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ABOUT THE BOOK

The long-awaited sequel to KILL YOUR FRIENDS - preorder now!

It is 2017 – the time of Trump, Brexit and fake news. And time for the return of Steven Stelfox, exactly twenty years on from his Britpop heyday.

Now forty-seven and rich beyond the dreams of avarice, Stelfox works only occasionally as a music industry ‘consultant’. A fixer. A problem solver. He’s had a call from his old friend James Trellick, now president of Unigram, one of the largest record companies in America. Trellick has a huge headache on his hands in the shape of…

Lucius Du Pre. The biggest pop star on earth. Well, once the biggest pop star on earth. Now he’s a helpless junkie and a prolific, unrepentant sexual predator. Through a programme of debt restructuring so complex even Trellick can barely understand it, Du Pre is massively in hock to the record company. The only way he can possibly pay it off is to embark on a worldwide comeback tour he’s in no shape to do. The picture is further complicated when the parents of one of Du Pre’s ‘special friends’ begin blackmailing him. If their video gets out, Du Pre’s brand will be utterly toxic and will take Unigram down with it.

Enter Stelfox stage right. Only he has the lack of morality to spin this one. With stealth and cunning he begins to chart a road out of the nightmare and to make a killing in the process. For this age of ‘American carnage’ – of populism, of the lowest common denominator, of the Big Lie – is truly Stelfox’s time to shine. But in this time of uncertainty, nothing is a given.

‘A banging action satirical thriller. But it’s also a proper novel about the Trumpian era, of the reality TV era, the fake news era. It’s managed to say a lot of things in a way that very few other novels are doing and in a very comedic way.’ Irvine Welsh

‘John Niven understands our era better than almost anyone.’ Douglas Coupland
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‘All empires are built of fire and blood.’

(Pablo Escobar)





January




ONE

Hertfordshire, England. Friday 20 January 2017, 6.40 a.m.

It is too cold in the Maybach.

I tell Grahame to turn the A/C off. Cold outside too, winter fog in the black night, a light sleet tipping against the smoked glass as the fields slide silently by, the headlights picking out the words ‘Luton Airport, 3 miles’ and then the sign vanishing behind us as we come off the M1. I’m in the back, reading the newspapers (the inauguration, later today) and the trades – Billboard, Variety, Music Week – on my phone. I note with neither joy nor rancour that on the singles chart it has been a good week for the Chainsmokers, Ariana Grande and Bruno Mars. Bad week (again) for Unigram, whose share price has (somehow) managed to drop even further. The lead story on the cover of Billboard is about Unigram’s biggest artist, Lucius Du Pre, who is beginning rehearsals for his comeback shows this summer – twenty nights at Madison Square Garden in New York, then twenty at London’s O2 Arena.

There was a time, a very long time ago, when reading the trades was a weekly source of anxiety. Colleagues and competitors rising (traumatic) and falling (pleasurable). Firings and hirings. Now? Today? It’s almost like reading reports on a battle whose front lines are far away from me. In another country. On another planet.

A quick recap, in case you’re in the Taliban or something, living in a cave, making nail bombs and inserting yourself into goats. This is from my Wikipedia entry: ‘Following a successful career in the music industry as an A&R manager, in 2003 Stelfox created the ABN television talent show American Pop Star, on which he initially acted as one of the judges.’ Yeah, and it was all good too, until this kid who thought he was Jesus took the whole brand down the shitter in the US. You saw the show. Trailer-park fucks performed Mariah Carey songs for the pleasure of other trailer-park fucks who used up their welfare cheques phoning in to vote for them. We licensed the rights like crazy – at one point we were running in thirty-two countries – until we sold the format in late 2011 and I cashed out to the tune of two hundred million dollars. That was six years ago. Semi-retirement at forty-two. What’s it been like? you ask. What do I get up to? How am I living? Well, take the past month …

In mid-December I left the house in freezing London (7,500 square feet in Holland Park) to the staff (Roberta my London housekeeper, Grahame who is driving right now) and we (we being me, a couple of girls I know and my mates Hedge Fund Paul and Investment Banking Mel) took a private jet to Barbados, where we boarded the yacht Mistrial. It’s the second time I’ve rented it and it’s really something. You should see it. Just under two hundred feet long, seven bedrooms, including (for me) the huge master suite, space for up to fifteen crew, gymnasium, jacuzzi, 5,000-mile range, max speed of sixteen knots – perfect for touring the Med or the Caribbean.

In Barbados we larged it in the usual spots with the usual suspects – in and out of Sandy Lane, the Cliff, Cin Cin, the Tides and Daphne’s with Tod, Wayne, Philip, Simon, Lev, Vlad, Roman and a revolving, interchangeable cast of TIBs (Top International Boilers) – the Kellys and Meghans and Svetlanas and Brooks and Whatevers. (The girls all share some common characteristics: none of them over thirty, all with giant racks, tiny waists and the ability to laugh long and hard at our jokes. The guys all have something in common too. Can you guess what it is? That’s right – no one is fucking poor.)

After a week or so of this utter nonsense we upped anchor and cruised to Grand Cayman – via St Lucia, Montserrat and Turks and Caicos – where I had some business to take care of. Your procedure on all of these islands you visit will be much the same. Drop anchor and then speedboat (the Mistrial has a VanDutch. Ten-seater, it can do 60 mph easy) into town for a long, boozy lunch at the hottest spot available. While doing this you will attract the eye of many of the girls who haunt the cool restaurants around the harbour and who have watched you anchor and come ashore. Back to the boat for an afternoon nap and then maybe some swimming over the side, some board games, bugger about on the jet skis, before the cocktails start on deck at 7 p.m. A few of those and we’re into the VanDutch again and over to town for dinner at another local sex pit. After that there’ll be a nightclub where we’ll pick up a few of the superyacht groupies who’ve been eyeing us all night and then back to the yacht where we’ll pump the tunes on deck and party until 3 or 4 a.m. when you slope off downstairs with whoever. You’ll wake up in the early afternoon, one of the crew will take the TIBs back to shore and you’ll do the whole thing all over again.

After a solid fortnight of this I actually quite enjoyed getting to the Caymans and taking care of business for a couple of days. Edgar, head of the team who look after my accounting, had flown out from London with some forms that needed signing in connection with the several companies I have in Grand Cayman. Of course Cayman isn’t a tax shelter any more. How dare you. They’ve taken to calling themselves an ‘international finance centre’. Which is great. It’s like Ian Huntley calling himself a ‘bathing coordinator’. Sometimes, when I think of the schools, the hospitals and the roads that aren’t getting their piece of my cash, I swear to God, it’s all I can do not to get my cock out and start wanking. Do you pay tax? I’m guessing you do. You’re probably paying somewhere between 25 and 45 per cent of the disgraceful pittance you call an income. In fiscal 2015–2016 I paid tax at a rate of roughly 12 per cent. It’s too much of course. Every January I find myself screaming at Edgar, ‘The cunts want how fucking much?’

But there is no tax here in Grand Cayman. None. You get to keep all your money and pass it down as you see fit. It is the ultimate expression of trickle-down. How’s that working out for the indigenous population you ask? Well, 40 per cent of the toerags live in poverty and a packet of fish fingers will cost you eight and a half quid. What a fucking result.

Take a look at your life. Go on. Your gaff. The clothes you wear. The restaurants you eat in. The holidays you take. Pretty good, eh? You’re not doing too badly.

Mate, you’re nothing.

In the world of pure money, your life is a urinal. A human toilet. Your very existence a suicide job. The average UK salary is twenty-eight grand a year. I made twenty times this betting against the pound before Brexit. I made even more than that with a single bet on the US election. Why? How did I know to do this? How did I pull these rabbits out the hat while you’re sat there scratching your horrific balls on your pleather sofa, ringing Domino’s for an American Paedophile with hot-dog crust while your monstrous beastwife lumbers around in her jeggings, her feet creaking and cracking on your millimetre-thick laminate wood floor, her IMAX-sized fucking chobble getting in the way of the single most valuable asset you own: your massive plasma-screen TV? (Doubtless bought on credit from some high street den called TolerHouse! at an interest rate of 3,000 per cent per annum.) I pulled this off because I learned one very important thing in the music industry, something gleaned from two decades of pushing reeking musical log after reeking musical log down the throats of idiots, something that has stood me in very good stead in the past year. It is this:

Never overestimate the taste of the general public.

Music, TV, movies, furniture, food, architecture, politics – there is absolutely no depth to which those cunts will not sink. They will willingly vote themselves into living in an extreme, real-life version of The Road for eternity for the chance to say ‘fuck all Pakis’ once. Where there’s that kind of thinking going on, there’s always cash to be made.

Anyway, we spent a few days in the Caymans before boarding the jet back to Heathrow, where the plan was to hang out in London before the traditional end-of-January skiing trip to Courchevel with a few of the guys I used to work with in the music industry. (The successful ones of course: not the ones who went mad, or broke, or into rehab.) But then this plan was interrupted by what can only be described as a distress call. From Trellick.

You’ll remember James Trellick. Lawyer.

We came up together, back in the nineties. Trellick is now managing director of Unigram in Los Angeles. We stay in touch, celebratory emails when a mutual adversary is publicly destroyed, the odd lunch or dinner when he’s in London or I’m out there. We lived near each other in Beverly Hills for a while, back in the noughties, when I was still doing the show. Now you’d always have used one word to describe Trellick, that product of Eton and Oxford: ‘unflappable’. Not last night. Last night Trellick was distinctly … flapped. He couldn’t go into it on the phone, couldn’t put anything in writing, but it was urgent enough that he wanted me in LA this morning. Urgent enough that he agreed to my enormous consultancy fee just to take a look at his problem. Urgent enough that it awakened something within me that very rarely gets an outing these days: genuine curiosity.

‘Here we go, boss,’ Grahame says from the driver’s seat.

I look up to see the lights of Luton Airport coming up ahead. I picture what will be happening inside it. Tattooed mums and dads punching their screaming kids around KFC. Fights and rows in the two-mile-long queues. Crazed Arsenal fans smashing back pints of Tits in the Great British Boozer at seven o’clock in the morning, all of them stunned that their quid now gets them about half a euro, none of them having seen that coming when they proudly ticked the box marked ‘LEAVE’. Right at the last moment, when I’ve had just enough time to convince myself of an alternative life fantasy where we actually drive up to Luton Airport and I have to walk into the terminal and witness first hand all the horrors I’ve just been picturing, Grahame makes a left at the roundabout, the minty-green signage of the Holiday Inn Express on our right now, and we are turning into the familiar entrance for the RSS Private Jet Centre. Over behind the small VIP building I can see the plane, a Gulfstream G550, and on its tail the Unigram logo.

Imagine it. Imagine flying commercial.

But more than all this, more than wanting to help an old mate out (yeah, right), I have to admit, great though life is at the moment, there is the odd day when I worry that a lifestyle like the one I’ve been outlining here could be described as a tiny bit … vacuous. So I’m retired, but I’m not. Because you have to do something, don’t you? You’d go fucking mad otherwise. So I work occasionally as a ‘consultant’. If the project is interesting enough, and the fee large enough, I’ll get on a plane. Like a few years back, when Warner Music bought EMI. I helped put that together, behind the scenes. A few months’ work for seven figures that, pleasingly, provided a bonus opportunity: engineering the firing of a few clowns who’d had the temerity to offend me back in the nineties. (Like the great man says in Think Big: ‘I love getting even when I get screwed by someone. Always get even. When you are in business you need to get even with people who screw you. You need to screw them back 15 times harder. You do it not only to get the person who messed with you but also to show the others who are watching what will happen to them if they mess with you. If someone attacks you, do not hesitate. Go for the jugular.’) There’s also, and I hate to admit this, been the slight niggle recently that I might have got out of the music industry at the wrong time …

The music industry. What do you think happened to it? If you ask the man on the street, the average mongoloid shuffling his hump from the boozer to the bookies, you’ll get something like the following: ‘Oh yeah. It’s over. The Internet destroyed the music business. You don’t need record companies now. My mate Glen put his own album out online and sold eight hundred copies. The gatekeepers are gone, man.’

I pick up my phone and open my Twitter account. I find a tweet I favourited last week, from one Roger McGuinn, the former guitar player in 1960s proto-indielosers the Byrds. Roger says: ‘Pandora played ‘Eight Miles High’ 228086 times in the second quarter of 2016 and paid me $1.79.’

A quid and a half for a quarter of a million plays.

After a moment, and even at this ungodly hour of the morning, I am laughing so hard that Grahame has to ask me if I’m OK. Now, granted, it got a bit scary for a while, back there in the early noughties, what with Napster and everything, but in the end it worked out fine. We did it again. Can you believe it? From sheet music, to the 78 rpm shellac disc, to singles and albums, to cassettes, to CDs, to now, today, the Internet: the music industry has once again managed to insert a ten-foot dildo made of broken glass into the anus of an entire generation of musicians. That royalty break clause, the one that covers ‘all technologies yet to be discovered’, the one that we’ve been putting into contracts for the last thirty-odd years, that was a fucking doozy. I’d like to go back in time and shake the hand of the scumbag animal lawyer who came up with that beauty. Back in the day, in the late eighties and early nineties, it meant that for a while we got away with paying artists the same royalty on a CD single we sold for four quid as we did on vinyl that sold for half that. Today it means some songwriter looks at Spotify and sees his one million plays have earned him a fiver. Where’s the rest of that money going? Where do you fucking think? The gatekeepers are gone? That’s right, mate – they’re in your house, eating everything in the fridge and doing your wife.

I send a couple of pro-Trump tweets from my troll accounts (‘#godonald! #MAGA #inauguration’) to take my mind off my pre-flight anxiety while Grahame deals with the luggage and the whole check-in palaver, out there in the chill January dawn. Passport and security take all of two minutes. (‘Hi, sir! Nice to see you again.’) When I do this, I spare a thought for you out there – the dear, the gentle – taking your belt and shoes off, furiously scrabbling through your bag for that laptop or iPad, wearily walking back through the scanner, then extending your arms skywards as the guy with the wand does his stuff, the whole thing taking an eternity because, in the queue ahead of you, there are people who, today, in 2017, seemingly haven’t been on a plane since Mohamed Atta and his lads did their thing back in 2001. Who don’t understand about the whole laptop, belt and shoes deal. Who are utterly astonished when they are asked to take these things off/put them in a tray/whatever. By the time you stumble out of security two hours later you’re needing that pint of Tits in the Dog and Lettuce. You’re suicidal and you haven’t even left the fucking airport yet.

I stride briskly across the tarmac, jog up the gangplank – to more effusive hellos from the pilots – and settle into my favoured seat on a Gulfstream G550 – front right window facing forward. A stewardess appears with a silver jug of steaming coffee and plates of fruit, freshly baked croissants, pastries and smoked salmon. Enough to feed the eighteen seats in the jet even though I am the only passenger. The stewardess is blonde, in her late thirties, and a definite DB, although she is good-looking enough to have possibly once been an RB. (The Three Categories of Boiler: Romancing Boilers: singers or actresses or models who have found a certain level of fame. Here you know you are in for the long-haul job, for a fair few dinners and drinks and movies and going to awards ceremonies together and fuck knows what else before you can fair and square get your cock out. Then there are Doable Boilers: aspiring singers, actresses and models on the way up, or very attractive girls working in the industry or a related field – fashion, film, whatever. These are the type you take out for a few drinks, dinner, then at the end of that first date, you get them back to your place where, of course, you get your cock out and it’s all good. Then there are Bogs Boilers – the kind of skanks who hang out on the fringes of any creative industry who are basically a notch above groupie. A Bogs Boiler you can drag into a toilet cubicle and smash her back door in within fifteen minutes of meeting her. As with any class system under late-period capitalism there is some fluidity between the ranks. A Doable Boiler can, with enough success, become a Romancing Boiler. A Bogs Boiler can, with a little maturing and self-respect, become a Doable Boiler. Conversely, a Romancing Boiler, with enough failure and passing years, can fall to become a Doable Boiler. Almost never will a Romancing Boiler suffer a fall so complete as to become a Bogs Boiler. Courtney Love, say, would be a notable exception here.)

I ignore the food as I settle back into the cream leather and light a cigarette. (Again, I think of you, out there in seat 44F, with your two foot of seat space, the remains of a microwaved tray of eyelids and anuses in front of you, the three-hundred-pound housewife with screaming infant to your left, the Somali marathon runner who has come straight from his latest triumph without showering to your right, your every pore screaming for nicotine as you gaze without hope at a ‘No Smoking’ sign that will remain resolutely illuminated even in the event of nuclear war. I feel for you, I truly do.) About that pre-flight anxiety. It never used to bother me, getting on a plane. Weirdly I’ve become more nervous about it in the last few years. It’s two things, I think. Obviously there’s the Russian roulette factor: the more you fly, and I fly a lot, the more bullets you put in the chamber. But it’s also this: I have so much to lose these days. Looking for a distraction, I pick up the inflight magazine (called something like High Flyer or True Player or Just Rape the Poor) and flip through pages of adverts for private islands, walk-in humidors and yachts with helipads, stuff aimed solely at people like me. I stop at a lifestyle feature, the ageing wife of some Hollywood studio boss – she’s very much like a sixty-year-old version of the stewardess on this flight, old now, but surely a hard-gobbling miracle sometime around the late seventies – is giving a tour of her Pacific Palisades home. Accompanying the article is a photograph, clearly taken many years ago, of her cradling her son (now a famous actor, in and out of rehab. Remember: if you have to stop drinking you’re a fucking loser) when he was a baby. I find myself staring at the baby for a long time: the huge limpid pools of his eyes, the softness of his skin almost palpable even in this two-dimensional form. Unsettled for reasons I cannot name, I toss the magazine aside and focus my gaze on a more reassuring sight – the buttocks of the stewardess, bending over in the galley kitchen up ahead as she gets something out of a low cupboard.

Ok, I confess. There’s something I’ve not been telling you. Another reason I’m bothering to do all this …

I had a moment this winter, down in the Caribbean. We were docked in the Tobago Quays for a day or two, fucking around on the deck, when suddenly, a shadow fell over me. I looked up and saw Geffen’s boat, the Rising Sun, coming in to dock beside us, all 453 feet, five floors and eighty-two rooms of it, blocking out the rising sun, looming over us like the Death Star above a Fiat 500. And, in that instant, I realised just how fucking poor I was. You think you’re a player? I might as well have been downing that pint at Luton Airport myself. I tried to repeat the lulling mantra I find calms me in moments of stress – I am Steven Stelfox. I am worth three hundred million dollars – but it wasn’t working.

I stood there with one thought.

I need to earn some proper money.

Because three hundred mil is nothing these days. I need to sort this out. Go big or go home.

So I am going on a journey. Jesus Christ, not that kind of ‘journey’. Not the kind of journey the simpering slags, skanks and bumboys think they undertake on the kind of TV programmes you watch. Not the kind of journey that celebrities claim to have been on when they’re flogging their book or their movie or whatever. These kinds of journeys are all lies designed to get you to part with your cash. These kinds of journeys imply that the people involved have learned something. That they have grown in some way.

I will learn nothing.

I will not grow.

I am fully formed.

Come on now.

Come with me.


TWO

Malibu, California. Thursday 19 January, 10.50 p.m.

The party was beginning to wind down.

Lucius propped himself up on his raft of pillows and surveyed the room. Some of his guests were still laughing and chatting in the corner by the picture windows overlooking the five thousand acres of grounds, the Pacific Ocean visible in the distance in the daytime. A few were still engaged with the movie showing on the cinema-sized screen on the wall opposite his bed (an advance screener of Universal’s Despicable Me 3). And three, including Jerry and Connor, were stretched out on his bed, Jerry’s head pleasingly close to Lucius’s hand. Opened bottles of Pinot Noir and Skyy vodka were scattered around the room. He ruffled the straw-blond mop close to him, its texture feeling amazingly thick and lustrous under his touch. Everything felt good, looked good. Man, Dr Ali had really come through tonight. He might have to have another shot of candy … just one more before bed? Before his milk? Maybe that would be too much? Then again – who was anyone to tell him what was too much? He was Lucius Du Pre. The Emperor of Pop. He’d sold over five hundred million albums. He was adored by millions as a living god. He’d agreed to do this fucking comeback tour – at fifty years old! – to make everyone else happy. He could have a little more candy if he wanted, right?

He picked up the phone next to the bed and rang Dr Ali, who lived just ten minutes away, in the Malibu hills, overlooking the PCH1. Lucius wished Ali would take up his offer of a cottage within the Narnia grounds, but the doctor valued his independence. Ali seemed surprised to be getting another call so soon, but he brooked no complaint (he had no cause to on his retainer) and said he’d be right over. Lucius hung up and smiled, picturing the black bag glistening on the passenger seat of the doctor’s Porsche (leased by Lucius of course) making its way towards him. He stretched out and looked at his body – still thin, after all these years. (No surprise, for many years he only ate one small meal every other day.) The skin on his stomach though, that didn’t look good. Mottled, brownish-grey patches. The last operation. He’d have to go back in. Thank God it hadn’t affected his face yet. Though down there, around what his daddy used to call your ‘peanuts’ (‘oh yeah, get my peanuts in there too, get ’em in your mouth’) was starting to look pretty bad. He was surprised some of them didn’t scream.

Talking of screaming, he became aware of a noise, breaking in on his consciousness, rupturing his buzz. Two of his guests were having an argument that seemed to be ending in tears.

‘Hey, Jonah, what’s up?’ Lucius called over to the window bay in his unusually high, piping voice.

‘Nothing,’ Jonah, a relative newcomer, said sulkily.

Lucius looked at the Disney clock on the wall. It was getting late.

They’d had a grand afternoon around the ranch, visiting all the artistic garden statues featuring children in various poses, going to his petting zoo, riding on his railroad – on the little steam locomotive named Betsy after his mother. They’d gone on his Ferris wheel, his carousel, the zip wires, the octopus, the roller coaster, the bumper cars and, finally, they’d spent a good hour in the amusement arcade, playing the slots and the video games. But now it was nearly eleven o’clock, and there’d been a fair bit of liquor in the mix once they’d got back here. Not a crazy amount. Just enough Jesus Juice and Holy Spirit to get the party going. Yes, a grand day out. But still, tempers could get frayed around this time of night.

Especially when your average guest was aged twelve.

The Emperor would soon have to start making decisions. He looked at the two mops of hair on the bed close to him. Jerry and Connor. Connor had been his ‘special’ friend for the last few years, the one who would be invited to stay overnight when the other guests were being corralled down the hallway, to be collected by parents, or driven back to their homes in LA by Marcus or Jay in the customised Hummer. Connor was beautiful. But Connor was nearly fourteen now. He was starting to get a little bit … hairy. His voice was deepening. And – there was no getting away from this – he’d been putting on a few pounds recently. Those bags of cookies and tubs of Ben & Jerry’s late at night, while they watched movies, until the milk kicked in and Lucius could finally sleep. More recently Connor had been given to tantrums and outbursts too. Ah, the teenage years. It must be hard, Lucius thought. (Lucius hadn’t really had any. By the time he was twelve he was on the road. Holiday Inns and soundchecks. Concrete arenas and tour buses. Airline food and interviews. And his father. Always his father. Saying it hadn’t been good enough. That he’d missed a vocal cue. Fluffed a dance step. Not sucked hard enough. There had always been something. His belt buckle whipping down through the rented light of some hotel room.)

Whereas Jerry. Jerry was just about to turn twelve. The ideal age. He was so sweet and innocent. But not too innocent. The ideal combination. Yes, Lucius decided. It would be Jerry tonight. The heart wants what it wants.

He thumbed one of the speed dials on the phone and got Marcus. He whispered as he used his code word. ‘Platypus. Jerry.’

‘S’cuse me, guys. Nature calls,’ Lucius said, slipping off the huge bed and heading down the small, narrow corridor that connected his ‘entertaining’ bedroom from his ‘sleeping’ bedroom. This second bedroom he was entering was much smaller – around twenty feet by fifteen – than the enormous one he had just left, which was on the proportions of a grand drawing room at Versailles. He went into the little bathroom off this bedroom and rummaged through the pharmacy of pills in the medicine cabinet: as well as the harder stuff doled out by Dr Ali – the Percodan, Demerol and Dilaudid – Lucius was on a bewildering regime of mood-stabilising drugs: Xanax, Klonopin, Ativan, Serax and Librium. They had also experimented with beta blockers like Inderal and Tenormin and more exotic antidepressants like Norpramin, Elavil, Sinequan and Desyrel. The pills, sometimes dozens of them, were brought to Lucius in a champagne glass every morning and he washed them down with a beaker of orange juice. They helped to still the voices in his head. The voices that sometimes told him odd things. He sat on the toilet and popped a Valium to hold him over until Ali got here, crunching it as he played with himself and read the Bible.

‘Platypus, Jerry’ meant that the following would now be happening. Marcus and Jay would come into the master bedroom and tell the kids the party was over, but that they’d all be back out real soon. Some of them would ask where Lucius was and they’d be told he had to attend to some important business. The kids would be walked out to the waiting cars, except for Jerry, who would be taken aside and told – breathlessly, excitedly – that Lucius had asked if he’d like to sleep over for the night and Jerry’s parents would be informed. (No one ever said no. No one.) It was the perfect arrangement – one that prevented Lucius from having to deal with the single thing he hated most in life: confrontation. He hated confrontation. He just wanted everything to be beautiful.

Being constantly surrounded by beauty did not come without its attendant costs. In order to keep Narnia running to Lucius’s satisfaction, the estate required the following: thirty gardeners, a staff of fourteen who maintained and ran the twenty-four/seven amusement park (Lucius never knew when the urge for a visit might take him), and an eight-man security team, including Marcus and Jay, his praetorian guard. Within the 13,000-square-foot main house there was a team of four cooks on constant rotation. There was his butler Teddy and four permanent cleaning staff. His drivers.

A full-time staff of this size did not come cheap at the best of times. And, given Lucius’s idea of what constituted ‘the best of times’, there were also regular, considerable ‘thank you’ payments to be made on top of the salaries. Payments his lawyers (and those lawyers also added up) took to be necessary for keeping everyone happy, harmonious, loyal and – above all – quiet about what went on at Narnia. Add it all up, whistles and bells, and you soon understood how it cost Lucius a little over two million dollars a month to live the way he wanted to live. (Lucius of course could no more have told you this figure than he could have embarked on a conversation about politics or Renaissance art. He just wanted whatever he wanted whenever he wanted it. But even Lucius could dimly see that the way he liked to live was somehow linked to the fact that he was having to do these dreaded comeback shows.) And how did he live, one of the bestselling recording artists of all time, a man with a record-breaking fifteen Grammys, a man rich beyond imagining? With the insomnia, the sleeping through the afternoon, rarely out of his pyjamas, the watching movies all night, the eating ice cream and never leaving the estate, sometimes not leaving his bedroom for days on end …

From a distance, to the impartial observer, Lucius’s lifestyle resembled nothing more than a study in terminal depression.

He looked up from Revelation (‘Yet you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes. They will walk with me, dressed in white, for they are worthy’) as he heard the squelch of the alarm sound and saw the red light above the sink flashing. He’d had sensor pads implanted in the floor of the corridor that led to his private chambers. They let you know when someone was fifty yards away. Even at a brisk pace it took someone the best part of a minute to cover fifty metres. A minute was long enough to, you know …

Lucius sat and read the Bible some more and thought about white. White. It could be so beautiful, for the shows. Everyone, all the backing singers, the musicians, robed in white, walking with him, for they were worthy. There were other things in Revelation that made Lucius anxious (‘the cowardly, the unbelieving, the vile, the murderers, the sexually immoral, those who practise magic arts, the idolaters and all liars – they will be consigned to the fiery lake of burning sulphur’– he didn’t like the sound of that one bit) but this, this could be so … beautiful. His favourite word. He’d talk to Lance about it in the morning. Lance Schitzbaul. His manager. The man who dealt with all the confrontation Lucius spent his life avoiding.

After a moment of contemplation (about the only thing he did on the toilet these days, his bowels having been almost completely seized up by the daily, colossal doses of uppers and downers) he got up and looked at himself in the mirror. That skin, around his ears, was it reddish? Peeling? Revealing pale skin beneath the lustrous brown?

Lucius, they’d told him since he could walk, walked like a black man. He danced like a black man. He sang like a black man. Unfortunately, and to his never-ending rage, he’d been born white. The last two decades had seen a series of costly, ambitious and, in some cases, strongly ill-advised operations to correct this situation. He’d experimented with skin dyes and injections. With pigmentation drugs, creams and elixirs. Ten years ago he’d travelled to Japan for a procedure that had resulted in him looking like a Hiroshima victim who’d been spattered with brown paint and had left him unable to go out in public for six months. Right now Lucius looked about the best he ever did – like a white man who has spent months alternating between hundred-degree direct sunshine (he loved the heat, he always felt cold) and a tanning bed. Which is to say, just the right side of crazy. To Lucius the movie Soul Man was a tragedy far sadder than anything wrought by Shakespeare.

There was a gentle knock at the bedroom door. Lucius tiptoed out of the bathroom and opened it. There stood little Jerry, already in a pair of the guest pyjamas (Disney ones of course – Lucius bought them by the crate) and clutching his toothbrush. ‘Jerry!’ Lucius said. ‘You gonna stay over? Wanna watch another movie?’

‘Yeah!’ Jerry said. ‘Can we have ice cream again?’

‘You bet! Look …’ Lucius gestured to his bed, where a tub of Caramel Chew Chew and two spoons was already on the nightstand. An advance screener of Smurfs: The Lost Village (admittedly a movie too young for Jerry’s tastes, but exactly right for Lucius’s) was already paused on the TV. ‘Go on and scoot into bed. I’ll be right back.’

Lucius went off down the hall back to the entertaining bedroom, which had already been straightened up by the staff. He took a seat by the window and, presently, heard the squelch of the approach alarm and then the soft knock at the door.

‘Come,’ Lucius said.

Dr Ali entered. ‘Good evening, Lucius,’ he said. Always formal. The doctor was Iranian, in his sixties, with a thick beard and moustache. He’d got out in ’79, when the Shah got in.

‘Hi!’ Lucius said.

‘Would you like your milk now?’

‘Not yet. I want another bit of candy first!’ Lucius was beaming, excited as a ten-year-old.

‘Hmmm.’ The doctor hesitated. As a physician Dr Ali knew the risks involved. ‘Candy’ was the code they used for what was basically a high-end pharmaceutical speedball: part morphine, part methamphetamine. Lucius had already had two shots of this today. ‘Milk’ was more serious and was what Lucius used at bedtime every night: propofol. A drug used in procedural sedation. So, yes, Dr Ali definitely had his reservations about alternately shooting Lucius up with speed and then general anaesthetic. But more than this it was the tedium that it would entail: it was already after eleven o’clock. A shot of candy at this time would mean Du Pre would be up for several hours – taking his pleasures in what the staff called the ‘romper room’ – before Ali had to return to administer the milk sometime around 3 a.m. Infuriatingly, the good doctor had a twenty-two-year-old honey waiting for him at home. A gorgeous, but decidedly simple, Du Pre fan he’d been introduced to at a club in Hollywood last week. (Another undoubted perk of the job.)

‘Hmmm?’ Lucius said. ‘Uh, what’s with the hmmm?’ Lucius didn’t sound like an excited ten-year-old any more. He sounded like Joel Silver with a hangover.

‘Not a thing,’ Ali said, suddenly beaming. Lucius Du Pre was his client after all. (And it helped, Ali found, if you thought in terms of clients rather than patients.) His only client. One who paid him a retainer of a million dollars a year. Who leased him a Porsche and provided a home, and access to beautiful girls and the countless other perks that come with being physician on call to one of the most famous men in the world. ‘Let’s proceed, shall we?’ Lucius had already rolled up his sleeve.

A moment or two with the cotton swab, the two tiny brown bottles, the tourniquet and the syringe, Ali saying, as he always did, ‘Tiny sharp scratch now’, and then – ohhh-hhhhhhhhhhh. Jesus. Sweet Jesus. Come kiss my face.

Lucius vaguely dismissed Ali and then wandered off through his large rooms. Smiling. Touching things. Lamps, books, tapestries. Everything felt nice. White, Lucius thought. They will walk in white. By my side. For they are worthy.

By the time he reached the small bedroom he didn’t even bother to hide it. Just walked straight in with it hanging out, already half hard, massaging it. Jerry gasped, there on the bed in his Disney pyjamas, his lips stained with ice cream, bathed in the blue light of the cartoon film.

‘I hope you’ve saved some room,’ Lucius said, giggling.


THREE

‘I hate him!’ Connor Murphy screamed, lashing out a kick at the back of the driver’s seat of his father’s Mercedes.

‘HEY!’ his dad yelled. Glen sniffed hard, pulling a tangy rope of cocaine back down his throat, concentrating on the twists and turns of Sunset as it snaked through Brentwood. It was late. He’d had to do something to cope with the nearly two-hour round trip out to Malibu and back to Echo Park. ‘Mind the fucking seat!’ He pulled his thick mane of grey-blond hair out of his face, hiked the sleeve of his biker’s jacket up over the Celtic cross tattoo on his forearm. In his early forties now, Glen still dressed like a rock star. Or Kiefer Sutherland circa The Lost Boys.

‘He’s a fucking asshole!’ Connor continued. ‘This Jerry kid. It’s all “Jerry this” and “Jerry that” now.’ The pain was still fresh for Connor. Being led out of the bedroom like that, with all the others. Realising that Jerry wasn’t with them, that Jay had taken Jerry off to one side as they filed down the hallway. That Jerry had received the Golden Ticket that, until very recently, had been Connor’s own invite to the Chocolate Factory.

‘Easy, sweetheart,’ Connor’s mother Bridget said, turning round to look at her son in the back seat, trying to smile, finding it difficult through a combination of Botox and the same rough cocaine she’d snorted with Glen before they left the house. Turning forty this year, Bridget was displaying a good deal more cleavage than might be thought necessary for a night-time drive across the city. But old habits died hard. Fifteen, twenty years ago, had Bridget been making a midnight run across LA it would have been for entirely different reasons than picking her child up.

Bridget and Glen found themselves in a difficult position. They were trying to sympathise with their son’s hurt, with the fact that he had been slighted by someone he loved. But, and even as emotionally insulated with cocaine as they were, it was impossible for the couple not to understand that their integrity was compromised here by the fact that for months they had been allowing their teenage son to be routinely buggered by a fifty-year-old paedophile. Still, the end was in sight. Bridget reached back and patted her son’s leg. ‘It’s nearly over, Connor. We’ve got him. We’ve got him now.’

‘Damn right we’ve got him,’ Glen said.

The Murphys’ story followed a curve familiar to anyone within Lucius Du Pre’s inner circle. They were a poor family, Bridget and Glen having both followed the archetypal LA trajectory: she had got off the bus from Toledo back in 1996 at the age of nineteen. She tried to become an actress, succeeded in becoming a hooker, then took to waitressing when her looks began to go. He too tried to become an actor, failed at becoming an agent, then turned to dealing cocaine. Somewhere along the way Bridget got pregnant and Connor was born shortly after George W. stood on the deck of that aircraft carrier and said, ‘Mission accomplished.’ Connor was a beautiful boy. Everyone said so. So they got him an agent. Just like his parents before him, Connor failed to get a single part, until four years ago, when, just shy of his tenth birthday, he was cast as an extra in the video for Lucius Du Pre’s Christmas single ‘Love All the Children’. (Yes, a title that caused untold hilarity for those in the know. Not so much hiding-in-plain-sight as frantically-masturbating-in-plain-sight.)

Connor and his parents met Lucius on the set. Lucius was very taken with Connor. They were invited to occasional gatherings at Narnia. After a while, once he was twelve, Connor started getting the invitations on his own. After about a year of this, Bridget found a pair of her son’s bloodstained underpants stuffed under his bed. Go straight to the police? This was their initial thought. But Glen had a friend. A lawyer friend, Art. And Art had a slightly different take, a way to exact a far greater revenge. Like the true LA players they were, Glen and Bridget began to ask – What’s the angle? Where does my leverage lie? They bided their time and enjoyed the fruits of the Du Pre patronage for a while. Their credit card debts paid off in full. The Mercedes they were sitting in. Lavish gifts at Christmas and birthdays. And, gradually, they came up with a plan. Glen invested the last few hundred dollars available on one of their Visa cards in some technology, at a place over in the valley. The camera fitted inside a baseball cap. You couldn’t even see it.

‘Yeah,’ Glen Murphy said, accelerating as the lights changed, crossing out of Beverly Hills and into West Hollywood now, remembering the look on Lance Schitzbaul’s face in their meeting the day before yesterday, his jaw dropping, the way the arrogant, high-handed old Jewish fuck was finally lost for words, ‘we got him over a fucking barrel.’

After a moment he realised this might have been an unfortunate turn of phrase given his son’s recent experiences.
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