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It was my fault for being early. I had already eaten lunch and it was only a short walk from the studio to the rehearsal rooms on Haddington Road.

I was expecting the building to be shut up. I had the script for the episode tucked into my satchel and, if needs be, I could sit on a wall and read through my lines while I waited for the others to arrive. It was a pleasant if rather chilly day and I was looking forward to meeting the rest of the cast. This was my first television job and I was anxious to make a good impression.

The rehearsal room was a heavy red brick building, a church hall, sideways on, with an arched window facing out onto the street. A set of iron railings ran the length of the building and, as I moved past them, I noticed that the main door was open. That was the first peculiarity. There were no cars in the car park but, it appeared, somebody had arrived ahead of me. Perhaps they had come on foot as well. The production manager had sent everyone a map, marking the location, but I hadn’t really needed it. The studio was less than a mile away.

As I turned into the car park I shivered, an odd feeling of trepidation washing over me. First day nerves, perhaps.

Ahead of me, across the small square of tarmac, sat the main church building, a huge Victorian monstrosity constructed from the same red brick as the hall. It was the sort of building I had seen countless times before, a typical inner city church with a massive wooden door and stained glass windows. That at least was reassuring. My father was a vicar, so I had seen a lot of these kinds of buildings. This one was situated on a backstreet not far from the Thames in central London. It was a surprisingly quiet area of the capital, well off the beaten track, the sort of place someone would only stumble across by accident.

I adjusted the strap on my satchel and moved towards the hall. A small set of steps led up to the main entrance, with thin metal bannisters either side. The door was only slightly ajar. Arched windows were dotted either side of it, though without the coloured glass evident in the church. One of the window panes had been smashed. That was the second peculiarity. The damage looked to be recent. Bits of glass were scattered across the tarmac directly in front of the window.

I moved closer to get a proper look and, as I did so, my foot struck a hard object and almost sent me flying. I cursed and glanced down at my foot, my toes throbbing inside my shoe. A brick was lying on the tarmac, an ordinary house brick, lighter in colour than the ones in the wall. I gazed up at the broken pane. The window was segmented, with lots of different panels, and only one of them seemed to have been smashed. The hole was a little larger than the brick on the ground. Had someone lobbed it through the window from the inside? Why on earth would anyone want to do that?

From within the building, I heard the sound of movement, someone shuffling about. I paused for a second, listening. There was definitely somebody in there. Of course, it could well be another member of the cast, arriving ahead of time like me; but it might just as easily be the guy who threw the brick.

I grimaced, moving towards the semi open door. ‘Hello?’ I called out tentatively, placing a hand on the guide rail as I circled the steps. ‘Is there someone in there?’ No reply.

I glanced back across the car park towards the church. Perhaps I should fetch the vicar. If some hooligan was making merry inside the hall, the last thing I wanted to do was confront them. Then I heard a loud thunk from inside the building and a sudden cry.

‘Hello?’ I called again, more urgently this time, hastening up the steps and placing my hand on the door. If somebody had come a cropper, I would have to investigate. Oh hell. This wasn’t how I imagined my first day at work. I pulled open the door and peered into the hall.

It was a bright, airy space, with bars on the walls and marks across the floor delineating various sports. Arched windows on the far side provided plenty of light.

As I crossed the threshold, I caught a blur of movement to my right. A figure shot towards me. Before I could get a look at them, I felt a heavy thwack against the side of my head. I staggered sideways, crying out in alarm, losing my footing and tumbling forward onto the hard wooden floor. The figure – whoever it was – didn’t waste any time, bolting straight past me and out through the door, into the car park.

It took me a moment to recover my bearings, my hands propping up my body on the floor. The satchel had gone flying. The blow had been a glancing one, thank goodness. But it confirmed one thing. That was no cast member. Whoever I had just collided with, they were up to no good.

If I had been a little sharper, I would have hauled myself up straight away and rushed to the door. I didn’t fancy giving chase – I have never been particularly brave – but I could at least get a proper look at the scoundrel. That would give me something useful to tell the police when I called them. At the moment, I wasn’t even sure if it was a man or a woman. I did have the impression, though, that they were wearing some sort of hood.

It was as I was catching my breath, reflecting mournfully on my poor sense of timing, that my eyes caught on a large sheet hanging from the near wall. There was another set of exercise bars here, to the left of the main door. Somebody had strung the sheet up across the bars, taking up almost the entire space. A chair lay on its side at one end. That must have been the thud I heard. Someone overbalancing, perhaps. They had heard me calling out, while they were arranging the sheet, and had fallen off the chair. That was the cry I had heard.

What really caught my attention, however, was the writing scrawled on the sheet. A single word had been daubed across it in bright red paint. It read simply: SCUM.

––––––––
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A car was drawing up in a cloud of exhaust as I emerged from the hall, dusting down my satchel. The driver was a woman, someone I didn’t recognise. I waited on the steps as the red Fiat came to a halt in front of me. Who was this? I wondered. Probably not one of the other actors. Rehearsals were not due to begin for at least another forty minutes.

The driver turned off the engine and pulled open the door. She grabbed a clipboard and a bundle of papers, then stepped out of the car, shooting me a suspicious look as she closed up the door. ‘Who are you?’ she enquired frostily. She was a good decade older than me, a severe looking woman in her mid thirties, with long, dark hair and a pale complexion, partially offset by some bright red lipstick and a pair of heavy black-rimmed spectacles. ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked. Her voice was as crisp as her makeup.

I forced a smile, stepping forward.

The woman had parked directly in front of the hall. She was dressed in a black pullover and a pair of jeans. One of the production team, perhaps, judging by all the paperwork she was carrying. She wasn’t the director, though. I had met Pamela Ford at my audition. She was a much friendlier figure.

‘I’m Simon,’ I said. ‘Simon Turing. Are you one of the crew?’

She nodded curtly. ‘Jill Marconi. AFM.’

I nodded. The Assistant Floor Manager. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

She moved around the back of the car. ‘Simon Turing. Yes, I have seen your photo.’ She freed a hand and we shook briefly.

‘You didn’t see anyone running down the street, did you?’ I asked, looking past her beyond the iron railings. ‘When you were pulling up?’

‘Down the street?’ She regarded me blankly.

‘Maybe wearing a hood?’

‘No, I didn’t see anyone.’ She frowned. ‘What’s going on? How did you get into the hall?’ She had noticed the open door behind me. ‘You don’t have a key.’

‘No. Someone was already inside. The guy with the hood.’

Her blue eyes flicked to one side and took in the broken glass. ‘What’s happened to the window? What on earth is going on here?’

‘I wish I knew. I’ve only just arrived. I didn’t get a good look at him, whoever he was.’

She pursed her lips. ‘This man in a hood?’

‘Yes. He ran straight past me. I was going to go and find the vicar. I think we might need to call the police.’

‘I would rather avoid that if possible,’ she said. ‘You think he smashed the window?’

‘I think he must have done.’ I indicated the brick on the ground. ‘You’d better come in and see.’

She followed me inside and shook her head irritably at the sight of the white sheet and its offensive red daubing. The paint was completely dry. It had obviously been prepared in advance. ‘This is all we need,’ she muttered. ‘Pam won’t want the cast seeing this.’ The director would be on her way and the actors would not be far behind her.

‘We’ll have to tell somebody,’ I said, putting down my satchel and shoving my hands into my pockets.

‘I’ll speak to the vicar. The Reverend Matthews is a reasonable man. He won’t cause a fuss. We’ll pay for the window, of course.’

‘It’s not your responsibility,’ I said. ‘Some hooligan.’

‘Even so. We’d better get this cleared up. You’re here rather early,’ she observed, with a hint of disapproval. This was her domain, at least in the run up to the rehearsal. The AFM would normally have the place to herself for the first half hour, setting everything up. Chairs, tables, that sort of thing. It was part of her routine.

‘I’d finished at the studio,’ I explained awkwardly. I had visited the other premises for a fitting this morning. ‘I just wanted to see the lie of the land. Do you...?’ I hesitated. ‘Do you think this could have anything to do with the show?’ The Professor, the programme we were about to begin rehearsing, was a popular and long running TV show. It had quite a high public profile.

Jill Marconi pressed her lips together. Her lipstick really was very bright. ‘It’s always possible,’ she conceded reluctantly. ‘We do get a few cranks. But it’s usually on location, not when we’re rehearsing.’ She glanced at her watch and then moved across to right the over-turned chair. ‘We’ll have to take this down.’ She indicated the sheet. Dumping her papers on top of the chair, she moved to one side of the bars. ‘If you wouldn’t mind?’

I pulled my hands from my pockets. ‘Shouldn’t we leave it for the police?’ There was a payphone in the corner. It would be a simple matter to summon the authorities.

‘I don’t think we need to bother them,’ she asserted briskly. ‘How they got in, that’s what concerns me. You say the door was open?’

‘Yes. I don’t think it had been forced.’

‘What about the back entrance?’

‘I’m not sure.’ At the far end of the hall there was a stage area, curtains drawn, and to the right of that a short corridor leading through to the back entrance. ‘I’ll go and have a look,’ I said.

The door at the far end was much more functional than the main entrance. I tried the handle, but it was firmly locked. ‘They didn’t get in this way,’ I confirmed. There was an internal door, leading through to the church, but that was also shut up and properly secured. ‘I suppose they must have picked the lock, somehow.’

I returned to the main hall. There was a noticeboard to my left, at the edge of the stage. It was full of community related announcements, but a newspaper had been pinned to the centre of the board. A complete newspaper.

‘Miss Marconi!’ I called across.

‘Jill, please. We don’t do formality on The Professor.’

‘Jill. I think you ought to see this.’

She let go of the sheet, which she was attempting to pull away from the bars, and marched across to me, her heels clacking on the wooden floor.

‘I think it must have been a fan,’ I said. The photograph on the front page was of a cast member I recognised. A former cast member, at least. The paper looked to be about a year old.

Jill Marconi stared at the cover with distaste. It was typical tabloid fodder. Lurid details about a car accident the actor had been involved in. I remembered reading about it at the time. ‘This puts a completely different complexion on the matter,’ the AFM agreed. She reached forward and pulled the newspaper from the board. ‘We can’t have Laurie seeing this.’ Laurie Bell was the show’s leading man, the “Professor” himself. She folded up the paper and deposited it in a swing top bin. ‘We’d better keep this to ourselves, Simon. We don’t want to upset the cast. I suggest we get everything cleaned up and then prepare for the rehearsal.’ She peered at me intently for a moment, brooking no disagreement. Then her brow furrowed, noticing something odd about my face. ‘What’s that on your forehead?’

I lifted a hand uncertainly. ‘My forehead?’ Perhaps I had cut myself when I had fallen. ‘It’s not blood, is it?’ I didn’t think I had struck my head.

‘It’s not blood,’ she said. ‘A bit of white.’

‘Oh, that.’ I smiled, letting out a low chuckle. ‘I thought they’d washed all that off. It’s plaster of Paris.’

––––––––
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It was the most uncomfortable half an hour I had spent in a makeup chair. The visual effects man had inserted a pair of straws up my nose and plastered a thick layer of gunge across my face. That was mid-morning, back at the TV studios. It was, to say the least, an abrupt introduction to the supposedly glamorous world of eighties television. My agent had said nothing about that when she’d phoned me up a few weeks earlier to tell me I had got the part. ‘Two and a half weeks in London,’ she informed me, ‘with a couple of days location filming down in Dorset.’ I had been absolutely thrilled. My first television role. The Professor was a hugely popular series, centred on the eponymous scientist and his team of government investigators. It was typical fantasy fare; lots of aliens and mad scientists. Not my cup of tea, but the programme had a dedicated following. It had been going for five or six years now, since the late seventies, and the cast were all household names. What my agent had not told me – and what had not been clear from the audition script – was that I would be playing the monster in this episode. Not the villain, an actual monster; or at least, the human incarnation of that monster. Which meant that a cast of my face was required, to assist in the inevitable transformation scene.

I had arrived at the studio promptly at ten o’clock, as instructed. The lady at reception beamed at me through half moon glasses as I strode across the foyer. ‘I’ll let them know you’re here,’ she said, crossing my name off a list. ‘Please take a seat.’ She gestured to a comfortable set of chairs arranged around a table looking out onto the street.

The sofa was already occupied by two rather small men. One of them was smoking a cigarette, the other reading a newspaper. The second man folded up his copy of The Sun and shot me a smile as I took a seat opposite him. ‘Morning!’ he said. He was about three and a half feet tall, at a guess, clean shaven, with slicked black hair and brown eyes. ‘You in for The Professor as well, are you?’ He grinned. His accent was pure London.

‘I am, yes.’ The man must have overheard my conversation with the receptionist.

His companion let out a puff of smoke. ‘You poor wee bugger,’ he said. He spoke in a thick Scottish brogue. ‘You don’t know what you’re letting yourself in for.’ He was heavily bearded, equally short, with a checked shirt and blue jeans.

‘Just ignore him,’ the other man suggested, putting his newspaper to one side. ‘He’s a miserable sod. I’m Aftab. Aftab Pingala.’ He beamed again. He was dressed smartly, in black trousers, white shirt and a dicky bow. His shoes, though small, were brightly polished. ‘This hairy creature here is Mr Douglas Brunel.’

The Scotsman grunted half-heartedly and took another puff of his cigarette.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ I said. ‘I’m Simon Turing.’

‘Not from round here?’ Aftab guessed, his brown eyes twinkling as he peered across at me.

‘No. I came down for the job.’

He nodded amiably. ‘So who are you playing?’

‘The young man, David Egan.’

Douglas Brunel let out a throaty laugh. ‘Dear God! You’re the monster.’

I grinned sheepishly. ‘Er, yes. That’s why I’m here this morning. I’ve got to have a mask done or something.’ I nodded towards the reception desk. The woman with the glasses was on the phone, informing the visual effects people that I had arrived. My character, David Egan, began the story as an ordinary human being, on holiday with his girlfriend; but then he puts his hand into some contaminated water and, over the course of the episode, transforms into a cathedral-sized monster. That bit would be achieved via special effects, I had been told, but they would need me in the flesh at the end, as the monster flops back into human form, tendrils and all.

‘You poor lad.’ Douglas puffed out his cheeks. ‘It’s not exactly Shakespeare, is it?’

‘No.’ I chortled. ‘I spend half the episode in a hospital bed, covered in slime. And then I go on the rampage.’ I glanced down at my satchel, which contained the script for the episode. I did not have many lines to learn beyond the opening scenes.

‘It’s not a bad little role for a youngster,’ Aftab reckoned, scratching his nose. He looked to be in his mid-thirties, around the same age as Douglas. ‘And you do at least get to go on location. That’s always a plus.’

‘Yes, I’m looking forward to that,’ I agreed. We would be staying for two days at a hotel in Dorset. That was next week, before rehearsals began for the studio recordings. This afternoon’s gathering was just a quick read-through of the location scenes. ‘So who are you playing?’ I asked, regarding the two men thoughtfully. I couldn’t think of anything that suited them in the script I had read. ‘Are you going on location?’

‘Aye, we are,’ Douglas confirmed. ‘More’s the pity. Not that we’ll see much of it, in those contraptions.’

‘Contraptions?’

He nodded grimly. ‘We’re the robots.’

‘The security drones at the biotech facility,’ Aftab clarified with a laugh. A couple of droid-like guards were scripted to protect the institute, the place responsible for the deadly chemical spill. ‘They need a couple of small people to operate them.’

‘And we drew the short straw.’ Douglas rolled his eyes. ‘Still, it’s work, I suppose. That’s why they dragged us in this morning.’

‘We’re trying the drones out for size,’ Aftab explained cheerfully.

‘Right. Are you doing the voices too?’ The robots had a few barked lines.

‘No, not us. They’ll be dubbed on afterwards.’

‘’Course, we still have to learn the bloody lines,’ Douglas grumbled, taking another drag of his cigarette. ‘So we can wobble our hoods at the right time.’

I suppressed a smile. ‘You’ll be at the rehearsals then, this afternoon?’

‘Aye. We’ll be there.’ He took another puff of his cigarette and exhaled a small cloud of smoke.

‘It’ll be nice to meet everyone again,’ Aftab said, looking on the bright side. ‘And a couple of days on location. You can’t say fairer than that.’

‘The weather looks awful next week,’ Douglas put in dourly. ‘But I daresay we’ll cope.’ He leaned to the side and tapped some ash into a tray.

‘You’ve been in the show before, have you?’ I asked him.

‘Aye, a few times. Always some bloody contraption or another they need operating. Or an alien covered in slime. I’ve been through the plaster of Paris routine more than once. It’s not at all pleasant, laddie.’

‘No. So I’ve heard.’ I pulled a face. I was not looking forward to that.

‘I’ve only been in the one episode myself,’ Aftab said. ‘The last series. I was an Egyptian assassin.’

‘Oh, right. Yes, I think I saw that episode.’ Aftab did have a vaguely middle-eastern look to him, despite the East End accent. ‘You met quite a sticky end,’ I recalled, with a chuckle.

He nodded contentedly. ‘It was a great part. I don’t often get speaking parts. Well, except in Snow White at Christmas.’

‘He usually plays Dopey,’ Douglas said. ‘He was made for the role.’

The other man laughed. ‘And you can guess which one he is. The grumpy old sod! We’re with a specialist agency. They put us up for all those kind of roles.’

‘You’ve worked together a lot then?’

‘Aye,’ Douglas confirmed. ‘Can’t get away from the wee bugger.’

Aftab smiled again. ‘It’s all an act, you know. He’s nowhere near as miserable as he pretends. You know, I actually saw him smile once.’

‘That’s a filthy lie,’ Douglas protested.

I leaned back in my seat and smiled. The pair of them were clearly the best of friends, despite all the barbs.

‘Have you done much telly?’ Aftab asked me, sitting back in the sofa.

‘He can’t have done much,’ Douglas reckoned, peering across at me. ‘He’s barely out of short trousers.’

‘Not television no,’ I agreed. ‘This is my first one. It’s mostly been theatre up to now.’ I had been in the business for about three years, after leaving drama school, and it was fair to say that my career had not yet taken off. This year had been particularly quiet. Lots of auditions but not much work. I had secured a couple of small plays in provincial theatres and a bit part in a furniture advertisement. Luckily, I had a day job to fall back on – I worked in a bookshop – and the proprietor was happy to let me have time off whenever I needed it. It was during the second play, over the summer, that a casting director had happened to see me and recommended me to The Professor’s colourful producer. He had called me in, alongside Pamela Ford, and somehow I had got the job.

‘It’s a piece of cake, this TV lark,’ Aftab assured me. ‘It’s true what they say. Just learn your lines and don’t bump into the scenery.’

‘Och, it’s a little more tricky than that,’ Douglas said. ‘Acting on camera, it’s not like in the theatre, laddie. It’s a different beast altogether. You need to bring the performance right down. It can take a while to adjust.’

‘Hark at him, as if he knows it all!’ Aftab sniggered. ‘He gets even less lines than I do. Cos nobody can understand a bloody word he says.’

‘Nothing wrong with my accent, laddie,’ Douglas assured him.

‘What are the cast like?’ I asked.

‘They’re great,’ Aftab said. ‘A real friendly bunch.’

‘They’re awkward buggers, the lot of them,’ Douglas asserted. ‘They keep themselves to themselves. I’ll be honest, lad, it’s not a happy crew.’

‘Dougie,’ the other man admonished him.

‘He deserves to know the truth,’ Douglas insisted. ‘He needs to know what he’s letting himself in for. All that business with Ralph Edison. You must have heard about that?’

I nodded. Ralph Edison had been a regular member of the cast up until the end of last year. He had been in a serious road accident just before Christmas. It had been in all the papers at the time. His car had skidded in the rain and hit a tree. He’d survived, but only just. He had lost a leg and had spent much of the last year in hospital.

‘They didn’t waste any time replacing him,’ Douglas grumbled. ‘This new fellow, springing up out of nowhere.’

‘They didn’t have much choice,’ Aftab reckoned. ‘They’d already started shooting, hadn’t they?’ A new regular character had been hastily written in at the end of the last series, played by Anthony Flowers.

‘They could have postponed it,’ Douglas said.

‘Don’t be daft. It would have cost them a fortune.’

‘It was a terrible accident,’ I said, remembering what I had read. Some of the tabloids had not been kind about it. ‘They implied he might have been drinking.’

‘Oh, he was drinking all right,’ Douglas said. ‘But that wasn’t why he crashed.’

‘How do you mean?’ I gazed across the table at him in surprise.

‘They couldn’t prove anything.’ He stubbed out his cigarette and scratched the side of his beard. ‘It wasn’t in the papers.’ He waved a hand dismissively at the folded up copy of The Sun. ‘But the rumour was it wasn’t an accident at all.’
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Susan Maybury kicked off her shoes and flopped down onto the bed. ‘Thank god for your aunt, that’s all I can say.’ She spread herself happily across the bedsheets, stretching out her arms and stifling a yawn. ‘This is much more my cup of tea.’ She shot me a warm smile as I turned back from the window. Susan was a year younger than me, a lively woman in her early twenties, with dark shoulder-length hair, wide brown eyes and an impish smile. She gazed happily across the room, taking in the lavishly furnished apartment. She was right. We had landed on our feet here. My Great Aunt Ivy, who owned the apartment, was away on a cruise for the next month or so. When I had got the job on The Professor, my mum had phoned her up and asked if I could borrow the place for a couple of weeks. I would never have had the nerve to ask, but my aunt had always had a soft spot for me and had happily agreed. So instead of some grotty theatrical digs, I had been gifted a fully furnished apartment in central London. Susan was over the moon. She liked a bit of luxury, even more than my aunt; and, in truth, she probably needed it this weekend. ‘I’ve been on my feet all day,’ she said, wriggling her toes on the end of the bed.

I gazed across at her sympathetically. Susan was my girlfriend. We had been going out for about a year now and it was nice to be able to spend a bit of time together, away from home. Susan worked for an events management company in Tolsfield and was down in London this weekend for a trade fair. It was perfect timing. The fair was an annual gathering, apparently, a regular opportunity for all the different companies to promote their services. ‘Manning the stall?’ I guessed.

‘Yeah, handing out leaflets, while Mandy swanned off.’ Amanda Baylis was Susan’s boss. I had met her a couple of times. They had come down together from Tolsfield and had been due to share a hotel room, until I had made Susan a better offer. ‘Hobnobbing with all the other bigwigs,’ she chuckled. ‘I barely saw her all day.’

‘She’ll be at the prize giving tonight, though?’ There was an awards ceremony this evening to which Susan had invited me. I had rushed back from rehearsals so that we would have plenty of time to get ready.

‘Yeah. I told her you were coming.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Have I got time for a bath?’

‘The taxi’s due at seven o’clock,’ I said.

She pulled a face. ‘I’ll have to make do with a shower then.’ She flipped over onto her front and stared up at me, her hands propping up her chin. She was still in her day clothes, a light pink blouse and a pencil skirt. ‘So come on then,’ she said with a smile, ‘how did it go? Your big day?’

I took a breath. ‘It was very strange.’ I moved over and sat down next to her on the bed. The mattress was soft and rather bouncy.

‘How was the mask fitting? Did you freak out?’

‘No. It was a bit uncomfortable. Like being at the dentists.’ The visual effects guy had covered my hair with a shower cap before shoving the straws up my nose and telling me to keep my eyes and mouth shut. If it got too much for me, he said, I should raise my arm. Thankfully, I had not needed to do that. ‘I don’t know what the mask’s going to be like, though.’

‘Ugly as sin. They always are, the monsters on that show.’ Susan was more familiar with The Professor than I was. She quite fancied one of the actors. ‘So how did the rehearsal go? Did you manage to hold your own?’

‘I think so.’ I had been a little worried how I would cope on the first day, surrounded by so many faces from the world of television. ‘I think I did okay. It was all rather underpowered, to be honest.’ The read-through had been a strangely muted affair, though the leading man had caused some amusement with his joky condemnation of the script.

‘We’ve definitely hit a new low this week,’ Laurie Bell had declared, as we settled ourselves around the table, his familiar craggy face framed by a mass of white curls. His mouth had split into a wide grin though, as he brandished the script. ‘But I’m sure we’ll be able to make it work.’

Susan was lapping up the details. ‘So they were all there, were they? All the big stars?’ She was always up for a bit of celebrity tittle-tattle.

‘Yes, everyone you’d know. Laurie Bell. Tanya Whittle.’ The Professor’s Oxford-educated assistant.

‘Anthony Flowers?’

I smiled. That was the one Susan liked. ‘Yes, he was there. Not quite as handsome in real life as he is on TV.’

She stuck her tongue out. ‘Liar!’

‘He’s a good looking guy,’ I agreed. ‘And very tall.’ Anthony Flowers was the show’s action man, the one who did all the running around. He certainly had the legs for it. ‘The only one who was missing was “The Man From The Ministry”. Kenneth J Otto.’

‘The bald bloke?’

‘That’s him.’ He was my favourite character. He topped and tailed every episode, setting up the storyline each week. ‘He’s not coming on location, sadly. But everyone else was there. Even Ralph Edison popped in at the end.’

Susan frowned. ‘I thought he was in hospital.’

‘No, he’s out now. He’s back on his feet, just about.’ The former cast member had appeared on crutches, with his artificial leg. He was rather good-looking too – blue eyes, square jaw, cropped blond hair. He had been the series’ original action hero. ‘He came to say hi, at the end of the rehearsals.’

‘That was nice,’ Susan thought. She had read about the accident, of course. ‘They must have been pleased to see him.’

‘I think so. It was a bit awkward, though, with Anthony Flowers there.’ Flowers had taken over from Edison at the end of last year. ‘But Tanya gave him a hug and helped him up the steps. So it was a grand reunion. They all went off to the pub afterwards, to catch up.’

‘I bet they did.’ Susan grinned. ‘So you had a good day, then? Overall.’

‘Well...’ I hesitated. ‘Actually, no.’

She peered at me in surprise. ‘Something else happened?’

‘Yes. Something rather odd. When I first arrived at the rehearsal hall. It’s probably nothing, but it took the wind out of me a bit.’

She raised an eyebrow, her curiosity piqued. ‘Well, don’t keep me in suspense.’

Briefly, I outlined what had happened; the broken window and the man in the hood.

‘Blimey! And you didn’t get a good look at him?’

‘No. He ran off before I got the chance. But I saw what he’d been up to.’ The crude message and the newspaper pinned to the noticeboard. All that had been cleared up, of course, before the others had arrived. Jill Marconi had pulled down the sheet and dumped it in the back of her car. Then she had found a dustpan and brush and we’d cleaned up the glass outside the window. Laurie Bell had noticed the pane was broken but the AFM had put that down to a stray netball the previous day. She knew how to think on her feet did Jill. Heaven knows what she had told the vicar.

‘So this newspaper.’ Susan had already picked up on the most peculiar element of the story. ‘You think that was put there deliberately?’

‘I think it must have been. It was the whole paper, not just the front page. Someone must have kept it all this time.’

Susan bit her lip. ‘So it was some mad fan then? A collector, incensed that their favourite character was axed?’

‘Yes. That’s what Miss Marconi thought.’

‘And then the bloke himself turns up.’

‘He was on crutches, though. He couldn’t have done it. He did seem a little nervous. A friend drove him down there. Perhaps it was his first time out.’ I grimaced. ‘Funnily enough, somebody told me something interesting about him this morning. About the accident. One of the guests artistes, Douglas Brunel. Dougie. He’s been on the show a few times. He seemed to think it wasn’t an accident at all. He said there was another car involved, but the police weren’t able to trace it. Nobody really knows what happened that evening. But he seemed to think Ralph Edison’s car had been forced off the road deliberately.’

Susan’s eyes widened. ‘There was nothing about that in the papers.’

‘No. But apparently that was the gossip doing the rounds afterwards. Needless to say, I didn’t mention that at rehearsal. And neither did he. Dougie, I mean. He seemed to know Mr Edison, though. They shook hands and everything. But as I say, the actual read-through was quite subdued.’

‘Interesting. And did you meet your girlfriend?’ Susan had seen the script and knew I had a brief love interest.

‘I did, yes,’ I admitted, blushing slightly at the sudden change of subject. My character was on holiday at the start of the episode and it was my girlfriend who phoned for an ambulance when I became infected. ‘She was very...nice.’

‘Pretty?’

‘Er...she was,’ I confessed sheepishly. All of the younger cast – male and female – were extraordinarily attractive. It was that sort of show. How I had come to be cast in the middle of them I had no idea. Oh, I was passable enough looking, in a bland sort of way – slim build, middling height, dark brown hair – but I could not hold a candle to the likes of Ralph Edison or Anthony Flowers. Mind you, as I spent most of the episode covered in slime, it probably didn’t matter what I looked like.

Susan was enjoying teasing me about the girl. ‘Young, is she?’

‘Er, about the same age as me,’ I said. ‘A bit more experienced.’

‘I’ll bet she is!’

‘I mean, she’s done more TV than me. We didn’t really get to chat. Like I say, they all headed off to the pub afterwards, to catch up with Ralph. I’d like to have gone, but I needed to get back here for tonight.’

‘Quite right,’ Susan agreed, shifting her legs and pulling herself up beside me. ‘Television is all very well, but there’s nothing to beat a good old fashioned trade fair.’

––––––––
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The bow tie was a bit much. I had never worn a tuxedo before. I’d had to hire the suit especially for the occasion. It fitted reasonably well but, with a crisp white shirt, dark waistcoat and an even darker jacket, I looked like an undernourished penguin. Susan had dolled herself up too, in a smart blue dress and matching heels, and the pair of us looked almost presentable as we climbed out of the taxi. It was raining, as ever in London, but a doorman rushed forward with an umbrella and escorted us up the steps into the hotel. It was all very grand.

An excited hum of people milled about in the foyer. We weren’t the only ones who had dressed up for the evening. Everyone was in their glad rags – formal dresses and evening suits – and the air was thick with aftershave and expensive perfume. Members of staff were checking invitations and funnelling people off to the right, towards the conference centre. Susan waved a hand at a couple of people she recognised as we joined the queue.

‘They’ve rejigged everything since this afternoon,’ she said, clutching her handbag firmly as we moved through an antechamber into the enormous hall. Dozens of tables had been set out, with white linen table clothes, and there was a stage at the far end surrounded by multi-coloured lights. At the back of that sat an enormous video screen. ‘They’ve done a good job,’ Susan said, observing the arrangements with a professional eye. Waiters were darting about with trays of champagne. She grabbed a couple for us. ‘Here you go.’ She handed me a flute.

‘It’s much bigger than I expected,’ I said, taking in the hall. When Susan had said a trade fair, I had imagined something like the Ideal Home Exhibition, but this was more like the Oscars – a proper awards ceremony; or at least a small scale version of it. ‘I think I might need to pay a visit,’ I whispered. It was all a bit intimidating.

Susan flicked her eyes heavenwards. ‘Let’s find our table first.’ She glanced down at her invitation. ‘Number Fourteen. Oh, look, there’s Mandy!’

Amanda Baylis lifted a hand and we threaded our way across the hall towards her. She stood up and pushed back her chair, a confident looking woman in her early forties, all permed hair and shoulder pads. ‘Darling!’ she exclaimed, stepping forward and air kissing Susan. ‘You look divine.’

‘Yeah, didn’t scrub up too badly this time. You’re not looking too shabby yourself. Love those earrings. Are they real?’

‘Of course,’ Mandy replied, slightly offended that Susan felt the need to ask. Real pearls. She had told me the company was doing well.

‘You remember Simon?’ she said.

‘Of course. It’s nice to meet you again. Do take a seat. I think they’re about to start.’

Susan deposited her handbag under the table and took a sip of her champagne. ‘Ooh, this is nice.’

‘It should be,’ her boss declared sourly, ‘the amount we’re paying for it.’ The table was illuminated by its own small lamp and place settings had been laid out for dinner. Waiters were moving slowly from table to table, and it wasn’t long before the first course arrived.

Susan smiled up at the waiter as he dished out the soup. ‘Thanks, mate. Good job.’ She grabbed a chunk of bread. ‘It’s nice to be waited on for a change, isn’t it? I’m usually the one running around like a blue-arsed fly, organising everything.’

‘Everyone deserves a night off,’ Mandy said absently. Her eyes were scanning the other tables, looking for anyone she recognised. ‘I think they could have put us a little closer to the stage.’ Fiesta Events Management was up for several awards this evening but the placing didn’t bode well. According to Susan, the further you were from the stage, the less likely you were to win. She had joined the company a couple of years ago
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