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FOREWORD

Jesus Jones wrote a song about it, you know. It wasn’t very good—‘Vixens from the Void / We want to avoid!’ I think it went.

There was a game for the ZX called Styrax Race. It should have been called Styrax Load for 54 Minutes and Then Race. A bit. It was an awful game.

Simon Pegg has over 117 VFTV action figures, most of them in the original blister packs (but he hasn’t got the Babel-J ‘Desire’ respray figure, and I have).

It’s hard to think of a show that sums up the era so well. I mean, it’s not that hard, but if I said, ‘It’s easy to think of a show that sums up the era so well,’ it would sound arrogant. Vixens from the Void, notwithstanding, is as much of its era as MTV, Norman Tebbit, Classix Nouveaux and legwarmers.

I think when that annoying man off Springwatch picked it as his specialist subject on Celebrity Mastermind was the moment we realised Vixens had finally left the cosy confines of cultdom and become a part of the mass nostalgia bank (ironic now that a show so forward-looking should become yet another plank in the walkway stretching back to all our yesterdays). Certainly that nostalgia bank has served me well—shows like I Love The 80s, Top 100 Sci-Fi Telly Of All Time, Whatever Happened To The Vixens? and their like have made me both a popular and wealthy man. Often lorry drivers will lean out of their vehicles and shout, ‘Oi, mate! I also liked that show!’

And when, in 2007, I was asked to pitch a storyline for an audiobook version of the series (for which quite a few of the original cast were able to appear in) nobody was happier than me when that storyline was accepted. The CD of the episode—‘Death In A Starwell’—didn’t sell well, true, which I put down to the original Vizor, Roger Barker, being unavailable for the money asked, and replaced, bafflingly, by Sir Anthony Hopkins, but it is still out there and I have copies myself for sale at my website. But I digress. There’s a whole universe out there. Explore! Enjoy! Exterminate! (Sorry, wrong show.)

David Quantick. Exmouth, June 2010



Extract from the Vixens from the Void Programme Guide, originally printed in the fanzine Into the Void #26.

DAY OF THE STYRAX (Serial 2M)

Transmitted: 3 December 1987

Recorded: Studio: BBC Television Centre, 11–12 June 1987

Location: Betchworth Quarry, Reigate, 25-28 May 1987

Medula: Tara Miles

Arkadia: Vanity Mycroft

Tania: Suzy Lu

Elysia: Samantha Carbury

Excelsior: Maggie Styles

Velhellan: Jennifer McLaird

Major Karn: Roderick Burgess

Doriel: Jane Ferrier

Miklos: Mike Edwards

Force-field Tech: Katherine Warner

Styrax Sentinel: William Smurfett

Sryrax Voice: Arthur Stokes

Groolians: Joseph McAndrew, Tim Warne, Rick Amory

Production Design/ Special Effects: Bernard Viner

Script Ed/Writer: Mervyn Stone

Director: Trevor Gosling/Nicholas Everett

Producer: Nicholas Everett

Synopsis:

MEDULA’S murder of the Groolian ambassador is discovered by MAJOR KARN. He demands she give him The Device (episode 2C: ‘Demons of the Outer Darkness’) but she refuses and flees. KARN pursues her, but he is killed by a Styrax. Convinced the Styrax are the new power in the galaxy, she betrays the location of PANDORUS, the asteroid containing the empire’s planetary defence system (episode 1B: ‘The Pandorus Paradigm’) and unleashes war on the empire, on the very same day that ARKADIA is inaugurated as the Prime Mistress of Vixos.

Notes:

Yet more production problems beset this, the climax of series two. Once again, Nicholas Everett took over the directing chores. Assigned director Trevor Gosling withdrew because of ‘personal difficulties’—the third time since the series began that a director had what appeared to be a nervous breakdown on set.

Everett’s problems were compounded during filming, when many of the production team were re-assigned to the BBC’s coverage of the 1987 general election. Indeed, in the years after leaving the BBC, Everett has pulled no punches when talking about the suspicious absence of actors and technicians on the last day of filming, which coincided with the day after the election. Everett has often mentioned spurious ‘sicknotes’ from people who he suspected didn’t feel like coming into work after ‘pulling an all-nighter’.

Everett was candid about the problems during a documentary about the making of the TV series also broadcast in 1987, saying that (quote) ‘first the miners, then the dockers, then the nurses, then the teachers, then me. I was last in a very long line of people to get fucked up the arse by Margaret Thatcher.’ The comment was discussed in parliament, and Everett later apologised at the behest of the BBC.

Everett ascribed the comment as the reason he had been given nothing to produce by the BBC since ‘Vixens’ finished. During the ‘ConVix 5’ convention in 1997, Everett joked that clause 28 was brought in as a direct reaction to his comment, saying: ‘the policy was designed to prevent the promotion of gay literature, gay teaching and gay producers.

Once again, script editor Mervyn Stone had to pen a story at short notice. Veteran writer Cedric Lime (creator of children’s TV series ‘Pixie Patrol’) had sent his script in very late, and what he’d written was completely unsuitable.His episode featured a vindictive magic robot regressing the Vixens back until they were the age of children, and hurling them into a surreal dimension containing flying teddy bears and giant talking cushions. Given that the script was so out of character for the style of the series thus far, one might uncharitably assume that Cedric had dusted down an old ‘Pixie Patrol’ script and changed the names of the main characters.

After some months, the production office rang up Lime, and was informed by Lime’s wife that Cedric was ‘too dead’ to complete the necessary rewrites in time.

So once again, Stone stepped into the breach. The result was rushed, sketchy and somewhat illogical, but it was still a compelling episode, charting Medula’s season-long character arc. Her tragic journey began in episode six ‘Quest to Danger’ with the growing resentment of her older sister Arkadia, leading the character further into darkness, culminating in the death of Major Karn and her ultimate betrayal in the final thrilling minutes, plunging the Vixen empire into war. Nothing was ever going to be the same again.

This was to be Vanity Mycroft’s last appearance as Arkadia for the time being. She declined to appear in series three, but re-emerged in series four. The explanation given for her sudden disappearance was that she’d been held on a Styrax prison planet for the past eighteen months.

Interestingly, during Mycroft’s absence, no director of the series underwent any personal difficulties. Though five more did undergo ‘difficulties’ once she’d returned to the show.

The show wrapped on the 12th June amid general optimism about the future, which was well founded. The ratings for series two would be the highest of the show, peaking at 13 million viewers.

The celebration was marred by one sad note. At the wrap party that night, it was announced to the cast that former Styrax operator Sheldon Ellis had died in a house-fire at his home earlier that evening. Even though Sheldon had parted company with ‘Vixens’ some three months before on less-than-amicable terms, he was still good friends with a lot of the cast, so his death came as a great shock.

An investigation concluded that the fire was caused by faulty wiring. The verdict was in no doubt that his death was nothing more than a tragic accident.



CHAPTER ONE

Murder. No doubt about it.

‘Mervyn!’

That taxi ride from the station. Murder. A complete nightmare. As he checked in at the reception desk of the Happy Traveller hotel and business centre, Mervyn’s hands were trembling so much he could barely sign for his little plastic key.

‘Coo-ee! Mervyn!’

His driver had had a nodding Buddha in the rear window, a dream-catcher hanging from his mirror and a luminous plastic statuette of Jesus on the dashboard. He believed in everything but traffic lights.

‘Mr Stone!’

All Mervyn wanted to do was go up to his room and calm his jangled nerves.

‘Mervyn! Mr Stone!’

Getting his name bellowed in the busy foyer was the last thing he needed.

‘Over here sir!’

Pity, that.

Mervyn surrendered and turned round to acknowledge the voice. A young man with an explosion of curly orange hair and big-framed glasses appeared, as if by magic, from the crowd. Mervyn’s hand was grabbed and pumped vigorously. His face froze, and his mind groped around in a blind panic for the man’s name.

‘Hello, sir! So, the prodigal returns. Such an honour. So glad you could be here, sir. When Morris told me he asked you and you agreed, I just didn’t believe him. “Morris,” I said, “the Great Mervyn Stone hasn’t done a convention in seven years, what could possibly tempt him out of retirement?”’

‘Well, I thought it was time to revisit things, you know, take a fresh look at the past…’

‘I hope the fee he mentioned was sufficient,’ said the man with a grin, as if he knew exactly why Mervyn had agreed to do the convention. ‘So how the devil are you, sir? I do hope your journey wasn’t irksome.’

‘Well it was a bit of a nightm—’

‘It’s just been calamity after calamity this morning,’ sighed the man. ‘The big screens aren’t up yet, the office they’ve given us is completely inadequate—the photocopier keeps jamming—and the staff are proving very obstructive. The hotel’s been taking down our signs telling people where the events are being held.’

‘Oh dear.’

Mervyn’s eyes strained to read the name badge on the man’s lapel. It was unhelpfully written in a blocky squared-off font that had been universally embraced in the 70s as ‘futuristic’.

‘They’re saying we didn’t tell them about the sellotape, and they say that’s wear and tear on their infrastructure, fixtures and fittings. We’ve put Blu-Tack on the table but they’re just not biting. We may have to work out a compromise, some kind of combination of smear-free adhesive applied on windows and other shiny surfaces as well as free-standing pin boards clear from fire exits.’

‘Right…’ What did his bloody badge say? Steven? Stefan? Sidney?

‘Do you know, I’d only been here 20 minutes and the hotel tried to stop us putting any of the original props in the main hall? “Fire regulations,” they say. I told them beforehand about the props, and so I said to them, “Look,” I said, “look, those props are part of the programme’s history, they see them every year, if they’re not there then people will feel short-changed. So they’ve got to be there, end of story.”’

Samuel? Scott? Sean?

‘“They’re our customers, and so they’re your customers,” I said to them. “If ever I’ve learnt anything from my training in management consultancy, it’s that the customers set the parameters of your business, and your business is meeting those parameters. You agreed to put this convention on,” I said, “and this convention includes those props.”’

Sandy? Spiro? Spandex? Anything was possible in this place.

The man pointed into the main hall. ‘Just look. We haven’t even got them in yet. It’s a complete madhouse in there.’

Mervyn looked. The room was filled with convention staff quietly and smoothly unfolding chairs, testing microphones and putting up speakers. It looked very sane to him. Not what he would consider a madhouse at all.

Which was ironic; because the foyer they were standing in looked exactly like a madhouse.

It was filled with people dressed in weird and wonderful home-made costumes. Some were flapping around with claws fastened to their extremities, others had coloured their faces bright purple and wore bathing caps on their heads. Some had covered themselves from top to toe in silver boxes and stood motionless in corners, allowing themselves the odd robotic twitch. It was the darkest, most gibbering sweat-stained nightmare of any children’s television presenter. These were Vixens from the Void fans, and they were truly in their element. Teased by Trekkies and Time Lords, and jeered at by Jedi, Vixens fans were the oddest and dampest of them all: the science-fiction fans that put the ‘sigh’ into science and the ‘ick’ into fiction. It was an accepted fact that Vixens fans only existed so that Xena Warrior Princess fans had someone to pity.

Through a strict lifestyle of avoiding daylight, dedicated Doritos consumption and a rigorous regime of ill-health, most looked inhuman enough at the best of times—and this was a chance for them to go that extra mile, strap on a tentacle and look completely alien for a weekend.

The man prattled on: ‘Anyway, they say they might agree to sell us a man with a bucket of sand, and I’m trying to persuade them to use one of our people with a bucket of sand, but they say the person holding the bucket has to be trained. How does one get trained to hold a bucket of sand?’

The hotel doors crashed open, and three people struggled into the foyer, their official mauve ‘ConVix 15’ sweatshirts clashing with their gasping red faces. They were grappling with one of the disputed props. To the uninitiated, the object looked like a huge moth-eaten piece of fibreglass and papier-mâché, a green shell-like structure about the size and shape of a golf buggy. To those in the know, of course, it was the casing of one of the galaxy’s most fearsome creatures and implacable arch-enemy of the Vixens. They plonked it down in front of Mervyn and the man.

‘Simon!’ shouted one of them, a big man with a heavy ponytail and an exhausted scrappy beard that had tried to reach his face but had given up and died somewhere below his chin. ‘What do you want us to do with this?’

Simon. Simon Josh. It all came flooding back. Simon Josh, convention organiser and über-fan. How could he have ever forgotten?

‘Careful with that, Morris!’ Simon snapped. ‘That’s an original Styrax Sentinel from series two. It’s irreplaceable, and very delicate.’

‘But where, Simon?’ gasped Morris.

‘Now you know where you’re supposed to put that,’ said Simon to Morris.

Morris stared breathlessly up at Simon, bent double with his hands on his knees. His eyebrows were raised helplessly, as if to say ‘How the hell should I know?’ Simon gave a long-suffering sigh.

‘It goes on the middle stand of course. In amongst my most precious collection of knick-knacks.’

From the expression on Morris’s face, Mervyn had an idea which particular precious collection of Simon’s ‘knick-knacks’ he’d like to put it amongst, but all he managed were a few breathless nods.

Simon beamed, and rested his hand on the Sentinel’s flaking carapace as if posing for a photo. ‘Marvellous isn’t it, sir? I bet it takes you back. What does it feel like to once again be in the presence of the most evil creature in the universe?’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t put yourself down, Simon.’

Simon stopped talking for a few blessed seconds, then he realised what Mervyn meant. ‘Oh very droll,’ he said, flashing one of those smiles given by those who are congenitally humourless but have learned to detect the shape of a joke and move their faces accordingly. ‘You writers!’ he clucked. ‘Your schedule’s in this programme leaflet.’ He handed Mervyn a programme ‘leaflet’, which was about the size of a telephone directory for a large village. With no small effort, Mervyn stuffed it in his pocket. ‘Autographs at eleven, panel at one, and I know you’re going to love this, you’ll be judging the fancy dress in the evening.’

Mervyn looked around at the foyer, at the creatures clad in cardboard, tissue paper and bubble wrap. Fancy dress? Surely everyone here had peaked far too soon? There was nowhere else for them to go in the ‘acting like an evil alien’ stakes, unless they went down the road and invaded Brent Cross shopping centre.

Simon was talking Mervyn through the schedule, running his finger along some insanely complicated boxes and offering a translation. ‘You’ll be signing autographs in “Arkadia’s Boudoir”—that’s what we call it. It’s actually room 1013. And after that it’s the panel in what we call “Vixos Central Nerve Centre”, and that’s the main hall here, and the fancy dress is also in “Vixos Central Nerve Centre”. I’ll get someone to show you up to your room.’

‘And what’s my room called?’

Simon grinned a humourless grin, and Mervyn caught a flash of something nasty beneath. He realised he’d made one joke too many.

‘Room 2224,’ Simon said, a little too loudly.

Out of the corner of his eye, Mervyn noticed a hairy herd of bespectacled creatures in rock T-shirts and jeans. They were shuffling in their direction. He was sure some of them had overheard where his room was.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Mervyn, ‘I’ll find my own way.’

He started to walk away.

Very, very fast.






CONVIX 15 / EARTH ORBIT ONE / 9.00am start

EVENT: REGISTRATION AND IDENTITY TAG COLLECTION.

LOCATION: Prison Planet Docking Bay (hotel foyer)

EVENT: ‘THE BURNING TIME’ EPISODE SCREENING.

LOCATION: The Catacombs of Herath (video lounge room 1024)

EVENT: WHY VIXENS FROM THE VOID IS BETTER THAN STAR TREK FAN PANEL with Graham Goldingay, Fay Lawless, Craig Jones, Darren Cardew.

LOCATION: The Seventh Moon of Groolia (room 1002)

Tomorrow People and Blake’s 7 schedules are found inside free copies of Into the Void available from Checkpoint Doomworld (reception desk).



CHAPTER TWO

The Happy Traveller hotel was tucked behind a slip road somewhere around the M25. It was a modern hotel, a square ugly building in orange and yellow brick. The only difference between it and an open prison was that the hotel had a bigger sign, smaller rooms and palm trees in the car park.

The reason why hotels wedged in such sweaty rectums of the country decorated themselves with palm trees always eluded Mervyn; presumably to entice the kind of person who gets impressed by pineapple and ham on pizza.

The carpet that Mervyn jogged along was from the same identikit book of bland hotels. It was covered in a pattern of vomit-coloured splat shapes arranged about 10 inches apart, designed that, should anything vomit-coloured and splat-shaped descend upon it, the mess would be cunningly disguised. Unfortunately, as no one has ever yet learned to vomit precisely 10 inches apart (even engineering undergraduates), the nastiness usually showed up anyway.

Why was he running? Because he was special.

Not special in many respects, of course. He was in his late 40s, hovering on the wrong side of stout, with soft, perplexed features and a large nose. Middle age had mercifully left him his hair, which was grey and thick, and grew in every conceivable direction but down. Mervyn looked like a hedge that had been dragged through a man backwards.

His dress wasn’t particularly exceptional either. He wore the standard uniform of television writers everywhere; black jeans, black shirt and black corduroy jacket. There were certain writers’ panels he’d been on in years past that looked more like a convention of retired and rather portly Milk Tray men—the ones who’d skipped the speedboat, given up on the sexy lady and kept the chocolates for themselves.

No, he wasn’t special. Not in any respect. Except one.

Mervyn had Vixens from the Void on his CV, and that made him very special indeed.

*

The Happy Traveller had played host to a lot of strange and wonderful gatherings in its history, but this particular event took the complimentary plastic-wrapped biscuit.

The convention—known as ‘ConVix’—had been in existence for 15 years now. It was a convention devoted to many forms of cult television. For this event, there were a smattering of Tomorrow People cast members, a few luckless red-shirted extras from Star Trek and one rather dog-eared space rebel from Blake’s 7—but mostly ConVix was concerned with celebrating the exploits of the Vixens from the Void.

Mervyn had co-devised and script-edited a brazenly cheap and exploitative piece of sci-fi kitsch that cast a day-glo spell over the BBC1 schedules in the late 80s to early 90s.

In the mid-80s, TV sci-fi was unfashionable at the BBC. Doctor Who had been prescribed a rest, Blake’s 7 had been tragically cancelled, and The Tripods had been even more tragically made. It would have been suicide to propose another space series in this climate, but BBC drama, with that appetite for suicide shared by most publicly funded organisations, decided to make one.

Mervyn came up with an epic that contained elements of classic BBC serials such as I, Claudius and Fall of Eagles, but on a much larger scale, recounting the decline and fall of a vast intergalactic empire through in-fighting, betrayal and war.

That wasn’t how he pitched it to the BBC, of course. He wasn’t completely mad.

He sold it shamelessly like a whore, dressing it in primary colours and daubing it with cheap lipstick, showing it off in a way that would make sense to the brain of the average BBC boss. He winced as he remembered the first line of his proposal document: ‘Think of Dallas meets Dynasty…but in space!’ Mervyn reasoned that, even if they didn’t understand science-fiction, they might at least understand science-fiction containing nubile young women in corsets and skin-tight lycra a little better.

He wasn’t alone in pitching an SF series—not by a long shot. There was also an ‘I see this as Howards’ Way—but in space!’, an ‘Imagine the kids from Fame—but in space!’ and then an ‘It’s like The Money Programme—but in space!’ Mervyn couldn’t imagine how that one would have worked. He’d even heard of one old and rather baffled producer who went into a meeting with the words: ‘Think Star Trek—but in space!’

*

Mervyn found his room. The moment he placed his suitcase on the bed, he noticed the revving of engines. He crossed over to the window and peered out, his spirits sinking. A Mondeo Moron and a BMW Bastard were having a ‘Who’s Got the Smallest Penis?’ competition in the hotel car park. Mervyn was a light sleeper, and he just knew that he would have problems with sales reps from Crawley gunning their engines in the early hours. He needed his sleep; if he couldn’t move rooms, he would have to resort to the little coloured pills in his suitcase.

It was Mervyn’s deep-held conviction that, throughout his life, he was destined to be forever in the wrong place at the wrong time. He measured how badly located he was in life by degrees of wrongitude and crapitude. ‘20 degrees wrong…30 degrees crap,’ he muttered.

Today was particularly wrong and crap. He knew where he should be, of course. He should be lying in bed, contemplating a shower, and then a quick Tube ride to ITV’s magic castle of opulence, where the lifts contained live jazz bands, and the automatic urinal cleaners in the men’s toilets gushed forth vintage claret. He should be having a power lunch of milk and rusks with a bunch of fresh-faced media toddlers, and they would ask him how many shovelfuls of cash it would take for him to agree to adapt his best-selling novel into a stupidly successful TV series.

Yes, that was definitely where he should be.

The best-selling novel was, of course, unwritten as yet. It was nothing more than a few kilobytes lurking in his laptop, and the ITV toddlers weren’t having any meetings with any writers, particularly not him. They were all probably sitting in a room working out if it was in poor taste to do a mini-series on the life of Pope John Paul II starring Ross Kemp. Still, until the non-existent novel magically wrote itself and leapfrogged over the Dan Browns in the bestseller lists, the Happy Traveller would have to do.

It felt like a grim penance for his indolence: to return to the convention circuit after all these years; to be forced to return to the endless rounds of anecdote-telling and autograph-scribbling due to an irritating lack of cash. Something had gone badly wrong somewhere.

He toyed with the idea of seeing if he could get a change of room, but decided against it. He’d had quite enough of Simon’s benevolent tyranny for one morning. Perhaps later.

Mervyn unpacked, then had a shower, made himself a cup of tea with the tiny plastic kettle, ate the plastic-wrapped digestives, ordered a burger and chips from room service, examined the quality of the adult channels on the television, received and ate the burger and chips from room service, re-examined the adult channels, and, when he had finally exhausted the delights his room had to offer, went downstairs to brave the convention.

He opened the door, and was immediately faced with a Vixens fan standing across the way, emerging from an adjoining room.

The fan did a double take in his direction. A meaty grin slowly smeared its way across his face and he gave a wave.

‘Hi, Mr Stone!’

Something deep inside Mervyn instinctively recoiled. He had a notion that he was going to be in for an awful time.



CHAPTER THREE

‘Hello, my name is Mervyn Stone, and here I am at ConVix 15 having a wonderful time!’

Blast it.

‘Um…’

His mind always went blank at times like these. In all of his friends’ video cabinets, there were home movies containing parties, weddings, christenings, and a few seconds of Mervyn going ‘Um…’

‘Anyway…hope to see you soon!’

Morris looked up from the camera tripod, and held his thumb aloft. ‘Perfect. Great. Thanks. I’ll play it back in a minute.’

It didn’t sound very great, judging from Morris’s reaction, but then Morris always sounded bored. Morris was Simon Josh’s lieutenant. He handled the audio-visual equipment and was the guy who really ran the convention while Simon Josh gibbered from one room to the next.

They were all in the convention’s hospitality room, a room distastefully covered in avocado wallpaper. It was Friday morning and the guests were starting to assemble; people Mervyn hadn’t seen in years, and some he hadn’t much liked when he did.

Feeling self-conscious, Mervyn needed a friendly face to latch on to. Luckily he saw just the chap.

He helped himself to a filter coffee from the refreshment table and slumped down in an armchair next to Roddy Burgess, who, as usual had his nose deep in a glass of something liquid and amber-coloured.

‘How go things at the front, Major?’

The actor beamed woozily at Mervyn. He was a man in his late 60s, the personification of ageing ham, complete with immaculate grey hair, moustache and silken cravat. His eyes twinkled above silver-framed half-moon glasses. ‘Oh, tip top, old boy, tip top, enjoying myself terribly. The troops are awfully well drilled.’ The ‘troops’ was Roddy’s pet term for the hotel and convention staff. If they fed him, gave him drink and led him around the hotel so he didn’t have to read a schedule or think for himself, they were ‘well drilled’. If they allowed him to look after himself at any point they were ‘a bit of a shower’.

‘I say, don’t think I’ve seen you in active service for a while, have I?’

‘No Major. It’s been seven years since I last did one of these.’

‘Thought so…thought so… Seven years eh? Long time to go AWOL,’ he rumbled.

‘Oh I don’t know,’ Mervyn nodded at the over-familiar faces dribbling into the room. ‘Things don’t seem to have changed much.’

There was a meaningful cough from behind the video camera. ‘Mr Burgess, would you mind taking a seat, please…?’

Roddy Burgess groaned. ‘Do I have to, old boy? I’m not on duty until 1100 hours.’

‘Just a little message will do. It’s to put on the official website.’

‘Ahm… Don’t think so, old chap. Remaining incognito for this mission, I think. Maybe next time.’

Morris let loose a sigh. ‘I think you were told in your letter that part of the requirement for guests was to contribute to publicity when requested—’

‘Are you giving orders to a senior officer, corporal?’ Roddy snapped.

‘No, but…’

‘Then until fresh orders come through, I’m staying posted right here.’ Roddy pointed his nose back into his glass of scotch.

After years of being worshipped and lauded by obsessives, trawling around the country from hotel to hotel and forced to recount the same anecdotes, it wasn’t surprising that a few stars of Vixens from the Void had gone ever so slightly doolally. It was even less of a surprise that they’d grown into complete barking head-cases. There was only one reason they hadn’t been given a cell with double-quilted walls long ago; the convention circuit provided better secure accommodation than the state ever could. Constant supervision, regular meals and whole roomfuls of people willing to humour any delusion they had, no matter how deranged.

Roddy was a case in point. He’d played Major Karn, the head of the Vixen guard. He hadn’t had a large role in the series, but he was fondly remembered for dying nobly in a favourite episode, and he was a good convention guest—when they were able to lever him out of the comfy chair where he’d managed to wedge himself.

He’d also been deferred to as ‘Major’ for so long he seemed to believe he was ex-army. He’d started to scatter military jargon erratically into his speech, and developed a gruff no-nonsense delivery. Truth was, the nearest he’d been to any kind of military rank was the Private Hospital he’d kept finding himself in after a variety of blurred drink-related accidents.

Morris scratched his beard wearily. ‘I do really need you to say a few words. Simon’ll be upset if you don’t.’

Roddy pretended not to hear.

‘I will have to tell him…’

‘Hello all. Everything all right?’

Speak of the devil, Mervyn thought.

Simon Josh had glided back into the green room on one of his irrelevant missions to nowhere in particular. All of his errands had the same purpose; to make Simon Josh look busy and important. He was like a shark; he had to keep moving otherwise his existence had no meaning. He smiled like a shark, too.

Morris cleared his throat slowly and deliberately and nodded towards Roddy. ‘Roddy doesn’t want to say hello to our online customers,’ he said darkly.

‘Really?’ said Simon brightly. ‘I think I need to explain to Mr Burgess how important our official website is in our public relations arsenal.’

Here we go… Mervyn turned back, anticipating an explosion from the old warhorse bigger than anything the BBC special effects department ever produced.

But Roddy wasn’t there.

To Mervyn’s astonishment, the old man had sprung out of his chair and was sitting happily in front of the camera. ‘Hello chaps,’ he chirped, ‘the Major here… Having a marvellous time at this convention… First-class billets, excellent tuck and well-drilled troops!’ He signed off with a brisk salute, and sprinted out of the room, casting a wary eye back at Simon.

The old man looked almost terrified.



CHAPTER FOUR

As was now traditional at these conventions, Vanity Mycroft was holding court in the middle of the hospitality room, glass of champagne held carelessly in one hand, dwindling cigarette in the other. Slumped gracefully on a high-backed chair, she had a semi-circle of adoring faces listening to her impromptu lecture and chuckling dutifully at her outrageous statements. She looked utterly at home with her ‘audience’, as all true stars do.

‘You see a lot of…lesser people…let’s call them TV reviewers…’

‘Smoky’ didn’t begin to describe her voice. ‘Cured like a kipper’ was a more apt description.

‘No, no, let’s call them by their proper name… You see, a lot of bastards…’

This elicited a polite chuckle from her followers.

‘They looked down on us; they looked down on me… They looked at Vixens and they said “What a load of rubbish”…’

Cue sympathetic noises.

‘And they were right of course… It is rubbish…’

As the sycophantic chorus were all fans of Vixens, this polite chuckle sounded a little more forced.

She meandered on. ‘But the mistake they made was going: “It’s rubbish, so it’s all rubbish… So the acting’s rubbish.” But it’s not. It’s the most marvellous acting there is. It’s better than the RSC, you know.’

‘Oh I agree,’ one was eager to chip in. ‘It’s just what I’ve been saying for years. It’s what I said in the piece I wrote for Into the Void fanzine… “Both Vixens and Shakespeare have metaphor and meaning that strike to the very heart of the human condition.”’

‘That’s right, Darren darling,’ Vanity agreed drunkenly, nodding vigorously but not listening to a word. ‘Absolutely… I mean, any old fart with a cravat and an Equity card can make Shakespeare sound good… But to make the crap we were forced to spew up week in, week out sound like it wasn’t written by an illiterate hack…’ She raised her voice so it could reach the other side of the room. ‘No offence, Mervy dear…’

‘None taken, dear,’ yelled Mervyn affably, who knew Vanity of old.

‘No, to make that old toss sound decent. That took real talent… Hmm? Hmm?’ Her head swivelled around glassily looking for endorsement, but she found only terrified smiles.

‘I’ve got a present for you. I got it at auction,’ cooed Darren, seizing his chance to stem her tirade. Reaching behind a table, he pulled out a Sketchleys bag. Tearing the plastic covering off, he revealed an eye-watering tangerine outfit which was a shiny basque combined with lycra sleeves and tights, and bedecked with silvery epaulets and a shimmering cloak. He also produced some fearsome-looking knee-length boots, and a hat which he perched on the ensemble—something not unlike a Roman legionnaire’s helmet, but with a very 80s-style mirrored visor fastened to the front.

‘Now this, would you believe…’ he said with a breathless pause ‘…is one of your actual costumes from the original series.’

Vanity wrinkled her nose and blew a drunken raspberry with her lips.

‘It smells a bit, I’m afraid,’ grovelled Darren. ‘I think it’s mothballs.’

‘More like fag ash and KY jelly…’ said a voice in an incredibly loud stage whisper.

The level of noise in the room dipped as every third conversation ended. Everyone knew that the ill-disguised whisper came from Katherine Warner.

Here we go, thought Mervyn, again.

Actresses don’t have face-to-face cat-fights. Mervyn had never seen the screeching, face-slapping, cheek-scratching, hair-tugging or blouse-ripping found in 1970s British sex comedies. In his experience, actresses do their scrapping while pretending to do something else—like magicians; ostentatiously flourishing their cuffs and talking nineteen to the dozen to distract the audience’s attention from what they’re really doing.

By way of example, Vanity Mycroft’s eyes didn’t flicker. She didn’t look over to Katherine Warner, or even acknowledge she’d heard anything. She simply carried on her conversation, patting Darren ostentatiously on the knee and raising her voice. ‘Don’t worry about the smell, Darren dear. It’s a lovely gesture…’ She held it admiringly. ‘It’s nice to have it. I don’t expect they kept yours, Katherine darling. They probably sent it back to the hire shop with all the other extras’ costumes…’

Over in the corner, Katherine continued talking to a man who’d been invited because he’d played one-third of a crab creature in 1988. She also acted as though she hadn’t heard anything, but her smile intensified, her conversation grew more animated and her laughter tinkled in the air as if crab-man was the most fascinating person she’d ever met. It didn’t escape Mervyn’s attention that the red-slashes of her fingernails were massaging the flute of her glass as if they were contemplating smashing it on the table and shoving the jagged remains into someone’s face.

‘But surely,’ one of the fans said to Vanity, with a touch of desperation, ‘you must have some affection for the time you spent on the show…?’

She looked at him pityingly. ‘Oh, I suppose so… One does sometimes get misty-eyed for the old days.’

The voice from the corner floated up again. ‘That’ll be the cataracts, dear.’

Vanity continued talking without missing a beat. ‘But it’s so difficult to be nostalgic about it… Unlike some actresses it wasn’t my whole career, just a very small part of it…’

‘Yes… You did have a very long career. What was it like, working with Muffin the Mule…?’

‘No dear, I’m so forgetful about those days…faces…scenes…scripts… I can’t remember any of my lines any more… What about you Katherine? Do you still remember your line?’

Thankfully, it was nearly ten o’clock, and a couple of stewards came in to take the actresses to the stage. They all set off to tell the attendees their chummy backstage anecdotes. For an hour, their bitchiness would be buried beneath a practised air of bonhomie. Mervyn smiled. Through their networks, fanzines and exhaustive research, the fans knew about every temper tantrum and spat the women ever had. Vanity and Katherine wouldn’t be fooling anybody.

Simon glided past, and Mervyn grabbed his arm.

Simon recoiled like he’d been touched by a passing vagrant. It was always the paradox of these conventions, Mervyn thought. The fans love us, and want us to be with them, but hate us for having nothing better to do BUT be with them. ‘Actually Simon, I wondered—’

‘Lumme, it’s been an utter nightmare out there, I have to say. The dealers are at war over their tables. One’s got a wobbly one and is worried about souvenir mug breakage…’

‘Actually Simon; could I have a word about my room? You see, it’s right over the car park, and I did ask if I could—‘

‘Ah, sorry Mervyn, hotel’s completely chocka. I’d like to help, but they’re being difficult as it is, and I don’t want to give them more ammunition in the Blu-Tack war.’ Simon pulled a tight little expression intended to show some kind of regret, which was as insincere as a spam e-mail informing you that she’d seen your profile on a website, was waiting for you at the end of a phone line and was as horny as hell.

‘Is that all right?’

‘No problem,’ said Mervyn lamely, but his response was drowned by an eruption from the other side of the room. Morris had just told Vanity something she didn’t like.

‘What? I’m where?’ she screeched. ‘First floor? With the plebs?’

Simon hurried over and flashed his teeth. ‘Vanity, the room you’ve been given is perfectly adequate.’

‘Well that’s easy for you to say. You rub shoulders with these “people” all the time. There’s an aura I have to cultivate, a distance. They’ll be pushing notes under my door and trying to pick my lock to get at my knickers.’

‘Husband finally got you to wear that chastity belt, then…’ muttered Simon, not quite under his breath.

If Vanity heard him, she chose not to mention it. ‘God knows, I can see I’ve done far too many of these things. I’m old news, far too ubiquitous to be given decent treatment any more. I’m a convention whore. A fixture.’

She gestured around the room to the inoffensively offensive hotel décor and focused on Mervyn. ‘I’m always here, Mervy. You can just nail me up on the wall with the fire-regulations and pictures of fruit. Oh no. He wouldn’t do that.’ She eyeballed Simon. ‘Not allowed to use nails on the hotel walls are you? Perhaps you could stick me up using a combination of Blu-Tack and pin boards?’

Simon glared at her. ‘We do have a rule, don’t we Vanity, the one about hissy fits at conventions…?’

‘Not this time, Simon!’ She levelled a finger at him and jutted her jaw defiantly. ‘Not now my autobiography is out! Not this time and not any more!’

She turned abruptly, the coat draped on her shoulder swirling around her like a cloak, and left.






CONVIX 15 / EARTH ORBIT ONE / 10.00am

EVENT: VANITY MYCROFT, Katherine Warner INTERVIEW

LOCATION: Vixos Central Nerve Centre (main stage, ballroom)

EVENT: ‘ASSASSINS OF DESTINY’ PART ONE, EPISODE SCREENING

LOCATION: The Catacombs of Herath (video lounge—room 1024)

EVENT: PHOTOS, PAUL CHESTER-ALLEN

LOCATION: Transpodule Chamber (room 1030)

EVENT: AUTOGRAPH PANEL—NICHOLAS EVERETT, WILLIAM SMURFETT, ANDREW JAMIESON LOCATION: Arkadia’s Boudoir (room 1013)

EVENT: WHAT IS ‘CANON’? VIXENS EXPERTS PANEL with Graham Goldingay, Fay Lawless,Craig Jones, Darren Cardew

LOCATION: The Seventh Moon of Groolia (room 1002)



CHAPTER FIVE

The convention was getting under way.

Mervyn remembered the routine. All around the hotel, confused convention attendees who didn’t know when anything was happening were talking to other confused attendees who didn’t know where anything was happening, and seeking out stewards who didn’t know when or where or how anything was happening, if indeed anything was going to happen at all.

There were one or two elusive people who did know when, where and how everything was going to happen, but they were hiding in the green rooms with the guests who didn’t need to know what, when or how everything was going to happen as they were shepherded everywhere by attentive staff for the whole weekend.

Even further down the evolutionary scale from those getting their bearings in the foyer was the sad collection of people who had just got to the hotel, and were milling around reception, carrying coats, lugging holdalls and dragging suitcases on wheels.

Mervyn did know where he was going. He didn’t trust anyone to show him anywhere, so for his journey to the autograph room, he’d marked it very clearly on his little map with felt pen. He didn’t like nasty surprises. But he got one anyway.

The moment he left the hospitality room, someone leapt out and grabbed his arm. He screamed with sheer brain-addled terror.

‘Roddy! You nearly gave me a heart attack!’

‘Is he about?’ Roddy blurted.

‘Is who about?’

‘You know very well, old chap. Him. The Quisling.’

He must have meant Simon. ‘He’s just left.’

Roddy stared at him with wide, poached-egg eyes. ‘He keeps us here against our will you know… We can’t leave.’

‘Roddy. It’s a hotel. You can leave whenever you want.’

‘Nonono… He won’t let us… Because his masters won’t let him.’ He nodded his head downstairs. ‘The ones…down there. His robot masters.’

‘What?’

‘It’s like the Japs all over again. The war’s over, but they won’t admit it… There’s only one way out of here and that’s in a wooden box.’ A thought seemed to strike him. ‘Unless…well, there is a way out, isn’t there?’

‘What’s that?’

A sly look flickered in the old man’s eyes. ‘I’m not going to dig a tunnel, am I, old boy?’

Not for the first time, Mervyn wondered how much of Roddy’s bewildered bluster was an act, and how much was a whisky-induced plunge into fantasy.

‘Really, Roddy… That’s very… Interesting.’

Mervyn retrieved his sleeve from Roddy—not without some difficulty—and stumbled to the lifts.






CONVIX 15 / EARTH ORBIT ONE / 11.00am

EVENT: THE DVD TEAM INTERVIEW: ROBERT MULBERRY, TREVOR SIMPSON, IVOR QUIGLEY LOCATION: Vixos Central Nerve Centre (main stage,ballroom)

EVENT: ‘PRISON PLANET’ EPISODE SCREENING

LOCATION: The Catacombs of Herath (video lounge—room 1024)

EVENT: AUTOGRAPH PANEL—VANITY MYCROFT, BERNARD VINER, MERVYN STONE, PAUL CHESTER-ALLEN

LOCATION: Arkadia’s Boudoir (room 1013)

EVENT: PHOTOS, RODERICK BURGESS

LOCATION: Transpodule Chamber (room 1030)

EVENT: WRITING VIXENS FAN FICTION, FAN PANEL with Graham Goldingay, Fay Lawless, Craig Jones, Darren Cardew

LOCATION: The Seventh Moon of Groolia (room 1002)
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