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			Prologue

			It was freezing cold and chucking it down with rain, Hattie’s hip was sheer agony, and to cap it all off the van wouldn’t start.

			Ordinarily this last item wouldn’t be a problem, or at the very least it wouldn’t be Hattie’s problem. Nigel the technician had insisted on driving the (hugely temperamental) van from the very start of the tour and Hattie was more than happy to cede responsibility to him. But Nigel was an inveterate alcoholic, and on nights when they didn’t have to pack up straight after the show then as soon as he had the lights rigged and focused at each new venue Nigel would disappear in the direction of the nearest pub and not be seen again until the morning. Hattie didn’t mind his absence in the slightest, except in cases such as this, where the venue manager insisted that the show van be moved out of the car park half an hour before the doors opened in order to make space for paying punters, and of course it went without saying that in Nigel’s absence that responsibility fell to the stage manager.

			This wouldn’t happen on a proper tour, thought Hattie, as she hauled herself out of her seat, yanked up the bonnet and stared hopelessly at the gubbins beneath. A proper tour would stop at proper venues with proper car parks. A proper tour would hire a technician who didn’t smell of old farts and rubbing alcohol at all times. A proper tour would have a van that was worth more than its scrap value.

			Worst of all there was a car in the car park that, from the occasional flick of movement in the darkened interior, seemed to be occupied. Presumably a punter had turned up early for the evening’s show and, the south coast village of West Rimesdale seeming to be utterly devoid of intelligent life, had nothing better to do before the venue opened than wait in their car. Hattie wasn’t able to make out the face or expression of the occupant, but couldn’t shake the thought that they were watching her, from the warmth and comfort of their driver’s seat, and having a jolly good laugh.

			

			But that was neither here nor there. She had to get the van moving. Now, what was it she’d seen Nigel do? Hattie shivered, wiped a rain-sodden curl of hair out of her face, and poked disconsolately at a couple of wires sprouting from behind a pipe. He’d said there was a loose connection in one of these, hadn’t he?

			She spent the next few minutes alternately twiddling the wires then limping back to the driver’s side door and trying the ignition. She was eventually rewarded for her efforts with an ugly coughing sound that announced that the senescent engine was now running as healthily as it ever could. She closed the bonnet, got back into her seat with a wince, and drove the van a few hundred yards up the road to a lay-by.

			Her thoughts returned to a comparison between her current situation and the norms of a ‘proper tour’ as she stomped, on foot, in the rain, back to the venue. Hattie had been on many proper tours in her life. She had staged productions in Madison Square Garden, Wembley Stadium, and the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées in Paris, and she could safely say that compared to such illustrious venues, the West Rimesdale Village Hall was even more rubbish than you’d expect.

			It wasn’t just a matter of scale, or upkeep, or even cleanliness. Hattie had put on shows at tiny, grotty London pub venues, in bombed-out buildings in the Baltic states, in ‘theatres’ that were barely more than cupboards at the Edinburgh Fringe. But what those places had, uniformly, and what West Rimesdale Village Hall lacked, was charm. No, not exactly charm. Magic. Ugh, again no, that didn’t cover it. It was that other thing that sat just beyond the limits of Hattie’s vocabulary. That essence of theatre-y-ness. That sense that, when the lights went down at the start of the first act, the rules of reality shifted slightly, and the venue, for an hour or so, became Somewhere Else.

			

			Hattie would have given her left leg to be Somewhere Else, but instead she was stuck in West Rimesdale for the rest of the evening, in a sterile, boxy red-brick hall that had all the magic and transportive power of a piece of Tupperware.

			It was her own fault, she reflected, as the gloomy outline of the village hall hove into view through the icy February rain. First for being a silly bint and falling off that loading ramp in Birmingham four years back, fracturing her hip and putting an end, it seemed at the time, to her touring career. Then for managing to make an enemy of the most influential person in non-West End theatre during her first non-touring gig. Then for managing to make an enemy of the most influential person in West End theatre during her second non-touring gig. Then, having made herself effectively unemployable within a hundred-mile radius of London, for panicking about her prospects, ignoring all medical advice and taking the first and only job she could find, that happened to be worst of all possible worlds: all of the hip-wrenching agony of a proper tour, but none of the normal and reasonable amenities. Just a dead-end show touring dead-end rural venues with a dead-end cast, crew, and van.

			By the time she dragged herself past the presumed-occupied car (laugh all you want now, you won’t be laughing when you have to sit through this god-awful show later) and back through the rear entrance of the building (what would in a proper venue have been called a ‘stage door’, but that in this depressing case deserved no such title) Hattie was cold, wet, in considerable pain, and in a very bad mood.

			‘We’ve got a problem,’ announced Lucy Preston, one of the actors.

			

			‘Oh?’

			‘They’re not letting me put the hamper stage left.’

			‘No?’

			‘It’s a trip hazard,’ explained Glynis, the secretary of the local amateur dramatic society and therefore also, apparently, the venue manager of the village hall, appearing in the corridor with an armful of plastic glasses and a box of wine.

			‘It won’t fit on the props table, so I tucked it under the table on the floor,’ explained Lucy.

			‘But it sticks out, so it’s a trip hazard!’ called Glynis over her shoulder as she disappeared out into the foyer.

			‘God, I could kill that woman,’ muttered Lucy. ‘So officious.’

			‘Rules are rules for a reason,’ Hattie forced herself to say, trying to suppress the unreasonable surge of animosity she felt towards Glynis, and all venue managers, for making her life harder. ‘I ignored a trip hazard and now I get shooting pains up my side every time it rains.’

			‘So where can I put it?’

			‘Is there any space stage right?’

			‘But… I bring it on from stage left in scene six,’ said Lucy, bewildered.

			‘Yes, but you’ve got plenty of time after your previous exit in scene five. You can just go fetch it from stage right, bring it round with you to stage left, and come on as normal.’

			‘Oh.’ Lucy frowned. ‘Then where do I put it afterwards?’

			‘Stage right, where you got it from.’

			‘That could get confusing… can you just bring it to stage left for me so it’s there when I need it?’

			‘I have to be at the lighting desk during the show. Like I always am,’ said Hattie, trying to be patient.

			‘And you couldn’t just nip out from the lighting desk during the scene change to bring the hamper round for me?’

			

			‘You mean the scene change where the lights go down, there’s a few seconds of darkness as the actors reset, and then the lights come up again? I’m afraid I’m rather busy then. At the lighting desk. Making the lights go down and up. Look, all you have to do is pick up the hamper stage right after you come off from scene five, walk round to stage left, and then when the lights come up for scene six, you walk on holding the hamper. I’m sure you can handle it,’ said Hattie firmly.

			‘Well… maybe if I practise it…’ said Lucy uncertainly.

			‘Great idea. Why don’t you go and do that now?’ suggested Hattie, and marched away before Lucy could argue. She made it ten paces forwards before a voice called out from the men’s dressing room, ‘Ah, Hattie! Is now a good moment?’

			‘What do you need?’ asked Hattie. She stopped and turned and looked into the room, then found herself immediately averting her eyes. Julian Hodge was mid-change, with many wobbly, hairy parts of him unashamedly exposed to the world. If she had been in a better mood, Hattie would have reminded herself that it was unfair to complain about an actor getting changed in a changing room, and that a certain level of intimacy with one another’s bodies was part and parcel of being in a touring company, and that realistically, if Julian were a few stone lighter and a decade younger she’d have had no problem with him exposing a bit of skin and therefore her discomfort at his semi-nakedness was her problem, not his. As it was, it was all Hattie could do not to visibly grimace.

			‘It’s about Kitty.’

			Kitty was Julian’s niece, about whom he seldom stopped talking. She had recently turned eighteen and apparently had shown some interest in following her uncle into the acting profession, about which he could not be more thrilled, as he told all and sundry at regular intervals.

			‘Oh yes?’

			

			‘So I’ve been thinking about it, and I think ACDA really would suit her more than RADA or Bristol. I don’t think she should go anywhere too stuffy, she might lose her alternative edge. And you taught at ACDA, didn’t you?’

			It was true: Hattie had survived a little over a year at London’s second most prestigious drama school as a stage management tutor, until, just as she started to get comfortable, the entire technical department had been abruptly shut down. It had been, she thought, one of the more creative ways in which fate had intervened to screw her over in recent years.

			‘Ye-es,’ she said cautiously.

			‘Well then, I hate to ask, but I wondered if you could be persuaded to write a letter of recommendation to support her application?’

			‘I see two problems with that, Julian. The first is that I don’t think the recommendation of a former stage management tutor would carry much weight among the admissions team for the acting course, would it?’

			‘Oh come now, Hattie, you’re too modest. I’m sure everyone there knows you and respects your judgement. If you say a girl has talent then—’

			‘And that’s the second thing: I’ve never even met your niece. So I can’t exactly recommend her acting abilities, can I?’

			‘That one’s easily solved! I was thinking perhaps a lunch?’

			‘Can we talk about this after the show? I’ve got some jobs to get through before the doors open.’

			Hattie whisked herself away before Julian had a chance to reply, and took herself off to the lighting desk. Not that any of the more urgent jobs that needed doing waited for her there. It was simply that the little lighting booth at the back of the hall was the furthest place from where the actors were prowling. Short of hiding in the store cupboard, going there offered her the best chance of being left alone for a bit.

			

			She was just running through the lighting cues when her phone rang noisily. It was her husband, Nick. That was unusual. It was unusual for Nick to ring at all, frankly, and more unusual still for him to call in the early evening when he knew she’d be working on a show, but most unusual for her to have forgotten to have put her phone on silent less than an hour before curtain up.

			I’m slipping, thought Hattie as she picked up the phone.

			‘Hello?’

			‘When do you next get paid?’ asked Nick without preamble.

			‘Wednesday.’

			‘Bugger.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Have you seen the joint account lately?’

			‘Is it bad?’

			‘I’m beginning to regret the fancy pillow.’

			‘Didn’t you say it helped your neck?’

			‘I didn’t realise helping my neck meant my card being declined at the offie.’

			‘Well, you’ve been meaning to cut back on drinking anyway. So the pillow’s good for your health in two ways. Look, it’s fine, I paid for petrol a couple of times this week so I’ll be reimbursed for that. Move a few quid from the savings account to cover us until Wednesday, then move it back after.’

			‘We still didn’t move back the “few quid” from last time.’

			‘Well then. Less beer, more neck exercises, so you can get back to earning again. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a show.’

			Hattie hung up before Nick could start grumbling. He’d only tweaked his neck, she told herself. He’d be back up and running in no time. Everything was fine. And even if it wasn’t, now wasn’t the time to worry about it.

			However, now was the time to go backstage again and check on the actors. She made her way back to the corridor outside the dressing rooms (keeping her eyes firmly away from the men’s doorway, just in case) and called out, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, this is your half hour call. You have thirty minutes until curtain up.’

			

			‘How long til the house opens?’ asked Lucy.

			‘Ten minutes,’ said Hattie.

			‘Can we warm up on stage?’

			‘If you’re quick.’

			The actors all trooped out of the dressing rooms, mostly wearing most of their costumes, and formed a circle on the stage. Julian led them through a game of Zip Zap Boing, a round of Energy Ball, and a rousing chorus of One, One Two One, all staples of the vocal warm-up process. Hattie used the time to set and check the props and costumes backstage. She found the hamper balanced precariously on a fire extinguisher stage left, presumably Lucy’s cunning plan to avoid having to carry the thing around backstage, and quietly brought it round to stage right, where there was ample space for it.

			‘What are you doing?’ a voice suddenly hissed at her.

			Hattie turned round. It was Glynis who had spoken.

			‘Just setting up,’ said Hattie.

			‘You can’t have actors on stage. The house is about to open!’ Glynis wailed, her eyes bulging.

			‘I thought the house opened at quarter past?’

			‘It’s nearly quarter past now!’

			‘Then everything is on schedule, isn’t it? I’ll get the actors off stage so that you can open the house at quarter past,’ said Hattie slowly.

			‘Thank you!’ huffed Glynis, and she stalked off.

			Shaking her head to herself, and again trying not to wish plagues upon all venue managers, Hattie called out to the actors, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, the house is about to open. Can you clear the stage please?’

			

			‘Righto,’ said Julian. ‘Break a leg, everyone. Big show tonight. “I love touring” on three. One, two, three…’

			‘I LOVE TOURING!’ the actors all yelled.

			Three hours later Hattie was alone in the building, finishing writing up the show report on her phone to send to the producer. One of the lanterns had slipped out of position at some point, meaning that in scene eight Mr Hensby had been in near darkness delivering his monologue, while the head of one of the patrons in the front row had been unexpectedly illuminated. In response Hattie had unplugged the offending light from the dimmers so that it didn’t keep lighting up the audience in subsequent scenes, but in doing so she’d ended up being late for sound cue sixteen (Hattie knew that no one would ever know if she didn’t own up to this, and that she was effectively telling on herself to the producers for no benefit, but professional pride prevented her from omitting her mistake from the report). Inevitably, Miss Preston had failed to locate the hamper backstage during scene five, so had come on without it in scene six. Other than that, it had been a comparatively clean show.

			The final part of the report was a brief statement about how the show had been received by the punters. If they laughed and clapped a lot, she’d typically write ‘Warm response.’ If they didn’t, she’d write ‘Quiet audience.’ Tonight there hadn’t been many of them, and they’d been pretty abstemious with their applause, but one thing they hadn’t been was quiet. It seemed that the majority of attendees were members of the West Rimesdale Amateur Dramatic Society, and as such it was to be expected that they would have strong opinions about the show, and not so surprising that many of those opinions would be critical. What was perhaps unexpected was how happy they all were to share those critical opinions with one another during and indeed throughout the performance. From her little booth behind the seats Hattie had heard a fairly continuous hum of scornful mutterings, rising at times to a crescendo that must have been clearly audible from the stage. It didn’t help that there wasn’t much of a division between stage and auditorium in this village hall – the actors were basically on the punters’ laps – so the constant negative chatter must have been hard to ignore for the actors.

			

			How to sum this up for the producers, though? Hattie thought for a second, then wrote down, ‘Tough crowd.’

			Report sent, Hattie started her final checks of the building. They had been engaged for a single performance in West Rimesdale, but venues like these didn’t have such packed schedules as to require a tight turnaround of shows, so they didn’t need to pack everything up on the night of the performance. They just needed to make sure all costumes were hung up and all props accounted for, ready to be packed and loaded onto the van the next day.

			She got everything tidied away and was just having a quick sweep of the stage (Ricky and Lola always managed to get crumbs all over the floor in scene twelve) when she heard the click of a door closing.

			‘Hello?’ she called out.

			Silence replied.

			The building was empty, and the exterior doors were all locked. Had she just imagined it? Hattie was suddenly aware of just how out of the way the village hall was. There was unlikely to be another soul within screaming distance. A ghastly premonition made its way unbidden into Hattie’s brain. In her time, she had witnessed some terrible things in theatres that were supposed to be deserted.

			‘Oh bloody hell, Hattie, don’t you start,’ she muttered to herself.

			Gripping the broom handle tightly, but trying to force herself to walk casually, so as to convince herself that she wasn’t actually scared, she made her way backstage. There was no one in the wings… nor the men’s dressing room… nor the ladies’. The rear exit wasn’t locked locked, but it was one of those push-bar fire doors that didn’t have a handle on the outside, so as long as the door had been properly closed then no one outside would have been able to get in unless—

			

			There was a sudden roar of noise behind her, and as Hattie spun around there was a flood of light and a silhouetted figure loomed out at her, hands raised. Hattie shrank back and a cry escaped her lips…

			… and then the sensible part of her brain intervened and pointed out that the noise was the sound of a toilet flush, and that the light and figure were both emanating from the bathroom doorway, and the raised hands were clasping a paper towel. And besides, she knew this person, even if he was the last person she’d have expected to see in a place like this.

			‘Steve?’

			‘Ey-up, Hattie,’ replied Big Steve Felton, Hattie’s former colleague, a now-retired production manager she had last seen at the end of a disaster-ridden production of Love’s Labour’s Lost in London. ‘Sorry, did I startle you?’

			‘A bit,’ Hattie admitted. ‘I spooked myself. You might remember, I’ve got form for coming across dead bodies backstage.’

			Steve nodded.

			‘I remember. And I’m sorry to do this to you, but I’m afraid you’ve just found another one: me.’

		

	
		
			

			Act One

			Actors are a jealous and competitive lot, and have been fervently hoping that their contemporaries and rivals will fall on stage and break their legs since time immemorial. When they utter such a hope out loud, however, the meaning is rather different. It is considered extremely bad luck to wish another actor good luck before the start of a performance. Instead of saying ‘good luck’, therefore, one says an alternative phrase, and the standard alternative is, perhaps surprisingly, ‘break a leg’. The exact origin of the use of these words in this context is unknown. The simplest theory is that breaking a leg is the epitome of bad luck, and that actors superstitiously believe that the opposite of whatever one wishes for will come to pass. More complex theories posit that the phrase is a contraction of something like ‘I hope one of the stars of the show breaks their leg so that you can step into their role’ or ‘I hope you cross (or “break”) the part of the stage known as the “leg line” and in doing so get closer to the audience, thus gaining more attention for yourself.’ My personal favourite interpretation is ‘I hope your performance evokes such yells and shouts of appreciation from the drooling groundlings in the audience that their spittle liberally covers the front of the stage in enough quantity that you slip and break your leg.’ Wildly implausible but delightfully gross, so I choose to believe it is true.

			– from A History of Theatrical Superstition by Freya Barnsworthy

		

	
		
			

			1

			They made a brew. Hattie had to grudgingly admit that the facilities offered by the kitchenette built into the multi-purpose village hall were better than many of the proper venues’ ‘green rooms’ that she had encountered in her day. Once she and Steve both had mugs in their hands and had found two relatively comfortable chairs to sit in, by which point Hattie’s heartbeat had returned to something resembling its normal rate, Hattie started to address the obvious questions.

			‘So what on earth are you doing out here in the middle of nowhere, anyway?’

			‘I came to see you.’

			‘You could have called.’

			He shrugged.

			‘I’m not based in London any more. I was visiting my old mate Ivan who lives nearby anyway. When I saw you were in the area, I thought it was easier to drop in.’

			‘Late at night. Unannounced. In a locked building. How’d you get in anyway?’

			‘Doors like that aren’t really built to keep people out,’ was all Steve said by way of explanation.

			Hattie remembered that Big Steve had always had something of a reputation. Theatre had been his second career. Before that it was rumoured he’d done something slightly more insalubrious and hands-on in north London. His bald head, broken nose, and broad physique did nothing to dispel the impression of a bruiser.

			Hattie frowned.

			

			‘Hold on. What do you mean you’re not in London? I thought you were up Archway way?’

			‘I was. But before I moved there, I was based a bit west of here, near Portsmouth. Came back to my old digs when I tried to retire. Thought I’d live out my days as a country gent.’

			‘I remember you saying you wanted out. Aren’t you a little bit young to retire, though?’ asked Hattie. She didn’t know Steve’s exact age, but she’d have been surprised if he was much older than fifty.

			‘I had a bit of money put away. Thought it would be enough to last me.’

			Hattie nodded, beginning to feel she grasped the situation.

			‘But life turned more expensive than you thought, did it? Downside of a long life expectancy is a lot of financial planning needed. So, what, you looking to get back to earning now?’

			Steve let out a rare bark of laughter.

			‘No, my problem’s more or less the opposite of that. First week of being officially off work I get a cough. A week later it’s full-blown pneumonia. As soon as I get over that I pass out in Tesco, the doctors tell me my heart’s forgotten how to beat properly. They patch me up, give me enough pills to last a lifetime, and just when I think I’m squared away I get another call from the hospital. Different department. Turns out after the heart doctors had finished with all the scans they’d done on me, they passed them round the rest of the hospital, and one of them caught the eye of one of their lung people… anyway, it’s a long story, but the final word of it is “cancer”, and the one before that is “inoperable”.’

			Hattie was shocked.

			‘Oh, Steve, I’m so sorry.’

			Big Steve scratched his big bald head awkwardly.

			‘Cautionary tale, I reckon. About the dangers of retiring. I spent my entire career stressed out of my mind, never took a sick day. Then as soon as I take my foot off the gas, everything starts falling to pieces.’

			

			‘So what’s the… what’s that word? The outlook?’

			‘Prognosis, you mean? Like I said, you’re looking at a dead body.’ 

			‘I’m so sorry,’ said Hattie again, before adding, ‘you’re… you’re looking well, at least.’

			‘That’s because I’ve not let them at me with any of their treatments. No chemo, no radiation. They said they’d buy me a little time at best, and near incapacitate me all the while. In the meantime, I’ve barely got any symptoms yet, but they warned me that when it all starts to go downhill it will go pretty fast.’

			‘Is there anything I can do?’ asked Hattie. ‘I mean, I know there’s nothing I can do about that but—’

			‘Well, as a matter of fact, Hattie, there is,’ said Steve, sitting forward in his chair with a new energy. ‘That’s why I came to see you. Truth be told I need your help with something.’

			‘Anything you need, Steve,’ said Hattie forcefully. ‘What can I do?’

			‘Well, the first thing is, you can keep this conversation to yourself, right?’

			‘Of course.’

			Discretion was part and parcel of being a stage manager. Theatres were places that abounded with secrets, after all.

			‘Right. So, ever since I found out I had limited time left, I’ve been keeping myself pretty busy with something. Partially because it turns out that not being busy is literally killing me, but partially… you know that I didn’t always work in theatre, right?’

			Hattie nodded.

			‘Before that, I mostly did… let’s call it planning and logistics. Mostly of the legitimate kind from the 2000s onwards. But before that I worked on some things that were… less legitimate. There was a group of people, see, that were very interested in the discreet movement of certain things that arrived in the country on the south coast to what you might call distribution centres in north London. As part of a broader transportation network, shall we say. And I had quite a lot to do with the planning and execution of all this. And at the time I didn’t worry too much about the right and wrong of what I was doing. I was good at it, and it paid well. But now that I’m older and recent events have me feeling a bit more reflective, it doesn’t sit well with me.

			

			‘Because Conor’s lot… I mean, the group of people I worked with… well, they’re still working today. They’ve built up something of an empire, and a lot of it is built on top of the foundations I laid for them twenty, thirty years ago. They’re not good people, Hattie. And because of them, a lot of good people get hurt. And knowing that they’re sitting pretty in large part because of me, well, it’s stopped me sleeping so well this past year. So I started doing something about it.’

			Hattie took a big slurp of her mug of tea.

			‘Why do I have the feeling you’re about to tell me you did something a bit foolish?’

			Steve winced.

			‘You know me, Hattie. I believe in solving my own problems. I started digging, working out who’s still in the game, who’s new on the scene, how everything works these days. And alongside that I started writing down everything I could remember about how it worked in the old days, and who did what, and who they did it to. I realised just how lucky I was to get out unscathed, given what I know. And I began thinking about how I could use what I know about before to maybe put a stop to some of what’s going on now. See, back in the day what we were doing wasn’t exactly good, but it wasn’t so bad either. No one got hurt. Well, not seriously hurt. Not many people, anyway. But these days… well, they’ve got into some bad stuff. Some really bad stuff. Same transportation network, different cargo. And I reckon if I can put a stop to at least some of that, then my conscience will be a bit clearer at the finish.’

			

			Hattie’s tea was now unpleasantly cold but she kept drinking it anyway. This was wildly unfamiliar territory, making her deeply uncomfortable, and she didn’t know what to do or say. Sipping her tea seemed like the least worst thing to be doing right now.

			‘Anyway, after a while I realised I’d put together enough dirt to give me a bit of leverage. I’ve got a neat little dossier of information that would be of great interest to the police, and even more interest to certain other parties too. So I got in touch, and let it be known what I have, and made it clear that I want certain parts of the operation shut down. Obviously they don’t like it, but I’ve got them over a barrel and they know it.’

			‘Isn’t that incredibly dangerous?’ asked Hattie, horrified. ‘If they’re the sorts of people you say they are, and you’re standing in their way… aren’t you in quite a lot of danger?’

			‘I’m taking precautions. You may have noticed that I didn’t waltz up to you in broad daylight today, for example. I’ve spent most of the day skulking in the car park outside. I know how to take care of myself.’

			‘So that was you watching me faff about in the rain, was it?’

			‘Yep.’

			‘I hate that van.’

			‘I figured.’

			Hattie began to get an uneasy feeling.

			‘Steve,’ she said. ‘Why did you come and see me tonight?’

			Steve smiled awkwardly.

			‘Well, now we’re getting to it. I need your help. There’s a very simple job that needs doing in a couple of days’ time, and it needs doing by someone who’s discreet, reliable, and totally unconnected to any of what I’ve just been telling you about.’

			

			Steve reached into his pocket and fished out a crumpled envelope.

			‘Do you remember the old workshop in Bow? The one they built the set for the Skunktown tour in?’

			‘Oh crikey,’ said Hattie, thinking back. ‘Yes, I remember. They couldn’t book a rehearsal space big enough to stick the carousel in so we ended up rehearsing half the scenes in the workshop yard. That was Desi Treader’s place, wasn’t it?’

			‘That’s right,’ nodded Steve. ‘Although Desi shut up shop years ago. But there’s some sort of dispute between the landlord who owns the workshop and the rail company who owns the railway arch it’s built into, so the place has been empty ever since. They stashed all the scenery from Skunktown there in case anyone ever wanted to revive it, then the whole place was forgotten about.

			‘Point is, that’s where I’m having a final sit-down with Conor to thrash out the… actually, do me a favour and forget I said that name just now, would you?’

			‘Righto,’ said Hattie. ‘I’ll forget you said it earlier, too, shall I?’

			‘Maybe I’m not quite as sharp as I like to think, eh?’ said Steve. ‘Anyway, on Sunday I’m sitting down to talk things over. Like I say, I’ve got some precautions in place to make sure I keep some leverage, and one of them is this envelope. It’s got some things written down inside it that would greatly inconvenience these men even if… even if I’m not around to corroborate them. Once they know the envelope exists, they’ll know they can’t get rid of their problems by simply getting rid of me. So all I need you to do is hold onto this envelope for now – keeping it completely secret, mind – and then give it back to me on Sunday night once everything is concluded, and I can hand it over to them. That make sense?’

			‘No,’ replied Hattie immediately. ‘Not a bit of sense. I’ll admit I don’t know the first thing about organised crime, but it sounds to me like you’re trying to blackmail a criminal gang, and you’ve got it into your head that there’s any way this thing could end well for you. You’ve told them that you know secrets that could harm them, and you seem to be expecting that you can use that to convince a bunch of hardened career criminals to stop doing crime in exchange for you not spilling the beans, then you also expect to walk away, still knowing the secrets that could harm them, and that they’ll just leave you alone and carry on not doing crime in perpetuity. Oh sorry, no, you’re happy for them to keep doing some crime, just not the bad crime, is that it?’

			

			Steve gave Hattie a look. She shifted uncomfortably, and not just because she’d been sitting too long and her hip was giving her grief.

			‘There’s a lot I’m not telling you, Hattie. On purpose. I get that from the outside it might sound a little…’

			‘Stupid?’ offered Hattie.

			‘… risky,’ countered Steve, ‘but I need you to give me the benefit of the doubt here.’

			Hattie sighed.

			‘All right. So you want me to hold onto this envelope full of deadly secrets that bad people would potentially kill to keep quiet. For a couple of days. And then you want me to bring it to you in London.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘To the place where you’re meeting the bad people, at the time when you’re meeting them.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘The bad people who are prepared to kill to keep the contents of this envelope secret.’

			‘You’ll be perfectly safe, Hattie. I promise you. Just… don’t open the envelope, yeah?’

			‘Steve, I am a stage manager. I am well on my way to being a little old lady. You are talking to me about a world I’ve never been close to, and that I want no part of. I am not the person you should be dragging into this mess you’ve made.’

			

			‘Hattie please,’ said Steve, his voice filled suddenly with as much emotion as Hattie could ever remember him exhibiting. ‘Look, I know this is a big ask. I didn’t come and track you down in the arse end of nowhere just to borrow a cup of sugar. I promise, this isn’t going to be dangerous for you. But… it is for me. I know I’ve got limited time left, but I really don’t want to go quite yet. Which is why I need someone I can trust to do this for me. Someone genuinely reliable. Take the envelope. Keep schtum. Then bring it to Bow at ten o’clock on Sunday night.’

			‘I don’t even know if I can be free on Sunday night,’ said Hattie, and she realised she was almost pleading. ‘The last performance is Saturday, down near Hastings, and Sunday we’ll be striking the set and returning everything to the props stores.’

			‘Oh come on, Hattie, you’ll have that all done by mid-afternoon and you know it,’ said Steve. He was an old pro, she was an old pro, and they both knew how these things went.

			‘Oh… bloody hell. Fine. Give me the sodding envelope.’

			He handed over a thick A5 package, and Hattie wedged it straight into her coat pocket. As far as she was concerned, she didn’t even want to have to look at the thing.

			‘Thank you, Hattie. This means more to me than you know.’

			‘In return, can you at least give me a lift to the B&B? It’s only a quarter mile down the road but I’m not sure I can face the walk.’

			‘I… I think I’d rather we leave this building separately,’ said Steve slowly. ‘I’m sorry, but like I say, I’m taking lots of precautions. I can’t believe anyone would have followed me here to West Rinton—’

			‘Rimesdale,’ Hattie corrected him.

			‘—but just in case, we’re safer if we’re not seen together by anyone. Sorry.’

			Hattie sighed.

			

			‘All right,’ she said sourly. ‘You bugger off, then, and I’ll finish sweeping the stage, shall I? And hopefully your murderer pals who are waiting outside will follow you away and leave me alone. What a lovely end to a perfect evening.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ said Steve, getting up awkwardly. ‘How… how are you doing anyway? How’s Nick?’

			‘Oh don’t bother. Clear off, and I’ll see you Sunday. Ten, was it?’

			‘That’s right.’

			Steve dumped his empty mug in the sink and made for the door. Hattie waited until he’d left then washed up his mug and hers. She went back to the stage and tried to finish sweeping, but found that she quickly spooked herself. Every sound from outside conjured up images of violent gang members lurking, ready to storm in and seize the squat white envelope from her.

			It was madness, she thought, that in the space of half an hour she had let herself be sucked into such a right royal mess. What on earth was Big Steve thinking? Was he out of his mind, getting mixed up in something like this?

			Then she realised that yes, he probably was out of his mind. He’d just been given a death sentence by the doctors, in a period of his life when he had all the time in the world to mull over it. Steve wasn’t the sort to shy away in denial about anything. He’d have met this head on, and had some cold, hard conversations with himself about how he was going to spend the time that remained to him. Presumably the prickings of his conscience from the life he had led as a younger man wouldn’t let him alone. Hattie had always known him  as a rigid, moralistic man, and she could imagine that he found it very difficult to reconcile himself with his past.

			If only he could have found a way to salve his conscience that was a little bit less blindly idiotic…

			Once fifteen minutes had elapsed since Steve’s departure, Hattie took a deep breath, steeling herself, and, buttoning up her coat, stepped out of the fire door and into the night. The car park was now entirely deserted, with no roving mafiosos gunning her down on sight. It was drizzling though, and achingly cold. With a grimace Hattie hunched her shoulders and stomped off in the direction of her B&B. 

			

		

	
		
			

			2

			Morning came, and Hattie’s memories of the previous evening’s events took on the amorphous quality of a dream. Especially since she had immediately tucked the portentous envelope at the bottom of her suitcase and refused to let herself think about it, let alone look at it, lest by doing so she somehow alerted this mysterious and alarming ‘Conor’ to its presence in her possession.

			She returned to the village hall and started to pack up. After half an hour Nigel appeared, hungover and irritable, and immediately took umbrage with the van’s absence from the car park. Hattie apologised for not having driven it back first thing from its spot down the lane, but this idea only outraged Nigel further, and it became clear that his real grievance was that she’d driven the thing at all. Hattie’s explanation that it was the venue’s non-negotiable policy that the car park had to be cleared before performances fell on deaf ears. Eventually, after rollicking her enough to significantly worsen his own headache, Nigel stomped off to retrieve the vehicle, leaving Hattie wishing for the hundredth time that she’d never touched this tour in the first place.

			Half an hour more and the actors started to appear in dribs and drabs. Their contracts demanded that they provide ‘assistance as required’ with the fit-ups and get-outs at each venue, but the assistance they gave varied tremendously. Lucy clearly believed her greatest strengths were orchestration and delegation: she would turn up clutching a large flask of tea and immediately start telling Hattie, Nigel, and the others what to do, according to some plan that existed only in her own head. Jim Hensby was always after any excuse to get up a ladder, which was a blessing when there was something that needed doing up a ladder, but could be a right curse when there wasn’t. And then there was Julian, who was genuinely keen and willing to make himself useful, but was so unutterably cack-handed that he could be relied upon to mess up even something as simple as folding a pair of trousers and putting them into the costume bag. 

			

			On the whole, though, it was marginally faster to put this makeshift crew to work than to send them all away and do it herself, and having someone else do a lot of the bending and crouching was appealing, so Hattie did her best to divvy up tasks and provide supervision in a way that, even if it didn’t maximise efficiency, at least minimised the potential for catastrophe.

			She was coiling cables and overseeing Tonya Markham and Pippa West (who she had privately christened Morecambe and Unwise due to their propensity to creatively and elaborately fail every task assigned to them) loading two flight cases of kit onto the van when Julian loomed up behind her.

			‘Nearly there, then,’ he opened, and Hattie replied, ‘Hopefully we’ll be off in the next hour.’

			‘I meant the tour as a whole. Just one more venue, and then… puff. The thing we created evaporates and is no more.’

			‘Oh. Yes.’

			‘Tragic, isn’t it?’

			‘Yes,’ Hattie lied. ‘Could you possibly go and fetch the red tool kit fro—’

			‘I think that’s the one downside of theatre compared to film,’ Julian reflected, settling his hands into his pockets as he watched Tonya and Pippa struggle to lift the flight case. ‘The performance of theatre is so much more satisfying, the way you tell the whole story in one go. It’s not just a thousand tiny snippets spread out across months. But at least with film there’s a tangible end product, something that survives once the project has finished. A show only exists for as long as the cast keeps performing it. Once the actors disperse at the end, that’s that, and all that’s left is memories.’

			

			‘That’s right, Julian,’ said Hattie, leaning in to get a hand under the corner of an unsecured case that was threatening to make a break for it out the back of the van. She was used to Julian’s occasional need to wax lyrical, or at least to wax verbose. Once he got started there wasn’t much you could do to derail him, so it was best to just let him get it out of his system.

			Julian hadn’t always been an actor. He had been a partner in an extremely successful law firm somewhere up in Yorkshire, and had made enough money to put his children through private school. Once they’d come out the other side, he found he no longer needed to be earning such fantastic sums, so had decided to reinvent himself as the thing he had always secretly wished he could be: an actor. Consequently, despite being in his late forties, he was relatively new to the whole industry, and still had a naivete about it that was endearing if a little tedious.

			The thing about people like Julian, though, was that they were necessary to keep theatre ticking along. Lots of bright young things threw themselves into the industry in their early twenties, and from there on it was a game of attrition: some dropped out after a year or so, some stuck it out into their thirties. But it was a hard and demoralising life, as only the most successful actually made a living, and the rest had to subsidise their careers with whatever paid work they could find in the gaps. By the time any given cohort of actors had reached their forties, almost all of the unsuccessful ones had been weeded out. Which was fair enough. The problem was that you didn’t want to do shoestring tours round provincial village halls if you were a successful actor, and the sorts of shows that could cover their costs doing provincial village halls almost always had parts for actors over the age of forty (as successful plays tend to reflect their audiences). So whence could producers draw their supply of actors old enough to fill the roles and unsuccessful enough to consider a badly paid, unglamorous, no-frills tour of the country? From second-career-ers like Julian, who were fresh enough to believe that a show like this was a stepping stone to bigger things and besides, still found it all new and exciting.

			

			So it was worth letting the Julians rabbit on (as Julian was doing while Hattie thought these thoughts), since the whole enterprise depended on people like him.

			‘… which reminds me: Sunday. Kitty’s on board, so we just need a place and a time. What do you think?’

			‘I’m sorry?’ said Hattie. She hadn’t really been listening, but she was pretty sure Julian had only a moment ago been saying something about Peter Brook’s production of King Lear. What on earth was he on about now?

			‘Lunch,’ he explained. ‘Kitty’s free at the weekend, and I know that you’ll be jetting off to the next project next week, so I thought Sunday would be the best day.’

			‘I’m afraid I’ve got to spend the day returning props and costumes.’

			‘No problem, she can also do dinner, after you’re done.’

			‘I have to be somewhere on Sunday night.’

			‘Where?’

			‘Er, Bow, in east London.’

			‘Oh that’s perfect then!’ Julian exclaimed. ‘Kitty’s based in Romford. I’ll tell her to book somewhere in Bow, and I’ll text you the address. Would seven o’clock do?’

			Hattie probably could have got out of it. Julian would have taken no for an answer eventually. But it would have hurt his feelings, and besides, Hattie could do seven o’clock. She was sure she’d be done with returns by then, and she didn’t have to be at Desi’s old yard until ten. So she smiled and told Julian that she’d be delighted, and finally managed to shoo him away to collect the red tool box.

			

			They completed the get-out, the actors piled into their cars and drove off eastwards towards Hastings, and after a brief pause to get the van running, Hattie and Nigel followed behind. They passed the drive in silence, which suited Hattie fine. Nigel’s idea of conversation seemed to amount to listing his grievances against the world, and he took no great pains to avoid repeating himself in this enumeration, returning with enthusiasm to what he obviously considered his primary antagonists again and again. By the end of their first week on the road together Hattie had heard enough of his complaints, particularly those directed against what he still called the Inland Revenue, to last a lifetime.

			They made good time, and knew they wouldn’t get access to their next venue, the St Margaret’s Community Theatre, until mid-afternoon, so they stopped for lunch at a service station. Nigel disappeared for a long commune with the men’s toilets, and Hattie rang Nick to let him know that he should no longer expect her back until late on Sunday, as her day had rather filled up.
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