dark secret.

Thinking back, I probably left you wondering whether I was kidding myself in believing that I had put it all behind me, and that nothing would bubble up to the surface and spoil my party.

If I did, you can relax, or curse, depending on how you really feel about me. There has been no fall-out from that business, and having come this far down the road, there ain’t going to be any.

I suppose that, once I’d told you all about it, you might have made some pretty damning moral judgements about me. If you did . . . well, all I can say is that it’s your call. I’m not sorry about what I did; my only regret is that I was left with no other choice.

Has it given me nightmares? No, not a single one; not a new one, at any rate. Do I feel remorseful? No, not in the slightest.

Actually, since all that stuff happened, I’ve been too busy even to think about it. As always, what I’ve been doing hasn’t been exactly conventional . . .
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Nobody’s luck holds good for ever . . . or so they say. Personally, I have no evidence to prove that assertion, but plenty to disprove it. Every morning I waken . . . yes, okay, I concede that occasionally I don’t waken till the afternoon, but only if I have an extra big lump of jet-lag, an occupational hazard in my business, to work off; some movie actors may make a virtue of boogieing all night, but not this happy family man. Anyhow, as I was saying . . .

Christ, that brings something back, and a tear to my eye in the process. In my callow(-er) years, after I’d flown the family nest and embarked upon that determined shagathon known as university education, I made a point of phoning my mother every couple of days. (If I’d known how long she had left to live I’d have gone home to see her every other day, but there’s no point in dwelling on that.)

I didn’t call her about anything in particular, not to beg extra funds or anything like that . . . she and my dad spoiled me in that respect . . . but simply because I missed her more than I’d ever imagined I would when I set off from Anstruther into the real world outside, the Happy Wanderer with my metaphorical knapsack on my back. (Actually, in those days I really didn’t know what missing her was like; I found out after she died.)

We didn’t talk about anything in particular; she’d ask me if I was feeding myself properly, and I’d ask her if she was feeding my dad properly, just joking around, that sort of stuff. My mum was a great listener; she humoured my homesickness (I’d never have admitted it then, but that’s what it was) but she had a wonderful way of bringing my ramblings to an end, and . . . she thought . . . of sending me back to work.

We all have our habits and foibles in speech, those little things we say as conversation shifters, pauses for thought. The most common among mine was that great nonsense word of the Scottish language, ‘anyhow’. She was always chiding me about it when I was a kid; she was afraid that my sister Ellie and I would grow up with impenetrable East Neuk accents, and took great pains to ensure that we didn’t. Shoddy language was not allowed, period. However, that’s not to say it didn’t happen.

In those long conversations with her, sooner or later, I would fall from grace. It usually happened when I’d run out of things to say, but wasn’t ready for ‘Cheerio’; there would be a silence, which, once I’d worked out what to say next, I would break with a deep breath, and an ‘Anyhow’. When I did, she would give that incredibly warm chuckle of hers and say, ‘Oz, if we’re down to the “anyhow”s, it’s time you got on with your life,’ and that would be that, for another couple of days.

For all the crazy stuff that’s happened to me over the last five years, since I stumbled into acting, I like to think I’ve kept my feet on the ground, and that my boots . . . or shoes more often these days . . . still fit me. It would be easy to believe my press cuttings . . . the favourable ones, that is; I never have any trouble accepting the bad . . . and getting altogether too pleased with myself.

While I might get a bit showbiz from time to time, it never gets out of hand, for one simple reason: my mum’s always around when it happens. She’s my safety valve; she comes into my mind with a gentle smile and a shake of her head to bring me back to being the boy she brought up and to make sure that I’m not getting too big for my footwear.

Okay, after some of the things I’ve told you, you may say that if she’s been good for my ego, there’s another side of me she’s ignored. That’s not true, because not even she knew all of me, and everything of which I’ve shown myself capable from time to time.

But mothers are love, and love is blind.

Anyhow, as I was saying: every morning I waken, look at Susie lying there beside me . . . I always surface before she does when I’m not jet-lagged, now that wee Jonathan no longer requires to be plugged into the mains at some ungodly hour . . . and I pinch myself . . . no kidding, I really do give myself a nip . . . just to make sure that I’m still alive, and not observing all this through a celestial telescope.

In the last few years I’ve come to think of myself as the luckiest man on the planet, and now I reckon I must be one of the happiest as well. Sure, there are dark memories: for a start, there was my mother’s death, and then the loss of Jan, my soulmate from childhood and my first wife. There was all that bad stuff with Primavera Phillips, who beguiled me for a while, and with whom I shared one of the shortest marriages on record, before she pissed off with a B-list actor. And then, as you know, about eighteen months back there was another local difficulty when someone took it into his head to attack Susie’s construction business, the Gantry Group.

Those things all happened, there’s no hiding from them, but they’re all in their wee mental boxes . . . some with extra heavy padlocks so they don’t break out and they don’t stop me enjoying the incredibly good . . . and incredibly large ... fortune that’s come my way.

It was after we got back from Australia that the small cloud edged its way over the horizon.

I had been out there working on another project for Miles Grayson, my friend and former brother-in-law, and I had taken Susie, wee Janet and wee Jonathan with me. We were there making a movie called Red Leather, about England’s Aussie cricket tour in 1932 and 1933, the bodyline series in which the English captain, Douglas R. Jardine (me), came up with an innovative if homicidal way of beating the Aussies, who were inspired at that time by the legendary Don Bradman (Miles). If you don’t know anything about cricket, take some time to look at Bradman’s record and then compare him with anyone else who ever picked up a bat. All of the rest, even the greatest of them, pale into insignificance alongside him; that’s how good he was.

When the project was announced, Hollywood’s collective eyebrows rose and its media exclaimed, ‘What?’ They were convinced that for all Miles’s record of box-office success as a film-maker, a picture about cricket would be doomed. They argued that very few Americans knew anything about the game, and that most of those who did profess to knowing the rules didn’t understand them . . . a bit like Brits and baseball, I suppose.

It was one of their more spectacular mistakes.

In fact, the movie isn’t about cricket, it’s about the incredible confrontation that exploded between the two nations, England and Australia, over Jardine’s tactic of bowling not at the wicket (those three bits of wood with two smaller bits of wood on top that the bowlers are supposed to try to hit with the ball) but at the batsmen (batters, if you’re American) themselves. They didn’t wear helmets in those days, so inevitably the row came to a literal head when an unfortunate Aussie named Oldfield had his skull fractured by Harold Larwood, the English speed demon. Larwood actually apologised to his victim as he was being carted off to hospital, but since Oldfield was unconscious at the time, he did not respond.

All hell broke loose. Jardine came under pressure to change his tactics, but refused; all the arguments were about the spirit of the game, since what he was doing wasn’t against the rules. He even sacked one of his best players, and until then one of his best friends, the Nawab of Pataudi . . . all this took place in the great days of Empire, remember . . . when he sided with the victims.

The Australian Cricket Board was forced to act. They sent a cable to London asking for the game’s ruling authority, the MCC, to instruct Jardine to change his ‘unsporting’ tactic. But the grandees in London, who hadn’t seen what was happening . . . there was no telly in 1932, was there, never mind satellites . . . took exception to the use of the adjective and a stalemate ensued. The situation became so tense that at one stage an emissary from Buckingham Palace intervened to calm things down.

Then, when peace looked like breaking out, the dour and inflexible Jardine refused to continue the tour unless the hosts apologised for their accusation of lack of sportsman-ship, and withdrew it. The affair ended with the cowed Australians continuing to act as live bait for Larwood for the rest of the series, and going down to abject defeat. Only it didn’t end there: bad feeling persisted between the two countries for years afterwards, Jardine was put aside as an embarrassment to the London Establishment, and even in Australia there were feuds and grudges over some of the things that had been said and done.

Forget the game; that was secondary to the plot . . . it had to be, because sports movies, as such, never really work. But take a look at the contemporary accounts of the drama as it played out, and you’ll realise that Miles’s so-called folly was a certain winner, anywhere.

It was the best script I’d ever worked on, and the best role I’d ever played in my growing career. When the movie was released, timed for the start of a cricket Test series in London, and at the height of the summer sports season in the US, it was a huge hit, and so was I. My reviews were the best I’d ever had, even in the American media. Until then they’d treated me politely, but rarely with anything approaching enthusiasm.

To be honest, their praise didn’t come as a surprise. I’d found Jardine an easy character to play. Maybe that was because his inflexibility and lack of humour suited my limited range, but none of the critics suggested that. I’d missed out on award nominations for my previous project, Mathew’s Tale, but quite a few suggested that I’d pick up some this time. I was quite happy to bask in their optimism.

So was Susie. When we got together, she took a pretty sanguine view of my acting career. She never said as much, but I’m pretty sure that she regarded it as lightweight, something not to be taken seriously. The money didn’t impress her either: the family construction business, which she ran, had a massive turnover and its annual profits put my film income in the shade.

But as time went on, things changed. Our move to the estate overlooking Loch Lomond, and our acquisition of a small staff . . . children’s nurse, housekeeper, gardener and personal assistant (actually, he’s a minder, but we don’t like to call him that) . . . brought her to realise that our lifestyle was changing and that it was my doing as much as hers. It was really brought home to us in April, when we made the Sunday Times Rich List for the first time, and not just the Scottish section either. As the limelight began to shine more brightly on me, Susie even started to enjoy stepping out to the odd showbiz bash . . . ‘if only to keep an eye on you,’ was how she put it, but I knew that wasn’t the whole truth.

The biggest change in her was her attitude to her own business. When we went to Australia en famille, she left Phil Culshaw, a director, in temporary charge of the Gantry Group, with the understanding that when we got back from Australia, she would pick up the reins and resume her role as CEO, with Phil replacing me as chairman, a job I’d only taken on out of necessity, as a short-term measure. To my surprise, she changed her mind: rather than return full-time, she opted to take the chair herself, with Culshaw continuing as managing director on a permanent basis. Contrary to what was written in one of the Scottish broadsheets, I had no influence on her decision. She didn’t discuss it with me at all, or tell me about it until the deed was done.

‘It makes sense,’ she said, when she broke the news. ‘The bankers like Phil, so it’s a good move from their viewpoint. On top of that, Oz, the group needs to expand or it’ll stagnate. That means raising capital by floating the business on the stock exchange, and I don’t fancy driving that through. I’m only just into my thirties: I want to devote more time to the kids, and to you. You need a proper manager, not just an agent, and I’m not letting anyone else do that job.’

That wasn’t an offer, it was an order. I obeyed.

From that point on, Susie became as committed to me as she was to the Gantry Group. She ran my life, literally, and I loved it, and her for it.

So what about that small cloud I mentioned earlier? Actually, it turned out to be more like a monsoon.
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You know you’ve made the A list when . . .• The money on offer from the glam mags for exclusive family lifestyle photographs reaches seven figures.

• The producer of Parkinson phones you at home and invites you to do the show . . . with no other guest stars.

• Your latest movie is made into a video game, and you’re on a percentage of the gross.

• You’re asked to front a multi-media advertising campaign for the world’s leading men’s fragrance.

• Your sister starts to treat you like she did when you were in primary school, just to make sure you don’t get too big for your boots.

• Your insurance company forbids you to take part in a charity five-a-side football tournament, in case you break something and bugger up a movie schedule.

• Your agent flies from Hollywood to see you, instead of the other way around. * * *



That was where I found myself after the release of Red Leather: if not on top of the tree, then pretty near it.

Roscoe Brown, my smart guy in LA, didn’t even have to be asked to get on the plane: he proposed it himself. (I hadn’t gone totally showbiz myself, you understand.) We had told the glam mag where to stick their money, and if Roscoe had asked, I’d have gone to the States. But in truth I was more than happy to be picking him up from the airport, rather than the other way around, because it gets seriously hot in southern California in the summer, and because I’d developed a serious antipathy to being away from Susie and the kids.

I’d gone from the Australian project straight into shooting the few scenes I had in the third Bob Skinner movie, Skinner’s Trail, produced as before by Miles’s company, but directed this time by Ewan Capperauld. Since much of the story takes place in Spain, my character, Andy Martin, had less action than usual and that suited me fine, especially since the money had gone up regardless. Nevertheless it involved a month’s work in Edinburgh and another couple of weeks on the sound-stage in Surrey; I made it home as often as I could, but I still spent too many miserable nights in hotel rooms.

Not that I wasn’t offered alternatives, mind you ... that comes with A-list status too. Randy Rhona Waitrose, who plays Skinner’s daughter in the series, offered me the chance to ‘compare parts’, as she put it, but I knew that she was only trying to live up to her image, and she wasn’t offended when I turned her down . . . again.

When I said that I picked up Roscoe from Glasgow Airport, I was exaggerating a little. What I actually did was send our personal assistant to collect him. Conrad Kent had joined us in succession to Jay Yuille, who had followed his dick to Washington, after meeting an American girl in St Andrews. The last task he had performed for me was to recruit his replacement, and I have to say that the boy Jay done good. Conrad’s background was similar to Jay’s, something military, but no details offered or asked for.

At first glance he’s a slightly built guy, but he dresses to give that effect. There’s steel beneath the double-breasted blazer, be in no doubt of that. He has a Jamaican father and a Welsh mother, a degree in geology from Leeds University, he likes Van Morrison, Mary Chapin Carpenter and Bryn Terfel, three of my in-car favourites, and best of all he’s a four-handicap golfer, a status to which I’ve aspired all my life, but never yet attained. When Jay put him forward on a list of three, that was the deciding factor in his favour.

An added bonus lay in the fact that he came as a matched pair. He’s married to a lady called Audrey: she was an army clerk . . . that’s where they met . . . so she has good typing and IT skills. She didn’t ask for a job, but as soon as we’d had a chance to size her up, Susie and I knew that there was one there for her: thus, she became our secretary.

If I’d expected Roscoe to be a red-eyed mess when he got in from LA, I’d have been disappointed. He looked as if he’d been picked up off the Edinburgh train, not a connecting flight from Heathrow. I’ve never been able to sleep on any part of an aircraft, not even on the long haul to Australia.

My agent has that gift: he’d flown across America and then the Atlantic, stretched out flat in first class.

‘Hi, Oz,’ he greeted me, snappily, as he stepped into the conservatory that serves as our office, his shiny skin so black that he made Conrad look pale. ‘You ready to get down to business?’

I’d just come out of a hard work-out in the gym, plus wee Jonathan was cutting teeth and had kept us up for half the night: the guy was fresher than me. We must have made some contrast, me in tracksuit bottoms, a sweaty T-shirt and trainers, Roscoe in a sharp Italian suit. We must have, because Susie laughed out loud.

‘You wouldn’t thank him if he did,’ she said. ‘Oz, go and shower, before the ventilation system breaks down.’

So I did as I was told. When I returned, my agent was sitting in one of our big guest chairs. He had wee Jonathan perched on his knee, and he was looking as awkward as anyone I’ve ever seen, and terrified too, in case the kid drooled on the Armani cashmere. I picked him up and returned him to his mum.

Our latest office toy at the time was a big Gaggia coffee machine. I fixed Roscoe a nice latte (isn’t it funny how coffee with milk sounds more inviting in Italian?) and sat down behind my side of the huge partner desk set-up that Susie and I share. I nodded towards Roscoe’s hand-tooled Zero Halliburton briefcase. ‘So what’s in there?’ I asked him.

‘Some very interesting propositions, my friend,’ he replied, opening his seriously expensive executive’s accessory, and taking out a folder of papers.

I held up a hand. ‘Before we get into them, make me understand one thing. Why are we doing this face to face and not by e-mail or even over a video-conference link? I don’t want to project a classic Scots stereotype here, but I don’t reckon for a minute that you’ll be picking up the tab for your travel expenses.’

He gave me one of those big Denzel ivory grins. ‘If I’d thought that would worry you, I’d have travelled coach. Oz, we’re discussing multi-million-dollar business here, stuff that’s highly sensitive commercially. New-age communications may be slick, but they are way too easy to spy on. If one studio gets wind of another’s project, it’s not unknown for them to try to beat them to the punch with something similar. Remember a few years back when we had a spate of volcano movies?’

‘Could I ever forget? They were bloody awful.’

‘That’s what happens when you rush things. They made money, though. Top-class marketing covers up a multitude of stuff. Look at The Blair Witch Project.’

‘I’d rather not,’ I told him. ‘Once was enough. I sat through it waiting for the scary stuff that never happened. The hype had me believing I was going to piss my pants, but all I did was yawn.’

Roscoe laid his folder on the desk. ‘None of these will make anyone do that,’ he said.

‘Let’s hear about them, then.’

‘I’ve got five here,’ he said. ‘Two are no-goes . . .’

‘Why?’

‘They’re not worthy of a star of your importance.’

‘Aw, come on!’ I heard myself laugh, but it sounded strained. Actually, what he had said had unnerved me. No, it was more than that: the whole situation, me on top of the pile, red carpets everywhere I went, Roscoe and everyone else coming to me, it was all beginning to get to me.

I never set out to become an actor. I was a guy enjoying an easy life, until someone thought that ‘Private Enquiry Agent’, which I was, meant ‘Private Detective’, which I wasn’t, and I found myself involved in a piece of work that led to me role-playing on camera. It turned out that I was good at it, and the whole thing just took off after that. I hadn’t started out with stars in my eyes, and while I had enjoyed the ride, I hadn’t prepared myself mentally for the level I had reached. I wasn’t sure I could handle it. I wasn’t sure I wanted to handle it.

Roscoe made it worse. ‘I’m serious, Oz,’ he insisted. ‘Some of the projects that have been put to us might have borne consideration a couple of years back, but not any more.’

I looked across the desk. Susie and Audrey were sitting on the other side. ‘What if I’d rather be back where I was two years ago?’

His eyes tightened, just a little, but I caught it. ‘That’s not an option, Oz,’ he said quietly. ‘You’re not being offered second or third billing any more.’

‘What if I turn them all down?’

He frowned. ‘Why would you want to do that?’

‘Maybe I’d like a break.’

‘Give it another two years: till then, build on what you’ve achieved. Hollywood has been looking for a new Sean Connery for years. That’s why they’re so excited about you.’

I felt my eyebrows shoot up. ‘Sherioushly?’ I exclaimed: that drew a laugh. ‘Listen, Roscoe,’ I went on, ‘that’s hugely flattering, but it’s not me. I’m an accidental hero.’

‘So was Sir Sean. He was a promising young actor, then Bond happened. The rest is legend. Red Leather is your Doctor No.’

‘And what if I say just that, “No”? Look around you, man. I’m filthy rich already, I have an amazing wife I’m crazy about, I have two kids I’m crazy about. I don’t have to do any more of this. I can walk away now and devote the rest of my life to them, and frankly, even after you’ve told me what’s in that pile of papers, however much money it means, that’s the most attractive option open to me.’

Roscoe sagged a little in his chair: for a moment I thought that the jet-lag had finally hit him. And then he drew a breath. ‘You think so?’ he asked coolly. ‘Mr Blackstone, let me explain some stuff. You seem to think that this business is some sort of a game that you can play for a while and then give up. Well, sorry, sir, but it isn’t. It is a very serious enterprise, one that employs tens and hundreds of thousands of people around the globe. Rightly or wrongly, it is built around people like you. Stars, each one of them, are industries in themselves, providing livelihoods for a hell of a lot of people, from the directors at the top of the off-camera creative team, through the writers, cameramen, focus pullers, grips, dolly drivers, the makeup people. Did you take time to watch the end credits of Red Leather? Did you count the number of names there? All those people . . . including you . . . were employed because of one man, Miles Grayson. His presence secured the money that underwrote the project.’

‘A lot of it was his own,’ I pointed out.

‘Not all of it, but so what? Where did he acquire the personal finance to invest in his own project? From other projects funded by other people, cinematic icebergs of which he was just the tip. That’s where you are now, sir: you’re up there, clear of the water, with a hell of a lot of other people below the surface who are depending on you. You get self-indulgent and walk away, they will suffer.’

‘There will be other projects for them.’

‘Not that simple. The business revolves around the A list. It rises and it falls depending on the number of seriously marketable stars there are around; that is why they are all, every one of them, so important. And then we get to the really vital people.’

‘Who?’

‘The people who gave you the money you’re enjoying. Those ordinary men and women who’ve made you wealthy simply by going to your movies and buying your videotapes and DVDs. Those people have formed personal relationships with you: to them you’re family too, whether you like it or not. You gonna disown them? You gonna say, “Thanks but I’ve got enough now”?’

‘I don’t own them,’ I snapped. ‘They don’t own me.’

He stared back at me as if I was a stranger, and maybe I was: he hadn’t seen that side of me before. ‘No,’ he said quietly, ‘but you owe them.’

‘And do I owe you too, Roscoe?’

‘Maybe, but I’m not including myself in this argument. I don’t need you, if that’s what you mean. I have other clients, all of whom feel loyalty towards me. They’re all right there on a list on my agency website, alphabetically, from Adams to Zederbaum. Go on, take a look, why don’t you? When you came to me, most of them were bigger than you were. They’ve seen you shoot up the pecking order, but none of them object too much, because they understand the nature of the industry, and believe it or not, a few are hoping that I’ll be able to place them in supporting parts in your productions. But don’t you worry, boss: my son will go to Harvard, when he’s old enough, without your help, if that’s the way it has to be.’

That brought me up short: I’d never thought of Roscoe Brown as a family man. An unfamiliar feeling swept over me as I realised that I’d never thought of him as anything other than someone who could do me a lot of good. Unfamiliar or not, I recognised it as shame.

He picked up the folder. ‘You have the power, Oz: the power to walk away, the power to disappoint them, the film-makers who are looking for work through you and the fans who are looking forward to watching your career develop. Say the word, I’ll put these papers away and I’ll be on the first plane back to Hollywood. In fact, I reckon that’s what I’m going to do with or without . . .’

‘Enough!’ Susie’s shout jolted us both. When I turned back towards her, I saw that her hands were clenched into fists and that the knuckles were showing white. ‘Roscoe,’ she growled, ‘you try that and you won’t make it through that door.’ Then she looked at me with the same expression she uses when she’s giving Janet a rollicking. ‘Oz, stop this nonsense right now. And don’t think you can map out my future without consulting me about it. If you think I’ve backed out of a business I love just to watch you sit about the house all day drinking beer and getting fat, then think again. I’ve done it to support you in your career. The kids and I don’t want your undivided attention. You’re a great dad as it is: being around all the time won’t make you any better. The fact is we want to bask in your movie-star glory. So whatever it is you’ve got up your arse right now, get rid of it and look at what’s on the table.’

‘But, love,’ I protested, ‘you heard that: the new Sean Connery, for Christ’s sake.’

‘That’s crap, I agree: there’s only one Sean and only ever will be. But you don’t have to believe it just because a few silly journalists are saying it. You concentrate on being the first Oz Blackstone and let them get on with it.’

There’s no arguing with my wife when she’s in full flow ... well, there might be, but I’ve never been brave enough to try it.

‘Okay, Roscoe,’ I said, a chastened man, ‘the moody’s over. Let’s talk business.’

‘Yes, sir.’ He put the folder back on the table.

I tried a funny, to lighten the atmosphere. ‘With all this Sean stuff, they don’t want me to play James Bond, do they?’

My agent frowned: I’d forgotten that he’s a very literal man. ‘Not yet,’ he replied. ‘The guy in the part at the moment is under contract for at least one more. But after him, you’re high on the list. What we have on offer now, though, is the lead role in an action drama about the second Gulf War, shooting in Morocco next spring, followed by a killer part in a huge version of Don Quixote.’

‘Where will that be filmed? Mexico?’

‘Spain. Where else?’

See? Nice guy, but he’s had a total sense of humour bypass. ‘Indeed. Who are the directors?’

‘Spielberg’s doing the war movie and Quixote is Minghella’s.’ Now there were two compliments.

‘What’s the money?’

‘The war movie’s offering five, the other, four: our price is seven for each.’

‘Excuse me,’ Audrey interrupted. I had asked her to take a record of the meeting. ‘Is that million?’

He looked at her, patiently. ‘Of course.’

‘US dollars?’ I queried.

‘They tried that: I told them that everything’s euros these days.’

‘Thank God for President Bush.’

‘Let’s not go that far,’ Roscoe murmured, his voice low as if he was afraid the room was bugged. ‘Oz,’ he asked, ‘have you given any more thought to going offshore, as I suggested?’

‘You mean setting up an official residence in Monaco, or Jersey?’

‘Yes.’

‘Susie and I have discussed it, but we’re not keen.’

‘There would be big tax benefits. And where’s the downside? You already spend a lot of the year outside Britain. When you went to Australia you took your family.’

‘Too much time: I thought I’d made my feelings clear on that. No, Roscoe, we have family reasons for staying here. Our kids have to know where home is. Plus, my sister’s a lone parent, and I’m a sort of surrogate dad to her boys.’

‘Tell your kids that home is where you are. Tell your sister to remarry.’

I laughed at that one. ‘You’ve got a funny side after all. You tell her.’

Actually, he was on safer ground than he might have been. My sister had a steady relationship and it was getting more serious by the minute. She had moved on from her occasional flings with her big German sex toy, and had taken up with an advocate she’d happened upon at a party.

I’d met the guy once: I’d found him a bit of a dry stick, and I hadn’t taken to him. Neither had Jonny, my older nephew, but Ellie certainly seemed to. I’d had Ricky Ross, my security consultant, check him out at an early stage, but he’d come up clean. His name was Harvey January, and Ricky had described him as a man on his way to a judge’s red robes.

‘No,’ I said, ‘it’s not off the agenda for good, but Susie and I don’t fancy being nomads. For now, we’ll live with the alternative, and that’s paying the tax. We’ll still be left with a bit more than sixty per cent of a hell of a lot.’

‘Okay, but I’ll bring it up again, trust me on that.’

‘If you must. So, these two projects: do you have the scripts with you?’

‘Yeah, and I’ve read ’em. You should agree, once I’ve nailed down the money side.’

‘If you recommend it, I do. But they’re both next year. You said there was a third serious proposition.’

‘There is, and it’ll fill up fall for you. It’s a movie about a rock singer, who tries to break a recording contract, only he finds out that the label his manager signed him to has Mafia connections. They fix him so he’ll never sing again. But he wins out in the end: he makes it bigger as a stand-up comedian than he ever was before. It’s an updated remake of an old Sinatra movie.’

‘I think I’ve seen it: as I remember, it was too long.’

‘It was: this version will be shorter.’

‘Did you think to ask if I can sing?’

‘It’s rock and roll, for Christ’s sake!’ He paused, looking a trifle anxious. ‘You can sing, can’t you?’

I threw back my head and gave him the first four lines of ‘Bonnie Mary of Argyll’. ‘Where do we shoot?’ I asked him.

‘Location in Chicago and New York, beginning October: sound-stage work in Toronto. Wrap by year-end.’

I nodded approval. I’d never been to Chicago, but New York and Toronto are two of my favourite cities. ‘How much are we getting?’

‘The same: seven million euros, and that’s settled. They came in offering six, but they rolled over quick when I told them what you cost now. Plus they’ll find you an apartment in Toronto for the duration of the project. It’s an easy commute to NYC and across the lakes to Chicago.’

I looked at Susie. ‘Autumn in Canada?’ She smiled; she really was getting to like being a movie star’s wife. ‘Not an apartment,’ I told Roscoe. ‘Make it a family house, and big enough for Ethel the nanny, plus Conrad and Audrey. Conrad goes everywhere we do.’

‘Okay, I’ll tell the producers. I’ve got the script for that too: you should start on it right away.’

‘I’ll look at it. Who’s directing?’

‘A guy called Weir Dobbs. It’s his first big project.’

Nothing he had told me, not even the fact that he had jacked my fee up to a level I thought was stratospheric, surprised me more than that. ‘Who cast me?’ I asked.

‘He did. He called me himself: told me that after Red Leather he wasn’t doing the movie without you.’

I whistled softly. Weir Dobbs and I had a history: he had been Miles Grayson’s assistant director on the first movie I ever made and for a time we had not got on. We had so not got on that in the midst of one difficult session I had bounced him several times off a studio wall. Now he just had to have me in his picture . . .

Looking back, I realise that was the moment when I finally accepted what I was, and what I’d become, and understood that my career had attained a momentum that was indeed out of my control, for that time at least.

I put away the thought. ‘You’ll give me a schedule?’

‘Of course.’

‘Have a separate session with Audrey on that, please: she manages my diary completely these days.’

Roscoe nodded. ‘Will do, Oz. Now, the other two projects I mentioned, those I’m going to recommend you turn down: let’s discuss them.’

I held up a hand. ‘No, let’s not. You’ve steered me straight on the three positives. I’ll trust your judgement on the others.’

‘You sure?’

I stood up and stretched out my hand. As he shook it I told him, ‘You have our complete confidence, mine and Susie’s. I hear what you’ve said to me and I appreciate your coming all this way to say it. But that’s enough shop for now: we’re going to take you to lunch, and you’re going to tell us all about your family.’
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We took him to the Buchanan Arms, an old-established eatery not far from our place. It turned out that he has one son from a marriage that ended in divorce around the time I became his client.

He talked happily about Roscoe junior all through lunch, until his voice began to slur and his eyes became heavy. He put it down to the jet-lag catching up with him (and passing him at high speed in the outside lane), but I reckoned at the time that I should have talked him out of that pint of cask-conditioned ale. In my experience, some Americans just can’t handle our beer at all.

A couple of hours’ sleep in the afternoon sorted him out, though. In the evening he and Audrey mapped out my schedule for the three projects I’d agreed to do. It looked good: I wasn’t due in Toronto for three months. I had a couple of promotional things coming up for the latest Skinner movie, but for now mostly it would be quality time I could spend at home with Susie and the kids.

My wife and I saw Roscoe on his way next morning. This time I did the driving to the airport, just to let him see that I knew I owed him. I promised that I would look at the scripts and sign all the contracts the minute I received them. As we waved him goodbye, heading off for the departure lounge, I looked around. ‘You know,’ I said to Susie, ‘I always hate being here without my passport in my pocket. It gives me wanderlust. D’you fancy going somewhere?’

‘Just like that?’

‘More or less.’

‘Yes, but we’re not going to. Janet’s a bit young to be a jet-setter and wee Jonathan’s teeth would make life fractious for everyone around him.’

‘That’s true,’ I conceded. ‘The wee sod bit me the other day. They’re like bloody razors when they’ve just come through.’

She gave me a funny sideways look. ‘Would you really have turned down all that money for the kids and me?’

‘No ...’

‘Aah,’ she said, ‘so you were just acting Mr Big.’

‘... I’d have turned it down for me as well,’ I added. ‘I’m not comfortable being public property, Sooz. I never planned for any of this to happen. It just did, and now it’s acquired a momentum of its own. But I can’t stop it; I see that now. What Roscoe said was true, too many people are involved with me right now.’

‘It won’t be for ever, love. In the meantime . . .’ She paused in mid-sentence.

A fat middle-aged man in a business suit stepped up to me, right into my face, ignoring her completely. ‘I hope you don’t mind,’ he began. I did, but he didn’t give me a chance to tell him that. ‘I don’t normally do this sort of thing, Mr Blackstone, but my wife is a huge fan of yours. Could I have your autograph for her?’

His accent was posh Greater London: since I’ve been an actor I’ve become quite good at spotting them. He put down his briefcase and produced a Mont Blanc fountain pen and a diary from an inside pocket of his jacket, giving me a flash of its red lining. This was not clothing that had come off the peg at a discount store.

‘Are there Brownie points in this for you?’ I asked him.

‘Thousands.’

‘Do you need them?’

He blinked, taken aback. ‘Well, you know,’ he chuckled, tamely, ‘it never does any harm.’

‘What’s your secretary’s . . . sorry, your wife’s name?’ The speed with which he flushed up told me that I’d hit the mark.

‘Lou-Lou,’ he replied, and spelled it out for me.

I took the pen and the diary, opened it at a blank page for notes, and scribbled, ‘To the lovely Lou-Lou, from your devoted fan, Oz Blackstone.’ I closed it and returned it to him. I made to put the Mont Blanc in my pocket. He flinched but said nothing: I think he’d have let me keep it, if I hadn’t grinned and handed it back to him. ‘Hope it does you some good,’ I told him. ‘Have a nice trip, Mr . . .’

‘Potter,’ he said.

‘Accountant?’

He looked sheepish. ‘Well, yes, actually. It’s that obvious?’

‘It’s the suit, mate; that, and the fact that your firm’s name’s embossed in gold on the cover of your diary. I used to be a sort of detective: as I was saying to my wife, sometimes I wish I still was.’

‘Sometimes I wish I was one too. Thank you for your patience, and good luck with your career.’

I was hit by a spur-of-the-moment impulse. ‘Do you have a card, Mr Potter?’

He looked surprised for a second, but then good business instincts kicked in. He produced one from his wallet and handed it over. I saw that his forename was Henry, but I decided not to go there. Instead I asked if I could use his pen again. I noted my private phone number on it, then handed both back.

‘I need to do some very serious financial planning,’ I told him, ‘and I’d rather use London-based advisers than Scots, for a different perspective. I’ve heard good things about your firm, so if you want to tender for the project . . . in competition, of course . . . have someone give me a call.’

His chest seemed to puff out: I could tell that I’d made his morning for the second time in as many minutes.

‘I will,’ he exclaimed. ‘Thank you very much.’

Susie watched him as he headed for the exit. ‘Why did you do that?’ she asked. ‘Did you feel sorry for taking the piss out of him about his secretary?’

‘Hey, I was entitled to do that. The guy is clearly trying to use me to get his leg over . . . or keep it over. No, I meant it: we need to take professional advice on how we should manage our money, and probably inheritance tax advice as well. His firm’s called Clark Gow: they’re a multinational, and I happen to know that they have a very big reputation in the entertainment business.’

‘So have the Mafia.’

We left the airport, with a wave to Mr Potter in the taxi queue, and headed back home.

The three months of family bonding that stretched out before me was a pleasing prospect. Actually, I had more to do in that department than fuss over my kids. There was the matter of my father, as well.

For all of my adult life I had thought of Macintosh Blackstone as best friend as well as parent. And then he had done something extremely stupid, something that had led those who loved him most into serious, life-threatening trouble. I had seen it off, but the rift between us had been immediate and, on my part, long-lasting.

I had barely seen him since then: when wee Jonathan was born Susie and I had taken him across to Anstruther to show him off to Mary, my stepmother, rather than to his grandfather. I can be a ruthless, unforgiving bastard when I have to be, but also, I had begun to concede to myself, when I don’t. For some time, my dad had been on my mind. I was still angry whenever I thought of him and of what he had done, but gradually, I began to wonder whether some of that anger had been directed at myself, for the way in which I had reacted, for the harshness of my judgement of him, and for the sentence of isolation that I had passed.

There was something else too: I missed him. He has always been my sounding-board, and I was honest enough with myself to recognise that a lot of my evolving discontent with fame could have been rationalised by some of his shrewd advice. Susie knew all this, of course, but she also knows me well enough to let me work it out for myself. She didn’t know what had caused the breach, and she never asked. Just as well, for I couldn’t have brought myself to tell her the truth.

Anyway ... there I go again ... the day after Roscoe’s visit, I loaded my golf clubs into one of our executive toys, Susie’s new Porsche Cayenne (she calls it our ‘family mover’) and told her I would be away for a while. There’s a telepathy between us now: she knew what I was up to.

It was a Friday, so I knew that he’d finish work at lunchtime. For years it’s been his custom to hold a Saturday-morning surgery, to encourage as many people as possible to come for routine dental check-ups. The waiting room was empty when I got there, but I could hear the drill, so I took a seat. Daisy, the nurse-receptionist, heard the doorbell and came through to see who the late and unbooked patient was. Her jaw dropped slightly when she saw me sitting there, picking up a nine-month-old copy of Golf World, but I put a finger to my lips and she got the message.

I waited until the sufferer in the chair had gone, and until I could hear the sounds of clearing up. Then the surgery door opened again, and I caught a glimpse of Daisy’s white coat heading somewhere, anywhere, to leave us alone. I stood up and walked through. Mac the Dentist was facing me, unbuttoning his tunic, as I stepped into the big room. He looked at me, and I looked at him. Then I stepped forward and gave him a quick, strong hug. He nodded as I released him, and that was it.

‘So how are you doing?’ he asked me quietly.

‘Don’t you read the tabloids? Haven’t you heard? I’m doing great; I’m the next big thing. Five years in the business and I’m an overnight success.’

‘Yeah, but how the fuck are you?’

‘I’m okay, Dad.’

‘No bad dreams?’

I wondered what made him ask that. ‘Just the one,’ I told him, ‘when wee Jonathan lets me sleep long enough: Jan’s in it, but she isn’t dead, just away visiting her mother.’

‘What’s the bad part?’

‘When I wake up, and she’s still dead. Don’t get me wrong, though. I love Susie like crazy, and the kids too. But it’s still there.’

‘It always will be; I have the same dream about your mother. I don’t think of it as bad, though, and I don’t feel guilty about it, if that’s worrying you. In fact I look forward to it: it’s only the thought of it stopping that worries me.’

See? I’d been with him for less than a minute and he’d put my mind at rest already. ‘So how the fuck are you?’ I shot back at him.

‘How do I look?’

‘Slightly crumpled, a bit of a curmudgeon, reasonably benign for a dentist, could do with a haircut.’

‘Ah, that’s good. I haven’t changed, then?’

‘Not a bit.’

‘I have on the inside.’ He shot me a strange, apprehensive look. ‘Oz, there’s something I have to ask you, straight out. Those people: what happened to them had nothing to do with you, did it?’
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