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I should be too old for this. Shona looked at the half-packed suitcase. But I am not. A smile spread on their face as they checked the contents so far. Underwear, jeans, shirts, not too many as their would be wearing helper’s shirts mostly, a sheaf of notes on the lesser known guests so they could instigate polite conversation should that become necessary.

Am I overdoing? They stared at the papers. But what if they were actually scheduled as a personal assistant? And there was a lull in the queue? Better safe than sorry. On that notion Shona threw some condoms into the case, followed by toiletries, snacks, and energy drinks. With a sigh they added several writing pads and pens. It was not as if they could do without them, no matter what their plans were.

They should pay me for this, Shona thought as they closed her suitcase. After all I am publishing a mystery series and it is selling okay. Still, it was a far cry from the success of Tim Zacharia whose Draco Dread series sold millions of copies. Not to mention it had been turned into the hugely successful TV show Definitely Dark. Shona regretted that, so far, he had never made it to the moderate Dark Mysteries Convention in Manchester. He was one of the few celebrities of the genre they actually wanted to meet.

The reason Shona would be working was that even though they loved conventions dearly, they rarely had any idea what to do with their time. Working had been the logical conclusion, so Shona had volunteered. And after ten years, they were still not tired of it. Dropping the suitcase beside the door, Shona looked around looking for something they might have forgotten.

Since Shona could think of nothing, they straightened their ponytail in front of the mirror in the hall, stuck out the tongue at the excited brunette looking back, and left.

*   *   *
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“THIS IS THE AUTOGRAPH hall,” Anne gestured around the room. Its walls were lined with booths in which the celebrities would be sitting and signing more or less patiently all day. “Photo Ops are on at the back and to the right. We put schedules up so the visitors can see when a guest has a Q&A, Photo Op, or break. If you are sitting with a guest, please make sure you take the opportunity to have a break as well.”

Subdued giggles came from the group of girls.

“Do not take your break with the guest unless expressly invited,” Anne reproached them immediately. Not that it helped much. The girls’ imaginations had taken off.

It was the same each time with the newbies. Shona smiled to themself and wondered if they had ever been that starry-eyed about working on conventions. Probably. Their crush on James Jameson, who had played a recurring antagonist on the Draco Dread series, had brought forth strange fruit indeed. Fortunately, most of them had never left the confines of Shona's room and had been disposed of piecemeal.

Shona followed the rest of the tour, watching the new faces more than the surroundings. After some time it was all the same. But it was a good way to get a feeling for the new colleagues. And it was something to do.

“I have no idea why you are still attending orientation,” Anne said when they left the autograph hall. “You’ve been doing this for years.”

“I just like to see the location.” Shona shrugged. “It’s nice to know what to expect.”

“I have you down in the shop again,” Anne said almost apologetically. “You’re just of too much help there to waste. If you want to sit-“

“Oh please,” Shona interrupted the older woman. “What would I do sitting with Daniel Rosenberg for a day? Or Ines Layand? Though, if you ever invite Zacharia, I will actually be tempted.” They chuckled. “You might have to pry me off with a crowbar.”

“I’d trust you even with Tim Zacharia, Shon.” Anne put an arm around their shoulder. “You’re too professional to let your fangirl out.”

“From your lips to God's ear,” Shona replied. “I wish I had your trust in my self-control.”

“You did fine, even faced with Jonathan Leiber and if I recall correctly, your crush on him was only equalled by that on James Jameson.”

“Don’t remind me,” Shona laughed. “I was shaking in my boots and could have drowned people in my palm. I still can’t believe he was so nice about it.”

“You let go of his hand and you did not try to smother him with affections. That was more self-control than many others showed.” Anne shook her head. “I’m just glad Lillian and Dave will be there to take care of our headliners.”

“They have an amazing control over the crowd,” Shona agreed. “Is Terry back, too?”

“I have him scheduled as Jameson’s escort.” Anne sighed. “I’m pathetically stretched for volunteers this time. I can’t use half of the new girls for escort. They might take that the wrong way.”

“What did you think calling them ‘escorts’ anyway.” Shona clapped their friend’s back.

“You are not helping, Shon. If you keep this up, I will make sure you do have a shift with Rosenberg.”

“Ah, but would that be more of a punishment for me or for him?”

“You take care and I’ll see you tomorrow.” The coordinator turned towards the information centre. For a moment Shona stood alone. Then they decided to join the other seasoned volunteers in the lounge. They met only a few times a year and catching up was fun.

*   *   *
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MORNINGS SHOULD BE illegal, Shona decided as they tried to roll the kinks out of their neck and shoulders. Conventions were fun, especially the evenings but mornings? Those were a disaster. A tired senior blinked back at them from the mirror. After a shower Shona felt better and hoped that some breakfast would complete her transformation into a human being.

It actually worked. Sipping on their second cup of tea, Shona browsed through the programme for the day. It was full of the usual. Q&As with Daniel Rosenberg taking up the best spot though his show Untimely Ends was an obvious rip-off of Draco Dread. But it was the up and coming thing whereas Draco Dread was over for years now.

And one day, Shona promised herself again, they would find a convention that had Tim Zacharia on the guest list and damn it all, they would be there. For now Shona would content herself with a panel of Erika Palmer. It was rare to find a woman that was writing scripts as well as playing minor roles. And though the majority of the questions would be about her recurring role in 'Do not...' Shona hoped to get some about writing in.

Shona had to clear their break for Palmer's panel with Anne. Though the coordinator probably expected that. They just knew each other too well. And then they'd sell pictures all day long and simmer in the inability to write down their ideas as they came. It was more effective than it sounded and by the time Shona got to a pen the ideas had conglomerated into a mess nobody would ever think of coming up with.

Shona started distributing the pictures. Each guest had a small choice available in case the customers did not bring something for them to sign. They stared at Ines Layand in her highly impracticable outfit from 'Night Shift'. At least it had enough pockets to make the amount of gear she lugged around marginally believable.

“I cannot believe it,” some of the new girls arrived, chatting as they went to get their shirts and badges. “Motorcycle accident. That must be so bad.”

“And on his way here, too,” another chimed in. “So bad.”

“I hear he was on duty for escort,” the first said. “I wonder who for.”

There was a guilty silence before hopeful whispers were exchanged. Shona was worried for Terry who was an enthusiastic biker. But Anne was already on her way, followed by a small cloud of people. As soon as she reached the stand, the cloud grew by the number of new girls. And though Shona knew the face they were gathering around, the news on Terry kept it from actually registering.

“Anne! I heard-”

“I am so sorry,” Anne interrupted her with a hug. “It is indeed Terry. But he was lucky. Only a few scrapes, cracked ribs, and a broken leg. He is in hospital now, waiting for the cast.”
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