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“How do you fancy co-editing an anthology themed around Unknown-type fiction?”  

There are certain words and phrases that should never be uttered out loud, like saying “Candyman” or “Beetlejuice” too many times; you can never be sure who, or what, is listening. The question was asked at ChillerCon UK in Scarborough, England, in May 2022, so there was always a good chance the gods of genre fiction would have half an ear open. Luckily, it seems they were feeling less capricious than usual at that moment.

For anyone who doesn’t already know, Unknown was a short-lived (1939-43) pulp fantasy magazine which would become synonymous with a certain style of fiction. Edited by John W Campbell (he of Astounding Science Fiction fame), it published fantasy and horror that aimed at more subtlety and humour than was common in the more shocking (for the time) horror-orientated fiction being printed in the major genre magazine of the day, Weird Tales. In the very first issue of Unknown, HL Gold’s “Trouble with Water” was an amusing tale concerning a New Yorker and a water gnome; the first of many to combine commonplace reality with the fantastic. 

It was the darker side of the marriage between the commonplace and the fantastic that we were after for this anthology. Additionally, we wanted to reflect the kind of short story that Ray Bradbury wrote, as well as episodes typically featured in the TV series The Twilight Zone. Reality skewed. Unease instead of sheer shocks.

Peter and Nicky Crowther were quite taken by the concept, and by the time ChillerCon UK was concluded we were up and running. Sort of.

We had a working title—Book of the Unknown—but as the submission call went out, and stories started to arrive in the office, we knew a more memorable title was needed. After much juggling of Shakespearean quotes, famous sayings, song titles and lyrics, we finally settled on Shadowplays—because that is exactly what the stories within these pages are: small slices of life playing out in those darker regions where the mundane rubs shoulders with the bizarre and unsettling. Subtle horrors that lurk and play in the shadows only to emerge to haunt us. 

So what do we have lined up for you?

Appropriately, topping and tailing are stories about actors—“TOTU” by Stephen Volk and “South Riding” from Reggie Oliver—in which the desire to escape that perennial curse of “resting” leads the protagonists into very strange territory. And from Ray Bradbury himself, “If MGM is Killed, Who Gets the Lion” is a tale set in a world that is already part fantasy: Hollywood.

Rosanne Rabinowitz’s “Damaged but Adorable” is a bittersweet fable about hope and longing which would sit right at home in The Twilight Zone. Nancy Kilpatrick’s “As Far as Sacred Goes” is a wry tale of cultural appropriation and sacrifice. In “Stigma” by Paul Kane, Gavin learns just why nobody—not even his parents—seems to like him much, and in Robert Bagnall’s “The Charmed”, Juliet finds out what it means to be really, really lucky. “Never To Be Told” from Colleen Anderson and Tom Johnstone explores the reality behind the old verse about magpies.

Gary McMahon’s “Ever So Quietly, Ever So Softly” is a disturbing tale of a family retreating from reality, and Steve Rasnic Tem’s “I Is for Infestation” sees Eric—or rather, it doesn’t—overwhelmed by reality. Gail-Nina Anderson gives us a Fortean tale of spirit photographs in “The Fire Ghost”, while Tim Jeffreys’ “Begbrook” and Marion Pitman’s “Echoes, Dying” involve quite different styles of haunting.

Bret McCormick’s “Commitment to Truth” has Rebecca literally confronting truth in a bar in Austin. Stuck at a party in Maui, Jack also finds it hard to face his own truth in KC Grifant’s “The Pit”. Garry Kilworth gives us a slightly tongue-in-cheek revenge story in “The Long Drop Upwards”.

John Linwood Grant’s “December’s Children” is a melancholy tale about those who both work and stay at the Langton hotel. In Wendy Purcell’s “The Rosehill Truth Doctor”, the suppression of lies brings its own horror. And Joanne Anderton’s Japan-set “He Dances Alone” is a reflection on how fiction can shape reality itself.

Nineteen tales from twenty authors. Explorers in the unknown and possibly unknowable. We hope you enjoy them as much as we do, and join us in thanking the gods of genre fiction (in the guise of PS Publishing) for the chance to present them.
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Stephen Volk
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Her teeth sank into it for the fifteenth time, and for the fifteenth time it tasted disgusting. She wanted to retch and her stomach had the same idea, but here she was, with a yummy-yum-yum smile on her lips, grinning into the lens of the camera shortly after hair and make-up stepped away, her belly really protesting now, giving a spasm as the seeping greasiness of the previous take rose up in her gullet. 

“Cut!” the director said, and she didn’t waste a second in spitting out the mouthful of sliced bread and bacon into the bowl conveniently provided out of shot. 

It was embarrassing to watch the trail of her own scarlet saliva dripping away from her lips into the plastic bucket, as if she was a contestant between rounds in a boxing match, but serve her right for signing up to appear in a ketchup commercial. Faced with, of all things, a bacon sarnie. Her a vegetarian, having to spit out after every take. 

Izzy was a pro (or thought she was) but by the end of the day she felt lightheaded with the sheer physical effort of enduring the salty oil slick on her taste buds. That, or with the sheer moral hypocrisy. She wasn’t sure which.

The things you do for art, love. 

Mercifully, it was the last set-up of the shoot, her close-up before the pack shot, the big smile on her freckled face selling the garish product. She knew now why they liked her at the audition. That big grin of hers. And her expression of near-orgasmic pleasure. That, presumably, did the trick too, she thought, as she wiped the last of the gooey red sauce from the side of her mouth. 

In the loo, afterwards, she hugged the throne for ten minutes, hoping to bring up whatever had made its way to her digestive system. No such luck. As a result she found herself walking to the Tube slightly unsteady on her feet, thinking she might bring it up at any moment, which filled her with dread. She imagined passers-by thinking her a reeling alcoholic after a night on the tiles, or a bit of fluff who’d had a long, boozy lunch with some gropey manager who wanted to get in her knickers. She realised she was spinning all sorts of dubious scenarios in her head because that was what it had felt like. Dubious. Yet it was what she had chosen to do, for money. Nobody had forced her. 

Maybe the sick feeling in her gut was merely her guilt speaking.

Anyway, it was over. That was the main thing. Nobody had died, she told herself as she arrived back at the flat, eager for nothing more than bed. A meal—even a healthy one—was out of the question. She didn’t even want to think about food, but Moon already had mushroom soup warming on the stove. At the smell of it, her heart dropped. But bless him, of course. 

He came bounding out like a puppy dog with poodle hair and a long-sleeved Dennis the Menace top, panting to know how it had gone. Shooting a commercial! Professional crew! Must be exciting, right? Well, no, actually. Actually it was work. But she didn’t say that, even as the cascade of questions came at her thick and fast before she’d unzipped her boots, walking in her socks to the fridge and grasping the neck of a bottle of cheap white from within. Freezing at the object she saw sitting on the work surface. Ticking. Its second hand moving. The minute hand going clunk. 

Her heart dropped further. Through the floor this time. 

Oh no. Not again.

But he was already talking. The super-fast “speaking in tongues” she was used to, yet thought was in the past now he was on his latest medication. The rat-a-tat enthusiasm that used to intoxicate her—part of what made her fall in love with him—but now filled her with dread. She wanted to cut it off midstream with a hand over his mouth or two hands on his throat because she couldn’t bear it anymore.

“A submarine clock. Look, with a submarine design on it! In the shape of a porthole. Maybe it was a porthole. A porthole turned into a clock! How cool is that? I’m not kidding, they were giving it away. Giving it away! And Russian. Look, Russian lettering! So it must be the real thing. Sitting there on the market stall, I’m telling you, they have no idea what they’re selling, they have no idea of the wonders, honest to God,” her boyfriend was saying, forehead creased with seriousness, like it was the Ark of the Covenant. He’d found the Ark of the Covenant on Portobello Market. 

“Moon, Moon.” She held up one hand and told him to think for a minute. “If you were on a submarine, would you need a picture of a submarine on the clock, to remind you where you were?”

“I don’t know.”

“Like, ‘Oh, yeah, shit, I’m on a submarine!’.”

“I don’t know! I’m not Russian!”

“No, you’re a genius.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing. Nothing.”

He said he was going to put it up for auction. He was going to make hundreds. This was going to be the easiest five hundred quid he ever made in his life. No, seven hundred. No, nine! It was fucking sweet, and she would eat her words. Wait and see. 

“Like the others,” Izzy muttered under her breath, seeing him refuse to look up, like he had blanked her. “I said, ‘Like the others’. Hello! Do you have any idea how many friggin’ clocks you have cluttering up the bedroom right now that you haven’t sold? Twenty? Thirty? Ding dong merrily on—”

“I’ll try another auction house. There’s a guy in Notting Hill. A specialist. You’ve got to move things around. It’s an art. As much of an art as acting.”

“Oh, thank you.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“Yes, you did fucking mean,” she said, turning away. “You did.”

“I’m only trying to do right by us.” He stood up off the stool and put his arms around her. “I’m investing to speculating.” He didn’t even make grammatical sense anymore, and there was that telltale saliva on his lips, close to, which meant the manic phase was well and truly in force. “I’m using my God-given initiative, Iz. Don’t you see this is going to pay off? It’s going to bail us out, big time! Why can’t you see the big picture? This is the potential catalyst for a business empire. And that is not hyperbole—that is fact. And yes, I used our joint account. What else am I going to use? I’ll pay you back at the end of the month.”

“Oh, like last month?”

“Sorry. Silly me. I thought we were in this relationship together. Why can’t you cut me a bit of fucking slack for once instead of criticising everything I do?” 

“Do what you want,” she said flatly, the fight deserting her. “Honestly. Do what you fucking want. I’m going to bed.” 

He shouted after her that they were going to be minted. 

Izzy Achilleos lay on her bed and wailed. It had all been building, but now it came out. She couldn’t stop it. Part of her wanted Moon to hear her crying, and come in, and sit on the bed and say it would be all right, but she knew deep down he couldn’t. He was flying. He was Superman. Superman doesn’t say sorry for his superpowers, he just saves your life. 

If only.

After two hours she knew she wouldn’t sleep, and her throat felt as raw as burnt canvas. She wrapped her dressing gown around her and walked to the kitchen, filling a glass of water from the tap. The bottle of Blue Nun stood where she’d left it. She put it back in the fridge, then took it out and filled the empty glass. 

Moon was sitting in the living room in the dark, and came to the door jamb, sleeves tugged over his hands.

She looked at the label on the Russian clock. “That’s my acting fee for the whole day.” She didn’t need to point out to him it was the only fee she’d had all year. Even in the self-engrossed state he was in, he knew that. “It doesn’t even tell the right time. It’s slow.”

“That can be fixed. I know a guy.”

She closed her eyes. Heard it, seen it, a million times now. She wanted to sleep and get away from it. Sleep forever. That money was meant to pay the rent, which was already late and the landlord had read them the riot act. He was now well within his rights to sling them out in the street. And who could blame him? 

“We can’t go on living like this,” she said. And before he said he couldn’t help his illness, she said she knew that, but he could do something about his pills. The problem was, when he felt great, he thought he didn’t need them, and didn’t take them, and now, here they were again, in exactly the place she didn’t want to be. Stuck. Frozen. Trapped. With no way out. She’d tried to claw them both out, but he’d dragged them back in, and she couldn’t deal with that anymore. 

“I love you so much,” he said, but she knew the sorrow and shame of old. They were his bedfellows. 

“I know you do,” she said. “And it’s not all your fault.”

Which was true. She couldn’t lay all the financial troubles at manic depression’s door. She hadn’t been properly bringing home the—ha ha!—bacon for years. What had she done? The odd voiceover. Bit part in a horror film shot in Spain. Maybe it was time for her to snap out of her own delusion. She was an aspiring young actress running on empty, not getting any breaks. Artistically driven and in love with her craft, but getting exactly nowhere. At what point do you say, enough is enough? That nagging feeling inside told her it was high time for a reality check. Perhaps the ridiculous enterprise of the ketchup advert had been the last straw—but also a wake-up call.

“I’m going to jack it in,” she said. “It’s not working and it’ll never work. There are thousands of actors on the dole and I’m not going to be one of them anymore. It’s too soul destroying.”

“No,” he said plaintively. “You’re talented. Don’t throw it away. Don’t destroy your soul.”

“The business has done that. It doesn’t want me. The writing is on the wall. I just chose not to see it, for aeons. And life’s too short. I don’t even feel bad about it, now I’ve said it out loud.”

“I do,” Moon said, kissing her neck. “I’m gutted. I want to see you on the big screen. I want to see you in Hollywood.”

Izzy smiled. “Cricklewood, more like.”

“I love you.”

“You said that.”

“I said it again,” he said, and hugged her tear-reddened cheek to his Dennis the Menace top. He believed in her, and that gave her a warm glow, for all his faults, which were plentiful. He believed in her, even if she didn’t. 
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Next day, new beginnings, she visited a local bookshop—no need of part-time staff said the creepy geezer in Steptoe gloves—and a Lebanese restaurant where she received a theatrical shrug from a short man with a forest of ear hair. The minimarket was her next, ignominious, port of call, but there were no shifts available, though the Hindu lady couldn’t have been nicer, baby asleep on her lap as she rang up the till. Izzy bought a Galaxy bar to take the edge off her disappointment. Not wanted as an actress. Not even wanted as a shelf stacker.

Great. 

She phoned her agent from the phone box under the brooding arch of a concrete flyover. Not the ideal place to do it, but she thought she may as well bite the bullet and tell Belinda she was through. Old bossy boots would probably be all too relieved to get her off her books. She’d probably hang up at the end of the call and not have a single thought about her for the rest of her life. 

Having deposited the requisite coins in the pay phone, Izzy stood listening to the ringing tone at the other end, calculating the money she’d save by not having to have her photo and contact details in Spotlight every year, and it brightened her mood and toughened her resolve. She didn’t know why she was nervous. The casting agent scared her a little bit, but she should at least have the courage of her convictions. After all, it was her own life, not anyone else’s. 

“Darling!” Belinda yelped perkily, taking her aback. Lady B had picked up the receiver herself and recognised her name instantly, which was a shock in itself—and before Izzy could tell the matriarch of Levinson & Associates she was knocking it on the head the woman was already in full flow: “I swear, this must be mental telepathy at work, darling, because I was literally mentioning you literally seconds ago.” 

Izzy thought that was probably the most blatant flannel. “Really? Well...” 

“I know we haven’t spoken in a while. Not really spoken. I mean, that commercial was a disaster. But never mind. A job has come in. Pukka TV company. One of the ITV regions. Not one of these Johnny fly-by-nights. Just came off the phone to them. Terribly nice people. No idea who they are, of course. Nor do I care, sweetheart, as long as they sign the cheque.” Izzy heard a fist banging the desk and imagined the flamingo-drinking-water toy quivering. “So get over there this minute—44 Berwick Court. Off Berwick Street. Do you know it? If you don’t know it, find it. You have an A-Z, I’m sure.”

“What’s the job exactly?”

“Television! I have no idea, darling. Series. Repeat fees. You’ll find out when you get there. They wouldn’t tell me. All very hush-hush. ‘Totu’ is all they’d say. Good-looking actress. Good figure. One with a bit of pizzazz. They’re looking for something special.” 

“No riff raff.”

“Definitely no riff raff. Though I’m sure you could do riff raff at a push. Weren’t you born in Dalston?”

“Dawlish.”

“Same thing.” There was the snap of a cigarette lighter. Izzy heard the smoky exhale of a Benson & Hedges. “Let me know how it goes. It’ll go marvellously. Be yourself. Expect the unexpected. ’Bye!”
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It’ll go marvellously. Be yourself.

How often had she heard that? Belinda’s mantra. Always gushing from the corner of her fag-holding mouth as she ushered you out of the door while the phone was ringing. Always fitting you in between other clients who seemed to be fantastically more important and successful. Or so Izzy’s self-doubt told her as she’d hobbled down the narrow, uncarpeted staircase in Poland Street so many times, past the film and theatre posters of movies and shows that Belinda and her cohorts had had a hand in setting up.

Was this one such an opportunity, she wondered, as she stepped out of the phone box into the cold air? Would her name and her face be on one of those posters some day? Was this the one?

It was probably ridiculous, but just when she’d resigned herself to the fact it was all meaningless to her, and her fantasy career was all a hiding to nothing, she nevertheless found her heart beating a little faster. Not in celebration exactly—no, of course not—but in celebration of the possibility. 
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She knew Berwick Street well. The heart of Soho, home to the British Film Industry and the heart of the London’s red-light district, which didn’t seem entirely alien from each other at times. She’d attended enough auditions to know that sometimes the plight and desperation of an actress, especially a young and pretty one, could flirt hideously close to being part of the sex trade, or was expected to be, in terms of favours, albeit couched in a cloak of innuendo. Which was why she approached even this one with a degree of caution. 

The market traders were barking their calls and whistling, twirling their brown paper bags into knots, nudging their caps off their foreheads. A few wolf whistles came in her direction. The long legs and mini skirt made it inevitable. The sway of her hips as her high heels negotiated the cobbles drew a few winks in her direction, too, but she knew it was mostly harmless. Men mostly were, and the boisterous catcalls really only served the purpose of asserting their manhood to other men. She wondered if they did it when there were no women in the street, and the idea brought a smile to her lips. The kind of sketch Benny Hill might do. Not that she liked Benny Hill much. 

She found the door to number 44 without difficulty. Pressed the buzzer next to the flat marked “TOTU” and gave her name. What was it? An African name? She supposed she’d find out soon enough. A female voice told her to come up to the third floor. The door buzzed open as she pushed it and clanged shut after she’d entered, cutting down the noise of the market. The smell of rotten and discarded fruit somehow still exuded into the narrow, dingy passageway and accompanied the footfall of her leather boots as she climbed the stairs.

By the time she reached the third floor much of the exterior sound had receded and the top of the building—if it was the top—felt stuffy and airless, like an underground bunker or the sort of pillbox used in WWII, not that she’d ever been in one. Fresh air was lacking and she was slightly out of puff.

The girl who greeted her didn’t give her name but happily took care of Izzy’s coat and scarf, draping them over the wire coat- hanger in her hand, telling her almost as an afterthought to go straight ahead. “They’re in there. They’re waiting for you.”

“Are there any pages?...Pages?”

“No pages.”

“Can you tell me about the part?”

“They’ll tell you everything you need to know.” 

The door in front of her on the little landing was off-kilter, as if the subtle movement of the building over decades or centuries had shifted it off its axis and it didn’t quite fit the frame. The creamish paint was chipped. A small handwritten sign was Sellotaped to it reading “TOTU”—that word again. The word she didn’t understand.

She flattened the front of her skirt with her hands, took a deep breath, and turned the handle. 

Two men in suits sat behind a desk and she immediately thought of school and teachers. One had a large belly and the aspect of an overbearing public-school headmaster or defrocked priest. Under the desk, she could make out the extent his slate grey socks reached high up his shins and the pale flesh, like uncooked chicken skin, between where they ended and his trousers began. The other one looked more like a geography master, the sort with patches sewn onto his elbows and a crust of snot surrounding his nostrils, which in this case were spectacularly wide. What disturbed her greatly was that he sported virulent and unruly eyebrows. If they’d been much longer they’d have needed to have been swept back with a comb. Under which the scrawny man’s eyes were hooded, his expression seeming both supercilious and somnolent. 

There was no chair for her to sit in, just a cross made from gaffer tape on the floor. Which she imagined she should stand on—her “mark” as they called it on set—so she did, clearing her throat before assuming her best and most radiant smile. She imagined they’d speak first but they didn’t. They didn’t even say her name, so she did. 

They still said nothing, as if the exercise they were undertaking was to examine her unease. But she wasn’t having that and decided to fill the silence herself

“Have you looked at my CV?”

“What would we find on your CV?” asked the skinny one. 

“Facts.” 

“Facts?” 

“That I was born in 1956. That I’m twenty-two years old. All the boring stuff.”

“Are you boring, then?” The fat one eased his bulk forward slightly.

“No. I hope not.” 

“Your agent assured us you weren’t. She was singing your praises quite effusively.”

“Was she? I’m glad someone is.”

The skinny one with the eyebrows interjected. “You don’t seem confident of your talent, Izzy, if I may say so.”

“Don’t I?”

“But perhaps that’s innately your talent. To not know just how talented you are. That’s a gift in itself.”

She laughed, not sure if that was a joke or not. But neither of them was smiling.

Between the two men on the desk sat a bottle of red wine, the label of which the fatter one was examining closely after revolving it towards him. Beside it lay a red rose with a long, thorny stem. Next to that, a pack of unusually large playing cards with an elaborate and Baroque-looking design on the backs.

As the fat one poured himself a glass, the younger man stood up and handed her the pack of cards. “Shuffle them. Vigorously.” While she did as he asked, he turned to a straight-backed dining chair positioned to one side and took off his trousers, which he folded neatly over the back. He wore shorts—not underpants or Y-fronts, but the sort of baggy shorts footballers wore—and his legs, she saw now, were covered in thick black hairs, though his bare feet were small and delicate. “Place the pack back on the desk, please. Tap it three times with the index finger of your left hand, then divide it in two.”

She obeyed his request, thinking this, and the trousers, another stupid test. Some sort of game to see whether she would be horrified or not. Either that or he suffered a constriction in the crotch area that needed to be relieved—and that didn’t bear thinking about. Or this was a prelude to...no, that didn’t bear thinking about either.

Tap, tap, tap. Two piles. There. 

“Now put one pile on top of the other.” 

When she had, the skinny one took the top card and showed it to her. The illustration upon it depicted a skeleton with a plague-ridden landscape in the background and the word Death at the bottom.

“Of course, Death doesn’t mean Death. Death means change. The end of one state of being and the beginning of another.”

“Thank God for that.” Izzy emitted an all-too-obvious nervous laugh and cleared her throat again. She wasn’t sure if there was a cloying smell of damp in the room or if she had trodden in a discarded piece of vegetable from a market stall and trailed it up the stairs with her. Either way, it made her feel sick. 

The fat man rolled the wine around his mouth and swallowed, punctuating his enjoyment with a pah. “What’s your ambition, Izzy?” the glistening lips uttered.

“To work. To work on this series or whatever it is that—”
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“No. No, No...what’s your real ambition, deep down?” The ruddiness of what he’d imbibed seemed to eke over his whole features. “You know the best performances come from a point of honesty, and that’s what we want here. The only thing we want here. Honesty.”

In spite of her nervousness and her urge to flee, Izzy found herself thinking about the answer, her honest answer, and why she was avoiding saying it, because she’d never said it aloud before. She wasn’t even sure she’d truly thought it before that moment. “To be noticed,” she said. “That’s right. That’s all. To be noticed. To be seen. Isn’t that what everybody wants?” 

“Not everybody. By no means everybody. But if that’s what you want, we can make you noticed by millions.”

“That’s why you’re here,” said the other, with icy conviction. 

“It’s a non-dialogue part, by the way.”

“That’s fine,” said Izzy quickly.

“Is it fine? Are you sure about that?”

“Yes, of course. It’s all a learning curve at the very least.”

“Why ‘at the very least’?”

She became flustered and didn’t want to show it. “A, well...a lot can be achieved by physical acting. Look at the silent comedians. Look at Marcel Marceau.”

“Marcel Marceau.” The fat one rolled the four syllables over his huge, bulbous tongue as he had done the red wine. She wasn’t sure if it meant she was being ridiculed or admired for her filmic erudition. She couldn’t believe it was the latter. 

“Can we see how you move, do you think?” 

“How do you mean?”

“Can you just walk up and down for us, moving naturally? Being natural is the hardest thing to do, of course.” 

There was an angel fish in an aquarium and it seemed to be looking at her too.

Flight or fight was waving a flag—not because of the angel fish but because of everything—but this was her last, best opportunity, and she didn’t want to go to her grave knowing she’d flunked it. Ran away, because of some—How was she going to say that to Moon without her seeming like the weakest, most pathetic...No, she’d do it. Do it, and was doing it, walking five paces to her left, turning on her heel, and walking back with a faux-confident swish of her hips.

“Again. With a little more attitude, if you please.”

Right.

The sashay became a tad more catwalk. The shoulders dipped, the chin swung. Her eyes fastened on those of the men as she changed direction. Screw you, she thought with every step. Screw you. Screw you. Give me the job. Give me the job. Screw you. The torch song of every audition she’d ever been to. What she said in her mind to every leering male face that dared to assess her, chew her up and spit her out. Screw you. 

“Now put your hands above your head. Snake them in the air a little bit.”

“Use your fingers. That’s the stuff.”

“Don’t think about us. Think about your body. Think you are a snake being charmed by a snake charmer.”

“Turn three hundred and sixty degrees.” 

“That’s perfect. Perfect.”

She didn’t look at them because she didn’t want to see what they were thinking. She didn’t want to see what they were feeling. She wanted her nice warm bed, and Moon. Mad, Bad Moon—the man who loved her. The man she’d bail out if only she got this part, and their lives would change forever. 

“Thank you.” 

She stopped, catching her breath, and stood to attention, facing them.

“Now we’d like you to take your clothes off.”

I beg your pardon?

She searched their faces for any betrayal that this was a sick joke, but could detect nothing. They were not leering as men usually leered. The wine glass was empty except for a dribble like a tear on the inside. They were staring at her like accountants. 

“Not here. Of course, not here.” The fat schoolmaster grinned. So it was a joke? Was it? “In the next room. If you could strip down to your underwear, please.” 

“As part of the audition?

“You’ve got the part,” the thin one said. “This is no longer part of the audition.”

What is it then?

The priest-like one pointed a chubby hand towards a second door. Not the one by which Izzy had entered. This one was painted black. Its handle was gold. The woman who had met her at the top of the stairs was standing next to it. She was no longer wearing the tartan skirt and chunky Fair Isle sweater she’d worn earlier. Now she was adorned with a trouser suit that made her vaguely resemble an aircraft flight attendant. She said nothing but opened the black door for Izzy.

“When you hear the music, just dance,” said the geography-teacher-looking one, shuffling the deck of Tarot cards idly. “That’s all you have to do. Just move the way the music compels you.”

“Will you be filming?”

“We will be watching.” 

“Everyone will be watching,” said the fat man, rocking back in his swivel chair. “Don’t worry.” 

Izzy rested her hand against the door jamb. The wood was warm. The woman was gone and the person holding the door handle was herself. She felt grease and ketchup conspiring in her digestive tract.

“Tell me about the part,” she said in a whisper, as if to a father confessor. She thought of her dad. His love of red wine. The death of him. Wine buff. Gambler. Liar. 

You’re alone. You’re afraid. You’re trapped. You are vulnerable to the buffeting forces of fate.

But there’s the wheel.

“The wheel?” she said.

The wheel of life. Ever turning. Never ending.

“Like the windmills of my mind?”

Something like that.

Are you ready?

“Ready for what?”

Ready to do your piece?

“I don’t have a piece.”

Yes you do. You know you do. You’ve always known your whole life there’d be a moment when you could truly show who you are to the whole world. Well, this is your chance.

She took off all her clothes except for her bra and panties, left them in a heap at her ankles, and stepped through the door. 

The room was the size of the bedroom she had when she was a child. A place of lullabies and pillows and waking and wishing. But there was no bed, no furniture she could see in the gloom. There was just her. And she almost loved that darkness, the darkness of sleep where she was safe, but a light came on, a bright light from a pinpoint on the wall and it bathed her and blinded her. She reeled back at the assault of it. And the loud, jaunty music that hit her in the head...music like a sinister fairground ride...the theme of a ghostly hurdy-gurdy...something that might accompany dancing skeletons in a joyous but nasty danse macabre. 

When you hear the music, just dance. 

And she knew she had to dance. Dance as she would with Moon when they went to see a band at The Lyceum. Dance as they would at a party when they’d taken pot and downed several bottles of Mateus Rosé. Dance and dance as the wheel turned. As the Tarot cards marched by. As the red wine was poured. Whether they were watching or not. Whether they were filming or not. Because this was where fate had taken her. 

She stretched her arms above her head, twining them around each other like snakes embracing each other, dipping one knee then the other, revolving her hips, swaying from side to side in lugubrious abandon. Losing herself in the tune. Possessed by a force stronger than any tarantella, any fit, or seizure—because it was her dream come true. 

The first time the music ended she thought it was over and walked to the door handle, but it wouldn’t turn. The second time the music played she shouted for help. The third time she screamed at the top of her voice. The fourth time she hammered on the door. But by the twentieth time her hands were bleeding and she knew nobody could hear her, or if they could, they didn’t care. 

The music played on.

She danced because she had no alternative and didn’t know what would happen if she stopped.

She didn’t eat because they didn’t give her food and didn’t sleep because they gave her no bed. It made no difference. 

She still heard the music.

She still danced. 

By the seventh day it occurred to her that her distress caused them pleasure so she called them all the names under the sun, and a few that would have made the sun blush. It did no good, and soon she resigned herself to let the music wash over her again, and again, and again, and again...the hurdy-gurdy...the fairground danse macabre. 

Until the tears dried on her cheeks and the memory of her life began to fade. Everything she’d ever loved faded.

Only the music remained. And, again, it came.

She couldn’t escape it, the passing days, weeks, months soon told her that. The constant loop of merry-go-round, Tarot cards, wheel. When would it end? It wouldn’t. She wouldn’t. 

That was the immortality they promised her, she now realised. The promise to be noticed. To be watched by millions. Well, now she was. Her perpetual night—her perpetual disco—trapped in the dark behind the television screen. Eternally and inextricably part of one of the most iconic drama series of all time. 

TOTU

Tales of the Unexpected.

The show everyone remembered. And even if they didn’t remember all the stories, they remembered her. 

The swan-neck arms coiling in space. Her figure duplicated across the screen in the 1978 choreography nobody could forget. Her shape posterized into primary colours, into slinky, sexy anonymity as the title sequence played out at the start of every episode.

When you hear the music, just dance. 

She did. She would. Forever.

And they hadn’t lied, you see.

You’re alone. You’re afraid. You’re trapped. You are vulnerable to the buffeting forces of fate.

And Death didn’t always mean Death. It could mean a change to another state of being. 

And so she danced, and is dancing now—somewhere, where a TV set is switched on, where a channel is showing repeats somewhere on the globe...or in the next street to you...or on a DVD you have in your collection...and will go on dancing, dancing on your TV screen, at the beginning of every repeat of Tales of the Unexpected you watch, floating, almost swimming, lost in that haunting, twinkling, transporting music. 

Watched, watched a million times, watched and sometimes even noticed. Even if no-one hears her screaming. 
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IF MGM IS KILLED, WHO GETS THE LION?
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“Holy Jeez, damn. Christ off the cross!” said Jerry Would. “Please,” said his typist-secretary, pausing to erase a typo in a screenplay, “I have Christian ears.”

“Yeah, but my tongue is Bronx, New York,” said Would, staring out the window. “Will you just look, take one long fat look at that!”

The secretary glanced up and saw what he saw, beyond.

“They’re repainting the studio. That’s Stage One, isn’t it?”

“You’re damn right. Stage One, where we built the Bounty in ’34 and shot the Tara interiors in ’39 and Marie Antoinette’s palace in ’34 and now, for God’s sake, look what they’re doing!”

“Looks like they’re changing the number.”

“Changing the number, hell, they’re wiping it out! No more One. Watch those guys with the plastic overlays in the alley, holding up the goddamn pieces, trying them for size.”

The typist rose and took off her glasses to see better.

“That looks like UGH. What does ‘Ugh’ mean?”

“Wait till they fit the first letter. See? Is that or is that not an H?”

“H added to UGH. Say, I bet I know the rest. Hughes! And down there on the ground, in small letters, the stencil? ‘Aircraft’?”

“Hughes Aircraft, dammit!”

“Since when are we making planes? I know the war’s on, but—”

“We’re not making any damn planes,” Jerry Would cried, turning from the window.

“We’re shooting air combat films, then?” 

“No, and we’re not shooting no damn air films!”

“I don’t see...”

“Put your damn glasses back on and look. Think! Why would those SOBs be changing the number for a name, hey? What’s the big idea? We’re not making an aircraft carrier flick and we’re not in the business of tacking together P-38s and—Jesus, now look!”

A shadow hovered over the building and a shape loomed in the noon California sky.

His secretary shielded her eyes. “I’ll be damned,” she said.

“You ain’t the only one. You wanna tell me what that thing is?”

She squinted again. “A balloon?” she said. “A barrage balloon?”

“You can say that again, but don’t!”

She shut her mouth, eyed the grey monster in the sky, and sat back down. “How do you want this letter addressed?” she said.

Jerry Would turned on her with a killing aspect. “Who gives a damn about a stupid letter when the world is going to hell? Don’t you get the full aspect, the great significance? Why, I ask you, would MGM have to be protected by a barrage—hell, there goes another! That makes two barrage balloons!”

“No reason,” she said. “We’re not a prime munitions or aircraft target.” She typed a few letters and stopped abruptly with a laugh. “I’m slow, right? We are a prime bombing target?”

She rose again and came to the window as the stencils were hauled up and the painters started blowgunning paint on the side of Stage One.

“Yep,” she said, softly, “there it is. AIRCRAFT COMPANY. HUGHES. When does he move in?”

“What, Howie the nut? Howard the fruitcake? Hughes the billionaire bastard?”

“That one, yeah.”

“He’s going nowhere, he still has his pants glued to an office just three miles away. Think! Add it up. MGM is here, right, two miles from the Pacific coast, two blocks away from where Laurel and Hardy ran their tin lizzie like an accordion between trolley cars in 1928! And three miles north of us and also two miles in from the ocean is—” He let her fill in the blanks.

“Hughes Aircraft?”

He shut his eyes and laid his brow against the window to let it cool. “Give the lady a five-cent seegar.”

“I’ll be damned,” she breathed with revelatory delight.

“You ain’t the only one.”

“When the Japs fly over or the subs surface out beyond Culver City, the people painting that building and re-lettering the signs hope that the Japs will think Clark Gable and Spencer Tracy are running around Hughes Aircraft two miles north of here, making pictures. And that MGM, here, has Rosie the Riveters and P-38s flying out of that hangar down there all day!”

Jerry Would opened his eyes and examined the evidence below. “I got to admit, a sound stage does look like a hangar. A hangar looks like a sound stage. Put the right labels on them and invite the Japs in. Banzai!”

“Brilliant,” his secretary exclaimed.

“You’re fired,” he said.

“What?”

“Take a letter,” said Jerry Would, his back turned.

“Another letter?”

“To Mr Sid Goldfarb.”

“But he’s right upstairs.”

“Take a letter, dammit, to Goldfarb, Sidney. Dear Sid. Strike that. Just Sid. I am damned angry. What the hell is going on? I walk in the office at eight a.m. and it’s MGM. I walk out to the commissary at noon and Howard Hughes is pinching the waitresses’ behinds. Whose bright idea was this?”

“Just what I wondered,” his secretary said.

“You’re fired,” said Jerry Would.

“Go on,” she said.

“Dear Sid. Where was I? Oh, yeah. Sid, why weren’t we informed that this camouflage would happen? Remember the old joke? We were all hired to watch for icebergs sailing up Culver Boulevard? Relatives of the studio, uncles, cousins? And now the damned iceberg’s here. And it wears tennis shoes, a leather jacket, and a moustache over a dirty smile. I been here twelve years, Sidney, and I refuse—aw, hell, finish typing it. Sincerely. No, not sincerely. Angrily yours. Angrily. Where do I sign?”

He tore the letter from the machine and whipped out a pen.

“Now take this upstairs and throw it over the transom.”

“Messengers get killed for messages like this.”

“Killed is better than fired.”

She sat quietly.

“Well?” he said.

“I’m waiting for you to cool down. You may want to tear this letter up, half an hour from now.”

“I will not cool down and I will not tear it up. Go.”

And still she sat, watching his face until the lines faded and the colour paled. Then very quietly she folded the letter and tore it across once and tore it across twice and then a third and fourth time. She let the confetti drift into the trash basket as he watched.

“How many times have I fired you today?” he said. 

“Just three.”

“Four times and you’re out. Call Hughes Aircraft.”

“I was wondering when you—”

“Don’t wonder. Get.”

She flipped through the phone book, underlined a number, and glanced up. “Who do you want to talk to?”

“Mr Tennis Shoes, Mr Flying Jacket, the billionaire butinsky.”

“You really think he ever answers the phone?”

“Try.”

She tried and talked while he gnawed his thumbnail and watched them finish putting up and spraying the AIRCRAFT stencil below.

“Hell and damn,” she said at last, in total surprise. She held out the phone. “He’s there! And answered the phone himself!”

“You’re putting me on!” cried Jerry Would.

She shoved the phone out in the air and shrugged. 

He grabbed it. “Hello, who’s this? What? Well, say, Howard, I mean Mr. Hughes. Sure. This is MGM Studios. My name? Would. Jerry Would. You what? You heard of me? You saw Back to Broadway? And Glory Years. But sure, you once owned RKO Studios, right? Sure, sure. Say, Mr. Hughes, I got
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