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ghost writers in the sky





In Newspeak, euphony outweighed every consideration other than exactitude of meaning. Regularity of grammar was always sacrificed to it when it seemed necessary. And rightly so, since what was required, above all for political purposes, were short clipped words of unmistakable meaning which could be uttered rapidly and which roused the minimum of echoes in the speaker’s mind. The words of the B vocabulary even gained force from the fact that nearly all these words – goodthink, Minipax, prolefeed, sexcrime, Ingsoc, bellyfeel, thinkpol and countless others – were words of two or three syllables, with the stress on the first syllable and the last.



George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four,



Appendix: Principles of Newspeak








Transcript of taped conversation between Tony Meehan and Eddie Doyle




5/3/95


TM: You OK to start?


ED: Yeah, sure. But look, I do want to talk about how this whole thing is going.


TM: Fine. But let’s try and get some ground covered first.


ED: It’s just that I’m, well, I’m not happy about some of it, you know?


TM: I understand. It’s a difficult process. But if we can just get something on tape.


ED: OK. Yeah. Well, where do you want to start?


TM: I thought we could talk about the Hounslow bullion job. If that’s OK.


ED: That (laughs). Right, well, there’s some things I can’t talk about, you know that, don’t you?


TM: I know.


ED: Never saw a penny of my cut. Twelve fucking years. Kept my mouth shut and all. For what?


TM: Let’s talk about the events on the day.


ED: That fucking security guard we had on the inside. First whiff of trouble and his arse drops out. Fucking joke. Sorry, you want to talk about the day?


TM: If we can.


ED: Well, let me tell you something about that day. We had no fucking idea what we’d got. How fucking big it was. Maybe if we’d just got what we’d been going for in the first place, if we’d just got the money, well, maybe it wouldn’t have turned out so bad.


TM: How do you mean?


ED: Well, it was cursed, you know. That gold. Opening up that vault was like opening up the tomb of Tutankhamun or something. It cursed us, that gold.


TM: You know, that’s not a bad angle for the story.


ED: And I’ll tell you something else. You know all those films when they open the vault and there’s all the gold bars all neatly stacked up and gleaming like fuck? Well, it wasn’t like that.


TM: No?


ED: No. They were all in these cardboard boxes with metal tapes around them. Like fucking shoeboxes. We wouldn’t have noticed them if we hadn’t had trouble getting the safe open. We were going after the money, you see. If only we’d got that safe open. The money, that would have been easy. Used notes, unmarked. Just divvy it up after the job. Instead we end up with all that fucking gold. And that’s when the grief started.


TM: What happened with the safe?


ED: Well, we had trouble getting the combinations out of the guards. They were shitting themselves but maybe we’d put the frighteners on them a little too much. They couldn’t concentrate, could they?


TM: Well, you had doused their private parts with petrol and threatened to set light to them.


ED: Yeah, well. Hang on.


TM: I’m only going by the trial report.


ED: Yeah, well, let’s talk about this.


TM: Yes let’s.


ED: Let me tell you about the petrol. It was watered down. It wouldn’t have ignited if you’d put a match to it. There was enough of a smell to make them think that. But that was the point. To scare them into giving us the combinations.


TM: I see.


ED: But this is where it all goes wrong. You know?


TM: I’m not sure I do.


ED: I mean the way you’re telling my story. It’s like you’re always dwelling on anything nasty and brutal. Like I’m some sort of a thug.


TM: I can assure you I’m not trying to do that, Eddie.


ED: And some of the stuff I’ve seen. It makes me sound, well, inarticulate. You’re supposed to be a writer, for fuck’s sake. It all comes across as really trashy, you know?


TM: Well, the public do go for a brusgue style.


ED: Fuck the public. I want my story told properly.


TM: We both do, Eddie. Look, it’s early days. Once we’re at the editing stage we can go through all this. But we really do need to get it all down first.


ED: It’s like all you’re interested in is the violence and the scandal.


TM: Well, that is what’s going to sell copies, you know.


ED: And all the Ruby Ryder stuff.


TM: We did talk about that.


ED: Well, I don’t know, Tony. I don’t know.


TM: It is a crucial selling point of your story. You were married to her, after all.


ED: But she’s trying to get her career going again. I know she won’t be happy having the past dragged up again.


TM: Look, can we try and get back to the story? We can go over this later.


ED: No. I want to sort this out now.


TM: Eddie . . .


ED: Turn the tape off.


TM: We are behind schedule, you know.


ED: I said turn the fucking tape off . . .


Tape ends





‘There.’ I pressed the stop button. Eddie looked liked he was about to grab the tape machine. ‘It’s off.’


‘Right.’


Eddie sits back in his chair, folds his arms and gives me that well-practised glare of his. A look I’ve seen on countless villains and old lags.


‘So.’ I sigh, trying to soothe the situation. ‘Let’s talk, then, shall we?’


‘Yeah,’ he replies with a grudging shrug.


And I knew I was in for another difficult session. But I had to try to get him to talk. Because, well, this is not my story. I’m the ‘as told to’ or the ‘with’.


I’m the ghost. The ghost writer.


Once, when drunk at some dreadful book launch trapped in that soul-destroying ‘and what do you do?’ small talk, I slurred my nomenclature as ‘ghost rider’ rather than ‘ghost writer’. It conjured up that old country and western song ‘Ghostriders in the Sky’ where howling echo-chamber cowboys are doomed to chase a spectral herd across the firmament.


Yippy-ay-oh, yippy-ay-eh.


Ghost writers in the sky.


Doomed is right, like the Flying Dutchman or the Ancient fucking Mariner. Tony Meehan, twenty years crime journalist for the Sunday Illustrated, erstwhile editor of Murder Monthly, author of Cop Killer: The Billy Porter Story (remaindered after one edition), I am condemned to ghost-write sickening boastful memoirs of retired villains for the Groombridge Press. And having hacked away my meagre writing talents down the decades, to indulge in childish word games and perverse etymologies.


Though Eddie Doyle seems quite capable of unnecessary semantics himself.


‘Thing is,’ he says, ‘you’re supposed to be my ghost writer but I’m the one that feels like a ghost. It just doesn’t seem real.’


Christ, a professional criminal getting all existential on me. That’s all I bloody need.


‘Well,’ I reply, ‘we just need to get the tone right.’



Get the tone right. Well, we know what that means: lower it. True Crime, what a racket it is. I prefer to rearticulate this term into a lower case composite: truecrime. Like George Orwell’s newspeak words thoughtcrime or sexcrime, the coining of the term truecrime came to me from that ancient Stalinist logic – the manipulation of vocabulary to ensure correct thought. But this newspeak is imposed not by a totalitariarian state but by my publishing dictatorship, the Groombridge Press. True and Crime, words that were once at odds with each other as much as alibi and detection, now conspire to create trashy bestsellers. Another newspeak conjunction, prolefeed, comes to mind, but these days, with the decline of the proletariat, it strikes me that, rather than feeding the proles, we are now serving them up for suburban consumption. Fetishised masculinity, the stories of hard men to provide vicarious thrills for the boring lives of white-collar strap-hangers. ‘Get the tone right,’ that’s what Victor Groombridge, my boss, insists is my job as ghost writer. ‘Make it sound authentic’ That is to say: make this intelligent, emotionally complex, deviously manipulative, professional villain sound like an engaging thug, a curious monster.


‘Yeah, but it’s my story,’ he almost pleads with me.


‘Of course it is,’ I say, nodding hopefully.


I mean, Eddie Doyle seemed an easy enough prospect when Victor Groombridge signed him up and passed him over to me for the treatment. Jewel thief, bank robber, known associate of most of the major gangland faces. Got sent down in 1983 for the Hounslow bullion job – twelve years served and he never divulged where all that fifteen or so million went missing. But one of the biggest hooks for his story was that he was Ruby Ryder’s husband in the sixties and seventies. Ryder’s career has seen more downs than ups but at the moment her kitsch has attained a kind of cult status. Rumour has it that she is in the frame for a major part in a TV soap opera. So, it’s all there: gangland iconography, showbiz gossip, heist stories, the lot.


But the problem is Eddie. He has his own ideas, far too many of them. He’s been away too long. Years of emptiness filled with nonsense, courtesy of some half-baked liberal prison education scheme. He is far too well read. And he is painfully aware of not being the author of his own memoirs. He’s not happy being put through the mill. With most of the villains I’ve done, they’re only too glad to let you do all the work. They’re happy to just cough it all up on to the tape recorder and let you hack it out. When the book comes out they’re so pleased to see their name on the cover with some suitably menacing picture that they imagine somehow they’ve written it. A good ghost will never disabuse them of this. It’s always their book. You just content yourself with a split in the royalties and everybody’s happy and they don’t realise about the money until after it’s all been sewn up. They don’t realise how they’ve been stitched up until after the game’s over. They imagine publishing to be some gentlemanly practice, not realising that they’re up against the most heinous form of organised crime, of organised lying, until it’s far too late. But even here, Eddie is questioning.


‘And what about this advance?’ he asks.


‘What about it?’


‘Well, I’ve not seen much of it.’


‘I told you.’


‘You told me twenty grand. I’ve only seen two and a half thousand.’


‘I told you, we don’t get it all at once. A quarter on signing. A quarter on delivery. A quarter on hardback. A quarter on paperback.’


The familiar litany, the vagaries of the racket.


‘Christ,’ seethes Eddie. ‘And I thought that I was fucked over by gangsters. But a quarter, that means I’m due five grand on signing, not two fifty.’


‘I told you, it’s a fifty-fifty split.’


‘Jesus. You lot are good. You’re fucking lairy.’


‘So look, Eddie. Going back to the bullion job. You say the gold was cursed. What do you mean by that?’


‘I mean that we weren’t up to dealing with it. We were just a team of blaggers. Good ones, mind, South-East London’s finest, but blaggers nonetheless. We were after a substantial haul of used notes with no problems. But that gold, I mean, we couldn’t believe our luck when we realised what we were sitting on, and we were right, it was luck all right, bloody bad luck. It meant we had to find a way of getting rid of it. And you know what that means, don’t you?’


‘You tell me.’


‘It meant approaching certain people. People who could fence that kind of amount. And that’s when the trouble really started. There was so much more at stake than we’d bargained for. Pretty soon all that lovely gold had more than a bit of blood on it.’


‘You want to talk about that?’


‘Hm. Probably not a good idea, you know.’


‘The tape’s not running.’


‘Look, Tony, I did twelve years and kept my mouth. I’m not going to start yakking now, am I?’


‘Well, you wouldn’t have to name names.’


‘Just tell the story?’


‘It sounds like a good one.’


And it did have a ring to it. An archetypal narrative, wealth corrupting those who find it, death coming in the form of gold. Like the Pardoner’s Tale.


‘Look, I’m serious,’ Eddie insists, becoming more agitated. ‘I don’t want a bullet in the back of my head, you know.’


‘Don’t worry,’ I try to placate him.


‘Don’t worry?’ he cuts in. ‘Let me show you something.’


He leads me furtively to a window, standing to one side of it and peering down at the street below. He cocks his head.


‘See that parked car – don’t get any closer to the window – see it?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Don’t lean forward like that. Come over here. See? That bloke. See him?’


‘I’m not sure.’


I try to get a proper look but Eddie pulls me back.


‘Don’t. Oh, for fuck’s sake. Come on, get away from the window.’


‘Do you mean to say you’re being followed?’ I ask him as we sit back down again.


Eddie nods. An intent look on his face. Paranoia, probably.


‘Who do you think it is?’


‘Don’t know. Now that I’m out it could be that certain people are getting a bit jumpy. Might think that I want my money.’


‘And do you?’


‘What?’


‘Want your money.’


Eddie smiles.


‘Well, what do you think? But I don’t want to get myself killed. I was hoping that I could make some gelt from this racket, you know, selling my story. But I kind of figured that I might get a bit more up front, though. I mean, two and a half grand? Maybe I should stick to what I’m really good at.’


‘Well . . .’


Eddie gives a dry laugh.


‘Don’t worry, Tony, I’m fucking redundant. No one robs banks any more. It’s all drugs now. The Hounslow job, well, that was supposed to be my pension. My final coup. And it was all taken away from me.’


‘So how are we going to tell the bullion job story?’ I ask him.


Eddie sighs.


‘Up to when I went away, I guess. I kept my mouth but others didn’t. That stupid fucking security guard, our bloody inside man, he starts to bottle it, doesn’t he? As soon as he gets a tug he starts coughing.’


‘Can I put the tape recorder back on?’


‘Yeah, but I ain’t saying anything about where the gold went. And I want it told intelligently, not like we were just a bunch of thugs.’


After the session, as I’m coming out of Eddie’s flat, I go past the car that he pointed out to me. There’s no one in it. Eddie’s probably imagining things. It’s hard adjusting to the outside world after such a long stretch. But I have a quick scan around. No. Nobody’s following me. Some chance.


Ghost life. Make my way back home. Yippy-ay-oh, yippy-ay-eh. Nobody knows. I’ve managed to control myself all these years. I got away with it all.


Get an Evening Standard by the Underground. The headline is: GANGLAND KILLER RONNIE KRAY DIES A PRISONER. The first paragraph heads, Notorious gangland killer Ronnie Kray died today in hospital, two days after collapsing in his ward at Broadmoor. Police said 61-year-old Ronnie – the madder and badder of the feared Kray Twins – died at 9.07 a.m. . . . The Beast is dead, that’ll be good for business. I bet Victor is already buying somebody up, some crony or associate to squeeze another drop out of the tired old Kray legend.


Back at the flat I check the tape and go through my existing notes on Eddie Doyle. Somebody else’s life. Try to muster some enthusiasm for this book. I like the cursed-treasure angle, something allegorical about that. Victor will, however, want it all done to the truecrime formula.



truecrime is a beast with two backs. It has two main forms. There are the nasty murderers, the rippers, the sex killers, the mass murderers: sexcrime, if you like. Then there are the gangsters, the villains, the Kray associates. All hoarded together in that furtive corner of the bookshop, a section that is expanding: truecrime is booming. Victor Groombridge has done very well out of it. Though this book with Eddie is way behind schedule and he isn’t happy with me. I’ve got lunch with him tomorrow.


I’m not that interested in villains’ memoirs but I made a conscious decision to work in that field rather than explore the awful killers. Conscious, well, if you knew my proclivities you’d understand why it seemed safer to be employed in this way. Too much of a temptation for me to indulge myself in the sexcrime branch of truecrime. I have gone straight, as it were.


I haven’t killed anyone for almost ten years. But I thought it best to avoid anything that might arouse my dormant desires.


Besides, that end of the field has the danger of becoming respectable. Gordon Burn, Brian Masters, Gita Sereny. It’s this modern thing about psychology. I blame Colin Wilson, this existential obsession with the self. I used to believe in all of that, of course. But that was before I became a killer myself.


Everybody now is obsessed with the ‘serial killer’. In my day it was more blunt: mass murderers, that’s what we called them. But in the eighties the FBI Behavioral Science Unit asserted a new truecrime paradigm. Psychological profiling, offender signatures, victimology. But this new ‘science’ has a whiff of pulp fiction about it. Robert Ressler, the FBI profiler, claims that he was inspired to coin the term ‘serial killer’ out of a sense of cheap drama. ‘Now that I look back on that naming event,’ he is quoted as saying, ‘I think that what was also in my mind were the serial adventures we used to see on Saturday at the movies.’ The dissatisfaction of the cliff-hanger ending that increases rather than lessens the tension. It’s certainly what kept the readership of Murder Monthly going. And this new pop psychology approach has an inspiration all of its own. In 1993 a rather dreary psychopath called Colin Ireland picked up masochistic homosexuals at the Colherne leather bar in Earls Court, took them back to their flats and strangled them. JACK THE GRIPPER, the News of the World called him. The Sunday Illustrated went one better: THE FAIRY LIQUIDATOR. Sid Franks, the news editor in my day, he would have loved that one. I was intrigued, for a while, since his modus operandi seemed so familiar. So similar to the circumstances of that time I throttled a homo back in 1966.


It turned out that the Fairy Liquidator was actually inspired by Ressler’s book on serial killers and indeed, along with a useful forensic awareness he had acquired in the execution of his crimes, his very aspiration was simply to join the hallowed ranks himself. Once he had gone past the required score of victims he was ready to retire. ‘I have read a lot of books on serial killers,’ he declared in a phone call to the police. ‘I think it is from four people that the FBI class as serial, so I may stop now I have done five.’ Tabloid celebrity secured, he had realised himself, with the help of all that wisdom from truecrime. Self-help for serial killers.


But I have been able to control myself. I was never one for getting carried away, after all. And nothing can be traced to me. My crimes are all cold cases now. Indeed, that is what I have become: a cold case. I’m as dead as they are. All my sins remembered but nothing much left inside. I have no desires left to enact except to watch and record. And I console myself with this fact: I am not a serial killer. Neither in inclination nor statistics. Remember, I only killed three. That queen in Earls Court, the whore in Shepherd Market. And Teddy Thursby. And of course the ‘victimology’ of Lord Thursby of Hartwell-juxta-Mare doesn’t really count on the profile. I got no pleasure wringing his flabby neck. Christ, no. No sexcrime there. No, the FBI Crime Classification Manual clearly defines my opportunistic strangling of Teddy Thursby as: 108.02 Situational Felony Murder. Property crime (robbery, burglary) is the primary motivation for felony murder, with murder the secondary motivation. I killed him for his diaries. For my own gain. Though in some way the acquisition of them has all the hallmarks of acquiring a ‘fetish object from the victim’ that all these serial killer books bang on about. I have so much of him in my possession, after all.


Teddy Thursby’s diaries, oh yes, quite a treasure is my little wordhoard. Of course, I can never fully exploit them, not publicly, I mean, that would implicate me. But then I’d rather not have them published and pored over by the grubby-fingered masses. They’re mine. A wonderful reference work they are too. Incomplete, though. Thursby and Julian, his ‘official biographer’, destroyed some of the more damaging material when they were working on that dreadful whitewash that was to be his memoirs. But there’s still plenty of scandal and ignominy recorded by the poisoned pen of that dirty old peer. Particularly entries in the sixties – Teddy really was feasting with panthers back then. Bits of underworld stuff that could be useful for what I’m working on now, you never know. There’s even a reference to the Hounslow bullion job somewhere, I’m sure of it.


Thursby was definitely my last killing, I think I was finally cured of it by suffocating him. It was a means to an end, I wasn’t being driven by some frenzied passion, I got no enjoyment from it, in fact it rather disgusted me. No, what really did give me a thrill was taking those diaries. I was taking a life, you see, that’s what I’d always wanted to do. With that pile of battered journals in my grasp I realised that I wasn’t really a murderer. I was a biographer.


My first book on Billy Porter, the notorious Shepherd’s Bush Cop Killer should have been my big break. It had been my story right from the start. Victor Groombridge commissioned it but we argued for a long time over the manuscript. It was ‘over-written’, he said, whatever that was supposed to mean. He wanted a brash, sensationalist account but I felt that there was something deeper in the story. Our discussions became quite heated: at one point Victor said: ‘I can’t believe that you can make this terrific material so boring and drawn out.’ We made some compromises in the end and it was published but it didn’t sell and Victor blamed me.


And I ended up ghost-writing for him, which is all right, but you don’t get that control over the subject that I really want. The book with Eddie started out with some promise – he is intelligent and articulate, at least, not like some of these moronic thugs Victor has had me ghost. Of course, this makes it difficult to come up with the standard Groombridge Press treatment on him. With that and all the other troubles we’ve been having, I don’t know how this book is going to work.


Eddie’s tape and my own notes reveal a myriad of theories about what happened to the loot, how it was disposed of – money laundering, dodgy gold dealers, offshore banking fraud, and so on. Some crooked businessmen and gangsters put away for receiving but rumours of a bigger internationally coordinated operation. A number of murders and disappearances associated with the bullion job. Although I like the notion of how wealth destroys and corrupts I’m not sure how I’m going to make it work as a story.


I’m weary of it all. I’m tired of having to eke out a miserable living with all this hack work. Something Eddie Doyle said about the bullion job: it was to be my final coup, something to retire on. That’s what we all dream of, I suppose, to be at rest. I was looking forward to retirement myself until I found out what the useless pension scheme I had been conned into buying into in the eighties was going to be worth. Absolutely bugger all. I dread to think about being left to the mercies of the state in old age.


I need one more chance to write a proper book. Not just a ghosted memoir, something that will secure my reputation, something that will sell. A truecrime classic, something big and definitive like John Pearson’s The Profession of Violence. That’s all I want now, but will I ever get another chance?


Bedtime. Brush my teeth and stare into the looking glass. Ugly old queen. But I’m not a monster. Am I? My crimes were not so bad. The dead don’t miss much. I think about all that cursed gold and men dead because of it and it gives me a bit of a thrill. Can’t think why. I’ve kept myself clean all these years, for what? A ghost’s life, a monster in captivity, a specimen in the jar. A face in the mirror. All this psychological profiling is a bit like a return to Cesare Lombroso’s notion of the criminal type, L’Uomo delinquente. Physiognomy, external signs from which we can read guilt. But my face betrays nothing.


I wipe a bit of toothpaste off my chin. Turn the light out.


Lunch with Victor. The publishing world marches on its stomach. Any problem, any issue to discuss, any deadline looming, any problem with a manuscript, they leap into action and sit down to feed. Victor Groombridge had been the gossip columnist on the Sunday Illustrated before he set up on his own. He was known for his finesse in buying up people and quickly getting a story out of them. I tell him about my angle on the Eddie Doyle story. He is not impressed.


‘The fucking Pardoner’s Tale? What are you talking about now?’


‘Well, it’s a universal story, of how money corrupts. It’s like a parable.’


‘Do me a favour, Tony, drop all these fucking literary pretensions, will you? We’re well behind schedule as it is.’


‘I just thought it would give it some shape. He doesn’t want to name names on who got rid of the gold so I thought that if we had a sort of moral-to-the-story element, well, that could be the hook.’


Victor sighs and shakes his head.


‘He doesn’t want to name names on the bullion job, he doesn’t want to dish the dirt on Ruby Ryder, just what have you two been talking about all this time?’


‘Well, he’s not the easiest story I’ve had to ghost. And I can see his point with the bullion thing. There’s been more than one murder connected to that job. But he does want to tell his story. He’s just a bit sensitive about how he comes across.’


‘Yeah, yeah. Look, much as we’d really like some redemptive, moral-of-the-story angle, how I rehabilitated myself with a sociology degree or whatever, it ain’t what’s selling. The public want lovable monsters. Unspoiled monsters.’


‘Yeah, well.’


‘And now that Ronnie Kray’s croaked, well, it’s just the right time. End of an era and all that bullshit. There must be plenty of old faces to buy up who’ll trot out all that nostalgia trip. If it isn’t working with Eddie Doyle, well, maybe, I don’t know, maybe we should drop him.’


‘You mean . . . ?’


‘Well, we’re way behind and Eddie isn’t exactly being cooperative, is he?’


‘Well, no, but . . .’


‘So, I want something by the end of May or we forget about it.’


I don’t know what to say. I want to tell him to fuck off but I need the work. I need the money.


‘Victor . . .’ I begin.


‘Just get on with it, Tony. You fuss around too much. Just hack it out.’


‘So, is that all you think I’m good for?’


Victor sighs and shakes his head wearily. We carry on eating for a while without talking.


‘Look,’ Victor says finally, ‘get him to the funeral at least.’


‘What?’


‘Eddie. Get Eddie to the funeral.’


‘What funeral?’


‘Ronnie Kray’s, of course. I’ll get a photographer. It’s going to be the social event of the calendar for retired villains. He’ll have to be seen there. Get him lined up with a few faces from the sixties. That’ll look good. And try to get him to talk about Ruby Ryder.’


So a week later and we were in the press huddle in front of St Matthew’s, Bethnal Green. A monster’s funeral, the churchyard teeming with old lags and young wannabes. A phalanx of bouncers, the cream of London’s doormen, formed a guard of dishonour around the lich-gate. A police helicopter buzzed overhead. The hearse arrived. A black-and-gold glass-sided carriage, drawn by six black-plumed horses. Victoriana kitsch, just as he would have wanted. The Last Empire Hero. Wreaths and flowered tributes to the grand old psychopath: RON and THE COLONEL. One from Reggie, his womb-mate: TO THE OTHER HALF OF ME, like a floral expression of schizophrenia.


I was there with Eddie Doyle, a reluctant mourner. I never had much truck with the Twins, he protested. But Victor was insistent: Get a picture of him with some other celebrity villains. Reputation, that’s what it’s all about. And sure enough our smudger Geoff was on hand, patiently setting up a small aluminium stepladder to get a good angle over the crowd.


Also with us was Piers, a young journalist with the Groom-bridge Press’s latest publishing venture, Sorted magazine. Sorted is aimed at what Victor assures me is a fresh and growing market: the ‘New Lad’. I have no idea what this means. Apparently it’s all about postmodernism, post-feminism. It’s ‘ironic’, according to Piers. Well, it’s all newspeak to me.


And this Piers character, well, he was just full of it. All these hard men giving him a hard-on. His lazy, public-school vowels droned on in my ear, wanting me to put names to faces. Faces. Yeah, I know them. Yes, Piers, that’s Mad Frankie Fraser.


He turned his tape recorder on Eddie.


‘Can I ask you a question, Eddie?’ he said, pointing the little gadget in his direction.


‘Uh?’ Eddie seemed distracted, looking around, a bit twitchy.


I started to worry about Eddie and his paranoia. He still thinks he’s being followed and he’s not used to such a big crowd. He did his full stretch in closed conditions, high security. An hour or so a day in the exercise yard or association for twelve years doesn’t exactly prepare you for something like this.


‘What do you think?’ Piers continued. ‘It’s the end of an era, isn’t it?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, you know, the old school of crime. Codes of honour, that sort of thing.’


Eddie winced and turned to me.


‘What’s this cunt fannying on about?’ he asked me.


Piers gave a nervous little laugh.


‘Oh, that’s good,’ he declared. ‘I might well use that.’


Geoff teetered on his perch, screwing a huge lens into his camera.


‘Ready when you are, chief,’ he told me.


So, the idea was to get Eddie up to the doorway of the church, but he was hesitant, looking out into the crowd.


‘Christ,’ he muttered. ‘Look at all this lot. It’s like fucking Jurassic Park.’


‘Come on, Eddie,’ I urged him. ‘We need to get you up near the front.’


It had all been sorted, Eddie had got an invite. Flanagan, a blonde-haired ex-Page Three girl, was doing the guest list and his name was on it. All we had to do was get him up by the door, through the crowd, then Geoff could start snapping away. I tapped Eddie on the shoulder.


‘Hang on,’ he said. ‘Look.’


He was looking at somebody in the crowd. I tried to see who but there was just a mass of solemn faces. He nodded at someone.


‘There,’ he whispered sharply at me.


‘What?’ I tried not to sound impatient.


I didn’t really care who he was looking at. I needed to get him moving.


‘Come on, Eddie,’ I begged, hoping to encourage him. ‘We’re on.’


‘Wait a minute,’ he insisted. ‘It’s . . .’


I tugged at his sleeve. He was in some sort of trance or something. He turned around, briefly, his face incredulous. I thought I’d got his attention but just at that moment Reggie Kray arrived, handcuffed to a prison warder. The crowd was suddenly roused and started surging forward.


‘I don’t fucking believe it,’ Eddie declared, then looked back. ‘It’s . . .’


The mob was pushing towards the church, the doormen were holding everyone back, keeping the path clear for Reggie and the other guests. I had to get Eddie up there but he was working his way in the other direction, against the momentum of the masses.


‘Eddie!’ I called after him.


I watched him make for somebody who was standing stock still in the moving throng. A thickset man, swept-back hair, reminded me of someone but, so I thought at the time, only in the way so many of these dinosaurs do. A face, familiar. But the churchyard was full of them. I remember seeing a granite face break into a smile as he saw Eddie trying to reach him. And then his back turned and he was away. Eddie still tried to barge his way through in pursuit.


Shit.


The funeral party were filing into the church and I was losing sight of Eddie. Geoff called down to me.


‘What’s happening? Where’s our bloke gone?’


‘Stay there,’ I said, mounting the stepladder. ‘I’m coming up.’


‘What? Wait a minute, I don’t think this thing can hold the both of us.’


‘Don’t worry. Just hold on.’


I clambered up. The ladder creaked and teetered a bit but I made it to the top and grabbed hold of Geoff.


‘Steady on, chief,’ he complained.


I scanned the crowd. I could just make out the man Eddie was following. He was dodging around an outside broadcast van on the other side of St Matthew’s Row. I pointed him out to Geoff.


‘That bloke,’ I said.


‘Yeah?’


‘Get him!’


The stepladder wobbled again as Geoff strained to get a good shot. He suddenly understood my urgency and let fly with a barrage of shots, his camera whirring like an angry cicada. I crouched down to steady the ladder for a second then stood up to see Eddie come into sight, emerging from the throng, looking around. I saw him catch sight of the man he was following and move towards him.


‘There’s Eddie,’ I said to Geoff. ‘Try and get them both together.’


The two men stood looking at each other for a moment and Geoff carried on clicking away. Then one of the funeral Daimlers moved slowly between them. When it had passed Eddie was alone. The other man had disappeared. Eddie looked around, then started making his way up towards Bethnal Green Road and we soon lost sight of him as well.


‘What was all that about?’ Geoff asked.


‘I don’t know. But it certainly isn’t what was planned. Let’s get off this thing before we break our necks.’


And we both got down.


‘So, what do we do now, chief?’ he asked.


I sighed.


‘Don’t know. Wait until it’s over and there’s people coming out. Might be able to get something then.’


I didn’t have much confidence in that. Victor was going to be furious. The funeral service was in full swing. The strains of Frank Sinatra singing ‘My Way’ could be heard coming out of the church PA system.


When it was all over and the funeral procession, a vast column of Daimlers packed with recidivists, was on its way to Chingford Mount Cemetery, Eddie staggered back into the churchyard. He looked flustered and scant of breath.


‘Well,’ I declared, ‘there goes our little photo opportunity.’


Eddie just looked at me blankly.


‘Are you all right?’ Geoff asked, looking up from packing his camera bag.


‘Yeah, yeah,’ he muttered. ‘Look, I’m sorry, chaps.’


‘Eddie, what the fuck was all that about?’


With a nod of the head he motioned for me to follow him off a bit, out of the earshot of Geoff and Piers. Eddie caught his breath.


‘It was him,’ he whispered, as if to himself. ‘I’m sure of it.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean, maybe that’s what’s been going on. Who’s having me followed. It would make sense. He wants to know where all the missing gelt went too.’


‘Will you just tell me what the hell you’re talking about.’


‘That bloke. The one I was chasing. It was Harry.’


‘What?’


‘Starks,’ he hissed, his eyes wide and crazy. ‘It was Harry fucking Starks.’
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camp classic




The old, they say, find little fun in hoping.


Time’s what they need, and time begins to press.


But for the young, they say, the gates are open.


They open, so they say, on nothingness.


Bertolt Brecht, The Good Person of Szechwan








Little Julie, aged ten, creeping out on to the landing, hearing gruff voices downstairs in the kitchen, thinking; maybe Dad’s come back after all. Sitting on the stairs listening . . .


There she is.


There I am. In a dream. Well, not quite dreaming. Halfway between sleep and being awake, lucid but not yet conscious. A memory. I reach out to hold it, to know more, but motion becomes struggle, reverie turns into wilful thought.


And I wake up. Before I can work out what it meant. It was about Dad, that much was for sure.


Dad. I do miss him, even though I can hardly remember him at all. I didn’t see much of him. He was away until I was seven. Inside. Visiting time didn’t add up to much. Then when he did get out he was soon away again. Spain. Timeshares, that’s what Mum told me he was doing out there. Not much time to share with me, though. Then he was gone for ever. And there was another little lie Mum had to make up. Another alibi. But I do miss him. And the worst thing is there’s so little to hold on to. Just a big gap where he should have been. And all the memories tainted with badness.


You know how you can go through life with all these bad feelings, fears and doubts that you can’t quite explain? Insecurities that nag at you and eat away at your confidence. You figure that it’s just because you’re neurotic. What was it that student counsellor had said? Yeah, you internalise all the things that have gone wrong in your life. You turn them in on yourself and make them all your own fault. And that eats away at you until you feel that you have to find out what is really to blame for your unhappiness. The one thing that could make sense of all of these confused emotions. Something you could put a name to.


I’d buried Dad deep for a long time. The only way I had to deal with the shock of it was to pretend it had never happened. Pretending, that’s what I did, Mum had always encouraged me to do that. It was her that had got me started with acting in the first place. She was projecting her own ambitions on me but it was also a way of us avoiding the truth. A dreamworld. And that’s what I thought it was, like entering a world of other possibilities where you could become other people. Of course, when I went to drama school all of a sudden acting was supposed to be about reality, about channelling real feelings. We did what were called ‘sense memory exercises’ where you use recalled emotions to give truth to a performance. In one particularly intense session we were supposed, in turn, to relive a traumatic experience of our lives in front of everybody. Well, I couldn’t do it. I just froze. I couldn’t think about anything else except what I felt like when I found out about Dad and I couldn’t go through the lies that I’d always used about what had happened to him. I just walked out of the class. The next day my acting teacher sent for me and went into this lecture about how an actor has to confront their demons in order to be any good. I would have to deal with whatever it was, he insisted, otherwise it would block me as a performer. He spoke to me in such a concerned tone that I was filled with dread, to be honest. When he suggested that I go and see the student counsellor I agreed more to reassure him than anything else. But I didn’t tell her the truth either. Instead I used the story Mum had concocted all those years ago. And this counsellor woman talked about bereavement and loss and closure and all these modern words that made no sense to my ancient grief. She mentioned something called recovered memory syndrome which I didn’t like the sound of at all. I went along with these sessions just to make everybody happy. Except me. Therapy was no good. I mean, where would that get me? But I did learn a new litany of terms that I could use to cover up what I really felt. And from then on I learnt to fake this internal stuff if I ever needed it.


I felt more at ease with the externals of acting, the technical side of things. Voice production particularly interested me at drama school. More than anything I wanted to be able to speak quite differently from Mum, to become quite a different person to the one my background had determined. And when I went about building a character I always approached it from the outside in rather than the other way around.


Maybe this inability to really let go in a part was the reason that I haven’t been as successful as I might have been. Though it mostly seemed a matter of chance. Some of my peers went on to do really well after drama school, others hardly got any work at all. I’ve fallen somewhere in the middle, become what they call a ‘jobbing actress,’ and I seemed quite happy with that. I had a simple sense of purpose, I enjoyed what work I managed to get and I felt in control of my life.


I got depressed from time to time, especially between jobs – ‘resting’, some people call it, though it never feels like that. I think for a while I blamed Dad for this, or rather the lack of him. Him not being there. One great big negative that made it easier to block things out. But it wasn’t his fault, not really. It was someone else. I knew that deep down. I had just spent so much of my life covering it all up.


And that was how I wanted it to be. I had reinvented myself as a confident young woman with middle-class manners. When I’d got enough acting contracts I applied for an Equity card with a new name, a stage name. Julie McCluskey became Julie Kincaid. I felt a bit guilty, getting rid of Dad’s name like that, but I wanted to leave the past alone. And for a few years I felt quite free of it all.


Then it all started to come back. Lost memories clicking into place like a ratchet. I started having that dream – well, that half-dream – in the mornings, just as I was coming up to the surface. About being little and hearing voices downstairs, talking about me. And something else happened.


The counsellor at drama school had once told me that traumatic memories could be sometimes triggered by quite unexpected stimuli. Some seemingly harmless detail in day-to-day life could suddenly throw you off balance.


I remember coming out of the Gate cinema in Notting Hill with Jez, I don’t know, some time in the spring of 1995. We’d been to see Pulp Fiction. Jez was raving about it. It was a bloody masterpiece, he announced in that lazy drawl of his. I didn’t really like it, but I didn’t think that I was much bothered one way or another. But when he asked me what I thought I remember I said:


‘I don’t really like films with guns and gangsters in.’


I hardly thought about saying it, but once I had I suddenly felt very cold. Jez didn’t notice I’d gone quiet. He was still talking about the film. He was never happier than when he was rattling on about a film he liked.


I hadn’t been that impressed by it, or so I thought. It was smart and slick, a bloody masterpiece all right in that it was modern grand guignol. It was the audience’s reaction that had been really perturbing. There was a great deal of laughter at the violence displayed. There were groans, too, but they sounded disturbingly like groans of disappointment. As if all the blood had not been enough.


But out in the street I realised that the subject of the movie had made an impact on me. Perhaps because of the very frivolousness of its treatment, which rendered cool something that I had a deep and painful fear of.


Guns and gangsters.


Dad. I’d spent all those years holding it together and now that stupid Tarantino movie had brought it all back. The horror of it all.


‘Julie?’ I heard Jez say my name, softly. It sounded distant. ‘Are you OK?’


I turned and forced a smile. I didn’t want Jez to know about it. I’d told him that Dad had been killed in a car crash. Not a hard lie to tell. It had been the official family line for years. What Mum had told me to tell people. I had only been ten at the time. Mum hid the newspapers from me. Told me not to take any notice of what people said. We didn’t talk about it, not properly, so a lot of it got mixed up in my mind. Over the years, I’d just about got to believe it myself. But something had clicked, that was for sure. I knew then that I would have to go back over it and work out what had really happened. But I didn’t want Jez to know about any of it, not yet.


‘What’s the matter?’


‘I’m fine. Really.’


We were standing in the street looking at each other. There was something sweet in that little frown of concern beneath Jez’s mop of blond hair. It meant that I could smile properly and look him in the eye.


‘You’re coming back to mine?’ he asked.


‘Yeah,’ I replied. ‘Sure.’


I’d been seeing Jez for about three months. We’d met on a short, no-budget film I had a part in and he was directing. It was his first real break. His calling card, he called it. He loved to think of himself as a struggling Young Turk. The fact was that he had contacts. He had worked as a runner in a film company owned by a friend of his father’s. He’d done a few music videos. Now he was trying to get a screenplay together for a feature film but he was having trouble with it.


The strange thing was that Jez was as keen to cover up his background as I was mine. He had started to pick up this wide-boy demeanour, this silly fake cockney accent. He was quite good at it actually. I mean, he was a good mimic. But I knew what hard men were really like and he wasn’t it. I think, in a way, that’s what endeared me to him. There was something awfully vulnerable about the way he puffed himself up. He seemed utterly harmless and that’s just what I wanted in a man. There was a sense of security I felt with him, something safe that I had always longed for.


He made a big thing of the fact that he had left school at sixteen. Public school, that is. While it had been quite a struggle for me to get into drama school. Mum hadn’t wanted me to go, she’d thought that stage school was enough but it hadn’t really taught me much except all the eyes and teeth show-business stuff. I’d got a speaking part in Grange Hill when I was fourteen and she’d been so chuffed, so happy to see me on the telly. But Mum’s ambitions were never enough for me. I had wanted to be a proper actress, with classical training and received pronunciation. I didn’t want to be stuck with an accent, the voice of my unhappy childhood. I wanted to escape in spite of all the teacher’s talk about ‘reality’. The real point of acting for me was the opportunity to be someone else. And it had worked, in that I could fool people. I mean, Jez took me for a well-bred girl. And although I hadn’t been so lucky with actual jobs since drama school, I’d done small parts in a couple of plays at the Royal Court Upstairs, lots of profit-share fringe work. I’d got away, that was the main thing. I had made a break with my past. The thought of having to go back over it made me feel a bit sick. And frightened.


We got back to Jez’s flat, the second storey of a Georgian house just off the Portobello Road. His father had bought it for him. He still had that quizzical look on his face as he opened a bottle of Chardonnay.


‘Look,’ he said, handing me a glass, ‘what’s up?’


‘It’s nothing, really.’


But my brain was bursting. I took a gulp of wine. His pale blue eyes stared into me. I sighed, relieved by the distraction of his prettiness. And he was pretty, much prettier than he was comfortable with. I suddenly felt that if I could summon up an urgent desire for him then I could stop thinking about anything else.


I kissed him on the mouth. My lips were cool, wet. I knew that I looked quite impressive. Long red hair that I’d inherited from Dad. A friend of Mum’s once remarked that I looked like Maureen O’Hara. And my height, I got that from Dad too, he had been a big man. I was a couple of inches taller than Jez. He didn’t seem to mind me towering over him; in fact, I was pretty sure that was one of the things he liked about me. He always liked me being on top when we had sex.


‘What’s this?’ he said, still curious.


‘I want you,’ I murmured.


And I did. I wanted him. I wanted to empty my head of all the bad thoughts. To feel a simple bodily desire for life. To be in control of it.


‘Yeah?’ Jez whispered, his face close to mine.


‘Yeah,’ I breathed, all husky. ‘Right now.’


We went into the bedroom. He let me take off his clothes and push him on to the bed. I stripped off and straddled him. I felt anger mingled with the desire and I clawed at him as I felt a wave of release come over me. Afterwards he touched the marks I had made on his chest. He sucked in a little breath.


‘You hurt me,’ he moaned.


And yes, there was hurt in those baby blue eyes of his. I smiled with cruel joy.


‘I thought that’s what you public schoolboys liked,’ I taunted him.


‘Leave it out,’ he complained, sulkily. Leave it out, his fake vowels flat. He was such a give-away when he was angry.


And I felt another little jab of meanness inside of me. I was annoyed by how he imagined, in some way, that he was wider than me. I knew more than him and I never let on. I didn’t have that weakness, that middle-class guilt. So whenever I felt that Jez was getting close to me, I mean close to finding out about my past, I would go on the offensive. Tease him about his own background.


‘So what did you get up to in the dormitory?’


‘What do you mean?’


At first I had thought there might be something gay about Jez. The way that he so desperately wanted to project this exaggerated masculinity. His obsession with hard men even though he was pretty and quite fey really. But it was more complicated than that.


‘You know,’ I went on, ‘you and the other boys,’


Jez sat up in bed.


‘Look,’ he said, all indignant, ‘I never . . .’ He trailed off, not knowing the ending.


‘Well, it must have gone on.’


‘Yeah, well.’


‘So didn’t you ever . . . I mean, with another boy.’


Jez stared at me. His blue eyes had gone all steely.


‘No,’ he said, flatly.


‘Not ever?’


‘No.’ He sighed. ‘Never.’


It seemed such a definite. Such a definite sadness. Something else in his expression. Resentment. A wistful look suggesting that he had somehow missed out. That he lacked some knowledge, some sense of initiation. It was then that a thought occurred to me that almost made me laugh out loud, though I managed to restrain myself since I didn’t want to hurt his feelings that much. I thought that maybe Jez was a public schoolboy who had been traumatised because he hadn’t had a homosexual experience.


He found sleep sooner than I did. I lay there in the darkness, trying to empty my mind. Noises of street life outside harsh and malevolent. Exhaustion finally overwhelmed me but in the morning the half-dream came for me again.


Little Julie, aged ten, creeping out on to the landing, hearing gruff voices downstairs in the kitchen, thinking; maybe Dad’s come back after all. Sitting on the stairs, listening. But it’s not Dad. It’s Dad’s friends, those big friendly men who’d come to the house sometimes. Speaking low and soft, trying to calm down Mum who is angry and tearful.
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