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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I love murder mysteries, and I love ploughing through entire ranges of murder mystery books. There’s nothing more satisfying than discovering one grisly murder and knowing there are plenty more bodies piled up just around the corner.

There’s one thing I don’t love. One thing that pulls me out of a story is that clunking artificial line that inevitably occurs in crime book ranges. You know the line. It usually goes something like: ‘Hastings! Do you not recall the case of the Silent Parrot we solved last year? When that murderer whom we both knew, but shall not name or attach a masculine or feminine pronoun to, did all those notorious murders? What an unforgettable unspecific murderer that person was!’

To this end, I am warning you, fluffy reader, that you will not get anything like that here.

This book takes place one year after Geek Tragedy. Because it had such a momentous effect on Mervyn’s life and the ripples are felt within this book, the identity of ‘Geek Tragedy’s murderer is discussed freely.

If you haven’t read Geek Tragedy yet… Well, I wouldn’t want to be a spoiler…



Extract from the Vixens from the Void Programme Guide, originally printed in the fanzine Into the Void #49.

THE BURNING TIME (Serial 4J)

Transmitted: 9 November 1989

Recorded: Studio: BBC Television Centre 6-7 March 1989

Location: Betchworth Quarry 13-16 February 1989

Cast:

Medula: Tara Miles

Arkadia/Byzantia: Vanity Mycroft

Professor Daxatar: Brian Crowbridge

Tania: Suzy Lu

Velhellan: Jennifer McLaird

Elysia: Samantha Carbury

Excelsior: Maggie Styles

Yelack:Sid Needham

Vizor: Roger Barker

Officer Tovey: Vicky Bacon

Acolyte Guard: Amanda Kyle

Archaeologists: Robert Frend and Malcolm Smith

Production Design: Paula Marshall

Writer: Marcus Spicer

Script Editor: Mervyn Stone

Director: Leslie Driscoll

Producer: Nicholas Everett

Synopsis:

PROFESSOR DAXATAR is excavating some ruins on the legendary planet HERATH, the Origin World, when he finds a book that dates from before the Burning Time. It alarms the religious head of Vixos, EXCELSIOR, and attracts the interest of ARKADIA. Arkadia lands on the planet with ELYSIA (unknown to Arkadia, Elysia and Daxatar are lovers). Daxatar shows Arkadia the book and they both investigate the excavation site further, discovering an underground crypt. Its contents have the potential to turn the whole belief system of the Vixen culture on its head. Arkadia toys with releasing Daxatar’s findings and risking a religious war with Excelsior. Ultimately it is decided that the cost of destroying their civilisation is too high, and it is Elysia who kills Daxatar, burning his research along with him. But the precious book (called ‘the Bible’) survives…

Notes:

This story is notorious for being the most controversial episode of Vixens from the Void. On the night of broadcast the BBC switchboard was jammed with complaints from Christian groups.

The idea of the Vixens’ religion being an inversion of the Christian faith was a neat one, the premise being that all trace of Christianity was burned away by some kind of atomic war, leaving only statues of the crucifixion and the Virgin Mary behind. It gave the shattered survivors of the war the distorted impression that women were meant to be dominant over men, and men were there to be punished—essentially creating the Vixens’ culture and empire.

The concept would have probably passed without comment had not the director made quite so much of the visual imagery in the script. One scene outside the Vixens’ spaceship, where men were sacrificed to the Allmother by being strapped to crosses and whipped by leather-clad women until they passed out, was particularly graphic and seen by many as blasphemous.

Questions were asked in the House of Commons. Conservative MP Michael Barnet was particularly vocal, demanding that the licence fee be removed, because encouraging such behaviour was not part of the BBC’s public service remit. He would have gone further, had it not been revealed that Mr Barnet enjoyed being strapped to crosses and whipped by leather-clad women until he passed out as well.

The fact he claimed for these experiences as expenses sealed his fate, as his words were gleefully repeated back to him in the press about such practices ‘not being a public service’.

Writer Marcus Spicer defended the episode stoutly on radio and television, and his robust exchanges with outraged Christians sparked a long and successful career as a prominent humanist writer and polemicist. His books The Serpent on the Mount and The Last Sucker sold millions.

He has to date become the only Vixens from the Void writer to make a name for himself in an area other than science fantasy. Even though Spicer has argued he is still writing ‘science fantasy’ to this day.



CHAPTER ONE

It was a glorious September morning in Shepherd’s Bush. The leaves on the trees were curling and transforming themselves into a blazing orange. The windows of the buses were misting up with the heat of the passengers inside. Shutters rattled upwards as the few shops that didn’t stay open all hours prepared themselves for the first custom of the day.

Mervyn emerged from Shepherd’s Bush tube station and headed off towards Television Centre. White City tube was much nearer, but he fancied a stroll. He felt very virtuous, forsaking the padded comfort of a BBC car for a tube ride and a bracing walk; a chance to smell the morning air, stiffened by the exhausts of a thousand badly-maintained minivans; to hear the innocent laughter of the drug dealers as they played in the park.

And, of course, to look at girls.

September was Mervyn’s favourite time of year. It was warm enough for young, attractive women to persevere with their skimpy clothes for a few more weeks, unwilling to pack away the summer for another year, yet cold enough for nipples to punch enterprisingly through thin T-shirts and fragile cotton blouses, bulging unfettered from their bra-less bosoms in much in the same way as Mervyn imagined his eyes bulged as he beheld them.

Mervyn didn’t think of himself as a dirty old man. Oh no. In his book, a D.O.M. was the type of bloke normally found on park benches or shopping centres, fiddling furiously in his pockets whenever a luckless woman of any age, size or description went past. He wasn’t nearly dirty or old enough for that.

Yet.

Perhaps there was a reason he hadn’t ended up as a grunting old geezer waiting in Hyde Park for a shapely pair of tracksuit bottoms and a sports bra to chug past. Fortunately for him, he’d managed to find a less furtive way to enjoy the female form in all its wobbly glory.

* * *

There was certainly a murky and libidinous corner of his mind that prompted him to propose Vixens from the Void to the BBC in the mid 80s. It was an idea for a science fiction TV drama that depicted an intergalactic empire with females as the dominant gender. It heavily featured nubile young women wearing skin-tight lycra and thigh-length leather boots, striding through spaceships and ordering people about. To his delight, the BBC fell for it, and for eight glorious years he script-edited and wrote for the show; inventing more and more implausible planets, monsters and ways for the cast to get their costumes torn off during torture.

His time working on Vixens from the Void was the reason why he was striding along Shepherd’s Bush Green. He was on his way to BBC Television Centre to record a DVD commentary for that very show, an episode from season four called ‘The Burning Time’—a notorious episode that many fans thought the finest example of Vixens and that even many self-confessed ‘TV experts’ found a thought-provoking piece that straddled the line between television melodrama and proper, ‘literate’ drama. It had even been shown at MOMI one year. More importantly, it was 50 minutes of shouting, spaceships and very tight costumes.

Yes, it was going to be a good day.

* * *

As he turned into Wood Lane, he noticed a small crowd of people clustered around the Television Centre entrance. From this distance they looked very excitable, huddled together in a tight group and talking animatedly. They seemed familiar to him… Were they autograph-hunters?

For moment an insane notion frolicked round his head. Were they waiting for him? But then he remembered he was a script editor of a long-gone and profoundly dead cult TV show, and the notion stopped frolicking, clutched its chest and collapsed with a terminal coronary.

Silly man. Hero-worship of a deluded old fool like him only happens inside the confines of science fiction conventions. They had probably got a tip-off that Robbie Williams was appearing on the National Lottery or something.

When he got closer he heard the chanting. He saw placards. He heard angry words crackling through loudhailers.

That’s more plausible, he thought. Another loony pressure group trying to claw its way into a news bulletin by picketing the BBC…

It was only as he got nearer that he was able to read the placards. ‘Original Vix-sin’ was one. ‘Worship, not spaceships’ was another hilarious effort.

With a shock, he realised they were waiting for him—or, to be more precise, they were there to protest about ‘The Burning Time’ and its imminent release on DVD.

Mervyn toyed with the idea of slipping in one of the side entrances, but he knew it was futile. His BBC pass had long expired. There was only one way into the building, and that was through the wall of sensibly dressed protesters.

Grimly, he braved the god-mob and entered the solid wall of duffle-coats and scarves, meeting the chanting head-on. He was brushed, rubbed and jostled from all sides. It was like going through a knitted carwash.

‘NO DVD! NO BLASPHEM-EE!’

Not bad for a protest chant, thought Mervyn. It even scans.



CHAPTER TWO

He found himself on the other side of the protest and inside the huge revolving doors with surprising ease. Once he’d taken a leaflet they left him alone. He went up to the front desk and announced his presence to the chirpy girls on reception.

In the reception area, there were banks of TV sets showing the myriad channels the BBC chucked on to the airwaves with gay abandon. Mervyn noticed that one had News 24 on it and was covering the mêlée outside. He sat down to watch. There was a BBC correspondent gabbling urgently into the camera while the protesters stomped behind, waving their placards over his shoulder. It switched to a studio, and to a newsreader. Well, Mervyn assumed she was a newsreader. She was young, heavily made-up and insanely pretty, with ‘Look at me, I’m supposed to be clever’ glasses, and a blouse that gaped open a perilously long way down. All in all, she looked to Mervyn like an actress from an adult movie unconvincingly made up as a news presenter.

Mervyn’s fast-coalescing fantasies withered when the camera cut to a wide shot, showing the news presenter joined at her desk by a man with a smiley moon-face, shiny slicked-back hair and unblinking eyes which darted around the studio. It was obvious that he wasn’t used to being on television; he was dressed conservatively in brown tweed with a handkerchief poking primly out of his pocket. His hands were balled into fists and looked welded to the tabletop.

The BBC had put CEEFAX subtitles on, so word-by-word, the interview slammed across the bottom of the screen in fat black blocks.

Lewis Bream, chairman and spokesman for Godbotherers UK, joins me. Mr Bream—it is a rather unusual name for your organisation, isn’t it? Most people would think that Godbotherers is a rather derogatory name for Christians.

When any group is oppressed and spat upon, as we in the Christian faith are, they tend to appropriate terms of abuse and use them as a weapon against the oppressor. Just as the word ‘nigger’ was embraced by rap groups in America, so we embrace this term too, we are Godbotherers. We are right to bother God and he is right to be bothered—about the way we live, the way we behave, the sin we immerse ourselves in—

So you took the term for yourself and made it your own.

Yes, that’s right.

In much the same way, of course, the word ‘queer’ was adopted by the gay community.

The man rose about a half-inch in his seat, as if his buttocks had suddenly locked in the ‘clench’ position.

Well I wouldn’t put it in those terms like that, exactly. We do not regard homosexuals as an oppressed minority, as such—

Why not?

Well, as a Christian… Well… Obviously we believe that homosexuals—as you call them—have free will, and encourage us to judge them by ignoring the word of God. It is their free will to be…what they are… So they can hardly call themselves oppressed—any more than a burglar can call himself oppressed by the law.

But you choose to be a Christian? So by your logic you’re not oppressed either.

To not choose the word of God is a sin. There is no choice in the matter.

Some argue that no one chooses to be a homosexual.

Well, ‘some people’ are mistaken. I’m sorry, I thought I was here to talk about our grievances.

The news presenter had enjoyed poking Lewis Bream with a stick in the hope he’d say something outrageous, but the fun was now over. The BBC Trust members were watchful, and might take a dim view of an ‘oppressed minority’ being hounded out of a BBC studio. The presenter reluctantly steered the interview back on course.

So why are you demonstrating outside the BBC?

The BBC is planning to release on DVD a piece of drama which we deem unacceptable and blasphemous.

This is the 80s BBC sci-fi series Vixens from the Void?

That’s correct.

What’s wrong with it?

The episode in question depicts Christianity as a joke. I’d say that’s offensive in anyone’s book. Particularly the good one.

The BBC have released a statement saying that…

The presenter glanced down at her notes.

‘The episode in question was making a satirical point about how religion can get misunderstood and distorted by its own worshippers. By no stretch of the imagination can it be seen to be a specific attack on one religion.’

Well, that’s nonsense isn’t it? It’s a specific attack on Christianity.

But the protest today—what’s the point? It was shown back in the 80s. Haven’t millions of people already seen when it first went out on television?

That’s true, but those were less enlightened times back then. It was the era of Dennis Potter and so-called ‘alternative comedy’. The BBC didn’t think twice about insulting the Christian community. We think that two wrongs don’t make a right. There is no need to rub decent people’s noses in it by making it freely available in our high streets.

But surely, the only people who are going to buy this release are a few thousand fans? Your public protests will only ensure that more people will buy it to see what the fuss is about.

It’s the principle. We’ve got to make a point. If this sort of trash gets released by the BBC without comment, then the BBC—which is publicly funded with our money, let’s remember—then they’ll think it’s business as usual when releasing blasphemy into our shops. Were this a Muslim play I’m sure the attitude of the BBC would be very different…

Lewis Bream, thank you.

* * *

Mervyn slumped lower and lower in his chair, disappearing inside the folds of his jacket. He always knew that ‘The Burning Time’ flew close to the wind (indeed, there were complaints at the time) but he sort of hoped that no one would mind the DVD release, that it would slip out on the nod because it was an episode of a trashy, inconsequential piece of sparkly nonsense. Obviously he was being too optimistic.

News 24 moved on to another story, and Mervyn didn’t find much of interest on the other screens (an Australian was shouting at another Australian on one, and an unrealistically happy girl was singing a song with a puppet on another).

Pulling his attention away, he saw a familiar face. Brian Crowbridge, tomato-cheeked hell-raising actor of the old school was embedded in one of the chairs that dominated the reception area. He was a large, shaggy beast with thick grey hair and pale watery eyes. He looked like an Old English sheepdog in a suit and tie, dressed up and ready to play snooker with all the other anthropomorphic dogs.

Brian had looked very different in the late 80s, when he played a stubble-cheeked boffin called Professor Daxatar, a galactic archaeologist who was excavating a site on Herath; the planet where ‘The Burning Time’ was set.

He had been handsome in a roguish way, more inclined to be cast as a bit of rough than square-jawed hero. More Lady Chatterley’s Lover than Casanova. He was a bit stocky by the standards of leading men these days, but nevertheless had been deluged by letters from lascivious housewives. However, as Mervyn knew, if you took anyone with eyes, a nose and some of their own teeth and put them on television with enough frequency, they were bound to become a sex symbol of some description. Mervyn gave a rather self-conscious wave to gain Brian’s attention, but Brian was also transfixed by the television screens.

Mervyn groped in his pockets, pulled out some scrunched up sweet wrappers and threw them at Brian. After being hit on the ear a few times, Brian finally got the message, looked up, grinned delightedly at Mervyn, and ambled over.

‘Brian!’

‘Hello Merv. Haven’t seen you since… Well…’

‘Well…’

‘Well, it must be…since we did the telly.’

‘Oh yes. It must be…’

Shortly after appearing in Vixens, Crowbridge had had a very public breakdown. He left his wife, was outed in the tabloids as gay, confessed to a debauched lifestyle involving drink, drugs and a young Conservative named Tarquin, dried out, found God, lost God, got drunk again, crashed two cars and went back to his wife. It was quite a fortnight.

Since then, things had never quite settled. For Brian, life was like a snow-smothered mountain during the spring thaw. It didn’t take much to set off an avalanche and sending everything plunging back into the abyss. The last thing that prompted the ritual of drugs-booze-tearful apology was Tarquin’s AIDS related death a few months back. Brian started drinking at the wake, and never really stopped. The last time Mervyn saw Brian, he was on the front of a Sunday newspaper, half-naked, covered in vomit, having been thrown out of a restaurant at one a.m. for screaming at the staff, demanding a good Chardonnay and scallops in Madeira. Whether the good people of Burger King managed to provide him with such things, the article didn’t say.

‘Madness, Merv.’ Brian twitched his head.

‘Beg pardon?’ Mervyn was mystified.

‘Madness, Merv. Out there. All that nonsense.’ There went the head twitch again. A bigger one. His left eye spasmed in sympathy.

Mervyn stared, then realised with a flood of relief that the twitch was in the direction of the protesters outside. ‘Oh, them! I thought…’

Brian caught the look in Mervyn’s eye. ‘Don’t worry about me, Mervyn. I feel much better now. Went straight into a loony bin for a good long rest. The head doctors had a right old rummage up here,’ he tapped his head. ‘I’m just as sane as I ever was.’ As if to punctuate this, his head and eye twitched again. This time it was not a ‘look over there’ twitch. Definitely a good old-fashioned mad twitch for its own good old-fashioned mad sake.

Before Mervyn had a chance to dwell on the horror of Brian being restored to his usual level of sanity, a huge roar of rage went up from the crowd outside. The sea of protesters had suddenly been whipped up into a typhoon.

The main attraction had arrived. A sleek black chauffeur-driven limousine had glided up to the entrance. The number plate read ‘GOD L35S’.

‘Good grief,’ muttered Brian. ‘What the blazes is going on?’



CHAPTER THREE

Brian and Mervyn half stood, craning their necks to see what was happening, but the crowd had surged forward, blocking their view. Nevertheless, Mervyn had a pretty shrewd idea of who was emerging from the car.

Of course, thought Mervyn. It all makes sense now. That’s why they’re all making a big deal out of this. It’s all part of their vendetta with Marcus.

The huge revolving doors spun and a man glided smoothly into reception, like a magician emerging from his sparkly cabinet. An expensive coat hung about his shoulders, as did two heavily made-up personal assistants and a thuggish looking minder.

Marcus Spicer. Millionaire, ex-TV scriptwriter, and now an energetic proponent of blasphemous propaganda (as the Godbotherers would put it) using his provocative novels.

He brushed some imaginary dust off his shoulders as he was greeted by an insanely tall, thin man, with a queasy, panic-stained smile on his face.

‘Mr Spicer?’

‘The very same.’

‘Lovely to meet you, sir.’ The man started to blurt out apologies for the protesters, but Marcus waved him silent with a regal hand.

‘Bit of a fracas outside, eh? Well it gets them out of the house. Can’t say I’m not used to it. Goes with the territory.’

He was in the process of being ushered to the inner doors when he caught Mervyn’s eye. Marcus’s face blossomed with delight and he made a beeline for him.

Mervyn didn’t know who was more intimidating; the protesters, or Marcus bearing down on him with his flunkies and assistants flanking him like an advancing rugby team. Mervyn found his hand engulfed in a warm handshake. ‘Mervyn, me old mate, how the devil are you?’

‘I’m fine.’

‘How wonderful to see you again.’ He flashed a winning smile at Brian. ‘And Crowbridge, too! The gang’s all here, I see. Great! I can see this is going to be loads of fun…’

They were about to dip into small talk when Marcus spotted a famous actress on the other side of the foyer. He changed direction at once. ‘Marjory! How the devil are you! How wonderful to see you again…’

Mervyn and Brian watched him go, minder and personal assistants scuttling after him. There was a certain amount of undignified struggling at the internal revolving doors, but a side door was quickly opened to let them all through.

It was only after they dispersed that Mervyn could see a formidable-looking woman taking up the rear. She was in a plain, off-the-peg trouser suit and simple blouse. Her pale milky face had a calm neutral expression, which contrasted with her severe hairstyle; a bob so businesslike it probably concealed a zip-up pocket to keep important documents flat. It was Joanna Paine, the ball-buster who was Marcus’s agent. And used to be Mervyn’s.

She sauntered past Mervyn and Brian and arched a playful eyebrow in Mervyn’s direction.

‘Mervyn,’ she said with a slight grin.

‘Joanna,’ Mervyn said, coolly. She didn’t even slow down.

‘Well that was short and sweet,’ said Mervyn, looking after Joanna’s retreating rump.

Brian hadn’t seen Mervyn and Joanna’s exchange and thought he was talking about Marcus. ‘Well, after all, he is a leading man now,’ grinned Brian. ‘I’ve seen his type before when I did the theatre. Always on duty. Always performing.’

‘Great,’ muttered Mervyn, transforming himself into a very passable impression of Marcus. ‘I can see this going to be loads of fun…’

* * *

‘Mr Stone? Mr Crowbridge?’

The spindly man who had guided Marcus in had returned.

‘That’s us.’

‘Good to see you. Sorry you were kept waiting,’ he said, proffering a translucent collection of bones which passed for a hand. Mervyn took it cautiously, afraid he might snap it.

‘No problem… Robert isn’t it?’ said Brian, checking his sheet of paper.

‘Trevor, actually. Trevor Simpson. Sorry.’ He flinched, and blushed. ‘Robert’s upstairs. He’s dealing with a problem. Sorry.’

‘Is that why we’re running late?’

‘Sorry, no. That’s me. I had to organise passes for Mr Spicer and his staff, and show him to his dressing room. Sorry.’

Dressing room? Thought Mervyn disbelievingly. We’re recording a bloody DVD commentary, not doing Strictly Come Dancing.

‘I thought it best to get them in and settled before I attended to you.’

‘Naturally.’

‘Sorry about the circumstances. Glad you managed to run the gauntlet.’

‘Oh, that lot out there?’ chortled Brian. ‘One or two of them recognised me, and one came at me with a sharpened leaflet but… Thankfully, no paper cuts.’

‘Oh God, I’m sorry.’ Trevor seemed mortified. He looked at Mervyn. ‘Were you bothered?’

‘There are very, very, very few advantages to being a writer. One of those very, very, very few advantages is relative anonymity.’

‘Sorry?’

‘They don’t know I’m me.’

‘Of course. Sorry. Sorry. Of course.’ Trevor never stopped apologising, Mervyn remembered. He was a machine powered by perpetual cringing. It’s no wonder when I first met him and tried to store his name in my head, I nicknamed him ‘Simpering’ Simpson.

‘Not every writer is as anonymous as you, Merv,’ said Brian, pointedly nodding his head in the direction of Marcus Spicer’s exit.

‘No. Not every writer. That’s very true.’ Even though Mervyn fought hard to keep it out of his voice, his words were seasoned with irritation.

The conversation lulled, and Trevor leapt mindlessly in. ‘Anyway, really glad you could find us…’

‘I have actually been here before,’ snapped Mervyn.

Trevor ‘Simpering’ Simpson paled and almost shrivelled into his suit as he realised what he was saying. ‘Oh sorry. Of course you have. Stupid of me. You’ve done some commentaries for us before.’

Mervyn kept snapping. ‘And I made the show here. And I worked here for 11 years. I had an office and a wastepaper basket and everything.’

‘Oh God. Of course. You made the show here. Sorry. Of course you did. Sorry. What an idiot I am. Sorry. I’ll organise some passes for you.’

After a few seconds with the cheery ladies on the front desk, they were granted access to the inner sanctum. The shiny steel and glass décor gave way to grubby white corridors stretching away into the distance, adorned with pictures of shiny shows, shiny stars and shiny awards.

As they walked, Brian sidled up to Mervyn. ‘Bit tetchy, Merv?’

‘Who me?’

‘I thought you and Spicer were old drinking buddies.’

Mervyn really didn’t want to talk about it—especially not to a crazed old ham like Crowbridge. ‘Oh it’s nothing, Brian. All in the past. Old scars never completely heal. You of all people know that.’

That was uncalled for, Mervyn admitted to himself guiltily, but at least it shut Brian up.

* * *

There was a long wait, as only two of the four lifts were working (Mervyn remembered that two lifts were being repaired the day he left the BBC in 1994. He wondered if they were the same ones). They eventually headed up to the floor where the recording suites were located, through another set of long winding corridors; left, right, through doors, past a Costa Coffee, through more doors and more even narrower corridors. Mervyn whiled away the time negotiating his way around the building by conjuring up a meeting between the head of the BBC and the architect.

Head of BBC:

The thing is, Mr Architect, we haven’t a hope of competing with these ITV chappies. They’ll wave their chequebooks, poach all our talent and they’ll all be off to the independent sector before you can say ‘licence fee’.

Architect:

I see, and what can I do about it?

Head of BBC:

Just make it impossible for the buggers to find their way out of the building, won’t you?

Mervyn glanced uneasily at Brian, whose face was blooming into a beautiful shade of magenta.

There was certainly a hint of the laboratory experiment in the way the BBC was laid out. Mervyn half expected to arrive at his destination and find a piece of cheese waiting for him. Or, more likely, to get punished for arriving at the wrong destination by finding some nasty surprise waiting for them.

A few more turns, a few more doors, and finally, the end was in sight. And there was a nasty surprise waiting for them.



CHAPTER FOUR

Just when the corridors couldn’t get any narrower, their way was blocked by two figures having a very animated discussion that was teetering on the edge of a stand-up row.

One was the short, stocky and bald form of Robert Mulberry. Mervyn could see the distinctive goatee beard that sprouted out of his chin, a useful metaphor for Robert’s famously bristly temper.

Mervyn had already done quite a few DVD commentaries with Robert. Many of the less personality-challenged Vixens fans had managed to get jobs where they could live out their fantasies. Mervyn found them everywhere: magazine editors, actors, writers, special effects technicians and, in the case of Robert, DVD producers. Mervyn wondered why, with so many fans in powerful jobs in the media, he still couldn’t get any work.

The other man towered over him. He had a huge bald head and a big greying beard, like an angry Father Christmas. It was a very familiar form. Like Robert, he was another ‘professional’ fan. And a far less welcome one.

Oh God. It’s Graham Goldingay.

Graham was a superfan; an odd character who’d managed to inveigle his way into the lives of ex-members of the Vixens production team. A founder member of VAS (the Vixens Appreciation Society), he turned out to be a shrewd businessman, starting a small production company. Soon he was making all manner of Vixens-related merchandise: cheap videos comprising interviews with the stars and low-budget dramas, all featuring actors from Vixens. When he was on his uppers, Mervyn had been persuaded to write a few. A decision he deeply regretted.

The problem with Graham was, once he’d got a celebrity’s name safely in his Rolodex, the phone never stopped ringing; requests to attend dinners, appeals for old scripts, demands for interviews. The word ‘No’ wasn’t in his dictionary; neither were the words ‘perhaps’, ‘maybe’ and ‘possibly’. In fact, the word ‘yes’ barely counted—unless it was coupled with the word ‘now’.

As the years passed, Graham’s tinpot operation grew into an impressive media empire. Now he had money and time to pursue his first love in grandiose ways: hosting celebrity auctions, celebrity dinners and celebrity cricket matches—all Vixens-themed, and all for charity. The demands on Mervyn and other fading stars grew ever more extravagant, and ever harder to turn down.

Now it looked like Robert was on the receiving end of Graham’s brutish and demanding personality. Graham was throwing words out like fists, punctuating his argument with a meaty finger, which he jabbed in Robert’s shoulder.

‘You need me Robert, I am essential personnel, and only I am qualified to host this,’ he said, in his trademark Irish brogue. ‘I personally saved the studio edits in ‘93 from the cutting room floor and successfully bought the shooting scripts from Nicholas Everett last year.’

‘Graham I don’t—’ Robert tried to reply, but Graham mowed into him, chopping Robert’s words into little pieces.

‘I can recite the words, not only to the broadcast version but the unedited non-broadcast version, the three drafts before that and the original spec proposal where Professor Daxatar was originally called Professor Dexadin, before it was changed because it sounded too much like a prescription pain-killer.’

Graham was always angry about something or other. When he first met him, Mervyn was reminded of the old out-of-date atlases he used in school—the pink bits denoting the British Empire perfectly matching the colour of Graham’s furious complexion. In fact, once Mervyn started to think of him in geographical terms, he found he couldn’t stop. Every time he met him, Graham’s face seemed to look more and more like an Ordnance Survey map of England and Wales.

Just as the Pennine mountains bisect the north country, Graham’s forehead was split in two by a craggy frown, meandering down from the top of his huge bald cranium to rest between tiny murderous eyes nestling close together; or, as Mervyn thought of them, Manchester and Sheffield. His swollen nose grew out beneath them in a way that could only be described as Birmingham, and all three features were sandwiched between huge damp cheeks; East Anglia on one side and Wales on the other.

Completing the effect was a huge hairy mole that squatted on the left side of his mouth—exactly where London would be. Ironically, just as the country’s capital sucked attention away from the regions; so too did Graham’s mole. When talking to him, your eyes were inexorably dragged away from his face and towards his large brown growth.

As they reached them, Graham Goldingay broke abruptly from arguing with Robert and proffered an outstretched hand to Mervyn. Quite why Graham picked him out to greet wasn’t clear, and that mystery alone caused Mervyn to flinch slightly, before reluctantly resting his hand in the middle of Graham’s slab-like paw.

Graham immediately started firing off meaningless sentences in all directions, like a local radio DJ terrified of leaving dead air.

‘Greetings. I’m Graham Goldingay. Pleasure to meet you, we have met before several times but you probably don’t remember, I do though. I loved Andrew’s book about you, you must sign my copy. Terrible about Simon, I never liked him, but you never wish that on your worst enemy, and I suppose he was my worst enemy, so there but for the grace of God go I. As you’re aware, there’s been some kind of mix-up. We’re in the process of sorting it out, I’ll be conducting the commentary for today.’

‘You will not!’ said Robert hotly, his shiny head blushing into a beetroot-coloured fury.

‘As you can see, there’s been a bit of a mix-up, but I’m sure we can sort it out.’

‘Graham, I told you that you’re not conducting the commentaries. We don’t need anyone to conduct the commentaries. We only do that if we’re doing programmes from the 50s and 60s where the guests have gone a bit…’ He realised he was in polite company. ‘Where a lot of time has passed, and the guests might not have complete recall of events, and don’t have sufficient grasp of all the details of the original recording.’

‘Look, Robert, you are producing an inferior product without me because I have expert knowledge that will turn this DVD into one of your best-sellers of all time. I will complain to the BBC.’

‘Graham, this is a Zappp! production. I am managing director of Zappp! The only reason we’re here is because I, as managing director of Zappp! have decided to hire BBC facilities. Complaining to the BBC will do you no good.’

‘I am offering my services for free and for gratis here and you are being deliberately and wilfully incompetent by passing this up.’

Robert had had enough. ‘Trevor! Will you put a call down to the front desk, and ask them to send up a couple of security people? We have an intruder here who is interfering with a recording session.’

Trevor started to move but Graham held up his huge hands in surrender. ‘All right, all right, you’ve made your point Robert, but let me tell you, you might be king of the castle in this bit of corridor, but out there, there will be repercussions, mark my words.’ Graham lumbered off in bad grace, giving a final booming response. ‘You will be hearing from my blog in due course.’

Robert glared at his retreating form. ‘Trevor, will you escort Mr Goldingay to BBC reception, and makes sure he safely gets out of the building?’

‘Certainly. Sorry. I don’t know how he got up here. Sorry about that…’ Apologising all the way, Trevor pursued Graham along the corridors.

It was Robert’s turn to grovel. ‘I’m sorry about that. Trevor’s not the only one with no idea know how he got in here. He must be able to fly in windows like a vampire bat.’

‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Mervyn. ‘I know Graham only too well. The advantage of being pugnacious to the point of obnoxious means that he usually manages to bully his way into places he shouldn’t.’

‘Oh crikey, yes,’ added Brian. ‘Do you remember when he managed to find his way into the green room after we recorded one episode? He pestered everyone he could find, and talked the ears off the producer with some mad idea about him becoming the series continuity adviser—even made himself a badge with “continuity adviser” written on it—talked to Nicholas for hours until he was strong-armed and evicted by one of our rougher cast members…’

Mervyn grinned. ‘Wasn’t that Vanity Mycroft?’

Brian tried a nonchalant ‘Cheeky? What me?’ expression and failed miserably. A grin sneaked across his face. ‘As I said. One of our rougher cast members…’

‘I’m sure Graham knows dozens of people here,’ Mervyn assured Robert. ‘Any one of them could sign him in if he asked them.’

‘You’re quite right,’ sighed Robert. ‘Doesn’t stop him being a majorly bloody nuisance, though. Please, come through.’



CHAPTER FIVE

They were ushered into a tiny green room dominated by a large window, beyond which Mervyn could see the recording suite. There were dinky little bowls of chocolates and crisps and bottled water by the gallon arranged neatly on low tables. The edges of the room were lined with squashy squared-off chairs in delicate shades of corpse grey, with just a hint of asphyxiation purple.

Languishing on one of the chairs was a hippyish woman flicking idly through a newspaper. She was wearing a frilly shirt, a brown Hessian waistcoat and faded jeans with a swirly, vaguely Chinese pattern stitched on to them, running from thigh to ankle. Her round face was swamped by a pair of huge spectacles which had fallen out of fashion in the late 80s and wild yellow hair, black at the roots, with authentic nicotine highlights. She was late 40s, dressed like she was 20, and looked almost 60.

She was surrounded by rubbish; sugar sachets, showbiz magazines, a half-eaten sandwich in its plastic shell. Her bag had disgorged most of its contents on to the floor, vomiting lipsticks, pens, books—two obscure historical romances by an author Mervyn had never heard of—and a dog-eared script. Detritus had gathered around her feet, as if she were building a nest.

Mervyn remembered that Samantha Carbury never so much arrived in a room as crash-landed. It was said that you could tell how she was, how her day had been and whether she was seeing anyone by simply inspecting the floor around her ankles and reading it like tea leaves. As Mervyn and Brian entered she looked up, gave a girlish smile, and the years fell off her face.

‘Oh gosh, chaps, lovely to see you, haven’t seen you in ages!’ Her voice was floaty, distant; like talking to someone through a pane of glass.

Brian gushed fulsomely, as actors do. ‘Samantha, darling! You look marvellous! My gracious, you haven’t changed a bit, how do you do it?’

‘Hello Samantha, lovely to see you again,’ said Mervyn.

Mervyn and Brian dutifully stood with their cheeks out so Samantha could graze them with her lips.

On Vixens from the Void Samantha Carbury played Elysia, sadistic henchperson, sidekick and dogsbody to the Princess Arkadia. Mervyn remembered that she looked particularly good in studded leather. Elysia was an interesting character for most of the series run, but in this particular episode her part had been unusually meaty.

‘This is very exciting,’ she gushed, gesturing around the green room. ‘But I’m not absolutely certain what I have to do here. I mean, what does one do in a commentary?’

Behind the nibbles and bottled water there were two big chrome cylinders. Being a writer, Mervyn was a natural scavenger and made a beeline for anything that was available for free; coffee was his main weakness. He grabbed a polystyrene cup, pressed the button on the top, and the nozzle gushed; hot coffee splattered into his cup, on to the table and on his hand.

Sucking his fingers, he looked over at Samantha. ‘Didn’t Robert or Trevor explain anything to you?’

‘Well yes… The thin one did try to explain it…’ She absent-mindedly twirled a lock of her hair around a little finger, like a distracted child. ‘But I didn’t quite understand what they were driving at; I mean, aren’t we talking about this episode in front of an audience, like we do in the conventions?’

‘It’s not quite like that,’ said Mervyn gently. ‘What happens is, we watch the episode in the studio, and while we watch it, we talk about our memories, impressions, anecdotes; anything that comes to mind. Robert and Trevor record us, and they put our comments on the DVD so people can hear us while they watch it.’

‘But… Won’t the people who buy the DVD get all distracted with us chuntering away all the time?’

Mervyn grinned. ‘Don’t worry Samantha, our chuntering is optional. They can watch the episode without the commentary, and if they want to hear us talk about it, they can press a button and hear it with us.’

‘Ohhh… I see.’ Samantha said, slowly and cautiously. Mervyn wasn’t 100 per cent certain she did see, but she was too polite to admit that his explanation failed, and he was too polite to raise the possibility that she was too stupid to understand his explanation. When they were filming the series, she’d always managed to take every piece of information and lose it somewhere inside her pretty head. It was a small miracle she’d managed to turn up to the studio on time, in costume and make-up, with the lines at her fingertips.

‘Where’s Marcus?’ said Brian suddenly, to the room in general. ‘Didn’t he get in here ahead of us?’

‘Is Marcus here?’ Samantha sat up pertly, like a sixth-former waiting for a particularly dishy supply teacher to enter the classroom. ‘How lovely! Where is he?’

‘Ah!’ Brian slapped his forehead. ‘He must be in his dressing room.’

‘Oh? Have we got dressing rooms?’ Samantha clutched at her bag, ready to leave.

Robert looked uncomfortable. ‘Um. Not exactly…’

Mervyn realised that Brian—the mischievous old bugger—had waited for Robert’s entrance to mention Marcus’s preferential treatment in front of Samantha.

Brian piled on the embarrassment. ‘Don’t worry. I imagine yours is right next to Marcus’s, Sam.’

‘It’s just that…’ Robert blustered. ‘The thing is… There’s normally lots of shows on and they take a lot of the available dressing rooms. And there weren’t that many rooms free in the first place. So as a precedent, we don’t actually supply rooms, as we’re pretty much in and out in a few hours…’ Robert sank slowly up to his neck. ‘However, as Marcus’s agent asked specifically and as there was one going begging… We didn’t think anyone would particularly… Oh! I think there’s a problem. Trevor’s gesturing me through the glass.’ Robert vanished with great relief to join Trevor, who hadn’t gestured at anyone.

* * *

‘Hello playmates!’

Marcus poked his head round the door, causing Samantha to emit squeals of delight.

‘Marcus! Marcus, Marcus, Marcus!’ She rushed to him, shuffling on platform heels, draping her arms over his shoulders as she half hugged, half fell on him.

‘Sammy! How are you doing, my darling?’

‘All the better for seeing you. My gosh, what have you got on? You smell so scrummy!’

Marcus’s hands almost grabbed her bum, but realising he was surrounded by loose-tongued actors and staff, overrode his instincts. He stopped them about an inch from her body, one hand hovering over each buttock. He gave Brian and Mervyn a mock-exasperated ‘What can you do?’ look. He released her, and disentangled her arms from his neck. ‘So… How have you been? I saw you on that documentary about the 80s last week. You were great!’

‘Oh my gosh, I was so dreadful on that. They edited it to make me sound like some sad druid from the loony society, or something. I couldn’t bear to listen to the rubbish I was coming out with.’

‘Who said anything about listening? I couldn’t take my eyes off the screen. “Wow,” I thought. “Sammy looks even better now than she did then!”’

Samantha blushed.

Marcus glanced at his ferociously impressive watch. ‘Oh flip, am I really 20 minutes late? Sorry all, had to liaise with the staff—Siobhan and Carlene, my PAs, and Aiden my minder. Told ‘em to get a proper coffee from Costa and collect me in an hour and a half. This won’t last longer than that, will it?’

Mervyn shook his head.

Samantha raced back to her seat, tucking her knees underneath her and patting the chair beside her. ‘Sitsitsit… You must tell me everything that’s happened to you in the last five years.’

Marcus stepped gingerly over the mess on the floor and sat by her. ‘Oh, the usual boring stuff. Telly interviews, book tours, heading back and forth across the Atlantic, radio interviews, more book tours…’

‘Oh, that sounds so fantastic!’

‘It sounds more exciting than it is, believe me. I spend my life eating airline food for lunch and hotel food for dinner.’ He realised that his hand had found its way on to one of her knees, and slowly withdrew it. ‘So how about you chaps? Mervyn—how’s life treating you?’

‘Oh much the same as you. Planes and hotels. Back and forth to the US. It never stops…’

‘Oh yes. Science fiction conventions?’

‘That’s right.’

He didn’t assume I was flying to America to discuss a film script or a book deal, thought Mevyn. Not even for a second.

Marcus steered the conversation back to all things Spicer. ‘Good stuff! Keep the old Vixens flame alive, eh? The Yanks need a culture injection now and again. They keep asking me to do conventions, but of course, I’m too damn busy. The minute I finish a book these days the pre-publicity gets under way, the book tours get planned…and off I go on the merry-go-round all over again. Yes, it would be nice to go one day, particularly as the money they’re offering goes up each time the phone rings. I’ll do one, one of these days, when I’m old and decrepit.’

Mervyn remembered that Marcus was always one of those types who didn’t ask about other people’s lives with any sincerity; he did it to demonstrate he was interested in people, and then he used what they said as a trampoline to bounce back on to his favourite subject: himself. He used to do it when he was a struggling writer, but his shabby charm conjured up forgiveness from most people. Now he was sleek and successful, it prompted raw and unvarnished irritation from Mervyn. He never did it as shamelessly as this, surely? Perhaps Mervyn’s memory of Marcus had yellowed with age until it had transformed into a beautiful, sepia-tinted photograph.

‘And how’s it going with you, Crowbridge?’ Marcus asked with mock severity.

‘Oh, good, Marcus. Very good.’

‘Great.’

‘Not to say I haven’t had a few pile-ups on the road to recovery, but the head doctors helped push me off the hard shoulder and on to the motorway…’

Nonsensical metaphors started to flow thick and fast from Brian. It was obvious that he had enlisted every ‘professional’ he could find to sort himself out, from doctors to psychiatrists to life coaches; probably mediums and horse whisperers too.

‘It took a while but they convinced me I have a compulsive self-hating personality which causes me to destroy anything good that comes into my life. I’ve done a lot of group therapy and one-to-one sessions that have helped me find myself…’

Never ask a recovering alcoholic or drug addict how he’s doing, thought Mervyn. Not unless you’re prepared to bed in for the long haul.

‘It’s been a long and difficult process. Dr Lewis took me by my hand, and she’s helped me enormously. She’s metaphorically held my clothes and watched while I paddled; then slowly but surely, I waded in up to my waist, and then I finally kicked off my shoes, dived in and swam out from the coast of denial and into the ocean of me…’

Marcus’s eyes had glazed by the fifth word, and were flipping around the room by the tenth.

‘Yes, well, madness is what madness does. I do get a lot of crazies myself, as you’ll have noticed—the Jesus freaks outside. They do tend to follow me around on my tours. Luckily, my fans keep them at a distance. Not that they’re any saner. Have you met them? Oh boy, now that’s a kooky bunch…’

But Brian wasn’t to be deflected that easily. ‘Yes, she’s told me that, just because I share myself with others, it doesn’t mean I’m not being selfish, it’s actually the most selfish thing you can do, in many ways. I had to learn to just share myself with me, and only share either of us to others when they want it…’ From the frozen smile on Marcus’s face, it was obvious that he wasn’t keen on Brian sharing any bits of himself, but Brian wasn’t taking any hints. ‘Anyway, you know all this. When you were in rehab she probably did much the same with you.’

The sunny smile disappeared as a cloud passed over Marcus’s features. It was clear he wasn’t best pleased to be reminded of his alcohol-fuelled past. Or was he just annoyed to be reminded that he had anything in common with ‘ordinary’ people? Mervyn thought that was more likely.

‘Well I don’t remember anything about that. It was a long time ago…’

‘Not really, Marcus. Time’s different for people like us. One day or five years, it all feels like an age when you’re on the wagon. And when you fall off it feels like no time at all.’

Brian had obviously realised Marcus’s discomfort, and was starting to enjoy rubbing it in.

Robert’s shiny head popped in from the doorway. ‘Hello gents and lady, we’re ready for you. Can you make your way into the studio, please?’





End of sample
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