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Praise for

MODEL ACTRESS WHATEVER

“Anarchic, exuberant and endlessly inventive. This may be the best superhero movie I’ve ever read.”

M.R. CAREY, internationally bestselling author of Infinity Gate

“Kim Newman’s florid fantasies can’t be pitched as a cross between this and that, they’re an explosion of genre TNT in pop-art baubles of verbal delight that fizz on the page.”

STEPHEN VOLK, writer of Ghostwatch and The Good Unknown

“Newman’s trademarks are razor-sharp prose, a biting wit and big finishes you never see coming but always feel inevitably perfect – all of which are fully on display in Model Actress Whatever. This is a spectacular, alt-reality superhero story, almost operatic in its scale, and splendidly Newmanesque. Highly recommended.”

ANGELA “A.G.” SLATTER, award-winning author of The Cold House

“What if Austin Powers (only filmed by Brits) had a baby with EastEnders (also filmed by Brits), and it grew up to be a (British) version of the Adam West era Batman, driving a Jensen Interceptor?”

CHARLES STROSS, author of The Laundry Files series

“Set in an alternate history Enlightened by a magically mysterious Beatles’ chord, Model Actress Whatever brings Newman’s Diogenes Club series bang up to date and dives deep into the superhero mythos. Fast and furiously funny, exuberantly imaginative and achingly hip, this is Newman at the top of his game.”

PAUL MCAULEY, author of Loss Protocol

“Somehow manages to be futuristic and nostalgic at the same time.”

M.A. BENNETT, author of No Escape

“When it comes to the dazzling creation of a fantasy world which is both like and unlike our own, Kim Newman has no peers. This sardonically funny vision of empty celebrity and quirky superheroes set in an alternative London has all the untrammelled wordplay and inventiveness of his masterpiece Anno Dracula.”

BARRY FORSHAW, Financial Times

“With Model Actress Whatever, the always-transgressive Kim Newman subverts the superhero genre with all the aplomb that he brought to vampires in Anno Dracula.”

STEPHEN JONES, award-winning editor and writer

“The powerline connection between Michael Moorcock and the spangly multiverse lunacy of the present moment, this is an exciting, literary, urgent venture into what happens to super heroes as they cross the Atlantic, and why. Newman transcends pastiche and ends up telling the truth very loudly. Unmissable.”

PAUL CORNELL, author of the Witches of Lychford series
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LEAVE US A REVIEW

We hope you enjoy this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the authors, helping the books you love reach more people.
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‘John Lennon, George Harrison, Paul McCartney and Ringo Starr are mutants. Evolutionary agents sent by gods, endowed with mysterious powers to create a new human species.’

– TIMOTHY LEARY

‘A Guide is honest, reliable and can be trusted.

A Guide is helpful and uses her time and abilities wisely.

A Guide faces challenges and learns from her experiences.

A Guide is a good friend and sister to all Guides.

A Guide is polite and considerate.

A Guide respects all living things and takes care of the world around her.’

– THE GUIDE LAW

‘Look! Up in the sky...’

– ALLEN DUCOVNY AND ROBERT JOFFE MAXWELL





For Yung





‘With most music – songs, singles, LPs, symphonies, whatever – the question is “what did you feel when you first heard...?” or “where and when did you first hear...?” With Never Mind – strictly, it’s called Never Mind The Beatles – the question is “what happened when you first heard...?” The answer is “everything.”’

– DAEVE POPE, NEVER MIND: THE MOMENT

‘Did we know what we were doing? Of course not. Who could have known? Not you, pal, that’s for certain. Maybe Arthur C. Clarke or T. Lobsang Rampa. But I have me doubts.’

– JOHN LENNON

‘That noise when the needle settled in the groove. The omni-chord. THWANNNGGG! Made everything in the room rattle. I swear the girl in the poster on the wall winked. It was a resounding THWANNNGGG. I don’t believe the chord ever ends. That room’s still all a-judder and they knocked down those flats twenty years ago. It was all about the THWANNNGGG. I couldn’t tell you what else was on Never Mind after that. But I can tell you what it did...’

– PROFESSOR CHRISTINA TEMPLE

‘Our Deanie went up to her room to put the record on the Dansette – we were watching the wrestling in the front room so the big gramophone was off-limits – and came back down again a half hour later... enlightened. Scorched the wallpaper. Then Deanie opened a door we hadn’t known was there – behind the Welsh dresser or in the Welsh dresser, it wasn’t clear – and invited her friends through... into the house, into Market Harborough as a whole. Her friends who never left. Deanie was the first enlightened in our street. We didn’t know what to make of her. But she had an idea about what to make us. We went up to her room in ones and twos... and listened to Never Mind. Some got enlightened, some not, some went halfway. A school pen in my top pocket has never run out. If I write something with it in an exercise book it comes true... though I learned quick to be careful. I’m not enlightened but my pen is. Deanie and Her Friends turned out all right. Except for the Squirrel, and I scribbled something to fix that perisher. They all live in the Forest of Birmingham now, the City As Was.’

– BRENDA COLFORTH, DUCHESS OF LATIMER CRESCENT

‘We never had them before that bloody record. Not here. Not in England. What do you want to call them? Cloaks and cutthroats. Heroes and villains? Enlightened, my Aunt Fanny. Show-offs, if you ask me. Not heroes like we had in the War. Which war? Any war. If the blighters are so high and mighty, why do so many wear masks? Devil’s Dyke’s too good for ’em. Shoot ’em down, lock ’em up and good riddance!’

– DANIEL KEOUGH
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[image: Open Single Quote]IF I’D WANTED TO SLAP SMILES ON DEAD FACES,’ Loulee told her, ‘I’d have become a mortuary maid. Or set up shop in Highgate Village.’

Chrissie protested that she hadn’t been up all hours again.

Loulee didn’t believe her. Chrissie knew she wouldn’t but had to give it a go. The Cattle Car was almost deffo wired for sound.

‘Well, I was awake,’ Chrissie admitted. ‘But not on the Circuit. Except for Vidar’s Thing and a look-in at Fakers. Honest, I hopped straight on the night bus. I had homework. I’ve scads of verbal this week. Feeding Nelly the “story so far”. Besides you know I don’t sleep.’

‘Not so much at night,’ said Loulee, working around Chrissie’s eyes with a soft brush. ‘But you nodded off in the chair. You’ve dribbled on the bib. I took a click on my Vone. Popped it on Peophole. Surge of eyes on your fizzog, girl.’

Panic clutched. Chrissie sat upright.

‘You did not!’

‘No, obviously. Though you’d have deserved it.’

Loulee was larking… but one grot click could prang a person before you could say ‘Next Tuesday’. Snappers had been done over for leaking unflattering images.

She was at Loulee’s mercy in the Cattle Car, Rediffusion-Televersion’s make-up and wardrobe van for Supporting Regulars. Designed to be as space efficient as a moon lander, but now more cramped than cosy. Practical Effects Pete kept smuggling mystery boxes aboard. They were always under Loulee’s feet or in the way of something she needed.

In comparison, Eleanor Wynter – leading lady of Letsby Avenue – took her ease in the Wynter Palace. Boxes delivered to that mansion on wheels were most likely gifts from Red-Tel management to keep the Empress of Early Evening sweet. Or from her adoring fans. Nelly’s Nutters were a Spoke of the Wheel. To be worked around, like fog and writers’ nervous breakdowns. The show must go out. Three nights a week, plus holiday specials and the annual panto.

The SR van was parked under a skyway flyover in Poplar while helper elves secured the location, a slow-flowing stretch of the Limehouse Cut. Passersby were told an advert for support socks was being filmed. Otherwise, civs would loiter and be a nuisance. Civs could be lied to, shooed away or shoved in a canal. Anything to get the day’s pages crossed off.

Nelly rated tactful treatment and cossetting. She was a bright light, a banner client. Chrissie was lower down the ladder, a MAW.

Model Actress Whatever.

‘The chair’s so comfy,’ said Chrissie, stretching. ‘Did I really snooze?’

‘You did. You make lovely tiny breathy snores.’

‘I can’t sleep when it’s dark,’ Chrissie admitted. ‘It’s new. Relatively. Ever since Mum and Dad set sail. I get a night-buzz. I don’t need jabs, like Chell or Dr Crockery. Not even a late-evening mug of chee. In the dark, my skin pricks and I’ve ergs to burn. But I’m fagged out after sun-up.’

‘Peut-être you’re a vampire. Should you move to Highgate Village?’

‘Can’t afford it, Louls. Besides my canines are rounded. I can barely chomp the celery.’

She opened her mouth. Loulee was close enough to get a visual of her tonsils.

‘Ugh, Chrissie, give a girl warning will you?’

She shut her gob.

Chrissie had a fractious relationship with celery. It was all Dr Zenf let her eat. The dietician was retained by the Schilling Agency. He insisted celery and distilled water – every three hours, day and night – was the optimal regimen for her body type. If she deviated by so much as a salted peanut, her figure would fill out. Not advantageous. So she nibbled like a rabbit to stay below the weight agreed in her contract. An ounce extra and she wouldn’t even prang. She’d just be Gone. MAW no more.

No one wants to be Gone. Not on your eleanor they didn’t.

Chrissie had been up all night. Not just learning her lines.

The Circuit was homework too. Chrissie had to do it at least as many nights a week as Letsby was on. Ideally, she needed to be seen at two parties, three clubs and a Thing. At least fifteen clicks and four clips. Clicks were still photos. Clips were moving pics. They fed the tabs, the swanks, Peophole and the Personals. Garnet Graill, her s.o., handled the visuals. Garn said s.o. stood for Significant Other but Chrissie told Loulee he really meant Sort Of. As a snapper, he was the business. Knew when to catch her spark. Chrissie didn’t recognise herself as the gorgeous night creature in Garn’s best clicks. That was someone else entirely. Daytime Chrissie, nodding off and dribbling, was the secret identity of the after-dark lovely.

She was a girl of many faces. Chrissie by night, Chrissie by day, Chrissie in a police hat, Chrissie on a treadmill (at Sunny Gym but generally too), Chrissie asleep, Chrissie on top of everything, Chrissie Chrissie Chrissie.

Loulee knew Chrissie’s schedule as well as she did and wouldn’t let her out in public unless she had a face on. If Loulee couldn’t be there personally, she’d paint the inside of a gel mask which Chrissie could self-apply, let set, and peel off to turn grot to hot, switch dark for spark.

Christine Chambers and Louise Ling had been best friends since Introductory Assembly at Astelia Draycott’s Academy for Young Ladies of Merit. Loulee – Chinese father, French mother, South-East London verbals – was a spark at seven. Chrissie – survivor of ill-advised elocution lessons which made her talk like a posh weasel – was more a light-under-a-bushel girl, if the bushel were in a windowless basement where the power was out. They came through the flames together when the Academy burned down thanks to Eunice Uglow, a prematurely enlightened young lady of merit. Pyro Pixie got sent to Devil’s Dyke Secure Hospital, kept away from dry kindling. The Academy reopened when Conjure Man imported an unsinged version of the building from Parallel Pimlico but the halls whiffed of firelighter for ever after.

Nine years later...

Chrissie decided to spend her gap year as a MAW. Loulee signed on as helper elf. Besides maintaining Chrissie’s face, Loulee advised on clothes. Even the hopeless blue serge sack she wore on Letsby. Loulee nipped, tucked and fidgeted with the uniform to make it almost acceptable. She had a magic touch.

They were seventeen months into that gap year. So it was a gap maybe two-or-three years. Chrissie was clickable and clippable. She was in the tabs and on the telly. Loulee, who Knew Things, said Chrissie would be a bright light. For now, she was a face but not a name.

And she was tired in the day but awake at night.

Loulee was always good with facework but her other talents came and went. She could be extraordinarily skilled at something – flower-arranging, rock-climbing, mental gymnastics – for a week or so, then move on and be exceptionally good at something else for an equally limited engagement. It was a mystery.

‘Lips or not?’

Lips would be good for Chrissie. Her own were so pale some clicks made her look mouthless. WPC ‘Perky’ Purkiss, her character on the serial, was supposed to be chirpy-chirpy not cheep-cheep.

‘Go on then,’ said Chrissie, as Loulee selected a rose petal stick. ‘But not so much Nelly kicks off.’

No one within a hundred feet of Eleanor Wynter could Look Like Anything – or else there’d be Issues. The bright light had been delighted with her previous WPC, a Muslim who wore full veil. Then fan natters on the Personals started rhapsodising about ‘Sparkling Eyes’ and there were Issues. One week, Sparkling Eyes had to wear cataract glasses. Next, she was Gone.

Loulee got close again, applying the light touch of an artist. Chrissie’s spark was one-fifth nature, one fifth agonising diet/ health regime and the rest Loulee. If it weren’t for the magic brushes, Chrissie wouldn’t be rising on the Wheel. A fan natter had sprung up but it was called ‘Pervs for Perky’.

‘You’ve got glit on you,’ said Loulee. ‘Not from last night. Three-day old glit.’

Loulee made deductions from layers of make-up the way a police surgeon could tell how long someone’d been dead by the size of the maggots in the wounds. The glit was from Saturday Last, when Chrissie did the Full Circuit. Garn tailed her, of course, clicking and clipping. The Coterie were out in force. Polly O, Vidar, Chell, Dr Crockery, Hereward, Symon, the All-Powerful Jupiter Boy and Monica Maude.

The glit was from The Sparkler, who inhabited a micro-climate of the stuff. The cloak latched onto the Coterie at an Airship-Naming Ceremony on the Marble Arch Mound. Things escalated at the Spot Hot, where there was a takeover by Shock Jock and the Cuckoo – who got through most of their set before armed resistance swept them from the decks. The Sparkler took the credit for that counter-coup. There were clips to prove it. Shock Jock and the Cuckoo were bound over to keep the peace, which wouldn’t stop them reoffending at Fakers or Marzipam next weekend.

‘I’m going to need special equipment to hoover your cracks and crevasses,’ Loulee said.

‘It was The Sparkler.’

Loulee made a face.

‘The Sparkler is barely a cloak,’ she said. ‘He’s not enlightened. His Dad bought him the glittergun from Bernini’s Outfitters. He’s verps.’

She got Loulee’s drift. Verps. Very Rich Parents.

Her friend always had the goss.

Helper elves keep the Wheel turning. A girl needed face-witches, dressers, publicists, drivers, minders, shoppers, accountants and legal aid. Who swapped gen in the Support Staff natter on Whispers. That was always an educational peep. Not just for the goss on who was up or down on the Wheel and what they got up to when they thought no one had eyes on them. Bright lights should learn to treat elves kindly. Sabotage was always a possibility. The cause of many a prang.

‘The sparkle will wear off The Sparkler by Next Tuesday but his bleedin’ glit is going to be turning up after he’s good and Gone.’

Next Tuesday was what a MAW dreaded. When your number came up.

It wasn’t literally next Tuesday. For many, it was sooner.

Chrissie shuddered for the many. Names everyone forgot or deliberately got wrong. The Gone no longer came up on the Hawkshaw Information Retrieval Service. Were they behind a counter at a Lyons Cyber House? Or rivet-punching in a bootworks in Barnsley? No one cared to know.

The Gone were just not on the Circuit anymore.

Roman gladiators had longer term career prospects than a MAW. But you had to not believe that.

Chrissie certainly didn’t. She was here for a goodly spell.

Way past Next Tuesday. Well into Next Week.

The Wheel lifted her up. She would be a bright light.

Loulee said so.

Chrissie’s hair didn’t need much work. When cast in Letsby, she had two-foot braids. Then Loulee devised ‘the Perky Crop’. The Powers That Be at Red-Tel and the Schilling Agency hoped the cut would catch on. Clicks were leaked to high street hair-dressers in the expectation many young women would demand a Perky Crop. They’d be more effective moving adverts for the serial than a platoon of sandwich-board men on unicycles.

The crop took some getting used to. Chrissie had a version of the phantom pain amputees feel in missing limbs. When she took a pew, she couldn’t not do a ridiculous shuffle to avoid sitting on hair she no longer had. A trim every three days maintained the visual.

Initial response was positive. Then word came down via Anju the Assistant Director that Perky should keep her police hat on. A gentle note from the Schilling Agency suggested Chrissie wear headscarves when out and about. The paranoid might suspect measures were being taken to stop a person from Looking Like Anything within a hundred yards of Eleanor Wynter. Bods who’d enthused that the Perky Crop was majorly gear, happening and the next coiffure craze made sour faces if the subject came up. Loulee shaved a patch above Chrissie’s right ear to differentiate the Chrissie Crop from the copyrighted Perky Crop so at least appearing hatless in public wasn’t a contract violation. If flak got too thick, she’d find a wig.

Runner Ralf rapped on the van. Chrissie was wanted on set.

‘We’ll have her in support socks in no time at all,’ Loulee told him.

Runner Ralf didn’t bother to laugh. The hours Red-Tel had him on, he wouldn’t have time to laugh till three months after his breakdown. When he started laughing, he wouldn’t stop till they gave him a happy jab.

Letsby Avenue went out three evenings a week on Red-Tel One, between Fun News and Real News. Against Limited Interest Sport on the Other Side and a Clever Lecture on the Serious Channel. It was usually the most watched programme in its slot, unless a breaking story kept the Other Side’s Nova News on after six. Red-Tel lacked the access to breaking stories the Other Side had through their tie-up with the Nova Newspaper Group. Mostly, that wasn’t a concern. The Major League and the Splendid Six, the leading cloak groups of the US and UK, didn’t join forces to battle the jet janissaries of GEIST in the sky over Bristol Spaceport every month. Even when that sort of scrap was on, loyal viewers saved the news clips for catch-up and watched Letsby live.

The serial had been running since 1985. It used to be called Dosson of Dark Green but the title changed after the theatrical knight who played kindly Sergeant Bert Dosson in the early years was caught fiddling his taxes and scarpered to Spain. Of the original cast, only Canteen Cathy and Viv the Spiv were still regulars. They’d lived whole careers on the programme.

Everyone on the Wheel had an early or late Letsby credit. It was a ritual to be hauled into the interview room of Dark Green Nick – a tiny standing set at Red-Tel’s Cardinal Wolsey Street Studios on the Isle of Dogs – to help plods with their enquiries. You couldn’t win a BAFTA unless you’d once stolen underpants from a washing line or had your prize racing pigeon nobbled on Letsby. Every pop singer Chrissie and Loulee fancied when they were eleven showed up one week for an identity parade.

The format was settled. Crime on Monday. Investigation on Wednesday. Solution on Friday. Often, not a very serious crime, not a very thorough investigation and a fudge of a solution by an incoming writer replacing an off-in-a-huff scribbler who’d left behind no notes on how the case was supposed to wrap up.

Most of the fan mail was viewers poking holes in the stories. The rest was requests for shorter uniform skirts. Loulee kept sending those in under made-up names. She was no fan of blue serge.

Chrissie had been on the serial five months. At first, WPC Purkiss was just supposed to look pretty, be cheerful and ask silly questions. Everyone liked a fresh face who wasn’t too much bother so she was promoted to picking up the prop phone and relaying plot points to WDS Jill di Ferrante – the role tailored for the tsarina of six-to-six-thirty three days a week.

On a Monday, Perky typically had a bit to say. On Wednesdays, she popped in to summarise the day before for viewers who’d missed an episode. On Fridays, she was a background blur when di Ferrante brought the culprit to book or – if it was one of the soppy scripts – let them off because they didn’t mean it. So far, the writers hadn’t thought to give Purkiss a first name. ‘Perky’ was the note in the script beside her first line (‘wotcher, guv?’) in her debut episode.

Today was Monday. Actually, it was Tuesday but on the schedule as Monday (Out of Studio). The location day for episodes due to go out the week after next. No one liked to say ‘This Tuesday’ since it was close to the dreaded Next Tuesday. ‘Monday (Out of Studio)’ caught on and became the term for Tuesdays. Yesterday, Calendar Monday, was ‘Monday (In Studio)’ – a long shift in Cardinal Wolsey Street, taping all the studio scenes for the Next Monday But One episode. Letsby was stingy about location work. A day’s filming spread across a week’s story. Crime scene, a chase if necessary, and one of di Ferrante’s poignant wanders through the implosion zone where her husband and boyfriend evaporised last year when the writers lost track of their storyline and threw in a Q Bomb to clear the clutter.

WPC Purkiss mostly sat at a desk to answer the prop phone. Whispers natterers joked that she might be a robot below the waist. So Chrissie had to wear minidresses on the Circuit. Every few days, the tabs ran ‘yes, Perky does have legs’ clicks of her freezing on a red carpet. Because most of her scenes were on the Dark Green Nick set, she was rarely on call for Monday (Out of Studio). This week was unusual. WDS Jill needed someone to find a dead body in a canal. Perky got the gig. It was going to be the seventh identical corpse of the late DI Trinidad di Ferrante. The post-implosion story was on its fourth writer with no solution in sight. Perky was to be queasy so WDS Jill could be understanding. Chrissie had not yet worked out how to be cheerful and queasy at the same time.

Loulee did something miraculous with Chrissie’s eyelashes.

‘There,’ said Loulee, taking away the bib. ‘Peach.’

Chrissie looked at herself in the big mirror.

The girl who smiled back wasn’t a bright light.

Yet.

But she was a Spark.

Things were happening clip by clip, click by click. She was rising on the Wheel.

‘Here’s your hat,’ said Loulee.

Perky’s WPC cap had the proper chessboard band and V-II-R badge.

‘Do you need the zappy clapper?’ Loulee asked.

Practical Effects Pete had cadged a real stunglove for the prop armoury. Police surplus. It didn’t hold much of a charge.

‘Mr Hands isn’t directing this week. It’s Captain Floppy.’

Loulee gave her the prop stunglove instead of the real one.

A reminder flared on Chrissie’s Vone. Without comment, Loulee opened the little fridge where she’d stashed Chrissie’s baby bottle of distilled water and twist-tied polythene bag of diced celery. Also in the fridge was Loulee’s bacon sandwich with extra bacon and extra bread. Chrissie knew which she’d prefer for breakfast, lunch or supper. It wasn’t the celery. Grimly, she nibbled.

By the time Ralf ran back for her, she’d finished her three-hourly no-gain nutrition intake.

She climbed out of the Cattle Car.

‘Show your spark,’ said Loulee.

Chrissie made a lightning-casting gesture and giggled.
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[image: Open Single Quote]GEIST WERE AN AXIS THINK TANK IN WORLD WAR Two. YUREI in Japan. OMBRE in Vichy France. A clearing house for crackpot visionaries, occult cranks, unworkable science. Unworkable, then. Perhaps later, not. After the War, the survivors found new sponsors. Established an international network of loosely connected, self-contained satrapies. Our side hired them as often as the other fellows did. The original mad profs and masterminds died years ago. None of their projects panned out. A hollow earth. Flying Swastikas. Undersea robot armies. Brains in Think Boxes. But the idea of GEIST persisted. Straggling satrapies stayed in business, pursuing diabolical stratagems with dwindling bands of expendable minions. They never really went away. Evil doesn’t give up, it goes quiet.

‘After the moment of Never Mind, so much was overturned. Miracles and wonders all around. So why do things still go wrong? GEIST, of course. A new generation. Spiritual heirs to the court magicians of the dictator states, brainstorming fresh threats for an age of enlightenment. A malign international conspiracy. A coalition of criminality. Sleeper agents in government and business. Gangs of power goons bred in jungle refuges. In plain sight on the front pages. But you have to read between the lines to make the connections, to see it’s all one big threat.

‘They are out to get you. To bring you low.

‘GEIST sets nations at each other’s throats, unleashes foot-and-mouth, sabotages industries, ruins crops, sours milk, wrecks marriages. It’s global in scale and dedicated to spoiling your favourite things. The warlord who plans to wipe a country off the map. The boy in the lending library telling you who did it in the mystery you’ve just taken out. Agents of GEIST. The new owner of the football club you support who sells the centre forward to the Hotspurs and the efficiency expert advising a firm to discontinue the sandwich spread you like. GEIST. Anything goes wrong – blame GEIST. Frustrated – take the war to them, look for a scrap. Root out a satrapy disguised as the local stamp club. Easy, isn’t it? Easier than understanding how much more complex the world becomes every year. Much easier, Dear Brutus, to see fault in the stars than in our selves.’
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GREEN-YELLOW FOG ROLLED ALONG THE CANAL, NOT much above knee-height. The London Smudge was a pest on location days. It was forecast to thicken this evening. The shoot couldn’t overrun.

As Ralf walked Chrissie along the towpath, she muttered her lines.

‘It’s another doppeldeader, guv. Fair makes the stomach turn.’

She was just about confident when Anju the AD gave her pink pages.

‘New sides,’ said Anju.

Anjulie Glas was a Power Behind the Throne by dint of hard labour and willingness to carry out instructions without hesitation. On set, Ass. Dir. was pronounced Arse Dur, as in Hard Bottom. Apt, since she was known for her hourglass figure and wasp waist. Anju’s black swan wing bangs had dramatic dyed-in white streaks. Tinted Lennon Spex covered what being awake for sixty-two hours at a time across shooting days did to her eyes.

New sides meant more for Chrissie to learn. Eleanor Wynter hated names, places and dates important to the story. Muffing them meant pricey retakes. The solution was to offload such gubbins onto WPC Purkiss. If worst came to the worst, Chrissie could flip her notebook and read out plot points like a speak-your-weight machine.

Chrissie couldn’t see any Perky lines on the pink pages.

This had happened before. Suddenly, despite doing the homework, she had nothing to say. The camera would be on Jill di Ferrante, looking at a corpse. The bright light was famous for running through her four expressions in succession.

Loulee’s facework would be out of focus in long shots.

Anju got out of Chrissie’s way but Practical Effects Pete held her up. He lugged a contraption which resembled a Hoover turned inside-out and fitted with a firehose nozzle.

A stretch of the Limehouse Cut had been taken over. Prop police tape marked the staged area by the canal. Location tape further back made an outer rim. Two divers in squeaky wetsuits sat on packing cases. Chrissie didn’t know whether they were guest cast or safety providers.

The grass verge crackled with frost.

It was January, so the effect might have been real first thing. Hours after sunrise, it was spray-on and extended halfway up the wall.

Practical Effects Pete raised his contraption and splurged Chrissie’s midriff with spun sugar. If any got in her mouth, months of celery and distilled water would go to waste.

‘I’m not scenery,’ she protested.

Pete and Anju looked at each other. Chrissie was suddenly queasier than the pre-pink pages demanded.

Anju held up a board with a multicoloured, annotated master script clipped to it. The AD was the only one on the production team with the whole equation of Letsby in her head.

‘No, Perky, you’re a prop,’ she said.

Everyone called Chrissie by her character name on set. The credits rolled so quickly few learned who Christine Chambers was. Three out of four times, the tabs tagged her as ‘Perky’ in clicks. It was not the dream but whingeing was no earthly use.

Loulee jogged up with her portable kit. Ready for an argument.

‘Anything sprayed on Chrissie and I’m doing the spraying,’ she said.

‘It’s effects not make-up,’ said Pete.

He had a bad case on Loulee. The only courtship display he was up to involved being contradictory while not looking her in the eye. And taking up van space with mystery boxes.

‘My girl is talent,’ said Loulee.

‘Not on the pink sheets, she isn’t.’

Anju showed Loulee the script.

‘Ah,’ said Loulee, not happy.

‘What is it?’ Chrissie asked.

She scanned the pink pages again and couldn’t see any Perky lines. It was just Jill looking at...

... not a doppeldeader of her late husband.

The corpse of WPC Sandra Purkiss.

Sandra. Finally, a first name! Really finally.

Perky was to be killed. No, had been killed.

Case closed. Or, rather, case opened. Solution on Friday.

Loulee said things in Mandarin and French. Tone of voice made her meaning clear. She expressed a strong opinion. Ralf and Pete – helper elves themselves, essentially – couldn’t publicly agree. Backchatter on Whispers would be less inhibited.

Chrissie couldn’t complain. It was in her contract that she not complain. She wanted to be sick. How was that for acting? Perky was queasy.

Adrian Jah, aka Captain Floppy, was ten yards away, nodding as Eleanor Wynter talked up at him. The bright light stood on one of her Nelly Boxes but the director was still taller by four inches. For supposed asthma, Nelly wore a fog-mask with tinted goggles. A loudspeaker grille amplified her voice. She looked and sounded like an insect totem cutthroat. Lady Locust. Queen Wasp.

Jah saw Chrissie out of the corner of his eye and covered his face. He was not happy. He couldn’t deal with complications while the afternoon evaporised. His purpose in life was that Letsby go out three times a week. This was the last location of a short day and they’d lose the light before teatime. Brutes were not in the budget.

Eleanor saw Chrissie approaching.

‘She doesn’t look dead enough,’ said the bright light. ‘Make her deader. She’s been shot in the face with an icicle gun.’

Pete raised his sprayer. Loulee put her hand over the nozzle.

‘Don’t you dare,’ she said.

Chrissie was already frozen inside.

This was the end. The prang of all prangs.

It was Sparkling Eyes all over again. Chrissie gloomily supposed the discontinued actress – whose name was lost to memory and Hawkshaw – would be glad of the company. Chrissie had shed no tears for her predecessor. Some other eager spark would answer the prop phone – unless Nelly had script input and decided a telepathic pot plant or a self-aware Squawk Box could do the job just as well.

Pete Two, Pete’s assistant, was using an industrial size spun-sugar splurger to create a frosty nest between a jetty and a barge.

‘Dial your agent,’ said Loulee.

Yes, she should. But her arms hung limp.

‘No dialling on set,’ said Captain Floppy. ‘Perky, if you please...’

He indicated the frost cradle. She was supposed to lie in it.

Eleanor made a gun gesture. Pete gave Chrissie fair warning to shut her mouth and eyes then sprayed her in the face. Spun sugar went up her nose. Ghost sweetness prickled the back of her throat.

Loulee punched Pete in the arm. He’d have a bruise.

‘Perky, you’ve been frapped,’ said the director. ‘Could we have a fixed expression of shock and surprise, with a glint of recognition? Frozen cheerful. Never forget the perkiness. You knew your killer. That’s an important beat for Friday’s episode.’

Chrissie knew who her killer was all right.

Eleanor looked this way and that, unsatisfied. Perky still wasn’t dead enough. Her head was on the right-way round. The neck should be broken so Chrissie would be chest up/face down. Captain Floppy cough-harrumphed. He understood how long it would take make-up and practical effects to fix a head-twisting.

Eleanor took off her fog mask and folded it away. The bright light didn’t wear blue serge. Her outfits were Stán originals. She rated three costume changes every twenty-five minute episode. WDS Jill di Ferrante had been known to switch visuals in the middle of a chase. For this crime scene, she wore an arctic foxfur jumpsuit cinched with a silverlink belt and matching cap. Her visual was Yeti’s Trophy Girlfriend.

Chrissie allowed herself to be arranged inside the corpse outline. Once she was in place more spun-sugar was applied.

Loulee shoved Pete aside.

‘Let’s give you big blue lips,’ she whispered. ‘No one can argue with a frapped face having frosty sparkles.’

Loulee found tears in the corners of her friend’s eyes and removed them with a wet-wipe.

‘Don’t let it show,’ she whispered.

Chrissie was in frapped mode now – face stiff, limbs set.

‘Yes, that’s the ticket,’ said Jah. ‘Those frozen eyes. They’ll haunt viewers.’

‘I wouldn’t recommend a close-up,’ said Eleanor. ‘Not at quarter past six. Put people off their steak and kidney pudding. I can sell it with a look of anguish.’

She pulled her Number Two Expression. More smug triumph than anguish.

Captain Floppy nodded agreement but made a secret sign to Camera Clare. Chrissie saw the lens iris as CC stole a close-up. Eleanor seldom sat in on the edit so Perky might get a final shot without Nelly in the way. One for the clip reel.

Eleanor hopped off her box and played the scene.

WDS di Ferrante had a long verbal. Eleanor tongue-tripped in the same place three times before an acceptable take was in the can. The frogmen did noddies but it was a Jill scene. Nelly made deductions and vowed vengeance. Every plod at Dark Green was on duty until the scrote responsible was nicked.

‘Poor Peaky,’ said Eleanor. ‘We owe it to her to do all we can and seventy five per cent more.’

She then denied she’d got it wrong, even when it was played back – and wouldn’t say the line again.

It got colder and dimmer. Chill seeped up from the canal. Chrissie’s fibreglass float felt like real ice. Fog got in her eyes and stung. Even after Captain Floppy was satisfied, Eleanor wanted more ‘moments’ – to-camera close-up looks. Nelly’s Nutters loved those. Fans spliced hours and hours of ‘moments’ into medleys, edited to spacey beat tracks.

Chrissie fell asleep. If the corpse snored, too bad.
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[image: Open Single Quote]IT’S ALWAYS ABOUT WHAT’S BEST FOR THE STORY. That’s the real bright light of Letsby Avenue – the story, what happens, what comes next. No one character or actor is more important. Right now the story is Jill di Ferrante. Who she is, what she wants, who she cares for, what she’ll find out. I’m as keen as any viewer to learn the answers. I tear through scripts when they come in from our supremely talented writing staff – even if they’re late, or have pink, yellow, purple and white on black pages.

‘I’m on a journey with Jill.

‘When we began, we couldn’t have known where it would lead. The implosion shook us all. Me most of all. Not a week goes by when I don’t miss my telly husband and telly boyfriend and the others lost along the road. Or in a canal. I’ve so many more sides to learn now. It’s a challenge.

‘I am consulted about future developments but Red-Tel have the final say. They’ve been extremely understanding and often seek my input, which is super of them but also clever. I can’t claim to have written a line of Letsby but I have rephrased a few. It’s the mystery of Jill. Now there’s this thing with Peaky. Iced to death, poor thing. She’ll be missed. But that’s the story, isn’t it? It rolls on... a savage beast, which must be tamed. It’s all in the Turning of the Wheel.’





[image: Christine and the Crocks]

SHE WOKE UP IN THE DARK. SHE WAS COLD AND WET, lying in foul-tasting fog.

‘Uck,’ she said.

Chrissie unkinked herself and stood. Crusts of sugar frost fell away.

The taping had moved on. WDS Jill was finding clues scene of the crime experts had missed. The way the writers had it, Dark Green scene of the crime experts wouldn’t notice a confession written in neon on the side of a barge. That left it to Nelly to work out the week’s solution with an ‘ah-hah!’ and a gaze to camera.

Only Pete Two was left to guard Chrissie’s frapped body.

Her glower dissuaded the lad from expressing an opinion.

She was going home.

She wasn’t on the Circuit tonight. It was Wednesday (In Studio) tomorrow and she would be on call.

Except she wouldn’t.

If there was an autopsy, they could tape it with a mannequin.

When DI di Ferrante and Toy Boy Terry imploded, the credits ran without music over slowmo clips of the characters in livelier days. Perky wouldn’t rate that. She was another statistic. A MAW with the A kicked out of her. A MW. Maybe just a W. Thanks to Nelly the Serial Killer.

Chrissie scraped rinds of fake frost from her tunic. She was about to lick her fingers when her Vone flared.

Her celery stash was in the Cattle Car.

A lick of sugar wouldn’t hurt. Who’d know?

She was already off Letsby.

Loulee had told her to dial her agent. Eleanor Wynter was a Schilling Banner Client so Chrissie knew how that conversation would go.

If she kept quiet, she might be placated with another gig.

She’d be lucky to get an actual support socks advert.

Throwing herself in the canal seemed an option. Her first screen role had been ‘Drowning Girl’ in a public information film. That would be flagged in her obits.

The fog was up to her waist now. Thick around her feet, so she had to be careful not to step off the towpath but gauzy above that. She heard the slow flow of the canal.

She wasn’t frozen anymore. Measured anger and despair gave her a core of warmth. She wasn’t tired either. Playing dead had given her a chance at an afternoon nap. She had the beginnings of a night-buzz. Was Garn dosing her celery? Or was it phases of the moon? She couldn’t be a werewolf. Loulee would do her nut if she had to brush Chrissie’s face fur and blot her wet snout three nights a month.

Someone small ran out of the fog and smacked into her.

A little face looked up and cried tears of relief.

‘A police,’ said the child, who wore a white parka and hat. ‘We’re saved.’

‘Hold on,’ Chrissie began.

But she was hugged tightly around her blue serge hips.

Her nightsight improved. She’d noticed that lately too. She could even see through London Smudge.

Up ahead, under a bridge, people gathered around another little girl in a white outfit – miniature of the clobber Nelly was sporting in the afternoon’s shoot. The child couldn’t run. Someone taller held her shoulders. The kid-grabber had a knobbly silhouette head. Other shapes in the shadows wore oversize hats. Spouts stuck out of some foreheads.

Crocks.

It started with avoidables barred from a Lyons Cyber House for antisocial behaviour. The voids hung about on the pavement outside the caff wearing tea-cosies, petitioning to be let back in categorised as crockery rather than customers. Cosies gave way to soft felt teapots with handles, spouts and googley eyes. Crock girls teased beehive hairdos into cup-shapes and had braided handles stuck out the side. When crocks stepped up the antisocial, the swanks stopped running features on crock fashions and the tabs started tagging them as a problem gangcult.

Marcus Milner of the Coterie called himself Dr Crockery. He was one of several style pioneers who claimed to be the original Crock. Chrissie and Loulee gave him a hard time when the first reports of crock scraps came in. For Marcus, it was all about clips and clicks. He didn’t even go to Lyons – which he said were refuges for urchins who couldn’t afford a Vone. But he cashed telly fees for appearances on Scene Machine as spokesman for the lifestyle and wouldn’t condemn crockery violence. He wore the biggest, stupidest foam rubber teapots. They had to be squashed when he went through revolving doors.

Marcus Milner, was, in fact, a void.

But Dr Crockery was multiple layers removed from street crocks. He was in green rooms handing out contact details, not under bridges robbing schoolgirls.

The tall crock stepped out from a shadow, shuffling the other little girl before him. His hat was shaped like Battersea Power Station. His face was painted like red velvet cake, eyes and mouth outlined in strawberry icing.

‘They took our Vones,’ said the girl hugging Chrissie. ‘And won’t give them back.’

The painted cake smiled. His eyes glistened.

The crockpot was on jabs. They made your eyeballs drool.

And bestowed limited abilities. Mostly, the jabbed were strong and didn’t much feel it when punched in the face. Not who you wanted to get into a scrap with. Especially if they were vicious voids in the first place.

‘We have clicks of Nelly on our Vones,’ the girl went on. ‘We were watching the taping.’

The little girls – nine or ten – were Nelly Nutters. Poor mites.

‘We don’t care about the Vones,’ said the captive girl. ‘They’re only cheap ones. We just want the Nelly clicks. I’d like my purse back. There’s no money in it but it’s a nice one Nana gave me for Christmas.’

‘I’d like my purse back and the money in it,’ said Chrissie’s girl, as if talking to Santa. ‘And my Vone with the Nelly clicks.’

‘Oh no, it’s a police,’ said a crock with a lemon drizzle face. His tone was mocking. ‘A V2R vera... a rozzette... Fiona the Filth. I’m so, so afraid. Please Missy Pretty Policey, tell me the time and cuff me round the ear...’

Chrissie held up her hand. She still wore the prop stunglove.

... which could have been the real one if she’d asked Loulee for it.

She might be able to bluff this out. If the crocks were too jabbed not to spot a prop and not jabbed enough not to care about a stunning.

‘Are you going to arrest them and put them in Devil’s Dyke and make them give us back our Vones?’ asked her new friend.

‘No, she isn’t,’ said Battersea Teapot.

‘But she is. She’s a police.’

‘No she’s not. Are you, Perky?’

Just her grot luck to run into a crock who was a Letsby viewer.

The girl stopped hugging her and stood away. She looked up at Chrissie, puzzling out that the face she saw out of focus through tears was the same one she saw out of focus behind her favourite bright light three nights a week.

It was a toss-up whether the kid was disappointed Chrissie wasn’t a real police or ecstatic to meet someone only one remove from Nelly herself.

‘We’ll be having your Vone and pocket money too, Perky.’

This was an aces end to an aces day.

Motes glinted in the fog around her. She was puzzled but didn’t have more than a moment to think about it.

Her prop stunglove crackled like the real thing. Had Practical Effects Pete rigged it? A violet flash sharply defined the cake-painted faces of six crocks. Lemon Drizzle, Rum Baba, Fondant Fancy, Custard Slice. A crock girl got up as a cake stand.

The crockpot’s head snapped back as if he’d been slapped.

Blood, richer than strawberry jam, poured out of his nose.

Chrissie felt ergs building up in her – that night-buzz! – and had to get rid of it.

Her ungloved hand crackled and darkness came out of it in a blurt – like ink spilled on a picture, blotting everything out.

Lemon Drizzle came at her with a nunchuck of oversize teaspoons. Violet lightning struck his chain. He jumped into the canal like a galvanised frog. He splashed and glugged, disturbing surface mist.

When the Letsby gig came up, Chrissie had booked a self-defence class at Sunny Gym, anticipating scenes in which Perky wrestled jabbed crims or rugby-tackled gangcult operants wearing bomb-weskits. In the class, she was repeatedly slammed onto a sweaty mat. The instructor was working off grudges. If there were an entrance exam for the School of Hard Knocks, she failed. Then again, the only close combat Perky got to do was with the prop telephone cord.

So why was Chrissie winning this scrap?

Purple lightning struck, again. She moved swiftly and hit hard.

When she came out of it, there was broken crockery on the ground.

One of the little girls had her Vone back and was pointing its camera at her.
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JASMINE WORE BLACK AND RICHARD WORE WHITE. SHE sat while he stood.

‘The GEIST hypothesis is such a satisfying delusion a true paranoid would suspect it was engineered,’ he reasoned. ‘It’s believable. It explains much. Makes sense of a baffling world. If there really were an all-powerful cabal of dreadful people out to wreck everything, we’d have someone to blame. We’d have a road map to solving the world’s worries. Smash GEIST and utopia ensues. That’s why it’s hard to give up the delusion... to see things as they really are. Complicated. Difficult. Inconclusive.’

‘But GEIST are real,’ she said. ‘You know that.’

‘Were real. Yes, of course. I’ve seen the files. Including the horror comics MI5 and MI6 won’t show each other. The top secret gen. But they’re not real now. The last satrapy was broken up years ago. We only have a ghost of GEIST, a bogeyman for the feeble-minded. Like me.’

She did not sigh – no matter how much she wanted to.

She and Richard had been doing this dance for years. His delusion would be dispelled but return in altered form. No argument stood against it. No evidence overturned it. As he said, the best delusions were satisfying. They met needs and gave answers. They gave comfort.

He named his own syndrome. The GEIST Delusion Delusion.

In his poor misled mind, he believed they were not out to get him.

Which they were. They were out to get everyone. GEIST had been more active than ever these last few years. A satrapy in Weston-Super-Mare opened a portal to the Purple last Boxing Day and unleashed a wave of Magenta Meanies on the Mendips. It took the British Lions and the Reddleman working fractiously together to shut that nightmare down.

The name of Richard Jeperson was high on the GEIST list of People to be Got.

It was possible they had got Richard. Look where he was.

Though her understanding was that, after all he’d seen and done, he’d got himself. It became all too much.

She felt that too. One day, they might change places.

She’d be the patient and he’d be the head-shrinker.

Really, it was his place to sit. He preferred to walk and talk, pacing his room, wrestling phantoms.

She got off the couch.

No more Wagon Wheels on the plate. Had Richard eaten even one?

‘We’ll revisit this,’ she said.

He smiled, comfortable in his conviction that he was cured.

But wrong. He needed his paranoia back.

Richard Jeperson was a national hero. But not a cloak.

He was only slightly enlightened. His empathic, intuitive abilities – always latent – became more acute after Never Mind. He couldn’t read minds but knew how people felt. A useful facility for a therapist, if the turnabout happened. He’d never been famous like Magic Ian or Poltergirl. He didn’t have a trade-name. He didn’t wear a mask, except at certain parties. His exploits were recorded in sealed archives. He’d earned medals he couldn’t wear in public.

After three days’ scrap, with half the Splendid Six lost to injury, Richard Jeperson had won the Battle of Battersea single-handed. He’d commandeered Jasmine’s autogiro and flown it through the Eye of the Octopiranha. He’d tagged Sir Hector Harrap, the Mole of the Mall, minutes before the traitor could deliver schematics of the Channel Defence Dinghies to the GEIST satrap on Sark. In coronation year, Richard thwarted three separate regicide plots. Queen Vee offered him a knighthood. He declined the K with respect.

He had dismantled successive GEIST regimes, taking them off the board satrapy by satrapy... only to find the enemy regrouped. GEIST never ran short of bad ideas and worse people.

The absurd, Sisyphean struggle eventually told.

Now Richard believed his whole career in public service a delusion.

His room was on the White Corridor, the Most Secure wing of the Secure Hospital.

Jasmine wouldn’t resign from Devil’s Dyke so long as Richard was here.

They’d been close once. Now, when he looked at her, he only saw Dr Chambers. In his delusion, he’d blanked her other face. It was easy to forget the mask. The last time she wore it – and night-coat, boots and britches – was here. An attempt to shock Richard into his senses. He was just puzzled. Since then, she’d tendered her resignation to the Shadow Cabinet, folded her uniform, retired her trade-name and mothballed the autogiro.

Exit Lady Shade. A cloak no more.

She could still be of public service.

Richard’s room was white. Walls, floor tiles, ceiling, plastic chairs, sheets. In place of a window was a white lighting panel. Patients on the White Corridor wore white hooded robes, loose white trousers and white elastic-sided shoes. Richard listened to atonal minimalism on white vinyl and read books with white slip-covers. He watched black and white films on the telly.

Colour was too painful.

In her black tailored scrubs, Jasmine was a scarecrow in this milky limbo. She was concerned the visual was too close to her cloak costume. Some patients had negative associations with Lady Shade. She’d put cutthroats in here.

The monochromia was Sewell Head’s idea. She wasn’t convinced of its therapeutic value.

The director had to consider control before cure. Devil’s Dyke’s brief was to be more Secure than Hospital. Considering the White Corridor roll-call, it was the best policy. But Jasmine couldn’t think of herself as a zoo-keeper. She had to hope she was helping.

In private practice, her specialism was treating those who lived through the moment of Never Mind – as she had, at ten years old – and found it hard to keep the world before and the world after connected in their internal narrative. Minds got blown to bits and put back together in new configurations. Most benefited but a few really didn’t. Half a century on, it was a much-studied field.

Some believed they’d wake up one morning and the mess of miracles would be back in its box. The fifty-plus-year trip had really lasted only as long as an album side. It’d still be 1972. The record would finish, needle ticking in the groove beyond the unlisted mantra after the last track. They’d be in their childhood bedroom or at a school disco or in the park with a transistor radio. It was a dream, put in their heads by the bloody Beatles. A blunter, more common syndrome than Richard’s personalised method of tuning out reality. Sufferers believed they alone knew the truth. Group therapy was risky. Individual delusion threatened to become a movement. She monitored Peophole Purviews and Personals Presences to keep an eye on that. If it suited them, people could disbelieve anything.

There were intricate, complicated, overlapping fantasies of what the real world was like outside the Never Mind effect. Few appealed to Jasmine, but her circumstances were special. Like Richard with his latent psychic radar, she wasn’t completely unprepared for the changes. She had a family tradition. Her grandparents, Kentish Glory and the original Dr Shade, wore night-masks and worked under trade-names decades before music from another plane splashed tins of psychoactive psychedelic paint over everything. Thanks to them, Jasmine was born prematurely enlightened.

Richard turned on the telly and got absorbed by a black and white play made in the 1960s. People in kitchens arguing, in factories working, in wars carrying-on. No cutthroat mindmaster scheming to boil the Archguru of Canterbury’s brain by focusing on a meteor crystal like in real life. Jasmine was semi-addicted to that channel too, though the grey world of her primary school years was as remote a memory as old money. She’d grown up under dayglo skies, even if her own path wound into the dark.

She checked Richard’s charts. He was in perfect physical health. For a pensioner, he was a miracle. An extended prime of life was a common benefit of the New Victorian Era. A gift of Never Mind few wanted to return in the January sales. She didn’t look her calendar age either.

He had no after-effects from his many injuries. Not physically. The enlightened were generally hardy as oak trees.

She gave his hand a squeeze and left him to his programme.
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BAILEY AND LENKA SAID PERKY WAS THEIR NEW co-favourite on Letsby. The girls learned her real name and dialled in to her Peophole Purview for Clicks and Clips. They said they’d keep up with her on the Personals.

Chrissie knew better than to tell them what was happening to Perky the week after next. She also dodged questions about Eleanor Wynter. Some Lights shone so Bright they got away with foibles which would prang a lesser spark. Nelly was protected by the Powers That Be. So much was invested in her that inconveniences were taken care of. Grot clicks evaporised... Misspoken quips deleted... Supporting Regulars with nascent fan clubs discontinued.

Chrissie had other things on her mind. Like... violet lightning!

She’d never have believed that on the day of her discontinuance, her date with Next Tuesday was not top story on her front page. Perky’s death ran below the fold, between the Smudge Warning and today’s lottery numbers.

Headline of the day was What Happened Under the Bridge.

She hadn’t killed anyone – which for a horrid moment she thought she might have. The crocks weren’t going to be good for much for weeks, though. Not that being good for anything was part of the crock lifestyle.

The Cakestand was least injured but didn’t take the opportunity to vanish in the fog. She stuck around to look after her moaning gangmates – while giving them a hard time about their poor showing in the scrap.

Chrissie posed for clicks with Bailey and Lenka. She let Bailey wear her WPC hat.

The Cakestand, receiver of swag, handed back purses. Lenka wanted to kick foam-rubber teapot heads for larfs. Chrissie persuaded her that wasn’t the dream.

So she was a role model now. Miss No Excessive Violence.

The Cakestand was about Chrissie’s own age. The crock girl was embarrassed to look her in the eye, as if they vaguely knew each other from Draycott’s or Sgt Pepper Night at Fakers but couldn’t remember whether they got on. Considering her choice of gangcult, they probbo didn’t.

With Lenka’s Vone, Chrissie dialled 999. The real police said they’d be round sharpish. An unskippable survey delayed the hang-up. She stabbed random numbers to give ratings on how satisfied or unsatisfied she was with the service rendered by the Metropolitan Police. A civ hiding under the sofa while burglars ransacked their house would have been highly unsatisfied at being forced to fill in a survey when they had much else on their mind. The survey shut down cheerfully with – what else? – an up-tempo version of the Letsby Avenue theme.

Chrissie should slip away before the constabulary wanted an explanation. Her Perky hat didn’t give her a licence to clout crims. No matter what the girls said, she was liable to be accused of affray. Impersonating a police officer was a serious offence. Being a bogus bogey with violet lightning might go down less well than just being a robbing crock. They were regular voids, not unusual individuals.

Was she unusual? Enlightened, even.

She didn’t know. She still felt a night-buzz.

Everyone wonders whether they’ll grow up enlightened. Chrissie and Loulee were mad about it when they were Bailey and Lenka’s age. They spun fantasies about abilities they’d develop, costumes they’d wear and trade-names they’d take as a cloak-companion team. They settled on Glamour Girl and Sparky, then had a three-day row about who was who. Eunice Uglow’s example made them rethink. Pyro Pixie had to take her O Levels in a Secure Hospital. Deffo not the dream. They hung up imaginary cloaks. The Circuit seemed safer and required no abilities beyond putting on a happy face and keeping a trim figure.

Did Chrissie generate electricity like Shock Jock? Away from the bridge, she tried to conjure lightning. She rubbed her fingers together in the air.

Nothing happened.

She felt no different.

She looked at the canal. Did she feel a pull of the water?

Crumps, what if her enlightenment involved an animal totem? A common circumstance. Look at Flat Cat or the Cuckoo.

She could not bear to be Electric Eel Girl.

She imagined a green wetsuit, glistening and form-fitting – with a jagged bolt across the chest. Twenty minutes to get out of it if she needed a wee. Bug-eye goggles. Fins down the back. Unenviable and unfanciable – not even companion material. She’d get stuck with being the Goofy One in a Kid Kloak Krewe like the Double Deckers. She’d prefer to be a civ, ta very much.

She didn’t feel voltage now. Only her usual night-buzz.

In the scrap, Chrissie had known instinctively where to hit. She hadn’t learned that from one wretched morning being duffed up at Sunny Gym.

Had Chrissie been temporarily possessed? Puppeteered?

She hadn’t seemed like herself.

Though she didn’t sense anyone else string-pulling. She didn’t think she was an operant.

Was she bonded to Bailey and Lenka, liable to be pulled across space and time whenever they were in a pretty pickle? She had a feeling the girls – who must have bunked off school to spend the afternoon pestering the Letsby shoot – were often in trouble. She didn’t want to be the rescue resource whenever they hadn’t done their homework or got teased by big boys in the playground.

She got to the Cattle Car. Someone had spray-painted ‘Justice for Jesmond’ on it.

No one was minding the shop so it was locked. Loulee had let Chrissie in on the trick of opening the van with three taps and a kick. She gained entry and took off her blue serge sack for the last time. Not a thing she’d miss but her eyes went wet. She changed into civ clobber – oversized hooded windbreaker from Präno, linen trousers from Rags, Bull Boots.

She hung up the WPC cap then decided to keep it and popped it into a Briteway Stores bag. With job prospects circling the plughole, she might put it on Going for a Song and hope someone in Pervs for Perky had deep pockets.
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SHE WAS ON THE BOOKS AS GENERAL SLAP-AND-DEFRUMP merchant, not Christine Chambers’ personal beauty elf. But she supposed killing off Perky meant she’d get her cards too. Still, she had to work out the shift.

She kept her head down for the last half-hour of filming – which, as flaming usual, took an hour and a half. Eleanor Wynter made a meal of moody looks to camera when the red light was on and complained when it wasn’t. Having swallowed a live mouse, she had a jab-buzz and wanted many, many takes.

During not-much-happening spells, Loulee found it hard to ignore the ghosts.

Today’s uninvited guest was Ninurmahmeš, not one of the particularly useful spectres. The tall, thin woman stood by the canal, fog threading through her. If she took it into what was left of her mind, she could walk on the scummy water. Many ghosts were wary of showing off. They were rebels, rogues and harpies in life but stick out a Keep Off the Grass sign and they bee-well kept off the grass.

Ninurmahmeš had lived between circa 1355 and circa 1326 BC in Beth Shemesh, near Jerusalem. Loulee got the dates from Hawkshaw. The ghost wore a green dress and a circlet of what looked like coins. Her hands were a different shade of brown to her face. Her name meant ‘Lady of the Lions’ but her party piece wasn’t wild beast-related. In life, she had perfected a process for tanning hides. Ninurmahmeš, poor love, talked a lot about hides. It was more or less her only topic.

Loulee thought of it as monversation, an extended sub-audial ‘how-to’ on the ins and outs of skinning, flensing and tanning. Dog muck was a key ingredient. The lecture was soothing, almost lulling. Only cold and fog-sting kept her awake.

The Smudge made Nelly’s eyes water too.

Loulee was needed for touch-ups. She tuned Ninurmahmeš out and hopped to.

Adrian Jah told Loulee to trace a single tear track on the bright light’s cheek. Jill di Ferrante was deeply affected by whatever her name was getting frosticled. It was Eleanor Wynter’s fault her character had no one to open up to. She’d had WDS Jill’s family, lovers and companions written out. Soon, there’d only be Canteen Cathy left.

Loulee hesitated before doing anything to Nelly’s face.

The bright light had her own dedicated staff. Demarcation was a big thing in telly. Channels went off the air over disputes about whether a quiz show light-up scoreboard was a prop or an effect. Loulee sought clarification but Captain Floppy frowned a ‘get on with it’ look at her. They were losing visibility.

Loulee approached Nelly. Alarums did not sound. Stungloves were not clapped on her shoulders. A powdered cheek was presented.

Was this a trick? Touching the sacred fizzog might give Red-Tel grounds for getting shot of Loulee. Equally, hesitation or refusal might trigger no-redundancy-pay dismissal.

Following orders was the least risky option.

And – secret weapon! – she didn’t want the job anyway. Not after they’d pranged Chrissie. If they didn’t sack her, she’d split.

Loulee thought of writing ‘Evil Witch’ on Eleanor Wynter’s forehead but made do with turning the tear-track into a rude ideograph. Năiniú, ie: cow. Even Chinese viewers wouldn’t make it out. But it was a gesture.

Chrissie must be fuming. This was knockback of the year. And it was only January.

Her friend had bet her purse on the MAW number. This could be the end of the gap year-and-quite-a-few-months.

It was time to tell Chrissie about the Ghost Lantern.

Loulee had held back because Chrissie had so much on her metaphorical plate (what with the Coterie, the Circuit and Letsby) and so little on her actual plate (what with the flaming celery) that letting her in on the spook sitch seemed like giving her extra grief she didn’t need. There were precedents. Chrissie hadn’t told Loulee about Garn till they’d been sort-ofs for three months. Sometimes, news went over better if saved up for a spell. Excitement built. If an item cooled or went bust before it was shared, no harm was done.

The Ghost Lantern was above the fold news, though.

It had taken up most of Loulee’s spare time in the last five months. She’d opened a cupboard in her flat and found a Chinese lantern. It cast thin light with no apparent flame. When she turned around, she was not alone. Her first ghost was Yvyra, a Guarani who lived in the late 1500s in a jungle which was now part of Paraguay. She had climbed trees and thrown poison-tipped darts at Jesuits and conquistadors.

Loulee tossed a saucepan through the ghost’s head to no effect. She noticed Yvyra’s large, flexible feet. Her own toes twitched in her slippers as if they’d become prehensile. The only climbable thing in the flat was a wardrobe. She scrambled up it with an ease pre-Lantern Loulee couldn’t have matched.

When Yvyra was with her, Loulee could climb walls which seemed to offer no hand-holds. She knew which flowers and moulds mixed to make poison. Anyone out to colonise Holloway Road would get a shock. Conquistadors might swarm off the Overground at Highbury & Islington but their advance would be checked by darts from above.

When a ghost was about, Loulee was good at whatever the woman had been good at in life. Her ghosts were all women. With proper knives – and poo from a particular breed of North African cur fed on a diet of dates and olives – Loulee could take Eleanor Wynter’s face off and fashion it into a tanned mask.

That might not strictly be called for.

When a ghost’s party piece was something now considered immoral or illegal, Loulee had qualms. Being a whizz at sums like Eupraxia Leonides was handy. Even being mistress of the cavalry sabre like Oghulqaimish had helped once or twice. Too many ghosts were good at things with limited contemporary application. Or would get her in trouble. If Dolly Filch manifested, Loulee’s fingers itched to steal. The Filcher qualified for the Lantern because of her unparalleled skill at picking pockets. In 1803, aged eight, she was hanged outside Newgate Prison. Dying young made stronger ghosts. After fighting off Dolly’s fluence, Loulee had to return small items she’d snaffled.

With the final moody look in the can, Anjulie Glas crossed off the last pink page and announced that the day was done. Happy grumbles from the crew.

Loulee took out her Vone to dial Chrissie.

‘Who’s that dreadful woman in fancy dress?’ demanded Eleanor Wynter. ‘With the tiara of chocolate pennies. She kept getting in my eyeline. Set security ought to be higher priority. I’ve had stalkers, you know. Flan-flingers, even.’

Unpopular names often took a flan to the face. Popular ones too.

Anjulie hadn’t seen the woman Nelly meant.

‘She was right there. Dressed for a Nativity play.’

The bright light pointed at a swirling absence in the fog.

Ninurmahmeš wasn’t there – but had been.

Had Eleanor Wynter seen the ghost?

Until now, only Loulee saw her Lantern visitors. Early on, she’d mistaken one or two of the more anonymously dressed spirits for women who happened to be standing around. Were the ghosts – or just Ninurmahmeš – becoming apparent to other people? Nelly being sensitive to anything would rate a headline.

Another development. Hard to keep up with it all.

This must have been how everyone felt in the 1970s, after Never Mind. Every day, some new marvel.

Eleanor retired to the Wynter Palace. Loulee sort of hoped Nelly’s personal paint-stripper recognised a cow ideograph when they saw one.

When the bright light was gone, Ninurmahmeš reappeared.

So she knew she’d been seen and had taken steps not to be.

Loulee’s understanding of the Ghost Lantern was fuzzy. She wished there’d been a book of instructions in the cupboard.

Best policy – she decided – was to stay away from Eleanor Wynter.

Which shouldn’t be difficult and wasn’t any sort of sacrifice.

Nelly could find her own lantern if she wanted ghosts – which, from what she said, she didn’t.

The Letsby crew choked in fog. As they packed up equipment, there was hacking and complaining. Another day had run long. Loulee and Chrissie usually went for an after-work wine-and-whine together. Today they’d need an overnight session. It wasn’t as if Chrissie had to be up early any more days this week. Or next.

She dialled Chrissie and got a recorded message. She sent a blurt.

Maybe Chrissie was back at the Cattle Car. Or beetled off home. She should not be alone.

These days Loulee was never alone. Which put a crimp in her love life. It was hard to flirt while ignoring the indecent advice of Madame Wilcox, a grande horizontale reckoned the most devastating seductress of Paris in the 1870s. Ghost lectures were on a channel only Loulee was tuned to. It could be turned down but not off.

Fresher ghosts were more engaged and engaging. She could have back-and-forth with the best-defined of them. Even the strongest presences faded over the years, to become recorded messages. Some felt themselves dwindling. Ni Tien, a calligrapher from the seventeenth century, said she wasn’t leaking away like tea spilled in sand but funnelling from one place to another. Sobbing Sybil, who predicted everything accurately in life, had a darker view of where the dead fetch up and how they were treated there. Her wick burned so low she was barely a flicker.

Ghosts had many theories. Loulee had imagined they’d know answers but no such luck. They knew things they’d learned in life. How to squeeze venom from toad warts or where the secret coin pocket was in Beau Brummell’s best waistcoat. They were vague about what happened after they were killed. Pretty much all the ghosts had been killed rather than just died.

When her darts ran out, Yvyra was converted to Christianity. She drowned in the Paraná trying to escape forced baptism. Oghulqaimish – whose name meant ‘Next Time a Boy’, suggesting the value twelfth century Mongols put on girl children – took an arrow in the back of the neck from the next-born boy. Her jealous brother wanted the family sabre, which he lost after getting drunk on fermented yak piddle at the funeral. Ninurmahmeš, accused of witchcraft by the exclusively male tanners’ guild of Beth Shemesh, was executed by public stoning.

Loulee’s dream was not to get killed (next week or month or round the corner), preferring to succumb to old age in a distant future when she was ancient. Forty or something.

Loulee did a quick check of her portable touch-up kit. Everything went back into its place. She was running low on tears. You couldn’t just use water because it didn’t show on film so she mixed her own with gelatine. Perfectly safe to drip in people’s eyes. She could register the recipe but Red-Tel might own anything she came up with while on their payroll. She was pleased with the tears, though. It was satisfying to do something well, even in a field so tiny she could brag to few about her tricks. Make-up was her party piece.

The Lantern ghosts were all women with party pieces. They were very good at something requiring talent, practice and patience. Loulee hadn’t registered how good she was at what she did until she understood the Lantern rated her on a level with the artists, craftswomen, athletes, warriors and saints who fuelled its flame. It was as if she’d won a BAFTA she didn’t know she’d been nominated for.

Being chosen by the Lantern wasn’t a wholly wonderful thing.

It hadn’t skipped Loulee’s notice that many of her visitors were turned into ghosts by men who took their talents as personal affronts. Even more depressing was the list of those killed because other women were put out that some clever clogs of a girl or nuisance of an aunt was very good at something. Madame Wilcox was stabbed with a steel hatpin by a wife whose husband she couldn’t even remember seducing. The hubbub – the fractious communion of Lantern ghosts – understood Eleanor Wynter. If spooks could vote, Nelly’s Peophole and Personals scores would plummet. She reminded the ghosts of people they’d known when they were alive – often people they’d known at the end of their lives.

Still, this was the twenty-first century. Killing make-up artists wasn’t common. Today’s evil harpies got you sacked and blacklisted.

Loulee zipped up her case and said her goodbyes.

Practical Effects Pete lingered at the edge of her circle of comfort. He knew this was a bad time to chat her up but his imp of the perverse compelled him. Loulee was not in the mood to let him down gently.

Ninurmahmeš made stone-throwing gestures at the effects man.

‘Loulee,’ said Anjulie, pushing in front of Pete, ‘could you hang on a mo?’

Here come the cards!

She looked over Anjulie’s shoulder. Pete shrank into the fog.

‘Go on, Anju. What’s the latest grief?’

‘Sorry to ask... but could you sign this?’

A clipboard was presented. Loulee scanned text. Her eyes watered. She regretted not wearing fog-goggles.

It was a non-disclosure agreement with her name on it.

She was to pledge to Rediffusion-Televersion on pain of discontinuance, fine and imprisonment not to divulge information which might cast a poor light on Letsby Avenue, Red-Tel or any of the company’s employees or assets, the television industry in general, and Eleanor Wynter in particular. She was not to say, do or think anything – or agree, concur, disseminate, or chortle sayings, doings or thoughts of any other person – which could be construed as critical of Letsby Avenue, Red-Tel or any of the company’s employees or assets, etc. The agreement was backdated to the dawn of time and valid throughout this (or any other) universe until the stars burned out.

Even before she signed the NDA, she’d violated it with the cow character.

‘I’d prefer not to,’ she said.

‘It’s just a formality.’

‘I’m not really formal.’

‘No, it’s verit just a formality. You already signed by inference when you cashed your first wages. You did read the back of the cheque.’

Loulee had known that would haunt her. Enyedi Boglárka, a nineteenth century Hungarian lawyer, had told her as much.

Boglárka was killed by an unethical client. Assuming a woman lawyer must be a total incompetent, he’d hired her to represent him in a case he needed for complicated reasons to lose. She won. He refused to pay her. She challenged him to a duel. He bribed the referee to give her a pistol with a plugged barrel. She died when it exploded. Happily, she’d made a contingency plan. The pastries brought to the duelling field to celebrate her murderer’s victory were poisoned. The referee, the seconds and the litigant expired in agony, leaving a mystery.

She’d known Boglárka was right about the small print on the back of the cheque but needed the money before her Access card bill came due.

She took a pen from Anjulie and wrote ‘Bù kāixīn de xiăo jīnglíng’ above her typed name. She looked at it.

‘That’s a lot of characters for “Louise Ling”.’

She shrugged.

‘What does it really say?’

‘“Unhappy elf.”’

‘It’s a formality. You’re still bound.’

‘Now what?’

‘Congratulations. You’ve been promoted. You’re the new personal make-up artist for Miss Eleanor Wynter.’

That was worse than being fired.

‘I quit,’ she said.

‘Withdrawing labour requires you give thirty weeks’ notice. It’s industry standard.’

Enyedi Boglárka might have had something to say about that. Ninurmahmeš – who hadn’t come up with a convincing argument that a mob of envious tanners shouldn’t bung rocks her way – had nothing useful. You often didn’t get the ghost you needed.

‘This is a Turn of the Wheel, Loulee,’ said Anjulie. ‘Not a punishment. It’s more money. An onscreen credit. Privileges and facilities. Nelly isn’t stupid. Why do you think she’s a name? She’s seen Chrissie Chambers without a Loulee Ling face on and Chrissie Chambers with a Loulee Ling face on and knows the difference. She wants that for herself. And what Nelly wants...’

‘... Loulee does, I get it.’

Though it felt more like being got.
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