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Chapter One
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The corpse was snoring softly behind the sofa. It was a gentle rasp rather than a succession of loud snorts and I doubted anyone else would be able to hear it. I was sitting on the sofa centre stage while Annabelle Dawkins, playing my girlfriend Hermione, was fixing me a stiff drink.

‘Are you sure they’re out for the evening?’ she asked, as she sloshed the fake whisky into a glass tumbler. Annabelle was a confident, well-spoken woman in her mid twenties. She was dressed in a tight woollen sweater and a knee length green skirt. 1950s clothing, as befitted the play. Her character was a few years younger than she was and a lot more lively. Annabelle moved upstage and handed me the whisky.

‘Thanks,’ I said, looking up with a smile. I was playing slightly older. The cocky boyfriend, hoping to get his end away while his mum and dad were out for the evening. I took a sip from the glass tumbler. Apple juice rather than whisky. ‘Don’t worry.’ I cleared my throat. ‘They won’t be back before ten at the earliest. It’s Tuesday night. They always go to the –.’ I stopped. My mind went blank. Oh hell. Where was it that my parents always went on a Tuesday night? For the life of me, I couldn’t remember.

An unscheduled pause is the stuff of nightmares for any actor. I gave a slight cough as seven hundred pairs of eyes gazed at me from the darkness of the auditorium. I couldn’t see them but I knew they were there. Actually, it was probably nearer five hundred. Not quite a full house, but a decent enough audience for a Thursday evening. The Alhambra was a comfortable mid-sized theatre on the seafront at Wynmouth. It had a pleasantly old-fashioned feel to it. The audience had paid a fair whack to be here and they deserved a degree of professionalism from the cast. It’s not my fault, I wanted to cry, as the terrible silence continued. I’m just the understudy. The pause seemed to go on and on, though, with the snoring from behind the sofa seemingly increasing in volume to fill the void.

Our resident corpse, Augustus Thunberg, had made rather a meal of his death scene this evening. He had popped his clogs a minute or so before we arrived on stage and then promptly fallen asleep. It wasn’t the first time this had happened. ‘Just resting my eyes, old boy,’ he would say when anybody approached him. ‘Just resting my eyes.’ I’d had to gently nudge him awake on more than one occasion. At least this time he had remembered to fall out of view of the audience.

By now Annabelle Dawkins had realised I was in trouble. ‘The bingo?’ she prompted, at last. The pause had probably only been three or four seconds but it had felt like an ice age.

That was it. My eyes lit up. The bingo. How could I have forgotten? ‘Yes, that’s right!’ I agreed with enthusiasm. ‘So we have the place to ourselves.’ I suppressed a sigh of relief as Annabelle – or rather Hermione – sat down on the sofa next to me and patted down her skirt. At last, we were back on track.

––––––––
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There had been pandemonium backstage in the half hour before curtain up. ‘Where the bloody hell is he?’ the stage manager had demanded, his eyes bulging angrily. Stephen Huxley – the man who was supposed to play the part of Carlton Hediger – had simply not turned up. ‘This is not acceptable,’ Mr Kirby thundered, pacing up and down the hallway backstage. The actors were expected to be at the theatre one hour before curtain up. By seven o’clock, however, with the audience starting to arrive and the show due to begin in half an hour, there was still no sign of Huxley. Greg Kirby, the stage manager, was fuming. He was a short barrel of a man in his late forties with thinning hair, bottle glasses and a chubby face. He liked to run a tight ship and he was not afraid to rain fire on anybody who stepped out of line. ‘If he’s not here in the next five minutes, I’ll dock his wages for the whole week, you see if I don’t. I’m not putting up with this. It’s completely unprofessional.’

I had made the mistake of popping my head out of the dressing room door and Kirby rounded on me as if it were my fault. ‘Have you seen him at all today?’ Huxley and I shared digs on the other side of the river, so it was not an unreasonable question.

‘Not since breakfast,’ I said. ‘He might have popped back to the house this afternoon, though.’

Kirby had already thought of that. ‘I’ve just phoned Mrs Adamson.’ Bernadette Adamson, my landlady. ‘He hasn’t been there since two o’clock.’ Kirby glanced at his watch. It was almost a quarter past seven now. Over the loudspeaker we could hear the chatter of the audience as they began to take their seats.

‘Perhaps he’s had an accident,’ I suggested. There was no other reason I could think of for him not being here.

‘I hope so for his sake,’ Kirby muttered darkly. He pulled open the stage door and looked out into the alleyway beyond, but there was no-one around. ‘Right. We can’t wait any longer. Mr Turing, you’re on. You’ll be playing Mr Hediger tonight.’

I suppressed a shudder. ‘Right.’ I’d had a horrible feeling he was going to say that.

‘You’d better get dressed. I’ll get Mr Wallace to cover your scenes.’

‘Okay.’ I disappeared back into my dressing room and moved across to the clothes rack. My hands were shaking slightly as I grabbed a jacket from the rack. I didn’t usually get nervous before a performance but this was different. I had less than fifteen minutes to prepare for a major role. I knew the lines well enough. That wasn’t the problem. It was my job. It was what I was paid for. It was the blocking I wasn’t entirely sure of; all that moving around on stage. It had been three weeks since the last understudy rehearsal. I had foolishly hoped, with only a few days left until the end of the run, that I would never have to go on. But such is life. I would mostly be acting opposite Annabelle Dawkins, which was another concern. In the whole time I had been at the theatre, we had barely exchanged a dozen words. As a bit part player, I was not deemed worthy of her attention. Now she would be playing my girlfriend. Hell, we were even supposed to make out on the sofa.

‘Don’t worry, old boy,’ Augustus Thunberg reassured me. The two of us shared a dressing room. ‘It’ll all go like clockwork.’ He called everybody “old boy” though I was a good forty years younger than him. Thunberg had a lined, characterful face and a cheerful demeanour. In his hand he held a large glass of whisky – real whisky – which he drained with some relish. It’s alright for him, I thought. He’s only on for the first forty minutes. Thunberg’s character, Lord Montague, got bumped off halfway through the second act. He could hobble off stage at the scene change and then disappear off to the pub for an hour and enjoy himself. The stage manager didn’t approve but, so long as he was back for the curtain call, Mr Kirby was prepared to tolerate it. I rather liked Thunberg – he was an old school thespian – but I was fretting too much to pay him any attention right now.

I didn’t have time to run through my lines. I could hear the coughs and the expectant muttering over the tannoy as the audience began to settle. Then a loud voice came over the speaker. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, for tonight’s performance, the part of Carlton Hediger will be played by Mr Simon Turing.’

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. There was no going back now.

A rap on the dressing room door caught my ear. Ted Wallace, a lanky ginger-haired man, popped his head into the room. He was the assistant stage manager and – tonight – he would be covering my roles. There were three in all, none of them of any great importance. A waiter, a passer-by and a non-speaking constable. Wallace looked even more worried than I did. He was taller than me and had dressed himself hurriedly as the waiter from Act One. He had the book in his hands and was going through his three lines over and over.

Seeing his panic helped to calm me a little. ‘Just remember: soup bowls and then the bill,’ I said.

‘Right.’ He had seen me do it often enough from the wings.

‘Five minutes, everyone,’ a voice came over the loud speaker.

Wallace flicked his eyes nervously heavenwards and disappeared.

‘Break a leg!’ I called after him.

Augustus Thunberg rose heavily to his feet. He was in the first scene and was dressed for dinner. ‘Deep breaths, old boy,’ he told me. ‘And have fun.’ He moved out into the corridor, disappearing through the door opposite and up into the wings. A couple of other cast members emerged from their dressing rooms at the same time and went to join him for the opening scene.

I moved into the corridor and stopped for a moment, gathering my wits. Miss Dawkins was standing outside her dressing room, in her usual sweater and green skirt, her face done up immaculately. She was smoking a cigarette and her slender eyebrows were creased with concern. ‘What on earth could have happened to him?’ she wondered. Stephen Huxley. ‘He’s never missed a show before.’

‘I’m sure it’s nothing serious,’ I said. The two of them had become quite close during the course of the run. It was understandable that she would be worried. ‘Maybe he’s fallen asleep somewhere. Mr Kirby will give him a rollocking but he’ll be fine.’

‘I hope so,’ she said, seriously. ‘I really hope so.’ The girl had half an ear on the speaker in her room. The play had begun and our entrance was not far off. She disappeared back into her dressing room to extinguish the cigarette. There was the sound of a glass being dropped on stage. That was our two minute warning.

We moved through the doors, navigating the back of the stage and up the steps to the rear of the set. Then we started laughing and giggling, as the script directed, from behind the plywood door.

Oh well, I thought with some trepidation, here goes nothing. Annabelle opened the door and we stepped out onto the stage together, doing a passable impression of love’s young dream.

––––––––
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‘I think I’ll give it a miss tonight,’ I said. Ted Wallace had invited me out to the pub after the show. It was something of a tradition, sinking a swift pint or two in the short time left before the pubs closed up. But tonight I couldn’t face it. I had probably lost half a stone in sweat. Wallace had done a much better job than I had. ‘I think I need a lie down,’ I said.

‘You did really well,’ Wallace told me, scratching his nose. He was older than I was, in his late twenties, with cropped ginger hair and a pasty face. ‘I don’t think the audience would have noticed.’

I was not so sure. ‘I dried at the end of Act Two. If Mr Lorenz hadn’t rescued me...’

Wallace shook his head. ‘Huxley’s for it tomorrow,’ he declared. ‘Mr Kirby’s on the warpath.’

‘I know. I just hope he’s all right.’ Stephen Huxley could be a little prickly sometimes but he had never missed a show before.

‘Thanks for the help this evening,’ Wallace added.

‘Not a problem.’ I smiled. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.

He headed for the door and signed himself out. Augustus Thunberg was doing up his scarf, preparing to head off with the others. I was surprised the man could even walk, the amount he had already put away. He had barely been able to stand during the curtain call.

I hesitated in the corridor. The door to the middle dressing room lay open and Annabelle Dawkins was sitting in front of her mirror. She had removed her makeup and was staring silently at the image in the glass. I knocked gently. ‘Are you all right?’ I said.

The girl had performed magnificently on stage, guiding me through the whole thing, even the dreadful business of the kissing, which we had not rehearsed; but now she looked absolutely shattered. ‘I’m fine,’ she lied, her face unusually pale. ‘I’m just tired. And...and worried. I shall be so cross with him if he’s just fallen asleep somewhere.’

‘So will Mr Kirby. Don’t worry. He’ll turn up,’ I said. ‘He’s probably just crashed out on the beach and lost track of time.’ Mr Thunberg was not the only cast member who liked a drink.

‘I hope so.’ She sighed, gazing across at me. ‘Thank you for stepping in this evening. You did very well, all things considered.’

I flushed with embarrassment. ‘Not my finest hour,’ I admitted. The sofa scene had been an absolute disaster. That was what came of not rehearsing. ‘But we got through it.’

‘We did. Thank God it’ll all be over soon.’

‘Are you going to the pub with the others?’ I asked.

‘Not tonight. I couldn’t face it. I’ll wait for Julia.’

I nodded. Julia Bacon, the front of house manager. The two women were lodging together. ‘Well, I’ll say goodnight then. And thanks again.’

‘You will let me know if you hear anything? From Stephen?’

‘Of course,’ I said, waving a hand as I moved away.

––––––––
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Fireworks were exploding in the sky as I hurried out into the street. A few lads were larking about down on the beach setting off some rockets. There was not much else for them to do. Wynmouth was a faded coastal town, the River Wyn leading out into a narrow bay with its rough pebble beach. There was a concrete promenade and a stubby pier at one end. Out of season it was a quiet, reflective place and I had grown to like it over the last few weeks, pottering about during the day, minding my own business. The Alhambra was on the main drag, looking out to sea, a decent enough theatre with its mock Roman pillars and its gaudy displays. The posters were up now for the end of year pantomime and rehearsals were due to begin on Monday. I wasn’t involved in that and, for all that I liked the place, I was happy that my time here was coming to an end. I was looking forward to getting home, to the vicarage in Nosford where I lived with my mum and dad. I flinched as a glitter bomb briefly illuminated the sky. The fireworks had been ramping up these last few days, in the run up to Bonfire Night. The bangs on the beach were a noisy preview. Wynmouth was about to wake from its autumnal slumber. The Fire Festival was this weekend and the town was already starting to fill up with tourists. I pulled my scarf around my neck and shivered at the cold. One of the teenagers from the beach called out to me from the darkness. ‘All right, mate!’ I didn’t know him. I waved a hand and hurried along the street.

What on earth had happened to Stephen Huxley? I wondered, as I made my way towards the river. Had there been an accident? Or had he just got drunk like everyone thought and collapsed on the beach? That would not be completely out of character. The guy certainly liked a drink. I knew Huxley fairly well. We had shared digs together since early September, when rehearsals had begun. He was disdainful of the people and the play. ‘The whole bloody place is stuck in a time warp,’ he lamented. ‘Bowing and scraping. All that fawning over the lead actors. Mister this and Miss that. You’d think we were living in the 1950s. And as for the play.’ He had a point there. Danger Unknown was not the worst production I had ever been involved in, but it did feel rather dated. The piece hadn’t exactly set the world alight the first time around but, a quarter of a century later, it was distinctly old hat. It had not been a happy production and tensions had grown over the course of the run. Had Huxley bunked off deliberately? I could not put it past him. He had had a blazing row with one of the other actors earlier in the week. Something about the pantomime. ‘The annual travesty,’ he called it. He had been promised a part but had been passed over at the last minute. Huxley was still smarting about that.

I crossed the bridge and turned left. From here it was a few minutes’ walk through dark back streets to the boarding house, a whitewashed terrace. I climbed up the steps and let myself in. The landlady, Mrs Adamson, allowed everyone their own key. The strict hours of an ordinary Bed & Breakfast were never quite appropriate for a theatrical digs and Mrs Adamson had a long standing relationship with the Alhambra. If her “boys” (as she called them) wanted to drag themselves in at three in the morning, that was absolutely fine with her, so long as she didn’t have to get up to open the door. She was the most relaxed landlady I had ever met. Far too relaxed, in many ways. It was a rare evening when I managed to get to the stairs without her spotting me and coming out for a chat.

‘There you are, lovey!’ she exclaimed, on cue, as I passed along the hall. The living room door was wide open and she sprang up to greet me. ‘I was just saying to Frank, I’ll bet Mr Turing’ll be home early.’ Frank was the husband, a small, inoffensive man permanently stationed in front of the TV. ‘Your big night. You went on, did you? For Mr Huxley?’

I grimaced. She had heard about that then. ‘Yes. I had to cover for him.’

Bernadette Adamson was a large, bosomy woman in her late forties with a pink bouffant hairdo and elaborate make up. ‘He’s so naughty. I shall have to give him a good telling off when he gets home.’ She giggled. ‘I shall put him over my knee. Making trouble for my poor little boy.’ She raised a hand to my cheek in sympathy. I tried not to flinch as a cloud of perfume engulfed me. ‘How was it, lovey? Did you do well? I’m sure you did.’

‘I got through it,’ I said. ‘A few stumbles, but it was okay, I think. You haven’t heard from Stephen?’

‘No, not a dicky bird.’

‘You don’t think he’s done a runner, do you?’ That was one possibility that had been at the back of my mind.

‘Ooh, I don’t think so. I had a look around his room. Just to see, like, when Mr Kirby phoned. His guitar’s still there and all his clothes. And he wouldn’t go off without saying goodbye to his Auntie Bernadette now would he?’

‘No, I suppose not.’

‘Not with pay day tomorrow. He wouldn’t want to miss that.’ She grinned. ‘I’m sure he’ll turn up. Are you hungry, lovey? There’s some meat in the fridge.’

‘No, no. I think I’ll have an early night. Well, early-ish.’ It was just gone half past ten. I’d had some dinner before the show and I wasn’t feeling particularly hungry. ‘A big day tomorrow.’

‘Isn’t it just?’ The start of the festival. ‘We’re so looking forward to it. I said to Frank, another year, can you believe it? We never miss a festival, Frank and me.’ She smiled again. ‘Well, if you need anything, lovey. Anything at all, you only have to ask.’

‘Yes, thank you. That’s very kind.’ I made for the stairs. Mrs Adamson did have a tendency to talk and talk. I had barely got my foot on the step, however, when the hall telephone sprang to life.

Mrs Adamson moved to answer it. ‘I don’t know who could be phoning at this hour. Maybe it’s an admirer.’ She chuckled and picked up the phone. ‘Wynmouth 6-9-4-7-3.’ She listened for a moment. ‘Who?’ She blinked and then put a hand over the receiver. ‘It’s the police,’ she said, looking back at me with some concern. ‘They’ve found Stephen. The poor lamb. He’s been taken into hospital.’
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Chapter Two
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‘Watch out, Mr Turing!’ a voice yelled urgently as I rounded the corner. A giant papier-mâché head was being swung on a crane across the alleyway. A pickup truck was parked outside the theatre, almost blocking the side entrance. The workshop doors were open and a gaggle of stage hands were assembling an enormous statue on the back of the truck. It was Friday, the day of the big parade, and the various pieces were now being slotted together in readiness for the afternoon’s festivities. Mr Kirby, the stage manager, was directing proceedings. He had a habit of standing back and letting other people do the hard work, but this was his baby and he was keen to make sure there were no mistakes.

‘It looks marvellous,’ I said, moving forward cautiously as the head was slotted into position. Ted Wallace, the assistant stage manager, had scrambled up onto the truck and, once the head was sitting comfortably, he began to disconnect the metal chains holding it up. For a moment, Kirby and I gazed silently up at the giant statue. I had seen the different pieces lying about in the workshop – the cardboard and papier-mâché on wooden frames – but this was the first time the whole thing had been assembled. It was a magnificent sight; a highwayman, Dick Turpin at a guess, with a pistol in his hand and bulging money bags in his pockets. Across the town, a dozen or more equally colourful statues were being prepared, cartoon-like caricatures of individuals from history or popular culture. Ours sported a tricorn hat, but the traditional highwayman’s mask had been pulled down to the neck and the face of the villain bore an uncanny resemblance to a much reviled government minister. Satire was an integral part of the Wynmouth Fire Festival and the designers had had a field day with this one. Three chins, big ears, bulging eyes. It could not have been less flattering.

‘Six months’ work,’ Mr Kirby said, his eyes flashing with pride as he adjusted his bottle glasses. He was the chair of the theatre festival committee and he had overseen every stage of the statue’s construction. He had probably helped design it too. ‘But it was worth every second.’ The gaudily coloured effigy was eighteen feet tall at least and completely dominated the alleyway.

‘It gets my vote,’ I said with a smile.

‘I should hope so, Mr Turing. But it’s not about the winning. It’s the taking part.’ His expression darkened as he turned to look at me. ‘How is Mr Huxley?’

I had been expecting the question. ‘He’s sleeping,’ I said. He was back at the lodging house now, being fussed over by Mrs Adamson. ‘He didn’t feel up to coming in this morning.’

Kirby nodded. It was understandable in the circumstances. I had phoned the theatre at breakfast and explained the situation. ‘But will he be all right for this evening?’ That was the million dollar question, so far as the stage manager was concerned.

‘I think so,’ I said. ‘He’s determined to go on. He won’t want to miss Friday night. But he’ll need quite a bit of makeup. He...er...he took a fair pasting.’ I shuddered, remembering the look of him when I had arrived at the hospital. Huxley had been sitting up in bed. He was a good-looking guy ordinarily, twenty-five years old, slim and blond haired. The baby blue eyes and puppy dog face made him look younger than he really was, but his face was battered now, the eyelids swollen. And there were stitches in his forehead.

‘They jumped me from behind,’ he had explained, as I’d settled next to the bed. A bunch of thugs had attacked him in the street on the way to the theatre. They had robbed him and left him unconscious in the gutter. He had been discovered by a couple of passers-by, who had rushed to the nearest phone box and called for an ambulance. ‘I didn’t know anything about it,’ Huxley told me. ‘I woke up in here. I didn’t have a clue where I was.’ He had not been carrying any ID and it wasn’t until he came round that he had been able to tell anyone who he was. He had given the police the name of Mrs Adamson’s lodging house and Frank Adamson had given me a lift down to the hospital.

‘It looks pretty uncomfortable,’ I said, eyeing the stitches.

‘I’ll live.’ He winced. ‘It’s sore as hell, though. If only I’d seen the bastards coming.’

‘You were on your way to the theatre?’

‘Yeah.’

I frowned. He hadn’t taken the direct route, over the bridge. ‘You didn’t come along the promenade?’

‘No, I nipped off to the tobacconists on Fish Street. They must have seen me coming out.’ He winced again.

‘Were you able to give the police a description?’

‘No. I didn’t see any of them.’ His eyes flicked across to the bedside table. His wallet was resting there and a glass of water, but nothing else.

‘Did they take much?’

‘Just the cash. And my wristwatch. Nice one too. That’ll fetch a few quid down the market. Just as well it’s payday tomorrow, isn’t it?’

I smiled half-heartedly. ‘Everyone was really worried, when you didn’t show up. Miss Dawkins – Annabelle – she was beside herself. I really ought to give her a ring, tell her you’re okay.’

Huxley shrugged. ‘She worries too much.’

Even now, after all these weeks, I was not entirely sure whether the two of them were an item. Huxley always feigned indifference when it came to women. He was one of those people who didn’t need to chase the opposite sex. The casual attitude and the baby blue eyes were enough to get them flocking to his side. He wasn’t famous, but at the stage door it was always his autograph that people asked for, much to the annoyance of the older actors.

‘God, I’m busting for a fag. They nicked those as well.’ He gazed mournfully across at the almost empty bedside table. ‘So what happened with the play? Did you go on?’

‘I did,’ I admitted with a shudder. ‘Mr Kirby wasn’t at all happy.’

Huxley laughed. ‘I bet he wasn’t. Stupid bugger. “Death is the only acceptable excuse for not being on time,” isn’t that what he says?’

I suppressed a smile. ‘Something like that.’ He had Mr Kirby’s voice down to a tee. ‘Being mugged doesn’t quite cut it.’

‘You managed to get through it though?’

‘Yes, just about. With a little help from Miss Dawkins. I’ll have to brush up on the lines a bit for tomorrow night.’

Huxley shook his head. ‘I reckon I’ll be all right.’ He coughed. ‘No bones broken. The nurse says I can go home in a minute. Just got to sign some forms first.’

Frank Adamson was waiting outside with the car. We got back to the house in the early hours and I’d helped Huxley up to his room. I had finally hit the sack myself at about one am. Now it was eleven o’clock.

Mr Kirby was looking at his watch. ‘All right, leave it for now,’ he called across to the stage hands. Dick Turpin was firmly lodged on the back of the truck and the chains had been removed. ‘Let’s get inside.’ He squeezed past the side of the vehicle and made his way through the large double doors into the workshop. I waited for the stage hands to follow him inside and then worked my way past the truck. It would be a tricky job getting the vehicle out onto the main road, but the guys knew what they were doing. This was not the first fire festival the Alhambra had seen.

The workshop was a busy, cluttered space, tall and wide, with half painted canvases, random props piled up in corners and bits of set. There were a couple of workbenches – for metal and woodwork – and paint pots piled in a corner. A large cabinet was set up against the far wall and there were a few lockers along the same side. The floor was concrete with the odd splash of paint. Julia Bacon had set up a table at the far end, as usual. She was the front of house manager and – on a Friday – undoubtedly the most important person in the building. A set of brown envelopes were piled up on the table in front of her, next to the cash book.

Most of the cast had arrived ahead of me and were already queuing up to collect their wages. I hurried to join them. There was a pecking order, unspoken but religiously observed. The senior cast members – Patrick Lorenz and his wife Amber Newton – were at the front. They were regulars at the theatre and were involved in almost every production. Patrick Lorenz had overseen my audition that summer. Behind them came Sebastian Fossey, another older actor, who shared a dressing room with Mr Lorenz. Then came Augustus Thunberg, our cheerful corpse, and Miss Annabelle Dawkins, who was just in front of me. Bringing up the rear were the stage hands and the rest of the crew. Stephen Huxley was right. It really was an old fashioned set up.

Annabelle looked quite different in daylight, out of her period clothes. She was quite pretty, in a pale sort of way, with short black hair and hazel eyes. She was sporting a pair of jeans this morning and an off-the-shoulder top in muted yellow. I had phoned her to let her know that Huxley was all right. It seemed only fair, though it had cost me an extra ten pence. The telephone at the lodging house was coin operated.

Julia Bacon made quick work of the envelopes. She was a quiet, thin faced woman in her early fifties, with short greying hair, pin prick eyes and an air of efficiency only slightly offset by the light blue cardigan she wore over a neat white blouse. She looked up as I shuffled forward. ‘Mr Turing, good morning. This is your final pay packet. It covers Saturday and Sunday as well. Thank you for all your hard work.’ The woman was as brusque as ever.

I nodded and took the envelope. ‘Thank you.’ Equity minimum wages. It would cover my rent at least. ‘Stephen asked me if I could collect his wages as well. Stephen Huxley.’

‘Ah yes. Mr Kirby did mention that.’ Miss Bacon shuffled the envelopes and found the relevant one. ‘I’ll need you to sign for it.’ She wrote out a quick note and handed me a pen. That done, she gave me the envelope. ‘That’s also for the weekend.’

‘Thank you.’

Mr Kirby was hovering beside the desk. ‘Tell him to pop in this afternoon, as soon as he’s up. I want to have a good look at him before the parade. Make sure he’s up to the performance tonight.’

‘I’ll tell him,’ I said. ‘I think he’ll be okay.’

‘Let’s hope so,’ Kirby growled.

I stepped away from the desk and one of the stage hands moved up behind me. Miss Dawkins was hovering by the double doors, waiting for me to finish. ‘Mr Turing. Simon. I just wanted to thank you again for phoning me this morning.’ She shot me a brief smile. It had only taken eight and a half weeks but I was now firmly on her radar. ‘I didn’t sleep at all well last night. I wonder, would you be able to pass on a message for me, if you’re going back to Mrs Adamson’s house?’

‘Yes, of course.’ I gazed at her curiously.

‘Tell Stephen I’ll meet him in the usual place this afternoon. The same time, if he’s up to it.’

‘Certainly. You’re not going to watch the parade?’

‘No. I don’t really feel up to it. There’s always tomorrow.’ She smiled again, somewhat weakly. ‘You won’t forget to tell Stephen?’

‘I’ll tell him. The usual place.’ I suppressed a grin. So the two of them were an item after all.

––––––––
[image: image]


The front steps were a bit slippery but I leapt up them in double quick time. I had an appointment of my own this afternoon and I didn’t want to miss it. I was already running late. I would drop off the cash, pass on the message and then be on my way.

Mrs Adamson spotted me as soon as I entered the hall. ‘You’ve just missed him, lovey,’ she called out.

‘Missed him?’ I stopped and peered through into the living room.

‘Mr Huxley.’ She got up and waddled across to me. ‘I took him up a nice cup of tea at half past ten. The poor lamb. He was in such a bad way. It was awful. All those bruises. I was saying to Frank, how could anyone do that to someone? I said, if I get my hands on them, I won’t be responsible for my actions. But he’s been putting on a brave face, the poor dear. Told us he was absolutely fine. He was going to have a quick bite to eat and then go out for a walk. Can you believe it?’

‘He’s gone out?’

‘That’s right, lovey. About twenty minutes ago. To clear his head, he said.’

‘Right. I was going to – oh, never mind.’ I pulled the brown envelope out of my coat pocket. ‘I’ve got his wages for him. I’ll leave them next to his bed, shall I?’

‘That’s a good idea.’ Bernadette Adamson beamed, laying a hand on my shoulder. ‘You’re always so thoughtful. I said to Frank last night, he’s so thoughtful, our Mr Turing. You’ll make somebody a wonderful husband.’

I coughed in embarrassment. ‘Well, someday, maybe.’

‘It’ll be such a shame to see you go. I always miss my boys when they leave me. Shall I put the kettle on? We can have a nice cup of tea.’

‘Actually, I’m in a bit of a rush just now. I’m going to meet someone.’

Her eyes lit up. ‘A little friend, is it?’ She was always on the lookout for any gossip.

‘Er...yes, at the station.’

She smiled. ‘Well, I hope you have a lovely time. Don’t forget, it’s Friday, though. If you’ve been paid this morning...’

‘Yes, of course. The rent.’ It was always due at the end of the week. This would be my final payment.

‘There’s no hurry, lovey.’ The woman’s hand was still on my shoulder. ‘You come and give it to me whenever you like.’

‘Right, yes. I’ll just pop upstairs then and –.’

‘Of course. I’ll be waiting.’

I clomped up the stairs, my cheeks flushed with embarrassment, though I was breathing more easily now that I was free of the perfume.

Stephen Huxley’s room was the first on the right. I knocked on the door, but there was no-one inside. It was a fair sized room with a sturdy metal bed, flock wallpaper and a single window overlooking the street. The bed had been neatly made – by Mrs Adamson, I suspected. The landlady was always in and out of the bedrooms when we were out, dusting and changing the sheets. I got the feeling she liked to have a good nosey around too. Not that there was much in my room to look at. I preferred to travel light. Huxley’s room was a little more cluttered. A guitar was propped up in the corner and there was an ashtray and a packet of cigarettes on the bedside table. The ashtray had been emptied. I frowned, looking across the room. I had been in here a couple of times before and it seemed to me that there was something missing. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was. Oh well. It was none of my business. I placed the wage packet down next to the ashtray and hurried out the door.

A couple of minutes later, I was downstairs settling up with Mrs Adamson, glancing at my watch as she wrote out my receipt.

She smiled, observing my agitation. ‘A little friend, you say?’

––––––––
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This is what it must be like during the summer, I thought, as I threaded my way along the crowded promenade towards the train station. Up until now, I’d had the town pretty much to myself, except at lunchtime, when the locals would briefly emerge. But today, seemingly in the space of a morning, the whole place had filled up with people. There were suitcases and backpacks everywhere. The hotels were doing a roaring trade, especially the ones on the seafront. It was another cold and windy day – the sun hadn’t bothered to show its face since September – but if you ignored the heavy coats and the woolly hats, it might almost have been summer, it was so busy. A couple of madmen were even braving the water. My God. They would freeze to death. It was not my idea of a fun day out, but I had to hand it to the local council. The Wynmouth Fire Festival had done its job, getting the punters back into town at the bleakest time of year. The Bonfire Night parade and the fireworks were properly famous. People would come from all over the country to see them and from abroad too.

I reached the pier and was accosted by a young Italian couple. The man had a huge moustache and a rather
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