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Sometimes I think that if I was ever depressed enough to jump out of a window, I’d fall upwards.

We made a show of making our marriage work, my second wife Primavera and I, once I rejoined her in the States after our troubles in Spain. The deal was that I tried to put her past behind me, and she tried to do the same with mine . . . the parts of my past that she knew about, that is. I sold my flat in Glasgow, the one that had been Jan’s and mine, to a willing buyer at a quick-sale price. Prim never even asked who it was; that’s how keen she was to cut herself adrift from Scotland. We thought about getting shot of the Spanish villa at the same time, but put that on hold for a while and rented it out instead, for six months, to a Scots actor I had met on my first movie. That was just about as long as our reconciliation lasted too; not much more than half a year.

I suppose it was okay at first; after all, we were living a dream. After cruising my way through my thirties, fate and a trusting in-law had thrown me into an acting career. My conf idence . . . never in short supply at the worst of times . . . had been boosted by some half-decent reviews for my performance in my debut film, and by some one-on-one coaching from an old theatre pro who taught me plenty about phrasing, timing, relaxation, and script retention . . . the stuff you can either learn or you can’t . . . so I moved  positively into my second role in a Miles Grayson production.

This one was supposed to be set in Chicago, but most of it was shot in Toronto, for a very good reason. Miles, who was, is and always will be married to Prim’s actress sister, Dawn Phillips, as well as being the world’s top box office attraction, is also a very sharp man around a pound note, dollar bill, yen, euro, or whatever currency happens to be appropriate at the time. When it comes to dollars, he knows that the Canadian version buys a hell of a lot more than its long green neighbour, hence his choice of location.

The downside of this selection was that Miles is not alone in knowing that. In fact, Toronto’s new nickname is ‘the Hollywood of the North’, and on any given week in the year, there are so many American film crews roaming its streets that bumping into each other could be a real problem. Fortunately, thanks to our director’s clout with the mayor, who was on a one-man crusade to round up as much big-name support as possible for his Olympic bid, that didn’t happen to us.

The other problem with Toronto is its mooses, or mice, or meece . . . I never did find out what the plural is; let’s just call them a herd, because there are more than enough of the things to qualify. The moose is the civic mascot . . . I asked many people why this is, but nobody could tell me . . . and they have really gone overboard on it. Life-size replicas of the gormless animals are everywhere, on just about every street corner, and outside every public building; replicas, save for one thing. Very few of them have horns; those have become a collectable item in the city by the lake.

Miles’s movie had a long production schedule, since he was running a documentary project simultaneously, for Australian television. It didn’t overrun, but I was committed to Canada on and off for more than six months. Whenever I  could, on weekends and off-weeks, I went back, as was expected of one half of a happy couple, to Prim in Los Angeles, and to the beach-front house we were renting. When I was in Toronto, camping out in the spacious and elegant Royal York Hotel, I played the faithful husband to perfection. Almost. I won’t say I never looked at another woman, but I certainly didn’t touch. In fact, I spent most of my spare time in the gym, or watching baseball in the Skydome.

More fool me.

In spite of our director star’s split commitment, we wrapped the movie two weeks ahead of schedule. The champagne corks were popped on set, I said goodbye to the lady publisher who had offered me serious bucks for US distribution rights to my ghosted autobiography . . . yes, that’s how bizarre my life had become . . . and headed home to LA, to the warm and welcoming arms of my wife and full-time dedicated matrimony.

As the Beatles sang, I should have known better.

It was a classic scene; you know it from a thousand movies and telly soaps. I actually did shout ‘Honey, I’m home!’ as I closed the door behind me. There was no sign of Prim in the big living room, and so I walked out onto the deck, which looked south over the beach and the Pacific.

There had been a new compact Jaguar in the driveway, but I’d simply assumed that my wife had been shopping again. So I frowned when I saw who was waiting for me; I knew right then that something was wrong. Still, I had an image to protect.

‘Shit,’ I murmured. ‘What a memory I’ve got. I’m in the wrong house.’

I cannot imagine anyone less fitted for the breaking of bad news than my sister-in-law Dawn. She’s a lovely Scots girl in every sense, and one of the kindest people I’ve ever  met. She’s the ultimate collector of waifs and strays, a trait that led her into some odd relationships before she met Miles. She cannot watch a charity ad on television without writing a cheque, or phoning in with a credit card number. She sponsors, personally, five hundred African children, and her own kid is well on the way to being spoiled rotten.

But she is flakier than a summer’s worth of 99 ice cream cones. Dawn will panic at the drop of a hat. The first time the baby burped up some feed she wanted to call a paediatrician.

My nephew, Bruce . . . well, he’s half Aussie, half Scots so what did you expect them to call him? . . . was in her arms as she turned to face me. As a matter of fact, he was plugged into the mains, as my old Dad would say. Dawn is an enthusiastic breastfeeder . . . and so, I realised as I watched him tuck in, is the boy Bruce.

She opened her mouth to speak but, inevitably, her pretty face wrinkled up and her chin started to tremble. Incongruous is too gentle a word to describe the way she looked, with her child sucking on her right nipple and tears streaming down her cheeks. Bruce paused and looked up as the first big drop landed on his forehead. LA babies aren’t used to rain; it always gets their attention.

‘It’s P . . . P . . . Prim, Oz,’ she stammered. ‘She’s . . .’ And then she cracked up again. She didn’t have to say any more, though. I’m no mind reader, but she’d told me the whole story in that one brief blubber. Besides, I knew my wife well enough by that time, just as she knew me.

My first thought was one of regret . . . not about Prim, but about what I’d passed up in Toronto with that publishing lady.

‘Who is it?’ I asked her, taking Bruce from her as she tucked herself back in, and struggled to get herself back under control.

‘She’s not dead,’ I went on, not giving her a chance to answer, ‘or the cops would probably be here, and she’s come to like this lifestyle. So if she’s gone there’s a reason. What’s his name?’

It was Dawn’s turn to frown. Until then she’d only known the laughing-boy side of Oz Blackstone, everyone’s favourite clown. She’d never seen the guy who was looking at her then. I think she expected me to cry too; she certainly expected me to care. Either way, I must have been a big disappointment to her.

‘Nicky Johnson,’ she whispered.

I actually smiled, as I held Bruce up to my shoulder and rubbed gently between his shoulder blades . . . I’m a well experienced uncle. Dawn’s frown, and no doubt her disappointment, deepened. ‘Ah, him. Nicky, the flying actor.’ Nicky Johnson, the guy who’d given Prim a lift from California to Barcelona in his private jet, a few months before. He’d probably had it on autopilot for a good chunk of the way.

‘Where have they gone?’

‘Mexico. Puerto Vallarta, I think. Oz, you’re not going to do anything reckless are you?’

This time, I laughed out loud at her concern; I wasn’t trying to take the piss, I just couldn’t help it. ‘What, you mean like go after them with a shotgun? Nah, I won’t bother. I’ll probably punch the guy’s lights out, the next time I see him . . . maybe on Oscars night, that would be good for a story . . . but only because it’s expected of me.

‘No, if he wants her, he can have her. Christ, whether he wants her or not, he’s having her; that’s the best revenge I can think of. Next time you talk to her, tell her to get a divorce when she’s down there. I’ll give her a million-and-a-half sterling, without haggling, less if she wants to argue about it.’

Bruce burped contentedly, and barfed a small amount of his mother’s finest down my back.

‘How can you be so calm about it?’ Dawn asked, looking at me as if I was a stranger . . . and, at that time, I probably was.

‘Easy.’ I stroked the baby’s head. ‘It’s better now than later, when there might be one of these guys to get hurt by it. Your sister would fuck anything in trousers, love; you must have known that.’

‘My sister? Who, Prim?’

‘Who else?’

‘That’s not fair!’ she protested, showing some Perthshire spirit at last.

‘Maybe not, but it’s true.’

She was right, though, it wasn’t fair. When Prim and I met up, she’d been on the straight and narrow. It was only after the first time I did the dirty on her that she started casting her eye around. After the second time, it was second nature to her, so I wasn’t surprised that she’d gone off with Johnson. What did nark me slightly was that I’d been trying to behave myself. I didn’t like the man I’d become . . . no, let’s be honest, the man I realised I’d always been . . . and I’d been trying to clean my act up. Well, bugger that for a game of soldiers.

Love is blind, they say. It’s also very stupid at times.

‘Does Miles know about this?’ I asked her. If he had, I’d have been major-league angry with him, for we’d travelled back from Toronto together.

‘No,’ she said at once. I believed her, of course; she couldn’t lie to save her baby’s life. ‘I left a message with the maid, telling him where I was and that I’d be bringing you back for dinner.’

‘Maybe I don’t want dinner,’ I suggested.

‘Oz, you must look after yourself; I couldn’t possibly leave you here to brood on your own.’

The fact is, I hadn’t been thinking about brooding. No, I’d begun to mull over the possibility of calling Carmen Summers, who’d played opposite me in the Toronto movie, and trying my luck there. When it came to it, though, I couldn’t say no to Dawn. You can’t; it’s impossible.

So I agreed. ‘Let me wipe the sick off my shirt and I’ll be with you,’ I said, handing her son back to her. ‘I’ll follow you in the Corvette . . . that’s assuming it’s still there. I’ll need to drive back later.’

‘No you won’t,’ she replied, still snuffling a bit. ‘You’re staying with us tonight; just pack a bag and come in my car.’

I almost told her that this was nothing new to me, that I’d lost a wife before, big-time. But that was something else I couldn’t have said to Dawn. It would have been too brutal, even for me. So I simply nodded, and did as I’d been told.

Miles was almost literally pacing the floor when we arrived at their place in Beverley Hills. On the outside it’s every movie megastar’s house you’ve ever dreamed of, but inside it’s part spacious family home and part corporate headquarters. Naturally, Miles being Miles, the floor that he was pacing . . . almost literally . . . was that of his office, as he caught up on his mail and messages, but he was worried nonetheless.

‘What’s up?’ he asked as soon as we walked in, sounding like an Aussie beer commercial. ‘Where’s Prim?’

The way that his jaw dropped when Dawn told him banished any last suspicion I had that he’d been in the know.

‘That son-of-a-bitch Johnson,’ he barked, when he could speak. ‘He was a fucking hot-dog vendor when I found him, and he’ll be a fucking hot-dog vendor again, when I’m finished with him.’

‘Leave the sad bastard alone,’ I advised him. ‘He’ll have enough to worry about. Please.’

‘If you say so, buddy, but he’ll never work on one of my projects again.’ He looked at me, with those kind eyes of his. ‘But are you all right? Oz, man, I’m really sorry; I was hoping that you two had yourselves sorted out for life. While I was waiting for you here, I thought that something had gone bad with Elanore. This never crossed my mind.’

‘It’s Mum I feel sorry for,’ said Dawn, mournfully. ‘She’s only just got over her cancer scare, and now this . . . She’ll take it very badly.’

I had to shake my head at that one. ‘Elanore’ll take it in her stride. Prim’s a force of nature like her, in that respect at least. She can’t be controlled or confined, and your mother knows that. I was wrong for her from the start; we should never have got back together after Jan died.’

‘Of course you should have! You were an ideal couple, two peas from the same pod.’

‘. . . Which is exactly why it hasn’t worked.’

Miles laid a brotherly hand on my shoulder. ‘I admire the way you’re taking it, but you don’t have to put on a show for us. You can let it out if you want.’

If I was a better actor I might have summoned up a tear for him, but that was beyond my skills. ‘You know me,’ I said instead, with what I hoped was an appropriately half-hearted grin. ‘Laughing boy Oz; smiling on the outside, crying on the inside. It’s my way.’

I thought to myself that if he had known the whole truth, my acting career might have hit a roadblock right there and then. As it was, he gave a sympathetic nod, and led me through the small kitchen beside his private office, and out to the pool, stopping to pick up a rack of cold beer on the way.

I don’t drink the stuff much any more; I’ve become a wine buff since I bought a fully stocked . . . in fact, slightly overstocked . . . wine cellar with my Spanish villa. But to  please Miles, I took one . . . they were Victoria Bitter, imported from Australia . . . ripped off the ring pull and swallowed most of it in a gulp. It might have been bitter to an Aussie, but it tasted like damn fine lager to me. I finished it and held out my hand for another; all of a sudden it seemed like a good idea.

After the fourth, I began to realise just how tense I’d really been; and I knew why. It was sheer relief.

I hadn’t really wanted to go back to Prim in the first place; I had only done it because of the leverage it gave me with Miles. Now she and that idiot Johnson had given me the perfect out. As my sympathetic in-law handed me another VB, I decided I’d play the part he wanted.

I took out my handphone, found Prim’s stored number, and keyed it in. As I expected, it rang; she’s embraced cellular technology more keenly than anyone I know.

She must have looked at the readout and known who was calling, for she sounded hesitant as she answered.

‘Bitch!’ I snarled at her. That was enough to end the hesitancy.

‘At least I didn’t screw anyone else on our honeymoon,’ she snapped back.

‘What are you talking about? Of course you did.’

‘Well, yes,’ she conceded, unabashed, ‘okay I did; but only after I found out about you.’

‘Is that what this is about? Do I still owe you?’

‘No,’ she answered, ‘this is different.’

I thought I could hear seagulls in the background, and the sound of other people. ‘Where are you?’ I asked her.

‘Puerto Vallarta.’

‘I know that, but whereabouts?’

‘In a café.’

‘Does your drink have ice in it?’

‘Yes. Why do you ask that?’

‘Because I hope it gives you the shits. Is he there?’

‘Yes.’

‘Put him on.’

‘No.’

‘Listen, sooner or later, it’ll happen. Might as well be now.’

‘Okay,’ she murmured, after a while. ‘Nick.’

Johnson tried to sound cool as he took the phone. ‘Oz, buddy, I’m sorry; you have to believe that. But these things happen; we just couldn’t help ourselves.’

‘Sure,’ I said, as harshly as I could, for Miles’s benefit. ‘You just couldn’t help banging my wife. Well here’s something else that’s going to happen; you’d better get ready to play ugly parts. When I’m finished with you, you’re going to look like Brando did at the end of On the Waterfront.’

‘Oz, please,’ I heard the weasel protest. ‘This isn’t your style. Don’t act the tough guy.’

‘I’m not acting, Johnson; I am a tough guy. I’ve trained with tough guys. I know ways to hurt you that you couldn’t even imagine.’ That much was true; my time working with my wrestler pals had taught me plenty. I was beginning to look forward to showing him, too.

‘Put my wife back on.’ He did as he was told; I guessed I’d convinced him, because when Prim took the phone she sounded worried.

‘What did you say to him?’

‘I made him a promise. Miles was going to blow him out of Hollywood, but I want that pleasure for myself. Now listen, honey; I’ll ask you this just once. Come home. Leave that bumhole sitting in the bar and catch the first plane back to LA.

‘But I really mean it. Now or never; I won’t ask you again.’

There was a silence. The longer it lasted, the more I worried. Christ, maybe I’d done too good a job, and she would catch the bloody plane.

So as she answered, I concentrated hard on wincing, and on not cracking an involuntary smile.

‘I’m sorry,’ she told me. ‘I just can’t do that. I don’t love you any more, Oz.’

‘You never did love me,’ I murmured, with an Oscar-winning edge of bitterness in my voice.

‘Maybe not; and maybe that cut both ways. Listen, I have to go. You do what you have to do, see a lawyer; I want a fair split, that’s all. Just don’t hurt Nicky, please.’

‘That’ll be difficult, but for you, okay; I won’t touch him.’ I decided that I’d leave that piece of business until she’d signed the divorce settlement. ‘Take care; just don’t trust that guy.’

‘As if I would, after you,’ she replied. ‘Goodbye.’

I looked across at Miles, just as Dawn appeared at the poolside, and shook my head, slowly, and . . . I hoped . . . sadly. ‘You heard me,’ I said.

‘Yes, mate, I did. I don’t know if I could have done that in your shoes.’

‘You’ll never be in his shoes,’ exclaimed his wife, indignantly. She looked at me. ‘You called her after all?’

‘Yes, more fool me.’

Miles opened yet another beer and handed it to me. I took it, but made a mental note to slow down. I didn’t want to get pissed, not there, not then.

‘Bruce has gone down for the night,’ Dawn said. ‘I thought we might cook steaks and bake potatoes on the barbecue, if that’s all right with you boys.’

‘Couldn’t be better,’ I told her.

We threw a few chunks of Texas beef on the outdoor grill and sat down to eat them with the spuds and a salad, at the  big oval table at the shallow end of the pool. I was starving, but I made a show of shoving my food around the plate, and sipping morosely at my Long Flat Red . . . Miles imports most of his booze from his home country.

He watched me for a while, until eventually he leaned across towards me and punched me lightly on the shoulder. ‘I can see this has blown you right out of the water, mate,’ he began. He was speaking slowly; the Tyrrell’s is heavy stuff. ‘Me too, I don’t mind telling you. I always thought Primavera was a straight arrow . . . and for her to go off with an arsehole like Johnson, that just makes it worse.

‘But you must not let it get you down.’ He rapped the table with his knuckles, hard enough to make him wince. ‘You have a future in our business, buddy. You were good in your first movie, and better in the one we’ve just finished. You’re a natural actor, Oz Blackstone, and you could be a big star. My advice is, concentrate on your career and use it to get over what Prim’s done to you.’

I felt myself frown. ‘What career, man?’ I asked him. ‘Okay, I’ve made a couple of movies for you, and I’m very grateful for the chance . . . not to mention the money . . . but my agent in London hasn’t exactly been bombarding me with projects.’

‘Fuck him,’ Miles drawled, earning a nod of disapproval from Dawn. ‘We’ll get you a real agent, out here in California. But even before that, I’ve got a proposition to put to you. I was going to talk to you about it in a couple of days, but now’s as good a time as any.

‘I’m making a sack of money from the last Scottish project.’ I knew this for myself; I was on one per cent of the gross and up to that point I’d made one and a half million dollars. ‘So much, in fact, that I’m going back there for my next movie. I’ll direct, not act, but Dawn will have the female lead. I want you in the second-guy role.’

‘Oh yeah?’ I felt my ears prick up, and my eyebrows rise. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s a cop story, based on one of a series of novels. If it works out right it might even be the first in a series of movies.’

‘Where’s it set?’

‘This is the bit you’ll like most of all. It’s set in your old home town; in Edinburgh.’
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I made a show of thinking over Miles’s offer of the Edinburgh part; I was even pretentious enough to ask to look at the script. Because of my grief, he humoured me, and I spent a few days at Malibu reading it between teleconferences with Greg McPhillips, my lawyer in Scotland, and meetings with Roscoe Brown, my brand new Hollywood agent.

I briefed Greg to draw up a legal separation from Prim, and a property settlement that was fair to us both, yet left me well fixed financially. He was gob-smacked when I told him, of course; he’d known us both when we lived in Glasgow and had played a significant part in our interesting lives. His shock didn’t stop him giving me some pretty sharp advice, though, and promising me his personal loyalty in the event that my ex decided to cut up rough. I knew quite a bit about Greg’s practice, having worked for him in the past, and I reckoned that I was on my way to becoming his biggest private client.

Roscoe Brown was positive too. Miles sent him along to see me the day after Prim dropped her bombshell. He was a young black guy, and he was offered to me as the coming player in the game. I figured out why, straight away; the reek of sharpness coming from him was as strong as his Eau Sauvage. I wasn’t sure who was interviewing who . . . sorry, whom . . . at our first meeting, but whatever the truth of it was, we both passed.

It took him three days to make me realise that I didn’t have to go back to Scotland. He came back to see me on the following Tuesday with offers of parts in three different projects, two of them to be shot in the States and the third back in Canada, in Vancouver this time.

He also brought with him an offer of a voice-over in a golf ball ad. I admit that I went a bit Hollywood when he tabled that one; I thought it was a step back down the ladder, until he showed me the money on offer. It was enough to change my mind. ‘If it’s good enough for Jack Nicholson,’ I told him, ‘it’s good enough for me.’

When it came to choosing a movie, Roscoe was all for me staying in the States. He told me what I knew already, that sooner or later I had to cut the string that tried me to Miles. I heard him out but I decided that it would be later. I would take the Vancouver movie, I said, but first, since the schedules allowed it, I was going back home to shoot Miles’s cop flick.

What I didn’t tell him, or anyone else . . . least of all Dawn and Miles . . . was that I had another reason for going back to Scotland.

I had a promise to keep.
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I wasn’t sure how I’d feel, walking back into my old flat in Glasgow. It was part of a conversion of a classic nineteenth-century building: Jan and I had bought it on a whim, lured by its spectacular views across the heart of the city; but it had brought us only a few months of happiness, before it all went to rat-shit.

I should have moved on straight after Jan’s death, but I didn’t. I was pretty numb at the time, so I stayed there, until it became home to Prim and me as we renewed our ruptured relationship, drifting eventually into our brief, rancorous and disastrous marriage.

When I did sell it, I had misgivings about the buyer; call me superstitious if you like, but if the fucking place was cursed, as I thought, I wasn’t sure if I should take the risk of passing it on to her.

But she had insisted, and when Susie Gantry digs in her heels it would take a pretty strong guy to deny her what she’s after. Besides, she offered me twenty-five per cent over valuation.

‘You cut it bloody fine!’ she exclaimed as she opened the door that fair Saturday morning, but she was smiling, big white teeth, tan and freckles, all framed by lustrous red hair.

She was right too. Although we’d spoken about business a couple of times . . . I’m a non-executive director of her  company . . . and exchanged a few text messages I hadn’t seen Susie since January, eight months before. She’d been in fine shape then; she still was, only that shape was different. For all she was wearing a big white housecoat, you could tell she’d filled out a bit.

‘So it seems,’ I agreed as I stepped inside. ‘Have you been hanging on for me?’

‘Not quite,’ she answered, ‘but if you hadn’t turned up this weekend I was going to get in touch with you. Officially, I’m due a week on Wednesday, but when I saw my consultant last Tuesday, he was talking about inducing her a few days early.’

‘Her?’

‘That’s right, Pops. The heir to the Gantry empire’s going to be an heiress.’

I wasn’t sure how I felt about Susie G. When I’d first met her she’d been going out with my copper pal Mike Dylan, and her old man had been in his pomp as Lord Provost of Glasgow. Neither of them were around any more; Mike had succumbed to a terminal case of greed, and a policeman’s bullet, while Jack Gantry had succumbed to several men in white coats, who’d taken him away to a place in the country, with a very high fence topped off with razor wire.

After those misfortunes, Susie was left to rescue the family construction group from potential disaster, which she did with a skill that made a nonsense of Darwin and his theories. Not many people knew that Jack wasn’t her real father, and many of those who didn’t insisted that his business skills were in her blood. (The same sycophants passed over the fact that he was barking mad, and that by their logic Susie might have been too.)

The business was all she had, though; that apart, she had been a lonely wee lass when she’d turned up on my doorstep in Spain, on the very day that Prim had gone off  to be with her sick mother. She didn’t stay lonely for long, mind you.

I learned a lot in those few days, most of it about myself; I won’t say that Susie made me a better person, but she sure as hell made me more honest with myself. Until then, I’d gone through life subconsciously pretending to be like my father, who is unquestionably the nicest man I’ve ever known. Macintosh Blackstone does not have an enemy in the world, and that’s the truth . . . made all the more amazing by the fact that he’s a dentist.

The thing was that, as his son, I just assumed that everyone thought that the sun shone out of my arse as well. Everyone at school was my pal . . . it didn’t occur to me for years that in a small town no one in their right mind would have wanted to fall out with the local dentist’s lad . . . and afterwards I was everyone else’s. I was good old Oz, short for Osbert . . . a laugh in itself . . . the finest lad you’d meet in a day’s march. Okay, so my police career was so brief that afterwards I didn’t even talk about it . . . well, we’re not all cut out for a disciplined service. Okay, so I was a bit of a one for the ladies . . . well, we all sow our wild oats, don’t we. Okay, so I was laid back to the point of indolence . . . well, we don’t want to work any harder than we have to, do we?

Then I met Primavera Phillips; my luck changed, my life changed, and somewhere along the line, Oz Blackstone emerged from the chrysalis as the man who had been evolving, someone who wasn’t nice all the time, but who stopped making excuses for his ruthlessness and his nastiness and who even enjoyed it on occasion.

I still think my Dad is the greatest man in the world; but I know now that he’s too hard an act for me to follow. (Actually I think the same thing may have dawned on my sister Ellie. Since she dumped her apathetic husband, she’s  turned into a mid-thirties raver and she loves every minute of it.)

In time, I would probably have worked all that stuff out without Susie Gantry’s intervention, but I thank her for it nonetheless. She opened my eyes to me, and she opened them to Prim as well, to what she was really like, and what we were like as a couple.

As for what she taught me about herself . . . let’s just say that if the Glimmer Twins had met her, they’d never have written ‘You can’t always get what you want’. On the other hand, when Steve Winwood wrote ‘While you see a chance, take it . . .’

Susie saw me there, on my own in Spain, and she knew me. She was needing, she saw her chance, and she took it. Love had nothing to do with it. As she said often enough, ‘Susie doesn’t love.’ Just as well, I told myself; neither does Oz.

I liked her, though. I liked her frankness, and I liked her honesty . . . plus, she was tremendous under the duvet.

She didn’t turn up in Spain with a game plan . . . not one that involved banging me, anyway. If she had, the baby probably wouldn’t have been part of it. But when she happened, it just seemed right, somehow. It didn’t alarm either of us, and it didn’t add to our expectations of each other; we had sorted out our relationship by that time.

‘What are you going to call her?’ I asked, as I followed her into the big living space that I knew all too well.

‘What are we going to call her, you mean. She’s your daughter as well. Or do you want to keep that a secret, for Prim’s sake?’

‘There’s no need for that. We’re finished.’

‘You haven’t left her, have you?’ she gasped. I thought I caught an edge of concern in her voice, one that had little to  do with Prim, and more with the prospect of me as a single man. ‘You said you were going to try to make it work.’

‘No I didn’t; I said I was going to go along with it at least until I’d finished the new movie with Miles. And no, I haven’t left her.’ I told her about Nicky Johnson and the Mexican lovenest.

‘Serves you right, I suppose,’ she said when I was finished, but with a smile.

‘No; it serves him right.’

‘That’s not fair; Prim’s not a bad girl. You treated her like shit on your shoe; that’s the truth of it.’

‘So did you. Fucking someone’s husband on his honeymoon is not the act of a friend.’

‘Ah, but I never said I liked her.’

I laughed. ‘So you’ll not be calling the baby Primavera, then.’

‘Hell, no. Actually, I was thinking about calling her Janet, maybe Jan for short. I really did like her. How would you feel about that?’

I wanted to pick her up and hug her, but I hung on to my cool. One of my new life rules is ‘Never get emotional’. It’s the same as being drunk; you tend to say things without a thought of the consequences. Right then I might just have asked Susie to marry me, and I couldn’t have been certain she’d have turned me down.

‘I’d feel fine,’ I told her . . . a considerable understatement.

‘I was hoping you’d say that.’ She smiled at me in a way she never had before. I think I realised in that moment that what we had between us was the closest we were going to get to total happiness for the rest of our lives.

‘So what do you want to do, now you’re here?’ she asked.

I scratched my chin. ‘Well, looking at the size of you, I suppose a shag’ll be out of the question.’

‘It’d be a bit crowded,’ she agreed.

‘In that case, you pack an overnight bag, I’ll have a shower, a shave and whatever else, then we’ll drive sedately up to Anstruther and see my Dad and my stepmother. ’

‘Sedately? That’s not like you.’

‘Girlie, I’ve just flown in from Los fuckin’ Angeles, so my body thinks it’s the middle of the night. I can fool it for the rest of the day, but please, allow me just one piece of untypical behaviour.’

She stepped up to me, then stood on tiptoe and kissed me. ‘Nothing you do is typical, my love.’

‘What did you call me?’

‘Oops,’ she exclaimed. ‘Sorry . . . slip of the tongue; won’t happen again, I promise. Okay, we’ll do it your way. But how much have you told your Dad?’

‘I’ve told him the same as always; everything. He’s up to date; he knows Prim’s gone. He knows I was coming here, and he’s half-expecting us.’

‘He knows I’m . . .?’

‘That too; the day I keep secrets from him, I’m done.’

Susie grinned. Sometimes, when she does that, she can light up a room. ‘The day you keep secrets from me you might be done, too. Listen,’ she went on, ‘I’d offer to drive us, but I have this problem with my feet just now. I have to put the seat so far back to get behind the wheel that they don’t reach the pedals.’

She wasn’t kidding either; since I’d seen her last, she had acquired a BMW sports coupé. It was low slung, and there was no graceful way she could lower herself into the passenger seat.

‘I’m not so sure about this,’ she muttered as I drove carefully out of the parking area.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean that I’d be nervous enough meeting your father, but looking like this . . .’

‘Susie, you haven’t been nervous since you were about ten, and anyway, you’ve met my dad before.’

‘Maybe, but going up to him and saying, “Hey Mac, I’ve got your granddaughter in here!” . . . that’s different. That’s a pretty fundamental statement, sunshine.’

‘My Dad has two grandsons,’ I reminded her. ‘He’s bad enough with them, but a girl . . . He’ll think you’re offering him the crown jewels.’

I leaned on the accelerator as we turned on to the slip road to the M8 and had my first hint of the power under the bonnet. ‘I’ll have your crown jewels if you scrape this thing,’ Susie hissed.

I took her at her word and stuck to ‘sedate’ as we cruised out of the city. I played with the CD controls and found that Ophelia by Natalie Merchant was lined up in the auto-changer. I was touched; I’d bought that album for her in January, but it’s late night music and wasn’t best at that moment for my advancing jet-lag. I moved on to the next and found Bob Dylan. ‘Lenny Bruce’ is one of his greatest and angriest songs, but there’s a line in it that’s pretty gross and not suitable for a lady in Susie’s condition, so I hit the button again, quick, and settled for Blue Views by Paul Carrack . . . another of my January buys.

‘No!’ said Susie, and moved back to where I’d begun. ‘I like that!’ Until that moment, I didn’t know she could sing; the mother of my child is full of surprises. She leaned back in her seat and let it all out, word-perfect on each track, her full, rich contralto complementing rather than fighting with Natalie’s sharp soprano.

I didn’t say a word; I just drove and listened as we cruised . . . sedately . . . out of Glasgow and along the motorway that cuts Lanarkshire in half. (Smaller pieces  would be even better, a native of that county once said to me.) I didn’t want her to stop, but eventually she did, during the long instrumental break on track four.

She smiled at me. ‘Sorry,’ she said, almost shyly.

‘Don’t be. Would you like to make a record? I could fix it.’

‘I know you could. And if I wanted to be Sharleen Spitieri, that’s who I’d be . . . but I don’t.’ She leaned back again and picked up on track five, with its simple piano backing, leaving Natalie in her wake as she embellished the song with some added twists that its writer never imagined.

She was into the last track, singing about golden bells, when she stopped, abruptly. I glanced sideways at her, worried that maybe I’d looked as if I was nodding off.

She switched off the music. ‘Do you think you’re up to driving a wee bit less sedately?’

‘Probably, but why?’

She gasped, and winced. ‘I could be wrong . . . I’ve never done this before . . . but I don’t think I’m going to make it to your Dad’s.’
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For a while after that, everything became a bit blurred. I’ve been in a couple of dangerous situations in my time, and I’ve managed to stay reasonably cool, to keep thinking logically.

Looking back on that day, all I can remember saying is, ‘Let’s get you to the Simpson; it’s nearest.’ After that my brain went into meltdown; I drove that M3 like David Coulthard with Schumie on his tail, while Susie did all the sensible stuff like getting the number of the maternity unit and calling ahead to warn them.

Words broke in. Susie saying, calmly, ‘Yes, my waters have broken,’ although that was not news to me by that time. Then there was something about, ‘Less than a minute.’

We got lucky on the outskirts of Edinburgh; I had to stop for a red light and I pulled up next to a police car. I honked the horn, the driver took one look and got the message; we had a blues and twos escort all the way to the new Royal Inf irmary.

Even at that it was touch and go. I drove right up to the door of the unit; where a nurse . . . ‘Hello dear. I’m Sister Mickel. A bit early, are we?’ . . . and a porter were waiting for us with a wheelchair. If it had had a motor it would have been revved up. As the midwife helped her into the chair, Susie grunted, ‘Christ, Oz, she’s coming faster than you!’ Somewhere behind me, I heard a policeman laugh.

It got blurred again; we were rushed along to a room with a funny-shaped bed. Nurses stripped Susie; just took all her clothes right off and stuck a gown over her head. There was shouting all round; ‘Go on, that’s a lass. Push hard now.’ I realised that I was yelling as well, and that someone was grasping my hand hard enough to crush it. Then all at once, the pressure eased and there was a great collective gasp of satisfaction, into which intruded a thin wavering cry.

Sister Mickel held her up; a long, sticky, wet, pink, wriggly thing, crying full volume now that she was fully released into the world. I couldn’t see her properly though, I blinked and realised that my eyes were full of tears. I held on to Susie, my head between her breasts, and let them all out. The last time I’d cried had been when one Janet had died; now I wept for the birth of another. Cry for sad if you must, but never be afraid to cry for happy; it’s better.

‘Well, look at you,’ I heard her say, after a while; Susie as I’d never heard her before. ‘Look at her, Oz. She’s just like you.’ I did; she was.
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‘Don’t you ever think about tomorrow, son?’

‘I gave that up a long time ago, Dad.’

‘Maybe you should start again. What are you going to say to Miles and Dawn when they turn up in Scotland for this new movie? When they find out about the baby they’re going to run out of sympathy for you bloody quick.’

That was a good question; jet-lag and the stress of the day were catching up with me fast, so I gave my brain a few seconds more than normal to come up with a good answer. I looked across the garden and out to sea; it was early evening, and May Island, bathed in sunshine, seemed to be smiling at the Fife Coast. I’ve seen a few pretty spectacular things in my life, but still I love that view more than any other. It’s a doorway to so many memories, and, once the medical staff had pronounced Susie and wee Janet to be in the best of health, and had bedded them down for their only night in the Royal, there had been nothing for me to do but carry on up the road to Anstruther, to add another to the list.

‘Who says they’re going to find out?’ I asked Mac the Dentist, still looking out to sea. Through the kitchen window, I heard the sound of rattling crockery, as my stepmother resurrected the meal she had readied for earlier in the day. There was a tension between Mary and me; I had expected it, but it didn’t make it any easier to take. I’d been her blue-eyed  boy for a long time, and she hadn’t disguised the fact that she felt let down.

My Dad gave a half-snort, half-laugh. ‘Will the pram not give them a clue?’

‘There won’t be any pram around. Susie and the baby will be back in Glasgow by the time they get here. I’ll be in Edinburgh. We’re not planning to put a birth notice in the  Herald or the Scotsman, Dad.’

‘You might as well. Susie’s a prominent businesswoman, and now she’s become a single mother. The tabloids are going to want to know who the father is.’

‘And Susie’s not going to tell them. Neither am I.’

‘Are you not going to acknowledge your child, man?’

‘Of course I am; I do already. I’m just not making any public announcements, that’s all . . . not yet, at any rate.’

‘Not until the new movie’s well under way, is that what you’re saying?’

‘If you like, yes. I’m contracted already, so it would be bloody difficult for Miles to fire me. It would be a wee bit reckless of him too; I’ve become box office to an extent. Still, better safe than sorry. Once I’ve done this picture, I can cut myself loose, and look for other opportunities. I have a couple of them in the bag already.’

He frowned; I surmised that he wasn’t that pleased with me either. ‘So you have been planning ahead.’

‘Of course I have.’ I flashed him a grin. ‘I might never think about tomorrow, but I’m fucking good when it comes to next week.’

‘You’ve changed, Osbert, right enough.’

‘For the worse?’

‘No, I wouldn’t say that. For the better, in some ways. For all your luck, for all your success, you’ve had too much grief in your life, too young. Your eyes have been opened to the evils of the world, okay. You’ve grown hard, and you’re  devious, but you don’t seem to be bitter and you’re not living in the past. You’ll survive, and one day you might be happy again.’

‘Today’s not bad,’ I told him.

‘True,’ he grinned. ‘I canna wait to see my new granddaughter. I still wonder about you and her mother, though. Is that it for the two of you? Your ships have bumped together in the night and now you’re going your separate ways?’

‘No, that’s not it. I’ll be a good father to wee Jan. I’m on the board of the Gantry Group, and I’ll be a support to Susie that way.’

‘But what if another father comes along? What if Susie meets someone else? What if you do? What if you find you miss Prim after all?’

‘I never did miss Prim, Dad, any more than she missed me, really. We settled for each other; that’s where we got it wrong. I’m not going to do the same with Susie. If she meets someone else, I’ll handle that. I’ll protect my daughter’s interests, but I’ll handle it.’

‘Aye, son, I guess you will, in your own way, like you handle everything else. You know the thing that gets me about you?’ I looked at him, but he didn’t give me the chance to hazard a guess. ‘You’ve never even had bloody toothache, not once in your life. Toothache is nature’s way of letting the mightiest among us know that we’re fallible after all, yet as far as I recall you’ve never had as much as a twinge.’
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