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HITMAN


WELCOME TO THE SHIT FACTORY

He was picking his nose at the time of the car crash. The impact drove his forefinger up his nostril to just below the second knuckle. This has given his face a lopsided appearance. One nostril is of a pencil-sized diameter and the other looks as though it could accommodate a King Edward cigar, and a fat one at that.

‘Now listen, Simeon,’ I’d like to say to him, ‘let’s not put anyone’s nose out of joint here.’ Or perhaps I could say something about winning by a nose. Instead, as he turns his damaged face towards mine awaiting a reply to his question regarding the fortunes of the new musical he’s producing, I say, ‘Who knows.’

‘You’ve lost me,’ he says, the offending orifice puckering in deference to the furrows creasing his brow.

‘Well, I’ve saved far worse shows than this in the past.’

‘But we’ve got a star problem,’ he says. ‘Now, we could ditch Sonny and go with Rutger. We’d probably only get him for six months, max, but we could go for the fast buck and pray that when he leaves, audience figures don’t fall off a cliff. Alternatively, we could keep Sonny, go big on marketing and just hope that we can weather the slack over the autumn. Then again, we could just close the show and piss off home. Now I’ve looked at this from upside down and inside out and I just can’t seem to make my mind up. So that’s why I’m here. I want you to tell me.’

My name is Tobe Darling. I was christened Tobias but people call me Tobe. Not Toby. Call me Toby and I’ll tell you where to go. It’s Tobe. As in Toad. It was Toby for a while, of course. It was what my parents wanted, but God how I hated that name. Sadly, being a kid at the time, and faced with the tyranny of parenthood, changing it wasn’t a viable option. When I complained about it to my parents, as I invariably did, they told me it was unusual and I should be thankful for it. And as for the Darling bit, well, never was a name more inappropriate. But then who said names had to be appropriate? If they were, mine’d be a string of profanities.

My parents were sixties swingers, or at least tried to be, so they probably thought Tobias was a cool name at the time. Thankfully, in 1974, I found an escape from the nightmare of my Christian name. In that year, The Texas Chainsaw Massacre was released. My interest in the film had nothing to do with its subject matter or its subsequent censorship. I was only eight at the time so I couldn’t have gone to see it, censored or not. My attention was drawn to the name of the director, Tobe Hooper. I was reading the showbiz news even at that age. Of course, I subsequently discovered that his Tobe was, in fact, pronounced Toby, but by then it was too late, the deed was done. I informed my parents of my new name – ‘like lobe or robe,’ I told them, but despite my protestations to the contrary, they continued to call me Toby. The fuckwits. A couple of years later, however, I changed schools, and from day one answered only to Tobe. Even so much as a hint of an ‘ee’-sound on the end and I wouldn’t respond. Tobe I became and have remained to this day.

I’m a showbiz fixer by trade. Part image consultant, part personal management guru. Armed with an almost pathologically intuitive understanding of the media and the entertainment industries, I can predict the seismic shifts in the tastes of the public with an accuracy that borders on the telepathic. A movie with an identity crisis, a boy band with an embarrassing secret, a stand-up comedian who can’t stand up, a tricky in-through-the-backdoor career relaunch – you name it, I’ll fix it. And if I can’t fix it then it can’t be fixed. The entertainment companies nowadays – even the mega-corporations with all the millions they spend on market research – don’t know which way the shit’s flying any more. Not on their own. It’s just too confusing. So, they need people like me to tell them. And for this service, they pay big. The clueless tossers.

Take this bloke I’m with now, for example. Simeon Cruikshank. He’s a right bastard. But being one of London’s leading theatre producers, he’s also a real big spender. He’s only had a couple of turkeys as far as I can remember, the most memorable being Shockwave!, the musical about the Los Angeles earthquakes. His shows are certainly not the most artistically challenging but they do, as a rule, get the requisite arses on Dralon. His current show, and the one he’s here to discuss with me today, is Popstar! As you’d expect, the lead is some latter-day Cliff Richard type and not the snotty council estate kid with a guitar and a hair-gel habit which might have made it at least interesting, if not profitable. Cruikshank should commission a musical about a sweaty, middle-aged theatre producer with a second arsehole on the end of his nose. He could call it Wanker! It’d tell the tale of a man who spends his life uniting swarms of jabbering American tourists with coach loads of old age pensioners smelling of piss, all just so they can witness a stage full of luvvies who’d rather be doing film or TV if truth be told but can’t get the work.

‘There is another way, Simeon,’ I tell him, contriving a thoughtful expression. He leans forward in his seat as though he can’t bear to wait the few millionths of a second more it will take the sound to travel the extra distance.

‘You’ve got two stars to choose between here, one A-list and one B-list. Your A-list star costs ten grand a week and will only stick around for six months, while your B-list star costs five grand a week and would chew his arm off to stay with the show for as long as it runs. So, here’s the magic wand. What do you do with it?’

I take a long pause and look him straight in the eye. I listen to myself at times like this and wonder how much I’m earning per word. I reckon if I’m particularly succinct, it probably works out at about a fiver a go. Not bad work if you can get it.

‘OK, Tobe, let’s hear it,’ says Cruikshank.

‘It’s simple,’ I tell him. ‘You sign up your B-list guy for the long haul, get it all in black and white, and then you turn him into an A-list star.’

‘How?’ he snaps back at me as I’m just about to tell him.

‘You make sure he does something extraordinary.’

‘Like what?’

‘Well, any number of things. It’s not what he does necessarily so much as how the media cover it. You have to remember you’re dealing with a mass-market audience here. You don’t want to do anything distasteful. Nothing that could backfire. There’s always a certain element of risk with these sorts of things, but I can’t foresee any major problems. I know, maybe we could have him save someone’s life. That’d be a good one. We could build a warming human story around it. Make him look as though he’s totally selfless and publicity-shy. Plenty of oh-no-it-was-really-nothing quotes. Maybe a couple of months down the line we could back up all the press activity by having him release a number from the show as a single. Give the proceeds to charity and Bob, as they say, is very much your mum’s-oblique-dad’s brother.’

He eases himself back in his chair. When he speaks, his voice is hushed and conspiratorial.

‘Call me naïve if you want, Tobe, but surely, for all this to work, Sonny actually has to save someone’s life?’

‘You’re naïve, Simeon,’ I tell him. ‘Sonny will save someone’s life. I’ll take care of it.’ This is certainly not the greatest advice I’ve ever given to a client, but since Scarlet left me I’ve begun to feel like one of those people who suffers from that condition which compels you to shout out swear-words at the most inappropriate times. Only with me, it isn’t bad language, it’s bad advice. How the hell I’m going to get Sonny Page to save someone’s life is anyone’s guess, but I’ll worry about that some other time.

The phone goes. I told Sadie to ring through after fifteen minutes with a bogus caller so that I could extricate myself from the meeting – I need another five minutes with Simeon Cruikshank like I need a second arse – but it turns out the call’s genuine. It’s Bill on the line from New York.

Bill Barlow is my business partner and co-founder of Barlow & Darling, Soho’s finest. Bill’s and my business arrangements are as follows: he gets the business and I do the business. He’s got the global network of music and showbiz connections, and I’ve got the nous. He’s the front man, and I’m the back man. As is only right and proper, I suppose, under the circumstances, he’s six feet one, tanned and good-looking, and I’m not. Most certainly not.

‘How’s it going, Bill?’

‘Good, mate. Listen, I’ve just had lunch with Rudi Schneider. He tells me he’s got a problem with that Britflick he’s producing, Hoxton Square.’

‘The one where they auditioned all those gay actors for the lead?’

‘That’s the one. Well, Peter Dugdale got the gig in the end. It’s due to open in the States in a few weeks’ time and what does Dugdale go and do but get arrested for cottaging on Brighton seafront.’

‘Was he set up?’

‘No, just unlucky. Schneider’s shitting it and I don’t blame him.’

‘Bill, I’m sorry, I don’t get it. What’s the problem? He was caught soliciting in the gents’. He’s gay. So what?’

‘That’s just it. He wasn’t in the gents’. He was in the ladies’.’

‘What the fuck was he doing in there?’

‘He says he was drunk and got confused. Now normally this wouldn’t be a problem. If anything, it’d be good for the movie, give it plenty of publicity. But the trouble is, Hoxton Square was meant to be cutting-edge. It was meant to be dark and urban with plenty of gritty realism. All that crap. The way Schneider tells it, the papers are going to go big on the laughter factor. They want to make out that Dugdale’s a closet heterosexual. Schneider’s worried it’ll damage the movie. He thinks it’ll just become famous for Peter Dugdale getting his collar felt in the ladies’. He’s got a point, Tobe.’

‘Mmm, maybe.’

‘Just remember that, money-wise, Schneider’s going to take it like a bastard if we can get him out of this one. He’s already giving us points on the movie for helping him find backing, so can you have a little think about it?’

‘Yup.’

‘Sorry to break up your meeting, Tobe. Who’re you with?’

‘Simeon.’

‘Tell him he’s a cunt.’

‘Sure thing.’

I replace the receiver and, giving Simeon a big smile, tell him, ‘Bill sends his best.’

‘Hey, Tobe, listen to this,’ he says, ignoring me, his face buried in the Evening Standard, and he starts to read the review for Ho Ho Ho!, a new musical at the Gielgud. It’s clear from the relish in his voice that it’s been given a serious panning. But I’m not listening any more. My attention is focused on the headline that reads, SECOND HOTEL MURDER. It’s difficult to read much more as Cruikshank keeps moving the paper, relishing the unfavourable sentiments expounded by the critic. I manage: Scotland Yard have confirmed that the murder of an American tourist at the Park House Hotel last night bears unmistakable similarities to the murder of an American tourist at the Langtree Hotel last month and is almost certainly the work of the same person. Looks like we’ve got a serial killer on our hands and, judging by his modus operandi last time at the Langtree, which involved, among other things, decapitation, disembowelment and amputation of all four limbs, this is a class act. Seriously deranged on the one hand, yet also endowed with a mind of acute focus and almost obsessive efficiency on the other. The police were incredulous to discover after the Langtree murder that the killer had left not one scrap of evidence at the scene of the crime. Not a fibre of clothing, not so much as a hair. One moment a deranged monster, the next an expert thwarter of all things forensic. It gets better as well. A couple of days later, he sent a video of him chopping up the victim to the police. They reckon he must have had a camcorder strapped to his head or mounted on a helmet like a miner’s lamp.

‘I’m sorry, Simeon,’ I tell him while he’s still reading the review to me. ‘It’s time I wasn’t here. I’ve got to be at a meeting across town.’ I haven’t really but the sight of him sniggering over his snide review is more than I can bear. ‘I’ve got the Popstar! angle covered. I’ll chew it over and get back to you in a couple of days.’

I call Sadie and within seconds she’s at the meeting-room door to usher Cruikshank to the lift that will deliver him to the ground floor and out of my life.

‘As always, Tobe, it’s been a pleasure,’ he says, his sweaty hand grabbing hold of mine.

‘Likewise, Simeon, and don’t worry, Popstar!’s going to be a smash.’ Smash my arse.

‘I know you’re right, Tobe, it’s just the lead is so important and Popstar! has got to be massive. It deserves to be massive.’ Like many of my clients, if he were allowed Simeon would conduct half of every meeting while saying his goodbyes, as though I won’t charge him for this bit.

‘And although Sonny’s marvellous in many ways, Tobe, he just doesn’t have Rutger’s pull.’

‘Not at the moment, Simeon, but trust me, I’ll fix it.’

With that, I usher him out of my space and into Sadie’s. Sadie locks on to him, and once Sadie decides you’re leaving, you’re gone. Sometimes I feel as though she and I are involved in some sort of psychic dancing. We can move people around in rooms.

Sadie’s been here for a couple of years, and in that time she’s taken over the entire administrative side of the company. Our lives, Bill’s and mine, are organised with military efficiency. She gets us from one meeting to the next, providing us with all relevant information, paperwork, figures – you name it. She never fails. As far as Bill’s concerned, I sometimes think she could tell me when he’s taking a shit. But Bill’s and Sadie’s relationship and mine and Sadie’s relationship are very different. Mine and Sadie’s relationship is complex. It’s not your normal employer/employee thing. You see, Sadie beats me up and I like it.

With Cruikshank gone, I snatch up the Evening Standard and start reading about the killer. This guy’s certainly earning himself the column inches. The front page and page three are devoted entirely to him. There’s a piece on page four concerning the history of serial killers in London from Jack the Ripper onwards, and another piece on the impact the killings will have on American tourism in the capital now the second killing has established a pattern. The Yanks’ll shit themselves, that’s for sure. The killer couldn’t have chosen a demographic to concentrate on that would have given him more exposure within the world’s media. And how easily the American eagle is humbled by a dose of paranoia. They wouldn’t come here a few years ago because they were scared of getting blown up by Middle Eastern terrorists; now, by the time the American media machine has finished with this little lot, there’ll be a latter-day Jack the Ripper on every street corner. The Americans will stay away; the hotels, especially the ones that’ve hosted a killing, will earn themselves a glut of bad publicity and have to spend a fortune on security; the London tourism industry will take a nosedive; and every day the killer remains at large the dear old boys in blue will get more and more beaten up by the press and public alike. The only winners in all of this are the people who like to learn about this sort of thing, the likes of you and me. And the media, of course. You, me and the media. We just can’t get enough of it.

When I’ve finished reading, I walk back along the corridor to my office, where Sadie’s waiting for me. She stands by my desk as poised and erect as an on-duty guardsman. I sidle past her and go to switch off my computer.

‘I’m off now, Sadie,’ I tell her.

‘I know,’ she says, her Polish accent more pronounced than usual, as it always is before one of our confrontations. ‘Don’t be late in the morning, you have a nine-thirty meeting with Eric Massey concerning his boy band project.’

‘OK,’ I tell her, catching her ice-cold stare. ‘Have a good evening.’

I manage to make the doorway before she calls me back.

I spin around to face her.

‘Come here,’ she snaps.

‘What is it, Sadie?’ My voice is piss-weak and tremulous.

‘Come here,’ she repeats, but hisses it this time. I stand in front of her. She undoes my zip fly and puts her hand into my jeans. Her slender fingers close around my balls. She raises her chin and stares down her nose at me. As the first stirrings of arousal start to tingle in my loins, she makes a fist. My scream is pathetic. Hollow and high-pitched. She opens her hand and I drop to my knees. I sob a little. I’m not sure why. I’m not sad or anything. I’m in pain, sure, lots of pain, but I like it.
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