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DEAD IN TIME

 


* * * * *

“Rock ’n’ roll
is dream soup; what’s your brand?”

~ Patti Smith

* * * * *

 


Prologue
August
28th 1976

 


It started as a long, hot
summer. Only now it wasn’t just heat but a dry, sucking, breathless
thing. Still, stagnant air that choked all it touched, malicious
and unrelenting… and it scared him. He stared at the polystyrene
tiles on his bathroom ceiling. Longest summer of his life, and now
he wouldn’t see the end of it.

Shit, man.

His lips, parched and
sticking, pulled back into a grimace. This wasn’t funny anymore. He
flexed against the vinyl, not quite feeling his hands or feet and
not quite managing to move his head.

Nope. Definitely not
good.

How long
had he been lying here? Hard to be sure. He remembered… not much
from the last twelve hours, he decided, but then it
had been turning into a
hell of a party. Yeah, and that was a thought, wasn’t it? There had
to be plenty of people still in the house. Someone would be bound
to find him. Bound to come blundering up the wrong stairs, back
into these private rooms, this small sanctuary—because they always
did, and that’s one of the things Inez got pissed off about,
right?—and they’d find him.

Inez.

Consciousness started to
slip away from him again. He tried once more to turn his head and
groaned when the pain hit, searing and crushing, his whole skull
gripped by some huge claw. His neck was on fire, but his feet felt
cold. Trippy. Weird, but not as weird as seeing part of his own
temple smeared across the side of the maple sink cabinet. A few
strands of hair waved in the convection of the shower heat, and
there was blood… a lot of blood, painted stark against the white
basin.

Oh.

Funny, he didn’t remember
doing that.

His body spasmed in an
attempt at a retch. Coughing, he barely felt the bloody ooze and
the phlegm slide down his face. His vision blurred again, the
bathroom walls misting in a jumble of melting shapes. Steam coiled
across the room in a liquid prism of unimaginable
colours.

“Whoa, man,”
he murmured, because… because, like, this could really be
it.

The end.

This time, maybe. And it
was so quiet. He hadn’t expected that. The house lay far enough
from the road for him not to hear the cars. Secluded—the reason
he’d bought it. You weren’t s’posed to hear cars in the country. He
realised that no birds were singing in the trees outside, either.
He noticed that now, now that he’d got used to it. The birds almost
replaced the dim thrum of the traffic he’d grown up with… rarer,
sweeter, but still the same; still the sounds of life, the sounds
of living. All swallowed up in silence now.

It made sense, then.
Maybe things went that way when you… y’know.

Everything, just a final
hush.

He
hadn’t thought much about death before. Not actual death, as in the
ending of his own life. Oh, there’d been times he’d ducked fists,
knives, or screaming girls—scarier, in a way—and times he’d been
really hammered, or done bad shit and thought he’d die because
nobody could be that utterly, completely fucked up and live… but he
hadn’t really thought about it. He wasn’t sure he wanted to start now, but the pain
kept getting worse.

He should have told Inez
he hadn’t meant it.

No. Fuck
it, he would tell
her. ’Cos… ’cos she’d come back, wouldn’t she? Yeah. She would, and
she wouldn’t be happy about this. She’d just sigh, like he’d proved
her right about something she hadn’t even bothered to accuse him
of… sigh, and roll her eyes. And she had a point, he knew.
This was really
stupid.

Someone would have to
call an abulamance, he realised.

An…
amblibance.

Blue light. Noise. One of
them things.

What the
fuck’s happening to my head?

Insistent bony fingers of
panic prodded at his brain.

No
one’s coming. No
one’s there. You
are entirely, completely alone. 

No more
chances.

“Nnn….” He
tried to speak, but his tongue seemed dry and too big for his
mouth.

On the
plus side, after what he’d gone through when he woke up, there
couldn’t possibly be anything left in his stomach, so if he
was going, it wouldn’t be
like Jimi. ’Cos he’d never wanted that. Not that and not, like,
flat on his back with a needle in his arm, nor slipping away on
some slick, rainy, midnight road. None of those clichéd rock star
jags, man. That… that just proved people right,
y’know?

But at least something
like that could be quick and full of impact.

Not like this.

Not
this way.

He
thought he heard a door close, somewhere out on the landing.
There. Someone would walk
in, any minute now. Someone would save him.

Shit, why am
I so tired?

Blood
still seeped from the broad, ugly wound on his brow. It stung his
eyes. In his mouth, the sweat-salt of blood and… tears? Christ, he
was an idiot. He wheezed sharply, surprised to find his chest tight
and cold. The numbness kept spreading. Fear snaked through him as
he fought for breath with rhythmic, bloody gulps of panic.
It was it.

Please, no.
Not like this. Not alone.

Wait.

No, not alone. Somewhere… in the bedroom? No. Across the hall. In his
studio, in his sanctified, private, special place with crooked wall
and exposed beam and view of river. No! Someone… messing with his tape
deck. Inez? He moved his lips, his mouth slack and cold now, trying
to say her name.

Music. He heard the sound
of his own voice, sketchy and thin as he worked his way around the
embryonic ideas that got him out of bed at three in the morning.
She shouldn’t be in there. That was his shit, man… Inez knew better
than that. Better, unless she was really pissed off. Like when she
ransacked his wardrobe in a temper, with pinking shears and paint.
Or broke the windscreen on the Jeep.

Couldn’t she forgive?
Just one time?

He could.

Footsteps, on the
landing. He flexed his fingers, trying to brace himself against the
slick floor, to sit up, but his body wasn’t listening. The door
creaked, and he scrabbled with faint feet and fingers at the
lavatory, the sink, the tiles, trying to haul himself up and only
dimly aware of losing control of his bladder.

A soaring guitar line,
sharp and raw, curled around him, knitting like a solid thing into
the steam as he stared for the last time at the ceiling, strangely
aware of how cold the floor felt beneath him.

I ain’t never
gonna get that lick right now. S’a real bust, man….

He thought he felt a warm
hand on his shoulder—for a moment, almost companionable—and then he
was moving so fast, up and up, and he wanted to scream because he
knew nothing but the pain.

That it ended soon wasn’t
much of a consolation.

He dropped back to the
tiles and, naked except for the plastic shower curtain that
fluttered down to half-cover his body, Damon Brent died.

 



Chapter
One

 


Brighton is nice in the
spring. It has its charms all year round, but is, I think, at its
best when the weather is pleasantly warm, but not yet hot enough to
melt the tarmac or encourage otherwise sane men to go out in public
in nothing but shorts, sandals, and a sheen of sweat. I lived in a
flat on the edge of Kemp Town village—ten minutes to the city
centre and only five minutes’ walk to the seafront—and, while I
might not have exactly been happy, I’d started getting my life back
on track.

I even
had a sea view, just. You had to sit on the window seat and press
your nose to the glass, or get someone to hold your legs while you
hung out of the tiny bathroom window, but you could see it. Nothing but a murky
grey band on the horizon, the suggestion of white caps to swelling
waves, rather than the panoramic views you got with the expensive
apartments further along the seafront. My building—a Victorian
townhouse, carved unceremoniously into flats by developers sometime
in the Seventies—hardly matched up to those high-class Regency
extravaganzas, built like limestone and stucco wedding cakes, but
it was comfortable and fairly convenient for the
university.

I’d
begun the second year of my social history PhD—Ad nauseam: images of women in advertising
1900-1970—hoping less for the thrill of
becoming Doctor Ellis Ross than the security of landing myself a junior
lectureship. I’d have taken a museum post, too, or even archive
work. Anything that interested me, paid a regular salary and wasn’t
one of the ‘women’s jobs’ that, aside from marriage, had been the
only route out of the home for generations of girls in my family.
Old-fashioned, I know, and probably a stereotype I could have
fought against more violently if I’d wanted, but however stuck in
the mid-twentieth century I thought my family were, I still owed
them a lot.

No.
Nursing, teaching, and secretarial work; not bad choices, but
not my choices.
And that mattered.

It also
explained why I came to be working so late on Thursday night. And
it was late… more
specifically, about half a bottle of Rioja and four cups of black
coffee away from Friday morning. Perhaps I’d been overdoing it a
little bit. Friends had gently reminded me that student
all-nighters usually stopped after undergraduate finals, but there
I sat all the same, sifting through a pile of facsimile adverts
from 1932 for automated floor cleaners.

The top page featured
society brides of the preceding year and told the thoroughly
modern, independent new women of the sophisticated Thirties that
they, too, could be liberated from the shackles of housework in
order to look nice for their prospective husbands.

Will any of
these modern girls be scrubwomen at forty?

It asked in bold, loud
print.

Hmmm. Almost as good as
the 1968 slogan for grape-flavoured Tipalets:

Blow in
her face and she’ll follow you anywhere.

The lies human beings are
capable of telling each other—and themselves—had never failed to
amaze me. How we worked our way through life as a species like
that, founding our worlds on tissues of fibs and porkies, was the
central point behind my thesis.

I poured myself another
glass of wine. Behind me, Mr. Tibbs dozed peacefully on the sofa. A
large, black tomcat of indeterminate age, he’d turned up three days
after I moved in and had never left. Beneath his gentle feline
snoring and the occasional soft yowl as he disembowelled some
many-legged dream critter, the stereo played softly, blocking out
the general static of the night.

Stretching, I yawned and wondered if it would be worth going
to bed. The stereo whirred faintly, slipping another CD into place.
I blinked, briefly confused, because I hadn’t expected anything
else in the playlist. The confusion turned to surprise as a heavy
four-four drum intro echoed out of the speakers, split by a tight,
wailing guitar in the third beat. When the hell had I put
that in
there?

I recognised it, even
before a voice—a light, agile tenor, dripping with the imperious
sex appeal of black leather trousers—curled into the room, working
over a hard, fat blues in E.

Got me gunnin’
for ya baby,

Got you in my eyes tonight

Down at heel, on my wheel,

Girl we gonna make it right

I smiled
to myself. The title track from Brother Rush’s Rush On Love album of 1975. The disc
was an expanded edition, part of a boxed set that I’d bought for
Mum, a gesture of reconciliation after years of mocking her taste
in music.

A true
child of the revolution, she’d been a glam kid all the way,
littering my own childhood memories with twangy glitter guitars,
primal four-four rhythms, and kitschy vocals that didn’t need to
make sense. Good honest rock ’n’ roll, she’d called it, and she had
danced around the house, dusting, vacuuming, cooking, all to the
strains of T. Rex, Suzi Quatro, Slade, and Alice Cooper. While
other kids’ mums doted on inoffensive, cardigan-wearing crooners as
an early sign of menopausal mayhem, my sister Becky and I had a
parent who still treasured mementos from the Marquee Club and
laughed at all the in-jokes in films like Velvet Goldmine.

But
Brother Rush… oh, how she’d adored those four shaggy-haired boys
from Bermondsey! When I was small and my sister had gone out to
school or Guides or some such thing from which age or chronic
shyness precluded me, Mum and I had danced our way together through
such classics as Saturday Loving,
Darby & Joan, and Sit Tight,
Baby. As I grew, I found it embarrassing,
then cringeworthy—but funny in an ironic and post-modern kind of
way—and, eventually, I grew old enough to enjoy being a
child.

Mum didn’t dance anymore
by then. But, when the boxed set came out, I’d bought it for her,
even though she still owned all her vinyl. She unwrapped the
package during a sit-down birthday meal in the Cricketer’s Rest
near Thorley and touched the cover art like the cheek of an old
friend. She drank two gin and tonics with her steak and ale pie and
told my sister and me about the day Damon Brent died. Even then it
made her cry… although that could have been the gin mixing with her
pills.

The day it happened, she
said, she’d met up early with our Auntie Jan and Auntie Gail (whose
kinship was purely honorific, but who’d been in our lives since we
were in knitted booties just the same). It was that long, hot,
anarchic summer of ’76, when everything smacked just a little of
sex and violence, though the majority of it seemed to bypass East
Hertfordshire’s pretty villages and quaint market towns. Mum, Jan,
and Gail had been planning on a swim at the new Grange Paddocks
pool, then maybe some shopping before drifting off to their various
part-time jobs in the local boutiques and, in Gail’s case, the
Cecil Rhodes museum.

They caught the
announcement on the news, Mum said, on a twenty-two inch screen in
the window of Jerry Dickson’s TV & Radio Hire (in Medlar Lane,
just off the High Street, as was), as they crossed the road on
their way up to the sports centre.

She said it took less
than twenty minutes to get home at a run and, though Granddad never
approved of modern music in general, and men with hair below their
ears in particular, parental arguments and work commitments alike
got swept aside with the full force of inconsolable, desperate
teenage tears. The three of them leapt aboard the train from
Bishop’s Stortford within the hour, more or less, and by half past
four that afternoon, they’d become part of the throng that was
flowing into Gloucester station. People, mostly girls, pooled for
taxis, buses or sympathetic local drivers to take them to the
hamlet of Rodley and the renovated sloop captain’s house with
electric gates that lay between it and a muddy, shallow strip of
the Severn.

The TV reports soon
showed drifts of limp flowers and pale faces, clustered in silent
despair at the end of the driveway. Mum said the most striking
thing was the quiet. Even when the rain came, a real downpour, the
first breakthrough rainfall of that drought year, they never really
noticed it, just standing, watching the cars come and go, uniformed
officers redundant in the damp stillness and the blue lights of
panda cars reflecting in puddles.

At least, that’s how she
told it.

Brent had been idolised
enough—and the transport, in those years of three-day weeks and
power cuts, was bad enough—for the vigil to last days, with more
people arriving well into the night. By dusk, Mum said the rock
star death reportage, moving from full flow to torrent, was
suggesting Brent had died in his bathroom, encouraging the
assumption that a drug binge had ended finally and messily on the
tiles.

Croaked by
Coke?

Damon Brent Drug Death Horror!

The
Sun had proclaimed
by the evening edition, although they later apologised and
retracted the allegation. The Times
carried a discreet four-line obituary on page
five, and even The Express
took a day off from their anti-immigration bashing
of the ‘4-star Malawi Asians’ to run a condescending opinion piece
or two. Mum and Auntie Jan had all the cuttings, carefully pasted
into the sad final pages of their Damon Brent
scrapbook.

The initial shock of it
soon got subsumed by the scandal of drug investigations and the
clamour of the tabloids preaching, while simultaneously dishing out
their column inches to ‘insider’ exposés from guests and former
friends of the deceased. Worse—or luckily, depending I suppose on
what kind of PR team you had—there had been a party at the house
the night before and, even as the police carted Brent out in a body
bag, nearly two dozen rock and pop luminaries of the day were being
expected to give urine samples and full witness
statements.

Of course, the inquest
quashed much of this ghoulish fun by establishing that Brent,
although well under the influence of both drink and drugs, had
merely slipped, fallen, and hit his head. The whole thing was
chalked up as a stupid accident, the misplacement of foot on soap
and an advertisement to the young to stay clean. It crashed his
image somehow, wrecking any chance of rock martyrdom. Shunned and
embarrassed, Brother Rush split before Christmas, their music fell
from fashion, and Damon Brent’s death, if at all remembered, simply
became an unfortunate and foolish codicil to a life and a career
cut short.

The CD
had played on while I was thinking and now a live cut of that
classic standard Sit Tight, Baby
twisted out of the speakers, the sound of the band
broader and harder over the top of a screaming audience. Mum always
said how incredible Brother Rush were live. Brent’s voice vibrated
in the air, shining as the chords tumbled around him like sweaty
roses.

She got a face
like the Mona Lisa

(Sit tight, baby)

But she ain’t smilin’

And I can’t see her….

A
strident guitar lick topped the four-four bass in a drawn-out
crescendo, pierced by the characteristic Damon Brent battle cry:
the sound of a vibrato bar pushed to the limits and a jubilant,
orgiastic ‘Yeeeeeeaaaaahhhh’ closing in a
breathy leer right up against the microphone. You heard it on
nearly all the live sets, but it vanished in studio recordings,
somewhere in amongst the mumbling and the
synthesisers.

“Not bad for a
man with a dodgy perm and lurex trousers,” I murmured, taking off
my glasses to rub eyes bees-winged enough to be buzzing.

“Well, that’s charming,” he said. “Thank you
very much.”

Huh.

I blinked, and replayed
the moment over in my head.

No… I definitely had
heard it.

I wished, in a way, that
I’d been having weird experiences for months before. It might have
proved me crazy, but—knocking pipes, catching strange reflections
in the mirror, hearing things on the wind—I hadn’t had any of that.
That’s what made it so odd. So believable.

So clear.

I stared at the papers in
front of me. They still lay there innocently, black-and-white photo
repros and colour plates, page after page of my chicken scratch
notes. My wineglass and my coffee cup to the side. The computer
screen flipped to its screensaver. Very retro toasters flapped
through endless space.

I’d have to turn around
eventually. I tried to picture the worst possible thing I could see
and, considering that, what I saw wasn’t half as bad as it could
have been.

He sat…
no, that wasn’t the right word. Nobody could just
sit like that. He
sprawled, but in an extremely stylish way, on the window seat, one
knee drawn up with his right arm propped carelessly across it, his
foot tracing circles on the sheepskin rug and a cigarette
smouldering in his left hand, threatening to deposit a pillar of
ash on his bright purple loon pants.

It was pitch dark
outside. I hadn’t bothered to draw the curtains; the window wasn’t
really overlooked, so I rarely did and, in any case, I liked the
moonlight. The dim tanné glow of streetlamps further down the road
gave the blackness a warm edge, backlit him with an odd, pale aura
against the dark glass… in which he had no reflection, I couldn’t
help but notice.

He wriggled a bit on the
window seat, turning his head as if looking out into the night,
trying to see the sea. You couldn’t, not at that angle and not at
this time of night. Nothing but the smudges of pavements seeming
wet under the lamplight and, in very late or very quiet moments,
the distant sound of the waves, somewhere in the blackness beyond.
I swallowed heavily.

I’d seen Mum’s famous
scrapbook more than once. Oh, the blond perm seemed a little more
natural-looking and—apart from a lot of heavy, Theda Bara-style
kohl—he had none of the stagy make-up he’d worn on half a dozen
different album covers.

Definitely Damon Brent,
though.

I reasoned, in what I
gathered to be my madness, that it must be him. Quite clearly. If a
flesh-and-blood look-alike had broken into the flat, I would have
heard him, after all. I licked my lips and turned my chair around.
In addition to the purple crushed velvet loon pants, white patent
boots with spangly silver stars and a two-inch stack heel encased
his feet. A tight green babycord jacket buttoned over something
gold and shiny and a very long, very stripy scarf completed the
picture. On one lapel of the jacket, a gold starburst brooch set
with red stones—either truly tacky costume jewellery, or something
genuine, Victorian, and very expensive—glittered, catching the
light.

He looked at me, all
poise and self-assurance and smiled, with perfunctory dimples. I
looked at his cigarette, wondering how long he’d been sitting there
for it to burn down like that, and it occurred to me that I
couldn’t smell the smoke. I opened my suddenly very dry
mouth.

“Um….”

“Mm?”

“Sorry. Do you
need an ashtray for that?”

I
could have been surprised
at myself. But, equally, I could just have hyperventilated. Damon
Brent looked at the cigarette, as if seeing it for the first time.
He smiled at me again, and it seemed more
genuine.

“Yeah,
thanks.”

I handed him my mainly
empty coffee cup, waiting to see if it smashed to the
floor.

“There you go.
Er,” I said, as a pale but very solid hand grasped the handle, “I’m
afraid that’s the best I can do. I don’t smoke and I wasn’t
expecting visitors.”

“Oh, there’s
only one of me, baby.” An amused sarcasm touched his eyes as he
knocked the ash off his ciggie into the cup. “Did I give you the
horrors?”

The clipped consonants
were pure theatre, just like the way the window framed him, but a
hard, flat South London accent prowled behind the thickets of
crisply trimmed vowels. I flapped my mouth for a bit, the small
lucid part of me wondering what the etiquette might be here. ‘Yes,
you did. You’re dead,’ seemed a bit brusque.

“Sort of,” I
said eventually. “Um…?”

Mr. Tibbs still lay fast
asleep on the back of the sofa. So much for feline psychism. Or
maybe this delusion would stay totally self-contained.

“Sorry,” said the—what?—apparition, dropping the butt of his
cigarette into the cup and setting it down on the narrow band of
painted windowsill. “It’s difficult to know how to make an
entrance. Didn’t think I’d
ever say that, but it is.” He raised an eyebrow.
“You did solid though, baby. No screaming or anything. Very calm.
Nice.”

“That’s only
because I’m clearly either mad or dreaming.”

The shade, or spectre, or
fevered imagining, or whatever he was, of Damon Brent looked at me
and smiled kindly.

“You can see
me,” he said. “Hear me. Right?”

I nodded. “Er. Yes.
But—”

“Then you’re
only slightly more sane than everybody else, love. I wouldn’t worry
about it.”

As I wondered just what
he meant, his smile spread into a grin, and he wriggled forward on
the window seat, pulling a pack of Camels and a silver lighter from
the pocket of his jacket.

“You’ll be all
right. Ah, can’t tell you, though, babe…. This is so cool! I knew
you’d come through. Hey, mind if I smoke?”

I blinked. He rattled the
packet at me.

“Oh. Er…
sure,” I said, partially out of curiosity.

Mystic ghost ciggies? I
wondered. He put the slim white tube between his lips. It didn’t
look at all unusual and neither did the pack, not… really. It had
no glaring black health warnings printed on it, and the artwork
seemed dated, though the carton was clearly new.

“Thanks.” He
looked up at me over the lighter’s flame and flashed another
dimpled grin. “Helps me when I’m nervous.”

I said
nothing. Him?
Nervous? The cigarette’s tip flared red, and he took a long drag. I
expected the bitter, acrid smell of tobacco, and the lack of it
disorientated me.

“You do know
me, though?” he asked suddenly, earnestly, taking the ciggie out of
his mouth. “You know who I am?”

“Damon Brent,”
I said, before I really meant to.

For all I knew, there
could have been some sort of Rumpelstiltskin thing to the passing
of the words. Naming him might have made him invincible, or real,
or consigned me to the underworld for six months of the year or
something. You never can tell, after all.

But there was no puff of
pantomime smoke. He just nodded, looking relieved, his expression
that of a man whose ego had been well-stroked.

“Good. Okay.
That’s a good start.”

“Start? Start to what? How can…? Why are you—no, wait.
How are you here?” A note
of panic rose in my voice, and I tried to quash it. “I mean,
you’re…. It’s been more than thirty years.
You’re—what are
you?”

“Oh, baby…
that hurts.” He pouted, mischief in his eyes, and then a
half-formed smoke ring slipped from his mouth like a laugh. “Nah.
I’m all I ever was, Ellis. Well, near enough.”

“How—? No.” I
pinched the bridge of my nose. “I’m not even surprised you know my
name. But why… why are you—?”

He turned to knock
cigarette ash into the coffee cup on the sill. Then, unfolding his
legs, he stretched away from the window seat like a languid and
very trashily dressed cat. He seemed taller than I’d
thought.

“This doesn’t
make any sense.” My fingers dug ineffectually at the collar of my
baggy overshirt, pulling it tighter around me. Had the room grown
colder? “Out of all the people I’ve known who’ve died, nobody’s
ever popped back to say—”

“None of them
were murdered,” said Damon Brent softly.

He moved
to the fireplace, ostensibly looking at the row of framed photos I
kept on the mantel. Murdered?
I couldn’t tear my gaze away from his boots. They
sank slightly into the pile of the carpet when he walked, and there
wasn’t a thing that looked odd about it; so he must have mass, I
reasoned, physical existence of a sort. Yet he left no footprints,
no traces of himself. I heard no rustle of velvet, nothing that
signified his presence. As if wherever he stood, just for that
moment, he could be as solid and real as anyone… but for that
moment only. Like trying to catch a shadow seen from the corner of
the eye.

“Murdered?
No,” I said, running off at the mouth, unthinking. “There was an
inquest. It was an accident. My mum—”

“I was there,
sweetheart,” Brent said dryly, turning to glance at me over his
babycorded shoulder. I had never before seen such old eyes. “She
wasn’t. So take it from me, yeah?”

I blinked, my mind racing
to catch up.

“But…. How? I
mean, you….”

He took another pull on
the cigarette. The fingertips of his free hand brushed along the
white gloss paint of the mantel, his head tilting a little to the
side. He seemed lost in thought. He exhaled and turned back to me,
the cigarette smoke wreathing fantastical arabesques around
him.

“Someone
smashed my brains in for me, baby. I think that’s pretty
conclusive, don’t you?” Brent lifted one pale, nicotine-stained
hand and waved the smoke away. “Look. This is a bit of a head trip,
I know…. Have you got any scotch?”

“No, but
there’s, um, there’s gin, I think.”

He nodded and looked
hopefully at me.

“Oh,” I said belatedly. “Right, yes. I’ll, er…. Do you—I
mean, can you…?”

Something in his face
made it seem like a silly question. I got to my feet—pleasantly
surprised to find that my legs still worked—and edged out to the
kitchen, never quite turning my back on him.

I wasn’t entirely sure
what would happen if I did.

In the kitchen, I stared
for a while at the white melamine cupboards, because there are few
things in life more statically, irrefutably normal than melamine.
Everything out here was just as I’d left it on my last coffee
break, right down to the teaspoon I hadn’t bothered to wash up and
the unwiped worksurfaces. I opened the cupboard, pulled out the
bottle of gin I’d bought last Christmas, and fetched two cut-glass
tumblers. A quick fumble through the fridge-freezer yielded ice
cubes and some slightly flat tonic… and the fact that I still
wasn’t panicking surprised me. The simple, deliberate actions of
ice, glasses, and tonic, the metallic spin of the lid on the gin
bottle, occupied my mind and hands entirely, and I found I’d
started worrying about not having any lemon or lime
slices.

Murdered.

Well,
that made both more and less sense, but… why now? Why, above
everything, me? I
turned around with a glass in each hand and nearly dropped the lot
as I found Damon Brent far closer to me than I could ever have
reasonably expected. Like standing in front of an open freezer, a
bone-gnawing chill seemed to pull me in. I gasped with the sudden
shiver and promptly felt like I’d been really rude, even as I
stepped backwards.

“Sorry, baby,”
he said, looking crestfallen.

I could see the
beginnings of lines around his eyes, the places the kohl had
started to settle. Embryonic lines around his mouth, too, and tiny
filaments of golden beard growth; the frizzy, untamed bits of hair,
the thick dark blond sideburns, and each one of the bridge of
freckles dusted across his nose and cheekbones. The mole on his
neck and the pulse beating there… both so wrong and so strange, but
not as strange as not being able to smell him. He should have
absolutely reeked of cigarette smoke, and there should have been
the scent of aftershave—lots of aftershave, if I was any judge—but
I couldn’t pick up a thing.

I hurriedly cleared my
throat, realising I’d been staring.

“Is that why…
why you’ve…. Is it why?” I managed, keeping my voice even. “To
avenge your own murder?”

I held out one of the
G&Ts. He grasped the tumbler with long, callused fingers; the
glass seemed to crawl against my skin for a brief, horrible moment,
cold and slippery. I did my best not to shudder.

“Nah.” Brent
wrinkled his nose, and the intensity of things lessened slightly.
“Not exactly. No avenging, anyway. That’s very frowned
upon.”

He smiled and, despite
myself, I let out a short laugh.

“Drink up,” he
prompted, raising his glass.

He waited, watching me
drink before taking his first sip. The gin barely touched the
sides, but it didn’t much help. I could still see him, for a start.
I cradled the tumbler in front of my chest.

“I don’t
understand,” I said, in a masterpiece of understatement. “Why me?
What—”

“Shh. Come sit
down, yeah? That’s a girl. You’re all right.”

He reached out as if to
usher me back into the other room, but his hand stopped,
half-curled, halfway to my arm. He flashed that perfunctory,
dimpled smile again and, taking a big slug of his G&T, stepped
back to allow me past. I—unusually for me—obeyed and went through,
looking carefully at the carpets, curtains and ceiling, as if my
flat had somehow conspired to betray my sanity. Nothing had
changed. No melting walls, no wonkier than usual floors…. I toed
off my brogues and curled into my armchair, watching Damon Brent
prowl across the floor.

“You—you said
somebody….” I trailed off, not quite willing, or not quite able to
voice it. “How? I mean, who—”

“If I knew
that, would I fuckin’ be here?”

The venom in his voice
took me by surprise, and almost instantly I saw the apology on his
face. Abruptly, Brent paced to the window, nervy and jangling, like
a stop-motion film. Something of that lingered in his movement, and
it hurt my eyes trying to follow it, though I couldn’t look
away.

“Look,” he
said. “It’s not…. It’s complicated, all right?”

I wanted
to suggest that this drifted close to further epic understatement,
but he looked at me with such seriousness that the words stuck to
my tongue. He took up his place on my window seat again, one foot
slung over his knee, drink cupped elegantly in his hand with his
cigarette smouldering in two extended fingers. Like he owned the
room, like nothing could shake him. He turned his head and looked
out again towards the general direction of the sea, apparently
watching the line of silver-grey light starting to rise along the
road. Was he waiting for the dawn? Rush On
Love played on in the background. His left
hand, resting on his knee, tapped absently to the rhythm of a
phasey middle eight.

“It ain’t,” he
said carefully, “like if some bastard shivs you inna ribs and you
get a good look at him on your way down, right? I mean, I was
rat-arsed… but I didn’t do all that to myself, Ellis. You gotta
believe that.”

Brent took a short,
urgent pull on his cigarette, still watching me as he exhaled. I
swallowed, my interest caught by his words as well as the lunacy of
his presence. Murdered…? Oh, if Mum had only known…! He’d missed
his perfect avenger.

“So, what?” I
groped for a little clarity. “Somebody struck you?”

“Yeah.” He
nodded, gaze flicking down to his drink. “I remember—I mean, I
think I did take a purler—I was laying there on the floor… waitin’
for help. Dunno how long. Could’ve been minutes, hours…. No way of
telling, ’cept it bloody hurt.”

I wanted to look away.
When he spoke again, it came almost as a whisper.

“There is…. I
mean, I didn’t even know that it was really real, y’know? But it’s
the last thing. I didn’t wanna be on my own. I tried to get up, an’
I couldn’t. And there was music. My tapes. Then the door opened
and… and I thought I was gonna get help, yeah?”

My heart leapt in my
throat. He must have seen, then. Something, at least. Some
suggestion, some clue. Perhaps he read my mind, because he shook
his head.

“I didn’t see
who it was. I just….”

“What?”

He glanced up at me,
pausing to take a swallow of his drink.

“Like I meant
nothin’, y’know? Just picked me up and, like—” He grabbed a handful
of hair at the back of his head, jerking it roughly upwards. “Blam.
That’s it. Finished the job, right?”

He lifted the cigarette
to his mouth, hair dropping back around his face. His jaw moved
tightly, as if he was chewing the smoke. I frowned.

“But, if
that’s true… how did the autopsy not pick that up?”

Brent snorted.

“I had enough
in my bloodstream to put half the runners in the National under,
baby. S’what the pathologist said. And the old Bill were so busy
bustin’ everyone there with so much as half an ounce of grass that
no one thought…. Nah. Time they put me in the ground, I was just a
clumsy drunk, wasn’t I? Good funeral, though. All those people. I’d
never’ve thought….”

He
rubbed his palm over the knuckles of his left hand, making the ice
cubes in his drink bob. It didn’t seem like a good moment to ask
who he thought might have wanted him dead. I watched the cigarette
smoulder in his outstretched fingers as the vampy riffs and twangy
guitar breaks of Cheeky Half
echoed from the CD player, Brent’s voice cresting
them both in taut, aching style:

Baby let me be
your one and only

’Cos only tonight’ll do

Baby if you make me lonely

I won’t share half with you

I remembered Mum circling
a roundabout four times on our way to tea with my gran while that
played on the car radio and she tried to find a way to answer my
simple child’s question—‘What’s it about?’—without using the word
Mandrax. I shook my head.

“This is
mental. I’m talking to a… what?” I faltered. “What am I talking to?
I mean, I don’t understand how you….”

Those Theda Bara eyes
flicked briefly over me. Damon Brent pulled himself out of whatever
memory he’d been idling in and took another drag on his
cigarette.

“It’s what I was tryin’ to tell you, baby,” he said. “I’m still
me. When you—y’know—all that stops is what the world makes you be. What you’re
left with is the part of you that says ‘I am’, yeah? The little
voice behind your eyes. Your centre, right?” Brent touched splayed
fingers to his peacock chest. “This is everything I am, everything
I’ve ever been. And it stays the same. Ten years, thirty years…
means nothin’, baby. Time and space are just ways of slicing it all
up.”

I frowned at him over the
rim of my glass. Hate though I did to admit it, I understood his
point. All human measurements—cubits, turves, feet, acres—started
off as relative to the body itself, all derived from how much a man
might lift, plough, carve or carry. As what we call our
civilisation got more complex, our systems for counting did too,
our ways of quantifying—all right, slicing up—the world. Trying to
understand it. And still, so much remained unknown. And yet… I had
questions. So many questions they filled my mouth like cotton
wool.

“But… death?
Death isn’t important?”

He opened his mouth, like
he planned to make some flippant remark, but perhaps something in
my face stopped him. He swigged his G&T, and I watched that so
carefully, trying to understand how it worked. Brent shook his
head.

“Nah, it is.
It-it’s the biggest thing, baby. But it’s not… it ain’t what you
think. No more up, down, left, right, no more worryin’ about the
bills and the politics and remembering to keep your heart pumping
and your pancreas… pancreating,” he said vaguely, and I realised
that Damon Brent, glam rock god, might not be all that
bright.

“Look,” he
went on. “What stays, yeah? What stays is everything else. The you
that made every memory you’ve got, had every thought, wrote every
line…. You believe what you like, Ellis, but believe every little
thing you do’s important, baby. ’Cos it’s all you’re left with, in
the end. And eternity’s a bloody long time to spend being totally
aware of every last little piece of yourself. Y’see what I’m
saying?”

I
stared. That’s it, I’ve lost
it. Clearly, totally, and
completely.

He took a long drag on
his cigarette and then held it out, thumb tapping on the butt, its
smouldering tip pointing straight up at the ceiling. A thin column
of smoke coiled from it, dissipating in a halo around his head. I
bit my lip. Though my upbringing hadn’t exactly been religious to
start with, having all my preconceptions rearranged by a man
wearing more eyeliner than me felt unsettling, to say the
least.

“Heaven or
Hell, maybe,” he said, the corner of his mouth twitching in a
mirthless little smile. “Depending on how much you like
yourself.”

“Kata ton daimona eaytoy,” I said, not
thinking.

It’s the inscription on
Jim Morrison’s grave, in that cramped, shabby corner of
Pére-Lachaise. It means ‘according to his own demon’, though for
the Ancient Greeks, the word daemon had more to do with demi-gods
and fallen heroes, guardian spirits and genius locii than
pitchforks and leathery wings.

“Do
what?”

I blinked, aware that I’d
lost him.

“It’s Greek,”
I said and I would have explained, but Brent grinned broadly at
me.

“See?” he crowed, pointing with the hand that now held both
cigarette and drink. “See? That’s what I’m talkin’ about.
Fuckin’ Greek… that’s brains right there, girl. I knew you’d be the
one.”

“Huh?” I
looked up sharply. “What does that mean?”

“Mm.” He waved
dismissively at me as he reached around to get his coffee cup
ashtray from the sill. “Hang on, honey.”

He unfolded himself and
crossed to the sofa, pulling the coffee table a few inches closer
to it so he could have both ashtray and drink in easy reach, and
pushing aside with apparent disregard the stack of conference
flyers and paperwork I’d left on its surface. He sat down among the
patchwork throws and inexpertly embroidered needlepoint
cushions—not what I’d chosen for myself, but had inherited from
Gran just before she died—and grinned sybaritically.

Mr.
Tibbs chose that moment to wake up. He stretched, jumped
gracelessly off the back of the sofa, and regarded Damon Brent with
the malicious yellow-eyed disdain he reserved for all visitors. An
amazing sense of relief washed through me. Finally,
definitely, it wasn’t just
me. Then the cat, the great hairy black tom
that had been known to duff up badgers, rolled onto his back, four
chunky legs in the air. Brent’s hand descended and, absently, he
began scratching the furry black belly.

“Now, thing
is…. I’ll do my best to keep this cool for you, baby,” he said,
shooting a puff of smoke from the corner of his mouth. “But it’s
easy to blow it, and I’ve been waiting a long time for another
chance at this. I don’t wanna screw up.” He tilted his head,
another photoshoot pose. “’Cos there’s Rules. Y’know?”

Mr. Tibbs began a wheezy,
rusty purr. I frowned, distracted.

“Sorry.
Rules?”

Brent made a gesture of
hopeless laissez-faire with his cigarette hand.

“Yeah, y’know…
like, bureaucracy, baby. I’ve wanted this sorted out for years, but
it’s not easy. You still, like, got to bow to the Man,
y’know?”

“What?”

He opened his mouth, tip
of his tongue up against his teeth, then winced.

“I can’t….
Look, I told you there’d be things you’d ask that I
couldn’t—”

“Oh, come on!” I swigged the last of my gin and tonic, finally
finding a voice for all the disbelief. “If—if, okay?—this is really happening,
you can’t just expect me to swallow it all without having
questions. I mean, the planet’s crawling with people who say they
know all the answers, whether they read it in a holy book or the
Archangel Gabriel came down and dictated it all to them on golden
notepaper with exclusive rights to the merchandising…what
difference would it make to tell me?”

Outside, a car passed;
the unmistakeable bass thump of a customised gas-guzzler tearing up
Marine Parade. Somewhere, spotty teenagers had spent the night
comparing spoilers on the prom and pissing off the local residents’
association. Life went on, I supposed.

Brent stared at me, and I
couldn’t decide if it was with amusement or respect. Slowly, he
took another long, considering drag on his cigarette. He held it,
but I didn’t want to wait.

“Just give me
something. Come on…the worst I can do is sound off like any other
bloody kook. I mean, I only even know your name because of Mum,” I
snapped, feeling that familiar, metallic anger scraping inside
me.

Damon Brent flinched. I
saw it. Oh, it was over fast, but I saw it.

He narrowed those
kohl-rimmed eyes, exhaled a thin wisp of smoke and, when he spoke,
his tone was low but the words were like snake strikes. He leaned
forward, knocking ash into the much-abused coffee cup on the
table.

“Look, what
d’you wanna hear, mama? Heaven’s a gas; all the angels wear mohair
suits, and God’s a great guy, even if sometimes He thinks He’s Marc
Bolan?”

For some reason, in that
whirl of frustration, it pleased me to see that I’d goaded
him.

“I just want
answers.”

“Answers ain’t
gonna help you, Ellis. You need to keep your head straight. You
know what I’m sayin’? Reality… reality’s a bitch, right?” He took
another pull on the ciggie, taking it down to a miserable stub of a
dogend. “So many different maybes, all pressed in together. Until
you see the bigger picture, you can’t even begin to…. Look. Nothin’
is simple, yeah? Nothing’s ever just one thing.”

He crushed the cigarette
out on the side of the cup, letting the butt fall into the gritty
dregs.

“That’s why I
can’t tell you, Ellis. I can’t let you blow your mind on this, not
when I need you solid, baby. I need you to be straight on this.
Okay?”

“Wait….” I
leaned forward in my chair, realisation slowly dawning on me. “Hold
on. Y-You’re saying, what? You’re here because you believe you are,
or because I do?”

Brent pulled another
Camel from his pack. He laughed softly.

“See? Said
you’d got brains,” he said. The unlit cigarette wagged as he spoke.
“Told you. Nah, it’s… it’s both. Y’see what I’m saying? But it’s
hard, really hard, to find somebody that can, right? Anyone who can
really see…. I mean, I tried, baby. I really did. For the longest
time.”

He struck the lighter and
stared gloomily at the flame.

“Inez just
threw a plate at me. My own old lady and she just freaks out… then
swears blind she never saw anything. Couldn’t, you know? Or
wouldn’t. I dunno. But, huh, if you knew half the hoops I had to go
through to get here tonight….”

He
trailed off, playing idly with the lighter. An inscription caught
the light on its polished surface, but I couldn’t read what it
said. I rubbed a hand over my face. This was crazy.
I was crazy… but he had
my interest. And the bastard knew it. The sky paled, the inevitable
morning making the cosy warmth of electric light seem dull and
deceitful.

“I want answers too, baby,” he said, still looking down at the
lighter. “And I want… I need
help. Will you help me, Ellis?”

The dawn had come. Weak
gold sunlight started to filter across the rooftops. Traces of a
sea mist would be clinging to the road outside. From the floor
below us came the muffled sounds of my neighbour, whose name I’d
never known, crashing into his furniture. He did that some
mornings, and most evenings he descended gently into oblivion by
way of the bong but, all in all, he kept pretty much to himself and
only made intermittent noise, except for that time he’d woken the
whole building up at four a.m., screaming about invisible pink
spiders.

I sighed. “I don’t see
what good you think I can do, or why…. I mean, wouldn’t you have
been better off going to someone in the police? Or a criminal
historian… a lawyer, even? Why me?” I asked, aware of that slightly
hysterical whine creeping back into my voice and hating
it.

“It’s…
connection, baby,” he said wearily, with a look that suggested I
wouldn’t understand even if he tried to explain. “You’ll
see.”

“Wh—”

“Shh, look… I know you can do it, right, girl? It ain’t about
why, it’s about can, Ellis. And you’re talking to me. Believe me, baby, that is a
serious step up. Anyway,” Brent tipped his head to the side, giving
me a thoughtful stare as he lit his cigarette, “how many chances
like this do you get in a lifetime?”

I glared
at him, because I disliked being manipulated. Though he had a
point. His proposition intrigued me, certainly in terms of
evidence… or, rather, the lack of it. I could picture it
now: ‘The prosecution calls the deceased
to the stand. Total silence in court, please, and would the jurors
all join hands around the table?’

But I
had commitments. This stuff belonged to speculative journalists,
cranks and, yes, crackpots, not…. My train of thought foundered,
and I realised, for probably the first time in my life, I
was the
crackpot.

And what the hell did he
mean by that ‘connection’ crap?

Brent exhaled a lazy pool
of cigarette smoke, still staring steadily at me through narrowed
eyes. I shifted uncomfortably in my chair.

“Point taken.”
I frowned. “But I don’t understand why…? What am I supposed to do?
How? And I still say there are hundreds of people better than me
for…. I mean, there’d be real fans out there. Anoraks. People who’d
jump at the chance to—”

He snorted, leaning
forward to knock more ash into the coffee cup. I decided I’d have
to see if I couldn’t find that atrocious volcanic ashtray Auntie
Jan had brought me back as a present from Pompeii, several years
ago. I’d put it in the back of the kitchen cupboard, hadn’t I? With
the good wineglasses I normally only used at Christmas. Brent
regarded me with a hooded gaze familiar from numerous publicity
stills.

“Yeah… right. People who’d take it as calm as you, baby? People
with brains, who’d listen? People smart enough, believable enough
to go where I can’t, ask the questions that need asking… see things
and make them seen? No. You’re sensible, Ellis. Christ, girl… you
wear brogues.”

I looked down reflexively
at the shoes I’d left by my chair, feeling suddenly sensitive about
my choice of footwear.

“Which is
fine, of course,” Brent added quickly, having the grace to look
slightly embarrassed.

I stood up, pacing across
the room, hands shoved deep in the pockets of my overshirt. I
needed answers. Perhaps not as badly as he wanted them, but it
occurred to me that, just maybe, I could be the one in control
here.

“One
question,” I said, facing the door. “Before I say I’ll do
it.”

Idiot! screamed a tiny part of my
brain. But, I reasoned, why not agree? Either I had a chance at
something I could never have imagined, something no one could
possibly pass up because this—this tasted of truth, a real
opportunity to walk the void—or, and the possibility did remain,
I’d gone bonkers in the night and none of it would matter
anyway.

I turned and found him
within inches of my nose.

“Argh! Don’t do that… that’s one thing. You don’t get to do that,” I snapped,
lurching backwards.

“Sorry,
baby.”

He stepped away, and that
strange coldness that had struck the pit of my stomach lessened
just a little. I felt dizzy and steadied myself with a hand on the
back of the sofa.

“What’s the
question?” he asked.

From below, I heard Mr.
Downstairs’ flat door slam, followed by the front door and running
footsteps receding down the path, then the pavement, thinning into
the distance. A car passed and, somewhere, a dog barked.

The sunlight glinted off
Damon Brent’s hair and off his horrendous brooch. Gold and red. His
cigarette smouldered and deposited a few flakes of ash on my
carpet.

“Exactly how
long have you been here? Watching, waiting…?”

“Ah.” That
sarcastic little turn to his mouth, back again. “Long enough. Long
enough to make you listen.”

“Oh, G—” I
began, beginning to feel queasy.

“Hey! Scout’s
honour.” He held up three fingers. “No bathrooms, no bedrooms, and
definitely no knicker drawers.”

“Hah!” I
narrowed my eyes. “Were you actually ever a Scout?”

He shrugged. “Went to
Cubs every Wednesday down Thorburn Square. Well, for a couple of
months… would have been about ’57, I s’pose. Gave it up after my
dad bought me my first guitar.”

I
watched him contemplate that memory for a moment and tried hard not
to think about roomfuls of small boys in shorts singing
Ging Gang Goolie. If, I
thought, this was a phantasm—some figment of my fevered
imagination—it had just hit a whole new level of weird. Plus, I
wasn’t sure I trusted him about the knicker drawer bit. Or the
bathroom, come to that.

“All right,” I
said, part defeat, part admission, part acceptance… part
everything, I supposed. After all, who could ever expect something
like this? “I’ll do it.”

Brent grinned hugely at
me.

“Cosmic!” He
flicked his half-spent ciggie into the coffee cup and clapped his
hands together. “So, where d’you wanna start, baby?”

I groaned. Sleep would
have been a preferable place.


Chapter
Two
August 28th 1976

 


“How much? You’re joking! She is… it’s
a bloody laugh. Jan… Jan, she wants three pounds for the wreath,”
Caro complained, nodding at the woman behind the counter who stood,
implacable, her arms folded.

Jan
rolled her eyes. She had been peering through the florist’s grubby
window, trying to catch sight of Gail. Her view was cramped,
restricted by the peeling white lettering that, from outside,
read Wedding Flowers by Irene
and the cork noticeboard with assorted small ads
and leaflets pinned to it that sat on the sill, leaning against the
glass. With relief she finally made out the figure of her friend,
asking directions from someone outside the
grocer’s.

“Caro, no.” Jan turned to her sister, shaking her head. “We
can’t spend that. We’ll need money to get home, then there’s food,
drink… we’re going to need to think about somewhere to stay, as
well.” She turned to the woman, presumably the Irene of the wedding
flowers, though she seemed to lack the joie de vivre for the job. “What else
have you got, please?”

The florist nodded to a
display stand of plastic buckets, bottle green and filled with
tired gerberas, hanging their orange heads between slightly
off-white sprigs of gypsophila. A few spiky dahlias, their petals
drying up at the ends, sat in the end bucket, together with a
ragged bunch of pom-pom-headed chrysanthemums, already starting to
shade from white to brown and giving off a distinctly sour
smell.

“No.” Caro
shook her head. “Jan…!”

Jan sighed.

“Nothing
else?”

Presumably-Irene sniffed
and folded her arms.

“Well, it’s on account of the increased costs, isn’t it? You’ve
no idea, my girl, what it’s like keeping this lot fresh. We’ve had
standpipes, you know, water rationing. The lot. Have you
seen the trees round by
the hospital? Worse for the flowers. I’ve lost whole loads of
stock, thanks to this bloody weather… not to mention growers’ crops
failing. Entire market’s facing ruin, you mark my words. Now, do
you want them or not?”

Caro gave an exasperated
growl, and it looked to Jan like she might cry again, so she pulled
her purse from her pocket.

“At least the
chrysanths are white. How much?”

“Sixty pence a
bunch. I’ll do you a nice big one, with some gyp.”

Jan took her sister’s arm
as Caro mumbled something about gyp being bloody well right and
nodded.

“Fifty a
bunch, and we’ll take three.”

Presumably-Irene pressed
her narrow lips together.

“Fifty-five.”

“Fine.” Jan
ignored Caro’s squeak of protest and handed over the money. “Thank
you,” she said as Presumably-Irene came out from behind the
barricade of her counter to haul the flowers from their stagnant
bucket.

The girls watched her
make up three generous bunches, wrapped tight in waxed blue paper
and held with red elastic bands. Jan gave the flowers to Caro and
hustled her back outside before she could cause an incident. Gail
met them by the door, sweltering in a long seersucker skirt and
short-sleeved blouse, freckles standing out like beacons from her
forehead to her fingertips. She stared at the flowers.

“Oh, no… was
that it?”

“I know.” Caro
glanced over her shoulder. “Bloody bitch in the florist wanted
three pound—”

“Look,” Jan
cut in, “we’ve got the flowers. That’s the important
thing.”

“Yeah, but,”
Caro began, the threat of tears clouding her eyes again.

Jan glared at her. “Gail,
did you get directions?”

“Yes. A man in
the grocer’s knew where it was. Well, sort of. He said we want the
A48 and we have to go to Minsterworth, then turn right at the
Severn Bore pub, go up the hill, and he thought it was around there
somewhere. He said he didn’t ‘rightly know exactly’.”

“Which way’s
the A48?” Caro squinted along the road, back towards the station,
the light thick and hazy.

Jan wiped the back of her
hand across her forehead. The sun beat back at them from the
pavement, and the gold crucifix she wore at her neck was
uncomfortably hot against her skin.

“We have to go that way to pick it up.” Gail pointed, still
unsure. “Past the cathedral. Look, it’s more than eight miles,
Caro, and we don’t even know where the house is…. I asked how we could get there,
and he said best try for a bus. They go from the bus station out
that way, but he didn’t know how often… there’s not so many in
school holidays. But it might be cooler to wait down there,
mightn’t it?”

“We’ll be
stuck there for hours.” Caro was already stepping down from the
kerb. “We’re better off hitching.”

“Caroline! You
know what Dad said…!”

“Grow up, Jan.
Anyway, there’s three of us,” she added, darting out into the road
to wave down a passing car.

Jan and Gail watched her
make attempt after attempt at attracting the attention of the
vehicles going by and exchanged weary looks. Finally, a grey Morris
Minor coasted to a halt. They broke into a run and caught up with
Caro, explaining their predicament to its cheerfully perplexed
middle-aged owners.

The car was hot and
cramped. They shared the back seat with the couple’s shopping and
an elderly, smelly Yorkshire terrier, sitting on a folded tartan
blanket among the bags of fruit and veg. It wagged its tail as they
got in, widdled on Gail’s skirt as she slid across the seat, and
then went to sleep, the pervading odour of doggy ammonia mixing
with the steadily wilting (and increasingly reeking)
chrysanthemums. The Fullers, as the couple introduced themselves,
appeared not to notice, and Gail, not liking to say anything, sat
quietly and tried to spread her wet skirt out as best she could on
the upholstery. The couple were politely sympathetic to their young
lady passengers, yet seemed not to have heard of the tragedy at
Westleve House, or even of Damon Brent, although Mr. Fuller did
remark that “th’are a lot of cars about, yun’t there?”

The Fullers took them to
Minsterworth, stopping the car outside the village’s pretty
redbrick school. They waved, set off towards the bridge that would
take them on to Elmore Beck, and wished the girls luck in finding a
lift to Rodley. The Morris puttered away into the heat haze. A
warm, gentle wind bowled along the road in its wake, rippling
through the pollen-heavy verges and trees. Gail scowled.

“It peed on me! The bloody thing peed all over my
leg!”

“It doesn’t
show. Honestly.” Jan took a tissue from the pocket of her frayed
denim shorts and dabbed ineffectually at the damp patch.
“See?”

“That’s not
the point. I smell like dog wee.”

“You don’t.
Not really. Honest.”

The sound of ducks and
miscellaneous waterfowl drifted up from the river, echoing among
the trees that framed the school’s sharply-pointed roof, light
glinting along the line of tiles that cut into the sky. Caro strode
out towards the village church, looking for a car to flag down,
cream sundress billowing in the dusty breeze.

“What time is
it?”

Jan crumpled the tissue
back into her pocket and looked at her watch. “Nearly quarter to
two.”

She peeled off the
checked shirt she’d layered over her t-shirt and tied it around her
waist, fanning the still, thick air uselessly with her hand. Gail
sighed, letting the flowers droop in her grasp.

“We’re going
to be stuck out here forever.”

Jan
peered over at her sister, arm extended as a dark blue Volvo turned
past the end of the road. Caro kicked her sandal against the tarmac
and, Jan thought, probably swore. Just like at New Year, when Dad
had let them go to that party at Naomi’s house, up in Cambridge (he
hadn’t known that her parents would be away for that
weekend—quelle surprise!) and it had seemed like such a great idea to all walk down
to the river and try to look cool in front of the partying
students, which had worked amazingly well and they’d had a wild
time… until they realised that Naomi and the other girls had gone
home without them, and they didn’t know how to get back to her
house. Jan wondered what Dad would have done if he ever found out
about that night. It had been sheer dumb luck that they’d got back
to Naomi’s place in one piece, but of course Caro had that in her
veins, didn’t she? Luck, charm, bloody-minded determination… and
the looks to go with it.

Jan felt the sister’s
prerogative of bitter criticism stir at the back of her mind and
pushed it firmly away. Not today. A patriotically grubby red Ford
Consul pulled up at the side of the road, the first success of
Caro’s efforts, and they ran to join her.

“You’re for
Westleve House are you, girls? Jump in.”

The voice sounded
cheerful and rounded. It belonged to a dark-haired woman of much
the same appearance, red-cheeked and smiling
compassionately.

“How did you
know?” Caro asked without a trace of irony, taking the passenger’s
seat. Jan and Gail slid into the back, fighting the odiferous
chrysanthemums for space.

“Just a hunch.
Heard all about what happened on the radio this morning… everyone’s
been talking about it. Terrible business. Such a shock. Awful.
Now—are we all in?—I’m on my way home, but I’m sure I can drop you
down at least as far as Rodley.” She tapped the fuel gauge. “D’you
know where you’re going from the Methodist Chapel?”

“Er, not
really. Well, not exactly,” Gail volunteered. Jan nudged her in the
ribs. “Is it near the Severn Bore pub?”

The dark-haired woman
crunched the gearbox and swung the Ford around the corner with
jolly abandon, not back onto the main road, but out into the
network of impossibly narrow, leafy country lanes riven with
jack-in-the-hedge and rabbits. Popularly known as ‘local roads’,
for few tourists knew about them and fewer still had the nerve to
tackle them.

“Close,” she
said. “The pub’s about a mile or so that way, back on the main
road. Really, if you want to avoid the traffic, you need to get up
to Goose Hill, then on for another couple of miles ’til you come to
the Chapel, then you go right and follow the lane up to Westleve,
though I understand it’s quite a walk.”

Caro gaped, blue eyes
wide in the rearview mirror.

“Do you, like, know…? I mean, have you—”

“Oh, good
grief, no. Never been up there myself, though Westleve House is
quite the local landmark. One of our historic buildings… I say
‘our’, I’m from Salisbury, actually. Still, surprising it’s not a
listed building. The local history society was absolutely up in
arms about it when Mr. Brent bought the place, but I’m told he’s
done a lovely conservation job. Did, I mean. Gosh, it’s dreadful,
isn’t it?” She tutted and pushed the Ford through another agonising
gear change. “Of course, he was very well-known, locally. When he
was ‘at home’, as they say. Used to come into the butcher’s in
Westbury—it is very good, does lovely game and everything—and he
always came in himself, you know…. Very pleasant chap. Of course,
all the girls in my 6B class are absolutely struck on him… they’ll
be devastate—um.”

She glanced in the
rearview mirror, took in the three pairs of wide eyes, the three
mouths rounded into ‘o’s of amazement, and cleared her
throat.

“I teach at
the school in Minsterworth, just where I picked you up, you see,”
she said cheerfully.

“You met…?”
Caro melted a little against the seat. “Ohh… you actually
met Damon Brent?
Cor!”

“Miss Lenham,
incidentally. Dora Lenham. Nice to meet you.”

“Oh. Um,
Caroline Ross,” Caro said absently. “That’s my sister Janet, and
our friend, Gail Masklin.”

There was an associated
shuffling and muttering of greetings from the back seat.

“What was he
like? What’d he say? What was he wearing? Did he—”

“Caro….” Jan
warned.

Dora Lenham smiled. She
threw the Ford around another bend, flinging the brakes on to allow
safe passage for an oncoming tractor.

“Like I say,”
she said diplomatically, “he was a lovely man. Very polite. So,
have you three come far?”

“Hertfordshire,” Caro replied, surreptitiously gripping the
edge of her seat.

Miss Lenham sucked her
teeth and waved at the tractor driver as his vehicle inched past,
pushing against the hedgerow with a graunching series of
splintering, woody twangs.

“Quite a
way.”

“We had to,
Miss,” said Caro, her voice starting to crack, “soon as we
heard.”

“I see.” Miss
Lenham waited for the tractor to chunter further down the lane and
the young girl beside her to stop quietly weeping. “Um. Very… very
laudable. Yes. There do seem to be quite a lot of people coming,
don’t there? Popping up all over the place. Er. Lucky the Bore’s
not rising this weekend, I have to say… especially with the bank
holiday. You can’t move for tourists when the tide’s up and the
river’s putting on a big show! The Severn’s a tidal river, you
see,” she added, lapsing into the broad, comforting tone of her
profession as she propelled the Ford back out of the hedge. “The
Bore rises up and pushes all the way in from the sea. Very
powerful. Most impressive to watch when there’s a big surge.
Naturally, we do get a lot of silly so-and-sos coming to surf it.
There was one lad taken to hospital back in March, but I suppose
they won’t be told…. Years ago, centuries, there used to be a
harbour down Rodley way, you see. Matter of fact, Westleve was
originally a captain’s house. Dates from somewhere in the sixteenth
century, I think… at least, originally. Good grief, will you look
at all these people!”

Miss Lenham rounded the
turn into Goose Hill and drew the Ford to a rather abrupt halt.
Here, gaggles of teenagers, white-faced and waiflike even in the
heat, clutched flowers. Cars crawled like sun-baked beetles, people
weaving in and out of their paths with the same dull stride. The
silence seemed nearly as hard, as oppressive as the
heat.

“Like
pilgrims,” Caro whispered.

The Ford edged into the
formation, and they crept along the length of the hill, up towards
the Chapel, where a hastily painted sign had been erected offering
tea, use of a telephone, and parking facilities. A uniformed police
constable directed cars to the gravelled forecourt beside the grey
stone building, and the minister stood in the doorway, proffering a
handkerchief to a red-faced, near-hysterical girl in a yellow
dress.

“Right. Best
let you out here, I think,” Miss Lenham said, drawing the Ford to a
standstill on the narrow verge. She rummaged in the glove
compartment for a few moments, came out with a paper napkin and a
biro and wrote down her telephone number, which she pressed into
Caro’s hand. “Now, listen. You take this, all right? That’s my
telephone number. You promise you’ll call me if you get
stuck.”

“Thank you,
Miss.”

“It’s no
trouble. I would have said the pub’ll be doing cheap rooms, but
looking at the number of people here…. Are you three all right for
money?”

“Yes. Thank
you,” Jan cut in, because she believed there should be limits to
the kindnesses of strangers. “We really are. Thank you ever so
much.”

“All right,
then. Take care.”

“We will,”
Caro promised, and the three of them left the car, Jan and Gail
still struggling with the flowers.

Dora Lenham inched the
Ford back down the lane, and the girls walked on towards Westleve,
just glimpsing the house’s roof, black against the darkening sky,
its bulk obscured by the thick hedges that lined the
lane.

“I can’t
believe it,” Caro murmured as they came into the heart of what was,
to all intents and purposes, an impromptu camp. “Can’t believe
it.”

They
noticed the flowers first, pooled around the gates, forming great
drifts either side of the dirt-and-grit turning circle. The
fragrance of lilies, marguerites, and a dozen other summer blooms
mixed in the air, leaving it heavy with pollen and heat, tinged
with the dust and hot metal of the cars. A couple of police
vehicles, accompanying the uniformed officers that stood by the
gates, enforced a nominal cordon of yellow tape. A St. John’s
Ambulance crew waited in attendance, and journalists, sated on the
morning’s diet of famous faces and scandal, loitered in the shade
of the beech trees, smoking and talking amongst themselves, the
occasional burst of laughter breaking the quiet. And it was quiet…
unbelievably so. Mourners lined the grass verges and hedgerows.
Sitting, standing, huddled, but all recognisable by shocked, pallid
faces and hollow eyes, most united by long hair and flashes of old
denim and bright colours. Beside a battered camper van, parked at
the far end of the lane, a young man in a pair of cut-off jeans
patched with jewel-like glimpses of different coloured fabric sat,
cross-legged, playing an acoustic guitar in a manner not really
very much like Bob Dylan. His hair hung down his bare, brown back
as the strains of Shelter From the
Storm filtered over the gathering, the
sound of muffled crying mixing with his tearful rendition of the
song.

Caro, Jan, and Gail found
themselves pushed through the ragged crowd, propelled in part by
jostling elbows and in part by the strange wave of emotion that
pulsed through the assemblage; half grief and half awe, almost made
tangible, it drew them like iron filings across paper, without
thought or control, just response. Within minutes, they stood
before the gates themselves, the pathetic bunches of dry, wilted
chrysanthemums in their hands.

The
tributes had been piled high, some bound to the gates, some propped
beside them, the scents of summer in waxed paper wraps and crinkled
cellophane, peppered with the pastel In
Loving Memory cards of a dozen florists.
The messages on them, in so many different hands, were a tumult of
silent voices driven by a sense of outraged justice, of sorrow and
desperation, clamouring to know why, struggling to
understand.

Tears ran hotly down
Jan’s cheeks as she laid her flowers down, and one of the WPCs on
gate duty—with a kind smile and nearly as many freckles as
Gail—guided them along the lee of the gate, helping them add their
tributes to the swell and helping them support Caro when, with a
wail, she collapsed into floods of desolate, jaw-cracking
tears.

The WPC took the time to
settle the three of them back behind the cordon—on a grassy patch
of verge beneath the hedge, close enough to the gates that the
scent of the flowers still enveloped them—and made sure that Caro
remembered to breathe. Jan untied the shirt from her waist and
spread it out on the ground. She sat beneath the oaks and ashes and
held her sister as she cried, her own tears making Caro’s hair
damp. Gail went with the WPC to fetch some water from the St John’s
crew, returning with a paper cup and a wad of napkins

“Here you
are.” She sat beside them on the grass, dabbing at her own wet
cheeks and streaming nose. “God, I didn’t think it would be
so….”

She sniffed noisily and
blew.

“You should have been here this morning, poppet,” the WPC
volunteered, pulling a soft bar of chocolate from her pocket and
breaking off a few rapidly melting squares for Caro. “There you go,
eat that. There… better? Blimey, I don’t know! Six fainters, four
hurlers, and one who needed oxygen. Mind you, she
was asthmatic….” She
glanced up at the sky. “Is it me, or is it clouding over a bit?
That’d be nice. Could do with it cooling off… last thing you need
with this lot is heatstroke.” A whistle pierced the air behind her,
and she turned. “What?”

“Oi, Vonny.
Incoming.”

Jan
stared. Behind the gates—the
gates, the actual gates—a man with a
walkie-talkie, long hair, and a large moustache was calling to the
WPC.

“She’s
coming,” he said. “Frank reckons about five minutes.”

The
WPC’s face fell. “Oh, God… why? The Super’s going to go ape. He
wanted her kept out of the way, ’specially with this lot hanging
around…!”

She glanced over her
shoulder at the assembled journalists. The long-haired man
shrugged.

“Ain’t much I
can do, love, ’cept let you know.”

The walkie-talkie
crackled, and he exchanged a few words with the voice on the other
end, though Jan, listening from behind her hanky, could barely make
out anything beyond his curt reply.

“Roger that.”
He turned to the WPC. “Hey, if I was one of your lot, Vonny, I’d be
saying you ought to get yourselves on standby.”

“Great. And
you said there’s no back way in? Oh, bugger… all right. Thanks,
Tim.”

“Pleasure.”

The long-haired man
winked and moved off. Jan watched the WPC, with the studied
nonchalance of one caught in the middle of something very urgent
indeed, talking to her colleague at the other end of the gate. The
policeman nodded, and the two constables went to confer with their
compatriots, leaning quietly against the panda car and sharing a
smoke.

“Psst.” Jan
elbowed Gail in the ribs. “Something’s going on.”

“What?”

“Look.”

She pointed. The police
had started to tighten up the cordon, edging people back along the
lane.

“What are they
doing?” Gail asked, sliding Caro’s head from her shoulder, pushing
forward to get a better view. “What’s happening?”

They heard the commotion
from beyond the dog leg in the lane, the hollering and thud of
running feet, together with the short, sharp pulses of a car horn
and the stern calls of policemen trying to assert authority without
causing a riot. Simultaneously, from behind the gates, there came
the sounds of crackling radios and slamming doors. They heard
shouting, saw the gaggles of people part, and the journalists
spring into action with well-oiled pack co-ordination, even as the
car turned into the lane.

It was a saloon, the
colour of pallid, dusty oatmeal rather than the black that might
have been expected. The windows weren’t even tinted. The rear door
opened before the car had fully halted, and with the crunch of
heels on grit, Inez half-stepped, half-fell from the vehicle.
Apparently oblivious to the barrage of camera flashes and shouted
questions, she lurched towards the gates, a pair of huge,
tortoiseshell sunglasses shielding her eyes, a high-collared dress
in a psychedelic print of cerise and purple showing off her tanned
limbs and shoulders.

“Let me in,”
she said over and over as the young policewoman with the freckles
tried to take her by the elbow. “Let me in! I need to get in… I
need to see— Will you just let me through?”

The young WPC plugged
courageously on with the speech about coming down to the station
probably being best and how they were terribly sorry, but madam
really couldn’t do anything here, the area still officially being a
closed scene and…. It did little good.

The crush of people
behind pressed Caro, Gail, and Jan closer to the cordon, jostling
them in the excitement. Almost on a level with the gates, they
heard the raised voices within, the sounds of running feet,
scuffling bodies, and the rough whirr of the gates themselves
starting to open. Staff—in the informal uniform of black tees and
worn jeans—and police darted to and fro, trying to instigate damage
limitation before the grieving widow did something everyone would
regret. Nearly close enough to reach out and touch, close enough to
smell her French perfume and see the thickness of her make-up, the
girls watched Inez Blackman—tennis star and celebrity wife—bob
helplessly in the whirl of movement. The journalists hit with the
ferocity of water on a break wall, questions flying up like foam
and cameras clicking wildly.

“Inez! Inez,
this way, sweetheart—you weren’t at the house when it happened,
were you? Where were you, darlin’?”

“How did it
feel when you found out, Inez? Can you tell us who told you? Was it
the police?”

“Have they
given you details? Is it true it’s an overdose?”

“Did Damon
often throw parties when you were away, love? Were you having
problems? Inez?”

“Would you say
your husband had a drug habit, Inez?”

“Come on,
sweetheart, one little comment!”

“Inez!”

The last shout came from
the crush at the gates. A tall figure in worn blue jeans and an
overtight t-shirt barrelled through. Inez looked up, and her mouth
twisted, caramel lips framing a terrible, choking cry. Her hands
reached out, dark red nail varnish livid against the pale fabric of
his shirt.

“Charlie…! Oh,
God… oh, God,” she repeated, a stifled mantra as she sagged against
his chest. “Oh, God, Charlie… what happened?”

Beside Jan, Gail
squeaked. Jan glanced at her friend: wide blue eyes, hands clasped
over her mouth, and a deep blush fading up to her cheekbones. Not
three feet from them stood Charlie Davies… and it looked like Gail
might wet herself.

Brother
Rush’s bassist was a tall, broad man, built like a rugby player but
with a great shock of tightly permed mouse-brown hair, thick
sideburns, and heavy, straight brows framing his face. His tight
t-shirt highlighted the firm planes of muscle beneath it and
demanded Freedom for Tooting
in a sparse, black font. He frowned and put a
protective arm around Inez, pushing back the more overeager
hacks.

“You wanna
jump back, man? Give her some bleedin’ air! C’mon… can we get the
lady inside? It’s all right… come on, girl. I know,” he soothed. “I
know. It was a stupid accident. It just— Look, man, you wanna get
out of my face?”

It seemed for a moment
that punches might be thrown. The offending photographer backed off
and held up his hands, his voice wheedling.

“Hey, chill,
Charlie… just want to show the real story, right,
friend?”

The bassist’s eyes
narrowed. “I’m not your friend, you evil little sod. Now fuck
off.”

Amid the jumble of sight,
sound and tension, Inez’s voice carried on a high, ethereal
chant.

“Oh, God,” she
moaned again, sinking to the ground, hanging between Charlie and a
uniformed police constable for a moment, the tears coming fast
now.

The pushy photographer
made another sortie at Inez. Charlie shoved him hard enough to send
the man spinning and, in the ensuing fracas, the two stars were
bundled through the gates, the pale car following at a crawl. The
sound of Inez’s weeping faded along the driveway, with the crunch
of feet and wheels on gravel and the crackle of radios. The
journalists dissipated, some departing to take another circuit of
the perimeter in the hopes of finding low-boughed trees or
ill-watched side exits and some sloping back to their cars. The WPC
on the gate gently dissuaded a few of the more enthusiastic fans
from trying to sneak in, and the photographer with whom Charlie had
got physical stood, brushed himself off, and made a few choice
utterances, met with jeers and heckles from the assembled
fans.

“Frigging
vulture!”

Jan glanced at her sister
in surprise. Caro, hands still cupped around her mouth, looked
embarrassed.

“Well?” She
lowered her hands and made a pretence of smoothing out her dress.
“It’s no way to behave when the poor cow’s just lost her
husband.”

“Wasn’t he manful, though?” Gail crowed, still pink and
glowing. “Him.
Couldn’t believe it. Right there! Charlie Davies… right there!
Actually, really… oh, wow…!”

The whispers passed
through the lane like waves, those mourners that still lingered
growing restless with the heat and the activity. Slowly, the sense
of silent expectation settled back over the crowd. At the end of
the lane, a young man with an old-fashioned ice cream cart mounted
on a barrow had rolled up and started crying his wares.

“Got ice
creams! Ice cream, Coca-Cola, sausage rolls…!”

Jan’s stomach growled for
the first time since breakfast. She’d been about to ask the girls
whether they wanted something to eat when something patted against
her bare shoulder. She looked up. Ragged grey clouds drifted across
the sky. Another drop fell, then another, thudding into the grit,
the first rain in months.

Gradually, like a curtain
falling across a lit window, the rain pattered the length of the
lane and beyond. The assembled crowd stood in silence, just
watching. Then, as if a bung had been removed, a key turned
somewhere, distant thunder began to grumble and the rain fell
harder, thrashing against the ground, thrumming against the
cellophane and the flowers. Some of the crowd whooped, some
squealed, others wept, and others just stood and stared at the sky,
squinting into the fall.

Jan held her shirt over
her head, looking around to see where Caro had darted off to. The
echoes of lightning paled against the clouds and, as the rain
continued to steam down, the crowd began to break apart, and the
young man with the camper van suddenly found himself becoming
extremely popular.

 



Chapter
Three

 


It rained on Friday. I
woke to find a fine spray of droplets blowing in through my bedroom
window—habitually left open for Mr. Tibbs—cursed, sat up, and
groped for my dressing gown. The night could, in the face of all
the grim and grey mundanity outside, have seemed like a dream, but
it didn’t. I didn’t for a moment consider the possibility that it
hadn’t been… well, real. I had to admit, however, that it’d been
the first time a rock star had kept me up all night. I suspected
that I’d been a disappointment; Damon Brent, chain smoking and
pouring out floods of names and half-connected stories, caught up
in the excitement of having someone listen to him, had slowly
realised that I’d never heard of most of the people he was talking
about.

Around four a.m., he’d
looked apologetic, and said I should go to bed, grab some sleep.
There’d be, he said, plenty of time. He smiled when he said it.
Some kind of private joke, maybe.

I stumbled into the
kitchen. Something familiar glinted on the worktop, next to the
kettle. His brooch. Still sleep-mired and claggy, I stared at it
for a long while before picking it up. It looked like something
that might have lain hidden in an elderly aunt’s jewellery box,
only to catch the light like a prism when, some empty afternoon, it
got taken out and examined for the first time in years. I shook
myself. The thing felt heavy in my hand, cold, but it soon warmed
against my skin. A folded piece of paper lay under the brooch, the
writing on it large and rounded. Just one word.

Boo
!

At least he had a sense
of humour. He had a plan too: he wanted me to pose as a biographer,
gaining access to interview his former bandmates, friends,
associates, and… other suspects, I supposed. He thought I’d be
professional, believable. I hadn’t the heart to tell him I had no
idea where to begin, how one went about finding people who, as far
as I knew, hadn’t been heard from in almost three
decades.

The best
place I could think of to start was Mum’s scrapbook. It had been
one of the few things of hers I couldn’t bear to keep in the flat
after she died, perhaps because it had been so important to her, so
intimate. I’d kidded myself that I’d given it back to Auntie Jan
because she wanted it. It had been half hers, too, I’d said. But
now I wanted to look at the cuttings, the adoration… the tiny
sealed moment of history when it had all happened and
she—they—had seen
it.

I
showered, dressed, and caught the bus out to Broadwater, spending
the whole ride thinking about how I would frame my questions. I
could hardly tell her the real reason I wanted to know, but ‘so,
apropos of nothing, how about the
Seventies?’ didn’t really seem the right way to kick things off.
Still, I reflected, as I got off the bus and walked up from
Sompting Road, thankful for the time to clear my head and prepare
myself, I didn’t know anyone more entirely sane than my Auntie Jan.
I wanted to see her and to believe that somehow that would make it
all fine again.

I got to the corner shop
before I realised I’d be visiting empty-handed, so I stopped in and
bought a packet of treacle tarts. They looked pathetic, even to me,
and I felt like a heel.

Auntie Jan’s place stood
among the neat, pleasant, three bedroom post-war semis on the way
to the golf course. All uniform, all… nice. She and Uncle Duncan
had bought it when they married and never felt the desire to move.
Not even now.

She was the first of the
family to leave Hertfordshire, at least for a generation or so, and
she’d been so pleased when I came down to the university for my
postgrad study… I’d barely been able to convince her not to move me
into the spare bedroom. I couldn’t have faced that. Oh, I would
have visited anyway, yes, but….

The door opened, and
Auntie Jan beamed at me, her heavily powdered face lighting up like
a sunrise.

“Hello,
darling! Come in, it’s so nice to see you.”

She ushered me into the
little porch with all the pomp of the Queen of Sheba and insisted
on taking my coat, thanking me for the paltry treacle
tarts.

“I was
surprised when you rang,” she said, leading me through to the
kitchen. The immaculate state of that house never ceased to amaze
me. “I wasn’t expecting to see you this week, knowing how busy you
are with all your studying.”

“Oh, it’s not
so bad,” I lied, trying to peer into the living room, the curtains
pulled tight and the door only slightly ajar. “But are you sure I’m
not disturbing you?”

“No, don’t be
silly. Sylvia came this morning. He’s had his bath, he’s all
spruced up… knackered, of course, now. He’s asleep, love. Be awake
and with it again in a minute, I shouldn’t wonder.” She put the
kettle on, rattling in the dark pine-look cupboards for plates.
“Gives us five minutes off, though, doesn’t it? Here you are, open
up those tarts.”

I plated up the treacle
tarts, watching Jan make tea with a kind of automatic efficiency
she had probably acquired as a nurse. It seemed easy to picture her
applying first aid, taking pulses, and changing dressings with
those strong, brown fingers, stripped of pearly nail polish and
gold rings, her slim figure clad in a more conventional uniform
than the baggy pink sweater and black leggings she always seemed to
wear nowadays. Her lips, painted coral pink, pressed together in a
line of pure concentration, and her big, round glasses lent an
owlish air to her face, softened by her short, blonde-streaked
haircut. She treated herself to a morning off once a week—when
Sylvia, the physiotherapist, came in—and divided that precious free
time on a strict rota. She would go to the hairdresser’s for a
touch-up to the roots and a cup of coffee she hadn’t made herself,
or to the chiropodist for a pedicure with added tea and scandal.
Sometimes she went shopping, or met up with a friend for an early
lunch and a whole hour or so of normality.

“How are
things?” I asked. We sat at the kitchen table, addressing the
treacle tarts. “Really?”

She shrugged. “All right.
Nothing new. He’s got his ups and downs, same as ever. Some days,
he’s almost himself again, but others…. No. No, we’re fine, love.
Honestly.”

She smiled, and I had
sense enough to let her steer the conversation past the jagged
rocks and into the shallows. She poured the tea, stirring two
sugars into her cup with methodical rhythm, and I put my hand on
her arm.

“Thanks,
love,” she said, because she would never have cried.

Not, at least, with me
there. I gave her wrist a gentle squeeze and withdrew my
hand.

“By the way,”
I said after a moment, lifting my cup. “I need to pick your
brains.”

“Ooh.” She
chuckled. “You can try, darling… but I don’t know what good they’ll
be.”

“I’ll try and
get some use out of them,” I promised with a grin. “Listen, do you
remember, it would have been about the mid-Seventies, when you and
Mum and Gail went up to Gloucester?”

She frowned.
“Gloucester?”

“You’d have
been about fifteen, sixteen, I suppose…. It was when—”

A drawn-out moan came
from the sitting room. Auntie Jan, with that cool efficiency,
placed her cup back in its saucer, stood, and carried on talking in
the same bright, even tone while she moved through the clean
magnolia hallway.

“Oh, hang on… I know! You mean when Damon Brent died, love?”
Her voice rose a little as she entered the sitting room. “Yes, we
were there…. Of course I remember that. You come through, Ellis. He’s
decent, you’re all right. It’s Ellis, Duncan. Ellis. That’s right,
darling, your favourite niece.”

I stood, licked the
crumbs of treacle tart off my thumb, and followed her. Uncle
Duncan, as usual, had been positioned to face the bay window. He
liked, in his waking hours, to look out at the other houses, the
cars and people passing by… particularly, as Auntie Jan observed,
if they happened to be young women. It seemed an unnecessary trial
to get him into his specially equipped bed for simple daytime naps,
so—for his little rests, as she said—Jan would draw the heavy
curtains and leave him in his chair with a pillow and a blanket.
“He always lets me know when he’s ready to get going again,” she
would say. He did so now, moaning and flicking his head to the side
to articulate what he wanted, his fingers curling on the arms of
the chair with the frustration of his flesh-prison.

His mouth contorted,
small flecks of drool piling at the corner, as he shaped the word
‘window’ with an unwilling tongue. Pale blue eyes wheeled in my
direction, and Auntie Jan pulled the curtains open, filling the
room with thin, drizzly sunlight. Photographs lined the walls,
covering those surfaces not taken up by the paraphernalia of caring
and coping. Many of them depicted family occasions—birthdays,
wedding receptions, anniversaries—and holidays, frame after frame
of Auntie Jan and Uncle Duncan standing in front of famous
landmarks, monuments, or moments of local colour. In one of them,
Uncle Duncan sat on a camel, beaming with the same wide, toothy
smile that opened up his face when he recognised me. That could
take a few minutes now, on his worse days.

“Hello, Uncle
Dunc,” I said, pulling out one of the dining chairs that lived
against the wall, overcrowding the room, and settling myself on the
hard, Regency striped upholstery.

The dining room had been
converted to house his sit-in bath and adapted bed with the help of
a disability grant but, despite everything she did for her husband,
Auntie Jan refused to get rid of her reproduction faux mahogany
dining set.

I held out my hand for
Uncle Duncan to grasp with three hard fingers that shook with the
effort. He gave me a smile, and his tongue flexed against the roof
of his mouth in approximation of my name. I kissed his cheek, and
he laughed.

The doctors, during the
months of hospitalisation that followed the crash, said he might
never relearn the brain functions that most of us take for
granted—memory, speech, those little luxuries—but, slowly, he’d
started to prove them wrong. The taut, waxy indentations at the
side of his forehead, where a metal rod had pierced his brain as he
lay, crushed beneath the train carriage, still showed the marks of
the operations. “We’re thankful,” Auntie Jan would say, in what I
thought at first must be some perverse Pollyannaism borne of
desperation. “Because he wasn’t burned. At least he wasn’t
burned.”

True enough, though I
wondered if the fire wouldn’t have proved a more merciful disaster.
The settlements had started, with all the investigations and
inquiries finally completed, and it seemed that every few days the
papers covered another victim awarded compensation. I asked Auntie
Jan how the solicitor felt about their progress.

“It’s going
very well, apparently,” she said, fastening the curtain tie-backs.
“She’s a lovely woman. Reckons it’ll be over and done with by
Christmas, which’ll be helpful… ’cos he’s not cheap, are
you?”

She prodded his
outstretched arm as she passed, sorting through the plastic cups,
bags, and beakers that lined the sideboard. Uncle Duncan smiled.
She returned with a moist tissue and wiped his face, carefully
cleaning away the tracks and traces of his sleep.

“Mind you,
you’ve never been cheap… I’ll give you that. Have to, don’t I?
Always some new gadget or something, spending I don’t know what on
your fishing gear….”

He frowned and gave her a
reply that I couldn’t make out.

“Well, yes.
Holidays, that’s fine. Bit different, though, isn’t it? That was
something for both of us. Still,” she continued, screwing up the
tissue and dropping it into the rubbish bag that hung by the chair,
“maybe, once all this is settled, we can afford a little break. A
few nights in the Cotswolds or something. What do you think? It’s
not the Nile delta, I know, but it’d be nice, wouldn’t it? What’s
that, love? Drink?”

Auntie Jan poured a cup
of water, helped him drink it, never once breaking pace in her
even, jovial speech, though now she directed that sunny, competent
rhythm at me.

“It’s all very
well, this compensation lark, but you don’t like to push yourself
forward for it. Did you read about this bloke in the paper? ‘Travel
anxiety’. Enough to pay off his mortgage, just ’cos he didn’t like
the idea of getting on a train again… and when you look at some of
’em…! I don’t know. Mind you, it’s not the point, is
it?”

She moved back to the
sideboard, stacking the plastic cup with its companions for washing
and tidying the rows of items with busy, efficient
hands.

“It’s not
about paying for what you’ve lost,” she said quietly, “it’s about
helping you build a life around what’s left.”

I opened my mouth, trying
to think of something to say but not sure what. What response could
there be? I looked at Uncle Duncan, watching the woman from Number
23 walking back from the local school with her two small children
and a little white dog. The youngest child, in an oversized blue
jacket, skipped ahead on the pavement, oblivious to its mother’s
calls.

“Now,” Auntie
Jan wiped her hands on another tissue, buoyant and bright once
more, “what was it you were asking about, darling? Ellis was asking
about when Caro and I were teenagers, love,” she added, for
Duncan’s benefit. “In the Seventies.”

I nodded.
“Seventy-six.”

“Yes… you’d
have been in the Army still, then, wouldn’t you? That’s right.” She
paused behind him, stroking the wisps of his sandy hair. “God, it’s
thirty-odd years, isn’t it? ’Course, I shouldn’t think anyone
remembers Damon Brent these days.”

If only she knew. I said
nothing.

“What did you
want to know about it for?”

Ah, the merits of
preparation. I cleared my throat.

“Well, there’s
this guy in the Media Studies department at the—”

“Ooh, a young
man?”

“Um, yes. Anyway,” I hurried on, because there would be
absolutely no stopping her if she headed down that road, “anyway, he’s researching
views of celebrity. You know, cults of fame, from Alexander the
Great to Princess Diana… how the ways we think about people in the
public eye have changed and how the public reacts to… well, to
death.”

I could hear myself
sounding more and more uncomfortable. Auntie Jan pursed her lips
and nodded.

“You mean,
like the flowers and that? There’s more flowers now, aren’t there?
Shrines. At accidents and things… you never used to see that as
much. Not there on the roadside. Yeah, of course, darling… amazing
what you can study at university, isn’t it?”

Relief began to seep
through me.

“All jobs for
the boys,” I said with a shrug, relying with sly cowardice on the
respect I knew she had for my study, for my breaking out. “But I
remembered Mum telling us about how you and Auntie Gail went up
there and there was the vigil and… I was wondering if I could see
the scrapbook?”

Auntie Jan folded her
arms across her chest and sighed, gazing out at the grey sky. I
hoped I hadn’t hurt her. After everything, keeping the CDs I’d
bought Mum was one thing, but I couldn’t stand to keep the book.
Not in my flat. Not where, every time I thought of it, sitting in a
cupboard somewhere, I thought of her.

“I dare say
it’ll be in the back bedroom,” Jan said after a moment. “Yes. I
shouldn’t wonder…. Oh, it was all the rage, then. All those
pictures. Coming back, though, isn’t it? Getting quite popular
again, scrapbooking. Mm. Come on, we’ll go and have a look. You’re
all right here for a few minutes, aren’t you, Duncan?”

She patted Uncle Duncan’s
head, but he didn’t seem to notice. Auntie Jan bent down to the
level of his chair and squinted.

“Oh, I see.
Number 26 is washing her windows. Dirty old bugger.”

He grinned a little
wider.

“Come on,
love,” she said, leading me back out into the immaculate hallway,
up the stairs, and towards the box room at the back of the
house.

More photographs up here:
Duncan and Jan on their tenth wedding anniversary, pictures of
Duncan in his Army uniform, with his unit and without, and of Jan,
posing for a professional portrait she’d won in a magazine, too
heavily made up against a cloudy blue background and smiling. There
were pictures of their only child, my older cousin Marcus (in
Canada now, working for a shipping company), in various stages of
growth and high-flying success, and pictures of Mum, too, which
still knocked me for six every time I saw them. Stupid,
really.

The box room held several
large, dark wood wardrobes, part of the old suite that had been in
the master bedroom. I recalled, while Uncle Duncan was still in
hospital, coming down from my university digs to help Auntie Jan
move them out. It was an act of superstition, I think, but she
couldn’t bear to have his clothes, his shoes, his general mess and
stuff, stay in the room. When he finally came home, she left the
wardrobes in here, donated the rest of the set to the local hospice
shop, and went out to buy herself a brand new bedroom suite. Faux
Rococo. Snippets of its white paintwork and curlicues were visible
through the partially open bedroom door.

“In here, I
think,” she said, kneeling to open the base drawers.

The little pendant
handles clanked and rattled as she fought with the sticky runners
and the piles of old curtains and table linen that now filled them.
The smell of musty cloth wafted out into the room, tinged with
cedarwood and lavender.

I hesitated in the
doorway, the framed photograph of Mum on the opposite wall somehow
putting me off the idea of entering the room. It felt… strange,
seeing her young, pretty and bikini-clad—posing arm-in-arm with her
sister—caught forever on some sun-drenched holiday.

“Here we go,”
said Auntie Jan, pulling a dog-eared scrapbook out from among the
piles of old fabric. She followed my gaze and grinned. “Majorca,
1978. She looked lovely, didn’t she?”

“Yes,” I said
softly. “So did you. Was it a good holiday?”

She looked thoughtful for
a moment, then nodded. “Yes. Yes, it was. Very.”

I smiled, but there was
nothing I could trust myself to say. We both stayed silent for a
moment; perhaps in tribute.

“Well, it’s
all in here. I’m sure there’ll be something you can use,
darling.”

Jan brought the book out
onto the landing, and we leant it against the banister between us.
Blue card covers, A3 sized, held together thick leaves of grey
sugar paper. The pages, brittle with age and glue, had been
embellished with swatches of fabric, sequins, and biro tattoos,
proclaiming the irrepressible optimism and energy of youth. Damon
Brent’s eyes stared out at me from the first page, and the whole
thing reminded me of some kind of offering, desiccated but
unburned.

My heart sank as I looked
at that defiant pout, the smoky kohl, and the scary perm.
Definitely a teen scream photograph; the stark black and white of
the image highlighted every millimetre of cheekbone, created planes
and angles, lifting Brent from simply handsome to ethereal.
Hyper-real. Auntie Jan giggled. I blinked, not used to hearing that
sound from her.

“There you
are,” she said. “Damon Brent.”

She flipped through the
next few pages. Brent again, again, and again. Generally, they were
publicity shots. In most, the band flanked him, all four of them
primped and posing for the camera. In some, his image had been
carefully cut out from a wider shot. A few newspaper articles
slipped in here and there, clipped mainly from tabloids and music
inkies. It seemed Mum’s fascination had started early in Brent’s
career and taken very serious root.

“Ooh, he was
lovely, though, wasn’t he?”

Jan
grinned conspiratorially at me and turned another page. I smiled,
beginning to feel ever so slightly dizzy. Brent, again. Stills from
a live performance. Hip cocked, he was hammering hell out of a
Telecaster, shoulder to lurex-lapelled shoulder with another
guitarist whose dark poodle perm fought his own for the limelight.
Both faces were contorted, streaked with sweat and sliding make-up.
Behind them a taller, heavier guy on bass shared the by-now
obligatory frizzy ’do in a mousey brown shade with big sideburns,
pepped up with spray-on glitter. The accompanying live review,
carefully clipped from the NME, saw one reviewer compare Damon
Brent somewhat unfavourably to both Bolan and Bowie (I wondered
briefly whether I should ask the accused what he thought of the
phrase ‘pin-up pimpette’), but granted an imperial thumbs-up to the
band’s ‘sweaty, filthy, and at times transcendent rock grooves’. I
rubbed my blackened fingertips together and felt a little more like
an outsider.

“’Course,” Auntie Jan said, gazing wistfully
at the page, “your gran hated us going to concerts like that…. Dad
too. Oh, you should have seen him when your mum and me were getting
ready to go out! He was such an old git about it! Of course,
y’know, you know now that it’s all because they worried, isn’t it? But, when you’re
young, you think you’re immortal.” She chuckled. “We used to leave
our clothes at Gail’s and change before we got on the train… mini
skirts up to our armpits, you name it. I can’t think now, what we looked like, but
that’s how it was. ’Nother cup of tea, love?”

I nodded weakly. We took
the scrapbook downstairs, spread it out on the kitchen table. She
poured tea and fixed faces to names. The pages smelled of patchouli
and white musk.

“They were a
four-piece outfit, you see. Damon, obviously, then you had Leon
Fielding—he was a Yank, you know—Charlie Davies on bass. Your
Auntie Gail thought he was the bee’s whatnots, but me and your mum
were always Damon’s girls.”

She giggled again,
standing by my chair, looking over my shoulder at a full page close
shot of Brother Rush searing the stage. I followed where she
pointed; Fielding, the dark-haired poodle perm, clutching a
sunburst Les Paul, lip curled like Elvis and knee bent like Berry.
His long, oval face was capped by thick, dark brows and deep-set
dark eyes, one framed by either a scar or a smudge of eyeliner… I
wasn’t sure.

Suddenly, something
clicked in my brain.

“Fielding…
didn’t he do a comeback album a few years ago?”

Jan nodded. “That’s
right, love. It was— Hang on.”

She disappeared into the
other room for a few minutes, and I heard the sound of a cabinet
being opened. I wondered how I could have been so dense, how I
could have forgotten. Some bloody detective I’d be! It had been
three or four years ago, a chance sighting of a TV ad, but… yes.
Leon Fielding was still working. Being a thoroughly Anglicised
American during George W. Bush’s tenure in the White House gave him
almost automatic left-wing credentials, and he’d slipped out of the
woodwork with a new UK tour and an album of acoustic ballads. I
remembered having mentally pegged him as a slightly edgier Tony
Christie and mentioned it in passing to Mum… though it hadn’t been
one of her good days.

Jan came
bustling back in, a stack of three CDs in her hands. She put them
on the table in front of me and smiled shyly. I blinked.
No way. Still, once a
fan….

I looked
at the cover art on the first disc: just a simple, moody headshot.
Fielding had aged a little like Bob Dylan, losing the smoothness of
youth for a slight hint of well-worn loucheness in middle age. The
song titles had a distinctly anti-war, eco-rock sound to
them—Only the Rain; Love, Justice &
Dust; Take Me Home
Tomorrow—I couldn’t help but think what a
long way it seemed from twelve bar electric boogies and three
minute sweaty-palm pop songs.

“You take
those if you like, love,” Auntie Jan said. “Have a listen. It’s
really quite good.”

“Um. Thanks,”
I said, still slightly stunned. I slid the discs into my bag. “I
didn’t know—”

“’Course,” she
muttered, and I realised that she hadn’t been listening to me, that
her attention had already turned back to the scrapbook. “You can
see what Gail was on about, now. Look at him, strapping great big
bloke like that….”

I followed her
pink-tipped finger, tapping the picture. Charlie Davies, clad in
bright yellow flares and a frilly orange shirt, stared intently at
his fingering and appeared to be trying to ignore the
audience.

Jan had a
point.

But then there was Damon
Brent, right up there in the centre of the thing, with his
Telecaster yanked so high he could almost have taken his eye out
with it. Spotlights striped the stage red, yellow, and blue,
throwing patterns across his face; eyes tight shut, mouth wide open
in what I guessed must be that battle cry I knew from the
recordings.

“Who,” I
licked my lips, pausing to take a sip of my tea, “who was the
fourth?”

I wondered if Jan heard
me at first; her face had softened so as she stared at the picture.
But her hand descended, patting me on the shoulder before she
reached out to turn the page.

“Joss Napier,
on drums. You can’t see him in that one… here we go. He wasn’t so
much of a looker, but you wouldn’t really kick any of them out of
bed, would you?” She grinned and nudged me in the ribs. “Hm? God,
it’s such a time ago! All seems so silly now… it was wild, though,
at the time. At the time.”

She’d turned to another
picture, clearly a centrefold from something, the staple marks
still visible down the middle of what had once been a two-page
spread, carefully torn out and reassembled.

I could identify Leon
Fielding, a tumble of dark eyes and darker curls, sporting a silver
lurex jacket with impossibly sparkly lapels; Charlie Davies,
piercing green gaze and very macho expression both incongruous with
the purple feather boa, and of course Damon, pouting for the
camera, the old, fragile, and slightly pocked mark of the
magazine’s staple just above his right eyebrow. Behind him stood
the band’s last unfamiliar face: Joss Napier.

A tallish, gaunt
figure—all sharp, pale blue eyes and long, rounded nose—he looked
less bored and contemptuous than Davies, but nowhere near as at
ease as the other two. His long dark hair hung below his shoulders
in what looked like a naturally wavy style, feathered slightly in
deference to fashion, his arms—crossed defensively across his
chest—encased in the fluted sleeves of an unflatteringly tight red
polysatin tunic.

“Like I say,”
Jan said softly, “it’s stupid, really. Don’t know why I kept the
thing. Daft, getting like that about… well, we were kids, weren’t
we? Loving some silly song so much it hurts. Just hormones, isn’t
it?”

Her hand rested on the
page, pearlescent pink-tipped fingers almost caressing the fragile
paper. She gazed into the mid-distance for a moment, tutted, then
flicked through another few pages.

“Oh…. Yes,
this is it,” she said, the smile leaving her eyes. “This is what
your young man’s after, isn’t it, love?”

At this
point, the offering became a shrine. Page after page after page of
cuttings broke the news of Brent’s death, over and over again, as
if Mum and Jan had not believed the reports. Picture after picture,
carefully pasted into the book, showed the house, the drift of
tributes at the gates, and the grainy, pale faces of fans clustered
outside. There were several similar pieces, with shots of a whole
parade of famous faces being led out, white-faced and with blankets
around their shoulders. Numerous column inches had been devoted to
different versions of My Night At Damon
Death House and House Party Tragedy: What Went Wrong?, featuring a lot of artists who should have known
better.

A pressed daisy, yellowed
and papery, slid from the crackling pages, and Auntie Jan
sniffed.

“God, listen to me! I thought it was heartbreaking then. Well,
it was, it
was heartbreaking,
really. Sounds stupid, doesn’t it? For someone you didn’t even
know, but…. We had all the records, your mum and me, and we’d’ve
gone to a hell of a lot more concerts, ’cept for your granddad.
Mind you, he did give us the money to go up to Gloucester. Well, we
went straight home when we heard what had happened—it was awful! I
never thought he’d give us the cash… he was all set to round on us
for making a fuss, but your gran said to him, ‘Harold, you was
young once,’ and gave him a bit of a Look. You remember her Looks,
I expect?”

I nodded. They normally
preceded a very sore behind.

“Yes. Anyway,
he gave us thirty pound! Can you imagine? Of course, we were just
glad of it, at the time, but I always wondered about that. Still,
we were down that train station like ferrets up a pipe, I can tell
you… your Auntie Gail as well.”

She traced a finger down
a full-page photo of the iron gates, damp flowers bound to the
bars, and sighed.

“Such an
outpouring, you know. I ’spect it was ’cos he was so young. Only,
what, twenty something? And the way it happened… everyone thought
it was a drugs overdose, ’cos of course everybody did it then. Rock
stars and that,” she added quickly.

I nodded, privately
intrigued.

“It took hours to get there. We camped in a tent, would you
believe? Of course, the house was right out in the middle of
nowhere. So many people, ’cos of the party, you know… quite famous,
some of ’em… and it was crawling
with journalists. Oh! I’d almost forgotten this.
Look.”

Jan flipped over the last
leaf before the dismal expanse of blank pages that spoke more than
all the column inches put together.

“Yes, this is
it. God, your granddad didn’t half go spare!”

The
headline read: My Agony: Inez speaks
out, and the full-page photo showed the
gates of Westleve House. A woman in dark glasses and a printed
dress was being supported by Charlie Davies, his arm outstretched
as he pushed away a snap-happy hack.

“Here.” Jan’s tapping finger picked out three familiar faces in
the crowd behind the police cordon. “In The Mail, no less.” She smiled.
“Could have wished it was different circumstances… people were
talking to Mum and Dad about that for months after! Your gran said
she couldn’t set foot in the post office without old Mrs. Hinckley
buttonholing her. Wouldn’t give her the time of day before, but
give the old cow a whiff of a scandal…. God, we all look so young,
don’t we? ’Course, here, look.” She pointed to the woman in the
psychedelic frock. “That’s Damon’s missus. Inez Blackman. Kept her
maiden name, she did. Tennis player… don’t know if she was a good
one or not, but I’d never heard of her ’til she married him. Anyway, there we
were, and she shows up, goes into histrionics, and out
he comes… oh! Charlie
Davies, almost as close as you are to me now. I tell you, your
Auntie Gail damn near wet herself, she was that—”

From the other room,
Uncle Duncan called out. Jan blinked and cursed.

“Oh, bugger….
I should have been thinking!” She pushed the scrapbook into my
hands and dashed to the door. “Coming, sweetheart—just a minute!
You take that, Ellis, love. I hope it helps your young man with his
course.”

“Thanks,” I
said feebly, following her back into the immaculate hall, just in
time to catch the smell.

“Sod it.”
Auntie Jan pushed her fingers through her hair. Uncle Duncan began
to holler. “I should have been paying attention! He’ll only get
upset, love,” she added, patting my arm. “Go on, you run off
now.”

I hesitated. “Are you
sure? I could—”

“No. Best not,
darling. Go on.”

She leaned in to kiss my
cheek. In the sitting room, Duncan screamed in frustration. It
sounded as though he was crying. Jan smiled at me from behind her
owlish glasses and wrinkled her nose.

“Go
on.”

“I’ll ring you
over the weekend, okay?”

“All right,
love,” she said, handing me my handbag.

I hugged her, instructed
her to give Uncle Duncan my love, when he felt… better… and let
myself out while she went to fetch the marigolds and the
antibacterial soap. I walked back down to the bus stop with the
scrapbook clasped across my chest, feeling utterly and completely
rotten.

 



Chapter
Four

 


I got
back from Auntie Jan’s at about one, the scrapbook tucked inside my
coat to keep it from the rain as I stepped off the bus, though I
didn’t want to go straight home. Not yet. What if I found
him there?

Worse, what if I
didn’t?

I took the picturesque
route, past my shabby fringe of Kemp Town and down to the
Enclosures. These gardens, laid down in the early nineteenth
century, formed the jewel of the Kemp Town Estate proper, jealously
guarded by the residents of the ownership co-op. Years ago, there
even used to be a constable, provided with his own cottage from
which he could judge whether non-residents had dressed respectably
enough to be allowed entrance. These days, things weren’t quite as
formal, though I’d heard there’d been whisperings among the
committee to find bylaw loopholes proscribing the exposure of
pallid beer bellies. They’d already managed to ban Estate houses
having for sale boards outside them on ‘aesthetic grounds’… I
wasn’t sure, but I suspected prospective buyers also had to know a
funny handshake or two.

The gardens were still
lovely, though, even in today’s apathetic, muggy drizzle. There’s a
cut, a tunnel that runs down from the rose garden to the shore,
under Marina Parade. The trees curve over it, they cosset the path
and—in the spring—wreath it in mottled green and the heady scent of
the flowers. I took that way, shadows dappling my steps. Lewis
Carroll, in his mundane incarnation as the Reverend Charles
Lutwidge Dodgson, had often visited friends at one of the houses in
Lewes Crescent, and allegedly this path had inspired the rabbit
hole down which Alice descended to Wonderland. For a moment, Grace
Slick’s voice ran through my head.

Hurriedly I walked on,
down out of the patchy shade and onto the seafront. Watching the
grey tide calmed me down, made me think that, despite everything,
it might somehow be all right. A foolish notion, maybe, but there’s
something about the sea that makes you feel so small you know
nothing’s really important; it only seems that way.

I leaned on the railing,
its wooden poles salt-bleached and its cheerful, turquoise-painted
metal uprights rust-stained. I stared at the sea, breathing its
sharp, sandy air. Mum’s scrapbook crackled against my chest and,
carefully, I slipped it from the confines of my jacket. This was
insane. The metaphysics of last night aside, where was I even
supposed to start? If the killer had gone undetected then and no
questions had been asked since, how the hell could I find a scrap
of evidence? And, even if I did, what would I do about
it?

My fingers brushed the
dry page edges. Out below the clouds, a gull screeched, wheeling
down on the wind.

“Nice here,
innit?”

I stifled the incipient
squeak of surprise, then closed my eyes with a sort of sinking
dread. “How long have you been there?”

I thought, for a moment,
I smelled a waft of cigarette smoke. As my eyes flew open, it
dissipated and I looked to my right. Damon Brent leaned
nonchalantly on the rail beside me. His bottle green velvet jacket
appeared to move gently in the breeze, open over a blue crewneck
with a silver foil print on it that looked suspiciously like
agapanthus leaves. I found myself glancing at his feet—cherry red
Cuban heels—and a pair of distressed (and distressingly) dark gold
velvet flares. A cigarette burned in his fingers, pale flakes of
ash carried away on the breeze. He turned and smiled at
me.

“Not long.
Thought I’d come out for a walk, y’know? See what the twenty-first
century’s like first-hand.” He took a drag on the cigarette. “I
love the seaside. Never had much chance to go when I was a kid… but
I like the sound it makes.”

“Uh-huh,” I
said, still watching the ash flutter.

Could it land, transmuted
somehow into something cold, gritty and real? I had, that morning,
almost been annoyed to find he’d rinsed up the coffee cup he’d used
for an ashtray last night. I’d wanted to know what happened to the
fag ends.

“And, um,
people can see you?” I asked innocently. “Only, you said how you
hadn’t found anyone who—”

“People only
see what they want to, baby,” he assured me. “You’re right, that’s
the trouble… but it’s a blessing too. Y’know?”

He winked at me and, just
for a split-second, I could have sworn he wore nothing more glam
than a pale blue shirt and washed-out jeans, with a pair of
designer sunglasses and a stubby ponytail. I blinked, hoping that
the sudden pain in my sinuses would go away soon, and turned my
face back to the greasy swell of the waves.

“So,” I said,
because it was easier to talk than to be left with nothing to drown
out my thoughts. “What d’you think of Brighton?”

“Yeah.” Damon
chuckled. “It’s… different, now.”

“You were here
before?”

I glanced over at him.
The rain—a mild and intermittent drizzle before—had begun to patter
harder against the water. Drops spotted the railing between us,
patted against my shoulders. He wasn’t wet at all.

“Mm. Once or
twice. London to Brighton and back in a day. Cheap place to come
when I was a kid. All old geezers on deckchairs, or greasers havin’
it out with a coupla wannabe faces on the beach. Not so much after
everything that went down in ’64, but you know…. There was a scene.
Cheap boarding houses, with curtains that smelled like musty
seaweed and frogs.”

“Yeah,” I said
after a moment, wanting to break the trance, but still sort of
wondering about the frogs.

It seemed strange to hear
him mention the 1964 Riots, and I found myself wondering, from the
way he talked, if he’d been a Mod. He’d have been, what? No more
than a young teenager then, surely. How old had he been, exactly,
when he…?

“D’you fancy going for a drink?” I heard myself say. “I mean,
if people can… and, well, I know you can drink. I, um, I picked up this
scrapbook from my Aunti—Aunt Jan. It’s got photos, cuttings and
things that I could do with some help with… and, well, I s’pose we
need to talk about how we’re going to, sort of, do this.
Really.”

He took a pull on his
ciggie and grinned at me. Overhead, the gulls called hoarsely on
the air.

“Yeah. That’d be nice,” he said, crushing the cigarette out on
the railing and flicking it into the wind. “I haven’t been— Well, I
mean, obviously I
ain’t been down the pub in years, but… not just for a quiet drink,
like. Y’know. After we hit the big time, we were always rushing
somewhere in the back of some car, dodgin’ some scene or other. I
used to miss bein’ able to go out on the town, just me and a couple
of mates.”

A sadness tinged his
voice on those last words that seemed almost…. I nearly thought the
word ‘haunting’, but stopped myself just before I got
there.

“Well, they
say if you’re not having a good time in Brighton you’re probably d—
damn well in need of a good excuse for why not,” I corrected
hurriedly.

I really had to
concentrate more.

The rain still couldn’t
make up its mind, vacillating between spitting showers and damp
mistiness, though it seemed to be clearing as we walked the few
blocks to The Crown and it had left the stonework of Kemp Town’s
elegant terraces damply mellow, the pavements patterned with
puddles. Damon whistled, hands buried deep in his
pockets.

I wouldn’t have minded
it, but I kept recognising the tunes.

* * *

The Crown had long been a
welcome bolthole for me. Set off one of the village’s bystreets,
between a wholefood shop and an independent clothing store, the old
building still retained some of its dark wood beams. Fake extra
beams had been added to the ceiling at some point, possibly in an
attempt to capitalise on someone’s idea of Olde-Worlde Charme.
Eric, the current landlord, hadn’t bothered to take them down,
though he had bowed to the conventions of modern health and safety
by pinning a notice to one that read ‘Minde Yore Hedde’.

Lunchtimes were normally
fairly quiet, and this one seemed to be no exception, so I went
straight up to the bar and smiled at the goateed student polishing
wineglasses behind it.

“Vodka tonic,
please,” I said, noting the look of unfocused confusion that
passed, very briefly, over the barman’s face when he looked at
Damon, busy peering at the stock of real ales.

“And… what are
you drinking?”

As I turned, he’d just
moved from the ales to looking at a laminated list of cocktails and
shooters. I prayed silently that he wouldn’t order any kind of
orgasm.

“Pint of
bitter, mate. Thanks. Well,” he added, smiling at me, “it’s been
years since I had a good pint. Guess you could say, recently, I’ve
been more of a spirit dr— No? Okay. All right….”

I rolled my
eyes.

“Don’t,” I
muttered, ordering us two Plantagenet Potato Bakes (the Traditional
Fayre Lunche Specialle) as well and paying for the lot. “Just
don’t.”

He grinned. We found a
table by the window, and I slid gratefully into the wine-red
leather banquette. My sanctuary.

Damon frowned.

“What?”

“They usually
play Led Zep in here?” he asked.

The tail
end of Black Dog echoed faintly from the speakers behind the
bar.

I shrugged. “Well, they
did reform. At Christmas.”

He stared at me for a
moment, then narrowed those Theda Bara eyes.

“Get out of town! Nobody’s
still playin’ together after,” he paused for a
second, counting quickly under his breath, “nearly forty bloody
years. If you’d said, like, Son of Zeppelin or somethin’, I
might—”

“No, really.”
I sipped my vodka. “Honest.”

“Hm.” Damon
looked incredulously at me as he lifted his pint. “Robert Plant’s
balls drop yet, then?”

I
snorted, and the corner of his mouth twitched into a little smile.
I supposed it must be strange for him. In what I hated to think of
as his day, rock ’n’ roll had already become bloated on its own
success, sure… but there must still have been a freshness to it, a
sense that its history was still being, could still be, written. Early
twenty-first century heritage rock must come as something of a
shock.

“Rolling
Stones too,” I said. “They’ve never really stopped.”

I thought of Leon
Fielding’s CDs, still in my bag, and wondered if I should say
anything. Damon shook his head, fiddling with the wooden spoon that
had our table number written on it; another of Eric’s rustic
affectations.

“Shit, man,”
he murmured, reaching for his cigarettes.

“Uh-uh. No
smoking. Smoking ban, affects all public places.”

He groaned theatrically.
“Awww… c’mon. Seriously? But—”

“Yep, honest.
After all,” I added, unable to resist, “those things could kill
you.”

He narrowed his eyes
again, but I slapped the scrapbook down on the table between us,
derailing whatever he’d been about to say.

“Come on.
Focus.”

“Hah…. This is
the book?”

To tell
the truth, I felt a little bit worried about showing it to him. I’d
told him that Mum, Gail, and Jan had been fans and I had mentioned
the scrapbook, but actually showing
him… that seemed rather like reading out extracts
of someone’s schoolgirl diary in the toilets at break. Damon looked
at the cover and raised an eyebrow.

“Um,” I said.
“Sorry if it’s a bit, er….”

“Oh, don’t
sweat it,” he said, lifting his pint, carefully opening the book
with his free hand. “Baby, you get used to it. So long as the pages
aren’t sticky.”

“Er….”

He
slipped me a big, sly grin. “Yeah, if you knew what we used to get…
huh. Mainly after Saturday Loving
charted in June of ’72. Yeah. One minute, gigging
over a pub in Clapham, next we’re doing the fucking Roundhouse!
Chicks going crazy all over the place. I’m telling you, baby,” the
grin slid even wider, “if I was, like, a smaller guy… I’d never
have had to buy any underwear again, y’know? ’Course,” he added,
after a moment’s lecherous consideration, “you’d want to wash ’em
first.”

I tried not to think
about it, but it was already too late.

“Eewww!”

Damon laughed, a low,
throaty sound. It stopped when he hit the first live still. Him,
with the Telecaster, almost on top of the mic, shoulder to shoulder
with Leon Fielding, the latter’s eyes on him, mouth half-open,
fingers high on the neck of that sunburst Les Paul, forever caught
in the beginning of motion.

“Christ.” He
frowned, fingers tracing the edge of the picture. “Leon…. That’s
been a long time.”

I caught the
bar-student’s attention as he hove into view with our lunches. He
brought the plates over and looked, again, momentarily confused.
Damon still stared morosely at the scrapbook.

“Ooh. Chillier
than it was this morning, innit?” said the bar-student.

“Um. Yes.” I
smiled and thanked him.

He toddled off, his
expression slightly glazed.

“It was just
us, starting out,” Damon said to the world in general.

With a lingering sympathy
for the goateed student, I speared a piece of lettuce from my side
salad. “You and Leon?”

“Yeah. We were just kids. Never thought we’d… I mean, Leon
thought he’d spend his whole life working in the bloody GPO. I
wasn’t much better… I had a job at Burton’s. Tailor’s assistant,”
he added caustically. “But it didn’t matter, y’know? ’Cos we didn’t
care if we were broke. It’s, like, every kid has those funky rock
’n’ roll dreams, y’know? But you don’t actually expect…. We didn’t believe it when
this A&R guy from Garten Records starts coming on all sweet. We
did this gig up Chalk Farm way, see, Christmas 1970. This
bloke—Dexler, his name was, Vince Dexler—says he wants us to come
in for an audition. We’re tryin’ to be all cool, y’know, and Leon
puts on this big front… ‘Oh, well, we’ll see what we can do.’ Hah…
bloke’s out the door five minutes, we’re swingin’ off the freaking
ceiling.”

He chuckled.

“Well, we were
seriously stoked, right? Biggest Christmas present ever. We thought
there was going to be a big contract, record deal… all that shit.
’Course, it don’t work like that.”

“No?” I asked,
dandling my fork in my potato bake.

Damon shook his head
vigorously, curls bouncing.

“Mm-nn. Like I
say, we were kids, we didn’t know what we were doing. Dexler says
we should sign this deal memo, yeah? ‘Show a commitment to the
project’ and all that crap. So we do…. ’Course, we end up locked in
on the label. Can’t take any other auditions, can’t hardly play a
gig without getting our knuckles rapped. We just had to hang
around, waiting for Garten to offer us something—anything,
y’know?—or blow the whole lot.” He sipped his pint, frowning
slightly. “It could have all crumbled away then, y’know? Never got
any further’n that. But we were lucky. Vince introduced us to Cris
McIlroy, beginning of ’71. Said he’d be the perfect manager for us.
S’pose he was, really. It was Cris that brought Charlie and Joss on
board. Not that me and Leon didn’t get a say. I mean, we did,
but….”

He flicked through the
crackling pages, and I realised what he didn’t want to voice: that
‘choice’ could be a flexible term, especially if you hoped to get
paid. I thought again of the CDs in my bag and wondered if I should
tell him that Leon still had a career. Maybe he already
knew.

Would he know that, I
wondered? And why did it worry me?

Damon cleared his throat,
flipping past a collage of ticket stubs.

“I knew
Charlie, vaguely. Seen him at the Crawdaddy Club… and Joss was a
pretty well-known session drummer. Cris got us all together, and it
gelled well, y’know? Worked great. Contract started moving. Cris
even got us Maxwell Vost to produce the album for only four
points—we thought he was a bloody magician!”

He glanced up, saw my
incomprehension, and looked a little crestfallen.

“Vost was a big name in the Sixties. Real shaker, y’know? And
he was responsible for a lot of our sound. We were lucky to get
him. Produced everything up to Rush On
Love… though he didn’t stick on four points
for long. Percent,” he added kindly, making me feel like a complete
idiot.

I watched as, for the
first time, Damon picked at his plate. Lettuce only. I’d ordered
for him without thinking but, I realised, I hadn’t seen him eat
before. I had to try hard not to wonder about where it went… how it
all worked. Sunlight filtered through The Crown’s thick
bottle-glass windows, tracing the dust in the air.

“Vost made a
lot of money out of us, by the end of it. Cris too.” He stopped at
a glossy black-and-white magazine photo. “But everybody takes their
dues, y’know? Can’t do nothin’ about it. That’s Cris
McIlroy.”

Damon tipped the book
towards me. The picture had been clipped from an interview given to
some nameless rag. Just a studio shot, showing a seated Damon Brent
with a big acoustic dreadnought on his knee and a blank look on his
face. Behind him, a balding man in his mid- or late-thirties, with
tinted aviator glasses high on the bridge of his thin nose, held a
cigarette in one skinny hand. He seemed to be gesticulating towards
something in Damon’s line of vision. I wanted to ask if he
remembered the photograph, but he’d already moved on.

“Kinda weird guy, Cris. He was okay, but a little bit
high-strung sometimes. Used to play with some freakout psychedelic
outfit in the States, apparently, always said he was at Woodstock.
I never saw him pick up an axe. But the cat could spot a trend
coming, y’know? He was good for us. Though, after
Rush On Love, we wanted
to start branching out, y’know? Caused a bit of
tension.”

I pricked up my ears.
“Tension?”

He curled his lip,
lifting one shoulder in a kind of mini-shrug.

“No… well,
yeah. Maybe. But not—I mean, neither him or Vost would have had
anything to do with…. What?”

I stabbed my fork into my
potato bake. “You haven’t actually…. I mean, d’you have any idea
who would have wanted to—you know?”

Damon shook his head—far
too quick to deny it, I thought. I chewed pensively for a moment,
wondering how to broach this. No one’s squeaky clean, after all.
Not entirely.

“So,” I said,
swallowing and reaching for my vodka, “no, um… I don’t know…
enemies? Nobody with a grudge? No spurned groupies, no—what d’you
call it—creative differences within the band?”

He glanced up at me, a
curious look on his face.

“Because,” I
ducked under the table for a minute, pulling notepad and pen from
my bag, “it must have been somebody at that party, mustn’t it? I
mean, you said last night that you went upstairs about three…
that’s right, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” he said. “’Bout three. Dunno how long I was out for,
but it all started catching up. I got myself to the
bathroom… really needed that shower by the time I was
finished.”

“Nice.”

“Yeah.” He
smiled sheepishly. “Well, that’s rock ’n’ roll, baby. I’d been, uh,
I’d been drinking fairly heavily. I was… well, I was
angry.”

Now we were getting
somewhere.

“How come?” I
asked, keen to prod but careful not to push him.

He gave another of those
dismissive mini-shrugs and rocked back in his chair. His hand
wandered to the pocket that held cigarettes and lighter, the
gesture turned into a brushing away of invisible lint as he
obviously remembered he couldn’t smoke in here. I wondered
whether—if people only saw what they believed they saw—he could get
away with it if he tried. After all, no one would smell the smoke…
would they?

“Me ’n’ Inez
had this bust-up,” he said insouciantly.

“Your
wife?”

“Yeah. She
never liked bashes at the house, y’know? She was….”

He trailed off, and I
wondered what he’d been about to say.

She was… funny like that?
Meticulous about not finding unconscious people on the floor in the
mornings? Fond of her privacy?

I propped my chin on my
hand.

“Tell me about
her,” I suggested. “She was a tennis player, wasn’t
she?”

“Mm.” A
strange sadness touched those Theda Bara eyes as he smiled. “Top
ten seeded for British chicks in ’73 when we met. She was… well,
yeah, she was a fox, but she was a smart chick too, y’know?
Ambitious, determined… she’d go all out for what she wanted, Inez
would.”

He pulled the cigarette
packet from his pocket and tossed it down beside his plate as if it
had burned his hand. I watched him trying to affect complete
nonchalance while picking compulsively at the corner of the carton
with one thumbnail.

“We had
a—well, I s’pose it was a bit of an on-off thing at first—but we
got spliced in ’74. I asked her on New Year’s Eve. She said yes, we
tied the knot in June. Honeymooned in Portugal. It was nice,” he
added wistfully. “’Course, I’d bought the house, down by Westbury.
S’pose I thought… dunno.”

He prodded at a piece of
potato with his fork and frowned. I watched him take an
experimental, cautious bite. He chewed thoughtfully, like someone
actually unused to eating. It made me wonder all sorts of
uncomfortable things about physiology.

“I mean,” he
said, after a moment, “I always thought there’d be… y’know, I
thought if she had a kid…. But she told me she saw this quack in
Harley Street, and he said it was a no go, yeah? The rabbit just
wasn’t gonna die. I thought it was that, y’know, what kinda messed
things up. That maybe…. But she didn’t like talking about it.
S’pose I was wrong to try and make her.”

A fall of curls obscured
his eyes as he bent his head. I drew a fresh column on my notepad.
So, things had been… rocky?

“Was that what
you argued about, before the party?”

He shook his head, still
staring at his plate.

“Nah. She,
um…. See, Inez hurt her leg. Bad injury, y’know? May of ’76.
Screwed up this tendon or something. She had an operation, had a
cast on for, like, six weeks. She got pretty down about it and…
well, I s’pose I didn’t help, bein’ away and everything, yeah? Long
time. Then with the tour we done that year….”

Damon cleared his throat,
looking up at me expectantly. I was supposed to save him from
having to say it, I realised.

“You were, er,
away a bit too much?”

His fingers drummed
crisply against the fag packet.

“You could say
that. Well, we was always touring, or there’d be studio work, gigs.
I dunno, maybe if we hadn’t moved out of London….” His chin dimpled
as he chewed his lower lip. “She got down after the leg injury.
Real down. June to July, we had a tour. West Germany, Holland,
France… y’know. Our second wedding anniversary, I was playin’ in
Rotterdam, she was at home with a cast on her leg. I thought she
understood how it had to be, y’know? How—well, p’rhaps she didn’t.
Anyway, day of the party, I… sort of found out what she thought of
me. That she had this other bloke on the side.”

He cleared his throat,
grabbed the cigarette carton, and jammed it abruptly back into his
pocket. I wasn’t sure what he wanted me to say—at least this gave
us a motive to work with—so I said nothing. Damon took a long
swallow of his pint and stared into the middle distance.

“I dunno who,”
he said. “Thought prob’ly her coach, Graham Cooper. Smug little
bastard, never liked him. But I don’t know. S’pose I didn’t wanna
know, not really. But we started on at each other and, like,
y’know…. Things were said.” He cleared his throat. “Stuff was
thrown.”

“How did you
leave it? You said you were drinking… angry.”

“She left,” he
said shortly. “I told her she didn’t need to bother comin’ back.
She said she wouldn’t. Packed a bleedin’ case right in front of
me.”

I nodded
slowly.

“I’m sorry,” I
said, and I meant it. “But, um…. So, would you have, I don’t know,
divorced?”

Damon shot me a guarded
look from behind his kohl.

“I…. No. Yeah.
Look, I might’ve said it. I dunno. Like I said, y’know, girl? It
was a tough year. We were touring, doing a lot of studio work…
then, y’know, what happened… happened. What cuts, yeah, is that I
never got to, like, to fix things up.”

He
looked away, digging back into the potato bake and flicking through
the pages of the scrapbook, as if the subject was closed. I sighed
inwardly. Despite all his talk about wanting answers, needing to
know what had happened, he wasn’t going to make this easy for me.
I’d opened my mouth to ask, carefully, about the creative tensions
he’d mentioned following the Rush On
Love LP, when he lit with a soft crow of
delight on a blurry, grainy black-and-white shot in the
scrapbook.

“Oh!” Damon
swung the book round towards me. “Oh, you gotta see this one, baby.
This is… oh, you’ll like this!”

I’d barely noticed the
picture before. I’d thought—if I’d thought of it at all—that it was
just a fan’s shot of a live show. Of course, it was.

“Bowie’s
Nineteen Eighty Floor Show,” he said proudly. “At the Marquee,
October 1973. They filmed it for TV, closed the whole place down
for three days. The very last time he did Ziggy…. It was
incredible, man! Not a journo in the place that didn’t keep
forgetting to breathe.”

I craned my neck and
looked at the photo, but I couldn’t see the glamour that he seemed
to. I could see why it had found its way into Mum’s book; there was
Damon, cigarette and drink in hand, looking very young and—to be
honest—completely pissed, amid a knot of other people. I spotted
the rest of the band, weaving amongst the crowd. He still kept
reeling off roll calls and anecdotes of rock celebrity, and I
failed miserably in not being able to recognise anyone.

“And that is
John Baldry…. Joss was like a schoolkid, yeah, that excited to meet
him. Leon was just all over the man himself, y’know.
Big Bowie fan. We were so
lucky to get in there…. Great night. Really
great.”

As I looked, I realised
that the shot had come from an inkie and that—whatever Mum’s
feeling about it had been—Damon and his boys were totally
incidental to it. Strange that, even so, he’d managed to get
himself caught, staring straight at the camera, right in the middle
of the frame.

I shook my head. He
really wasn’t making this easy.

“It must,” I
said, trying to drag us back to the heart of the matter, however
strange and distasteful it seemed against the pub’s flock wallpaper
and the fake beams, “have been just an opportunistic thing, though.
Mustn’t it?”

Damon was still wallowing
in the footlights of memory, looking at shots of a live show, the
band shining like so many sparkly satellites from a dark, thinly
spotlit stage. He frowned.

“Hm?”

“The way you
were… you know. It was pure opportunity. It had to be. No one could
have planned that, could they? I mean, it was risky… the house full
of people like that. It must have been someone who was there that
night, someone who had a reason to be angry with you, someone who
had a reason to want you, er… thingy,” I finished, feeling
hopelessly twee.

It just didn’t seem right
to say ‘dead’ with him sat right there, looking dismally at me over
half a potato bake and a pint. Damon curled his lip.

“Well, someone must have done,” I snapped. “Unless it
really was an
accident.”

He let the open page of
the scrapbook drop from his fingers.

“No. I told
you, I never done all that to myself, Ellis. Whatever they said.
The… the pathologist said,” Damon screwed up his kohl-rimmed eyes,
brow furrowing in thought, “there was an… epidural haematoma. I
didn’t know what it meant. I always thought a haematoma was, like,
a bruise, y’know?”

“Path—” I began, wishing I hadn’t. He’d mentioned this in
passing once before, but I’d been in no condition to think about
it. Unfortunately, now I’d started to… quite unintentionally. “Oh,
no. Oh, y— You were at your own autopsy?”

“Mm-hm.” He
nodded, picking at the remains of his lunch. “Well, everybody is,
really, ain’t they? But, I mean, y’know… bruise be buggered, right?
Half my bloody head was smashed over the sink.”

“Yuck,” I
said, without meaning to. “But you…. At the autopsy, you actually
watched them cutti—”

“Oh, it’s not
that bad. Not really. Kinda gave me the heebies to start with, but
once you stop thinking of it as yourself… well, it makes it easier.
The first wound was here.” He tapped a finger against his head,
just above his right eyebrow. “The haematoma. Would’ve put me down…
killed me eventually. That can happen, y’know? You, like, you can
bleed in your brain for hours… have a headache an’ that, but not
know how bad you’re hurt.”

He paused to drain the
rest of his pint. I said nothing. That first hit, though… well,
that could have been accidental, couldn’t it? He’d said how out of
it he was. I sipped my vodka, looking guardedly at my own personal
apparition. He hunched over the table, mouth pinched
tight.

“There was
another one,” Damon said, putting two nicotine-smudged fingers to
his left temple, “here. Couple of other bumps and scrapes. One on
the back of my head. They, uh, reckoned I’d fallen out of the
shower, hit myself on the sink… tried to get up, fallen again and,
well, y’know. Not got up. Clumsy drunk, right? Only I could always
hold my booze.” He paused, gazing speculatively at the bottom of
his glass. “Shouldn’t have had those bloody pills off Leon, though.
’Ludes,” he added, putting the glass down reluctantly and flicking
me a quick smile.

“Dodgy
gear?”

“Nah, not as
such…. He always brought party favours, y’know? And he loved to,
er, experiment. I mean, I never had a problem with that, yeah, but
bloody quaaludes put me to sleep quicker than a mug of Ovaltine and
a foot rub. Always did.”

“Uh-huh?” My
vodka and tonic paused en route to my lips as I contemplated that
image.

“Yeah, y’know?
You down, like, eight cups of tea just tryin’ to stay awake then,
if you can fight the first half hour, you get a nice buzz… makes
the world all fuzzy. Takes the edge off things. That’s why he gave
’em to me. Leon came down on the Friday afternoon, see? Me and Inez
were still yellin’ at each other when he turned up. Then she split
and he, well, he wanted to help.” Damon laughed softly. “Some
bleedin’ help… I ended up necking a fistful of reds just trying to
stay awake. Did a couple of lines early on, prob’ly about nine…
more after midnight. Kept drinking. I was… huh, I was gone, baby.
But that’s just the way it was, y’know? I wasn’t a— It wasn’t like
they made out in here.”

He stabbed a finger at
Mum’s scrapbook, and I saw he’d been flicking through the ‘Death
House Horror’ reportage. He rubbed a hand over his mouth, and I
wondered if he thought he had to justify himself to me.

“I wasn’t a
bleedin’ junkie. It’s not…. Look, ’cos when you’re trying to make
it, yeah? You know you got no chance unless you can make your face
fit right, and to do that… well, there was always something going
on, y’know? You had to keep up, be amped, all the time, so you pop
a couple of hearts here, a bomber there. It only got more intense
after we started getting some success. Tours, gigs, press, all that
shit…. You go from a couple of pills to keep you pumped to a few
lines of coke, y’know? Then, when it all stopped and you got a
break, you needed something to bring you back down, and it’d go on
like that. Y’see? ’Course, the booze was just there to keep
everybody sociable.” He gave a sour chuckle. “We all picked up bad
habits. I wasn’t half as bad as Charlie. I never was.”

He’d flipped abruptly
away from the pictures of police cordons and flowers, back to the
feather boas and sparkly lapels. I caught sight of Charlie Davies’
surly face, glaring at me upside down.

“So, Charlie
had a problem?”

Damon chuckled
mirthlessly from the depths of his pint.

“Long-running love affair with the white lady, baby. I mean,
it’s like I said, pretty much everybody’d do a line here and there,
but with Charlie…. Well, it was a runnin’ joke, wasn’t it? Charlie
and his… Charlie.
It got so a couple of lines wasn’t enough. And when you get that
way with somethin’ like coke, y’know, it—no matter how much—it’s
never gonna be enough. Eats you up. He was strung out most of the
time by the spring of ’74. When we were in the studio for
the Working Man LP, he used to piss off for hours at a time. S’either Leon or
Joss playin’ bass on most of that, y’know. Came to a head when I
went round to his place in Notting Hill one weekend. Found him
passed out with a needle in his soddin’ arm… I called Cris, and he
got Charlie bundled into a clinic. He was in for a good coupla
months, doin’ all that twelve-step crap, y’know? Blamed
me.”

I frowned.
“But—”

“That’s the
way you think when you’re fucked up like that,” Damon said gently.
“I s’pose… yeah, he probl’y hated me for a while. ’Cos addiction
takes away your choices, your control. Y’know? Makes you resent
people interfering even more… and Charlie was an argumentative sod
to start with.” He smiled. “Doing all the N.A. stuff, though… it’s
a lot of rules, baby. And when you give people rules, some of them
are gonna follow ’em, right? But some are just gonna learn how not
to get caught next time.”

The goateed bar-student
wandered past again abstractedly, pausing to relieve us of our
plates. He seemed less confused, looked directly at Damon for the
first time. The walls didn’t melt, and the bar-student didn’t
scream or faint, so I supposed things must be all right.

“Everything
okay, sir?”

“Yeah.” Damon
turned the pearly grin on him. “Nice. Can we get another
round?”

“I’ll bring
’em over,” the bar-student said, pottering off again.

I meant
to point out that it was barely two o’clock—and he was
spending my money,
thank you very much—but instead I bit my lip, and my frown
deepened.

“You’re saying
Charlie didn’t stay clean?”

“Nah. Not
really.” Damon flicked back to the later pages of the scrapbook,
his expression hardening as he hit that shot of Inez collapsing
outside the gates. “He handled it better, but he was still using.
He’d still get wasted, still get a little crazy, y’know? Though it
was coke more than junk… at least when he was working.”

I nodded slowly, filing
that away for future reference.

“So, he was
high that night? At the party? Higher than most people were,” I
added, seeing Damon’s raised eyebrow.

He smiled. “Prob’ly. I,
um, I don’t really remember that much.”

I bit
back a small laugh, any amusement at how much, for a moment, he
looked like a sheepish teenager, quelled by the question of just
how high you’d have to be before you lost your censor control as
well as your inhibitions. He hated me for
a while. Could Charlie really have hated
him that much? Was that what it had been? Some immature, momentary
snap of anger? I thought about pushing, about asking if he could
have had some deeper motive, but Damon seemed preoccupied. He was
frowning at the photo of his wife, at the gory headlines and the
post-mortem dissection of her personal pain.

“It, er… it
must be difficult,” I said, because I had to say something. I
couldn’t sit there and watch the black waters close over him,
cutting off any opportunity I had to prod a bit more, go over what
he knew. “Seeing that. Um. Sorry.”

Damon glanced up at me
and, fleetingly, I thought he’d say something, but the bar-student
came back with our drinks and, in an instant, the darkness left his
expression. The fluid, graceful transition and the charming smile
impressed me, but I wasn’t fooled. They disappeared right along
with the bar-student, and Damon shook his head, hands coming to
cradle his second pint. His hair brushed the shoulders of his green
velvet jacket, golden tendrils dragging a little against the nap of
the fabric.
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