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For many years, Ade Simmons has been an outsider, trapped in an abusive relationship, seeking sanctuary in his job as a radio producer and in the checklists he makes in an attempt to regain control of his sorry excuse of a life.

Actor Kris Johansson is patient, gentle and passionate – everything Ade’s ex-boyfriend is not. When Kris takes a role in one of Ade’s plays, the attraction is mutual and instant. It is the turning point for Ade. He can either stay on the same path, with Fergus, the bully who has repressed, used and isolated him from his friends and family, or he can look in the other direction, towards Kris, the handsome actor with family and friends who readily accept him.

But Fergus will not give up his punchbag so easily. Can Ade finally find the strength to fight back?

* * * * *

Part of the Hiding Behind The Couch series. This story falls chronologically during the second half of The Harder They Fall (Season Three). The story continues in First Christmas (Novella) and In The Stars Part I (Season Four).


Author’s Note


Why have I released a second edition of Crying in the Rain?


To be clear, I didn’t hate the first edition, but seeing the things I didn’t like about it crop up in reviews…well, there’s an argument there for not reading reviews, I suppose, but those readers weren’t wrong. There was too much ‘head-hopping’. Crying in the Rain is essentially a romance novel, and modern romance novels are usually written from one point of view at a time rather than the ‘psychic fly on a very nearby wall’ omniscient narration I most often use in the Hiding Behind The Couch series.


So I’ve fixed the head-hopping. What I haven’t changed is the overall story or the characterisation, but I have developed both further, expanding some scenes and deleting others, including the original epilogue, which was from Fergus’s point of view.


Ade and Kris are imperfect men whose fictional experiences are inspired by real experiences of real people. Their story also slots into the overarching saga of Hiding Behind The Couch, and while Crying in the Rain can be read as a stand-alone, there are references to other events and characters important to the series.


Content Warning: this story deals with issues of domestic violence and past childhood sexual abuse.


With special thanks, love and hugs to AS.


“I know too much and not enough.”

Allen Ginsberg


1: Always on Sunday

Ade

Ade was awake, had been for hours, waiting for a reasonable time to get out of bed. He’d settled on 5:15, a full forty-five minutes to shower and dress and be ready to leave when his alarm went off at six. He could say he needed to be in work early to prepare the studio, even though they’d likely spend most of the morning rehearsing and wouldn’t record until after lunch.

Why should I need to say anything at all? But the tiny spark of resistance found nothing to ignite because the excuse itself didn’t matter, only that it worked.

5:14

His heart pounded double time to the flashing colon between the numbers, and he tried to slow it, concentrate on the day ahead instead of whatever might happen next.

Whatever might happen next.

It had to end somewhere.

Easing onto his back, he bit hard on his lip to stop the hiss escaping as he lifted his arm and pushed away the duvet, slid his leg off the side of the bed.

Paused.

No response to that, he shuffled to the edge of the mattress and eased the other leg out, remaining as close to horizontal as he could. A half-snore in the dark; he froze, waited.

Nothing.

He resumed breathing, quietly through his nose, every sound amplified in the early morning silence, every movement a chore. He felt a hundred years old, doddering and woozy from last night’s wine and the throb in his face, sharp as an ice pick to the teeth, jaw, cheekbone…he couldn’t pinpoint its exact origin. It was probably all over.

God, I wish it was.

In the sanctuary of the bathroom, he set the shower running, taking a minute to prepare himself for the ordeal of brushing his teeth—in the dark. He’d been here before, in front of that mirror. The pain was bad enough without his reflection deriding and sneering. You coward. You didn’t have to go through this.

The toothpaste stung like acid where it frothed onto his lips, the brush whacking into his teeth over and over as he circled in the tiny space of his barely open mouth. Any more and he’d have been yelling. As it was, he couldn’t spit, could only let the foam dribble down his chin and into the sink. He was almost tempted to switch on the light, see if the foam was tinged pink, but he honestly didn’t care.

The shower was cold, at first like shards of ice slicing at his back, but after a while, he became indifferent to it. The sponge rasped, chafing his skin, but his pain receptors were already overloaded, so it tingled rather than stung. Like repeatedly pinching a bruise. Barely aware of his teeth chattering or the numbness of his extremities, he turned off the shower, clinging to the wall as he climbed out and then stood, quaking and dripping and listening for anything other than his short, shaky breaths.

Still nothing, but for how long?

He towel-dried vigorously everywhere but his face, which he dabbed gingerly, flinching with every touch. Naked and dithering, he crept into the bedroom, snatched up the first clothes he touched in the curtained darkness and fled to the living room to dress. The boxer shorts and socks were old and grey, the shirt was crinkled with frayed cuffs, but that was fine. Fitting, actually. Old and grey was how he felt. The trousers were OK—there were bleach splashes up one of the legs, but who would notice? Of course, he’d forgotten his shoes, and his hairbrush and gel were also in the bedroom. It would take too long, and in any case his scalp felt like it was burning. He’d just go in, grab his shoes and leave, buy coffee on the way. By the time he got home from work, his guest would be gone.

Ade made it into the bedroom and out again with his shoes, grabbed his jacket from the hook and his keys from the hall table, clutching them tightly to his palm to mute their tinkling. He was enjoying the cut of the sharp edges a little too much and squeezed harder, smiling grimly, imagining the heat and the smell of the blood as it oozed between his fingers and dripped from his clenched fist. It was sick, macabre, both triumph and failure and just for him, but he couldn’t allow himself to think like that. He needed people, company, right away, before the craving for self-destruction pushed any further through his flimsy defences. Hands shaking, he locked up and sped down the stairs, out of the apartment building—no, MY apartment building, MINE—and onwards to the commuter coffee bar in the train station, the only place open this early in the day.

“Morning, sir. What can I get you?”

“Vanilla latte, please—large, to go.”

The barista set to work, every clang and button push ringing scorn in Ade’s ears. Definitely too much wine last night, or that was part of the problem. The rest? The rest was just too much.

“Would you like anything to eat? Almond Danish, perhaps?”

“No, thanks.” He probably ought to eat something, but it hurt to speak, so there was no way he was getting a pastry past his lips. He noticed the barista kept looking at him; caught in the act, she smiled, and he smiled back. It wasn’t a wise move. His whole face felt stretched and undone, his tattered pride seeping through the cracks. Oh, don’t mind me, the poor little queer who deserves everything he gets. It was in his mind to say it, just to see her reaction, but they exchanged cash and coffee and all he said was thanks and then left, trying to go slowly because he was way too early and people would ask questions. With some effort, he dropped to a stroll and cautiously lifted the cup to his lips, choking back a laugh at the impossibility.

Even the coffee’s mocking me. Tilting his head to get any of the liquid out of the sippy hole and into his mouth was a non-starter—unless he was prepared to share his agony with all the early commuters marching by.

Discarding the lid in the next bin he passed, he took a moment to gather his thoughts and whatever else he could. He’d escaped, unnoticed, and for the next ten hours, theoretically, all he had to worry about was his work.

In an ideal world, it would have been a more taxing day with plenty to keep him preoccupied, perhaps a futuristic drama in need of custom effects or a documentary—experts were wafflers and always needed a ton of editing. But a contemporary play with a cast of four was what he had. On the plus side, the writing was decent, and he’d checked the roster of actors in advance. The two women he’d worked with before. The two guys he’d heard of but not met, although both were experienced radio actors, so there’d be no hand-holding. If they arrived on time and had given the script at least a cursory look over, Ade would be happy. Or not happy, but the recording should go well and keep him busy enough to partially shut the door on the other.

Except the other never took no for an answer and would kick the door down. There’d be no escape next time. No escape now, if he answered that incoming call. He pulled his phone from his pocket, dismissed the call and stepped off the kerb, a horn honk away from killing himself.

Idiot. Get a grip. He waved an apology at the cabbie and safely made it across the road, pausing to make the most of the adrenaline rush. He even managed to take a decent mouthful of coffee. The voicemail icon popped up. He switched off his phone, pocketed it and continued on his way, paying better attention to his surroundings, snatches of muffled music from passing cars, the streetlights’ glitter across the wet tarmac. It had rained heavily overnight, leaving the city fresh with only the slightest breeze—quite mild for October—and the sky was slowly brightening.

Mornings like this, Ade missed joining the other nicotine addicts for a quick puff outside the studio. It would’ve been an easy means to while away the hour and a half early he was. Maybe it would help him feel part of the world again?

At the door to the newsagent’s, he slowed and seriously contemplated purchasing a pack of Marlboro and a disposable lighter. He could see Gavin—the news producer—standing by the studio’s side entrance, lit cigarette poised between finger and thumb, hidden inside his hand, the other hand holding his phone. Ade gave in to the temptation, bought the cigarettes and went to join his fellow producer.

“Hi, Gav,” he called, attempting cheery but sounding like his jaw was wired shut.

The other man looked up from his phone screen and frowned, failing to hide his disgruntlement at being disturbed, but quickly replaced the frown first with a smile and then with another frown. “I thought you were off the ciggies.”

“Social smoking,” Ade said lightly, focusing his attention on peeling the cellophane from the packet and breathing, aware of Gavin’s appraising gaze passing over his face and of the bone-jarring throb that became more intense with every word uttered. Well, the adrenaline had been nice while it lasted.

Gavin returned his attention to his phone. “You’re in early. What you working on today?”

Ade flipped the lid, the scent of new cigarettes wafting wonderfully up into his nostrils. He teased one free and lit it, taking far too big an inhalation for his first smoke in six months. He suppressed the cough—barely. “A play,” he wheezed out, slowly letting the smoky breath wisp through his lips. “Kitchen sink makeover.”

“Yeah?”

“Mm.” The nicotine-induced dizziness was quite delightful. “It’s a contemporary interpretation of It Always Rains on Sunday—the script’s excellent.” He felt like a bad ventriloquist, squeezing the words through clenched teeth, and must’ve sounded that way too, as it took Gavin a moment to respond.

“Sounds like one of Sal’s,” he said dryly.

What started as a laugh was strangled by Ade’s inability to stretch his mouth into a smile and emerged as a breathy grunt. “It is,” he managed to push out.

Gavin nodded. “Should be good.”

“Yeah.” Ade was confident it would be. Sally O’Connor was one of those playwrights who could churn out a quality script once a week, every week, but they were all much the same, which wasn’t a bad thing. Listeners loved them; actors loved them, especially as Sal gave both actors and producer free licence to improvise, and if she liked what they’d created more than what she’d originally written, she’d incorporate the changes into her script. She got paid, whatever. She’d also known Ade a long time, and he was dreading her turning up today almost as much as he was dreading going home.

“I’m heading in,” Gavin said. “Catch you later.”

“See you.” Ade watched him leave, yet still jumped as the door banged shut. He’d thought he was past that. This time yesterday, he’d been certain of it, yet here he was, jacked up on nicotine and pain endorphins and not giving a shit about the state of his clothes or his hair or the damp seeping through his jacket from the brick wall he was leaning against. A poster boy for abject failure.

It had to be the cigarette making him feel sick. He stubbed it out half-smoked and shoved his hands in his pockets, his phone warm and silent against his chilled palm. He’d have to turn it on again soon, deal with that voicemail and however many more awaited him. Soon, but not yet.


2: Early Birds

Kris

The Manchester train was as empty as the platform had been, for the time being at least. Their hometown station was so small, Kris had rarely seen anyone else boarding the first train even when he’d taken it regularly, but the commuters wouldn’t be far behind. He kind of missed being one of them, if only because he’d had a travel permit and wouldn’t have been worrying about accidental fare evasion since there was no longer a staffed ticket office. Nor was there an automated machine, so Kris took his seat, fare in one hand, script in the other, and kept a lookout for the guard.

He didn’t need to leave this early. He wasn’t really sure why he had. This job was no different from any of the other plays he’d worked on, other than it being the first decent role he’d picked up in a while, and it felt like a step in the right direction, a real move away from ads and voiceovers. Not that he regretted the fourteen years he’d been doing that. After all, how many actors secured long-term, salaried positions straight out of college? Admittedly, he’d shared his classmates’ mindset in thinking radio acting was an old man’s game, but unlike his classmates, he’d had responsibilities to people other than himself.

It might not have been a glamorous road to stardom, but it had paid the mortgage, and, despite his friends’ over-the-top imitations of more or less every ad he’d ever recorded, he was glad for the experience. He had a solid repertoire of accents and a ‘very agile register’—his agent’s contribution to his CV. Kids with bikes, young dads at the pub, middle-aged car salesmen, oldies wowed by their stair lifts, Kris had played them all. If not for the upheaval of the last couple of years and the awkwardness of seeing Jack at the studio every day, he’d have still been playing them, and happily, but he couldn’t deny it felt good to have a role with some meat to it.

Kris flicked through the script, carefully, as the stapled top corner was barely holding. Even though they weren’t highlighted or marked in any way, his lines leapt from the pages. He knew the entire script—he’d printed it as soon as he’d had confirmation the part of Tommy was his—but there were still bits that surprised him. Not the story itself. His drama class had watched the original black-and-white movie, their tutor selling it to them as ‘the ultimate 1940s British noir’, which as young, pretentious students they’d adored because the movie was avant-garde, but it was only when Kris read Sally O’Connor’s script that he appreciated how complex the characters were…and how much of a challenge it would be to capture the danger, the sexiness and the ordinariness through sound alone.

The train slowed and stopped at the next station, and a couple of office workers boarded Kris’s carriage, taking a seat at either end. One put in earphones, the other took out their ebook reader. The doors closed, and the train moved off again. Kris watched out the window until the platform was no longer in view and returned his attention to his script as best he could. The money for his ticket was sticking to his palm; no sign of the guard yet, he took a chance and put it back in his pocket, exchanging it for his phone so he could go over the email and double-check he was heading for the right studio, wondering if the other actors were doing the same. Probably not. He was a worrier by nature. As Shaunna had pointed out the previous evening, after she’d gasped in mock horror when he’d sat down for dinner without his script, he couldn’t be any more prepared than he was—than he’d been for a week already.

Remembering that didn’t stop him fretting, but he did put his phone away and, for a few minutes, sat back and managed to take in the scenery along the side of the track, mostly fields, a few houses, a single car waiting at the level crossing. The train slowed again; Kris didn’t see how many passengers boarded, and none joined his carriage, but they were still a way out from the city with plenty more stops before his. He waited for a minute or so after the train took off again, still no sign of the guard, and chanced running through his final scene one more time—without his script—the scene when Tommy finally showed his true colours, the violent nature underlying his seeming heartbreak over abandoning Rose. True, there were clues littered throughout, and Kris would be taking his lead from the producer over how much he pushed those. Too obvious and the ending would be trite and predictable, too obscure and it would feel inauthentic.

“Tickets, please.”

The call startled Kris back to his surroundings. He hadn’t noticed that the train had stopped, never mind taken on quite a few more passengers, all of whom flashed permits as the guard moved swiftly along the aisle. Kris had to stand to get the coins out of his pocket, and he had them in his hand before the guard reached him, but he still apologised.

Presumably, the guard had seen where he’d joined the train, as he dispensed Kris’s ticket without comment and continued on his way, through to the next carriage. Soon after, they reached the next station, and the train filled considerably. A woman talking on her phone took the seat opposite Kris’s and continued her conversation. It wasn’t loud, but it was distracting, so he tucked his script back into its folder and, not wishing to eavesdrop, though it was impossible not to, took out his phone again.

~ Be amazing today! x

The message was twenty minutes old, which surprised him. Shaunna wasn’t an early riser, and she wasn’t in work today.

He sent back: Thanks. Hope I didn’t wake you. x

She hadn’t mentioned having any plans. Since they’d told their friends they’d separated, neither felt compelled to share the details of every little thing they got up and with whom, but it was virtually impossible to keep secrets from each other when they still shared a house.

~ Nope. Forgot to switch off my alarm. Made a cuppa and came back to bed. x zzzz…

Kris didn’t reply to that and instead passed a little more time scrolling back through their texts, most consisting of one of them asking the other to pick up bread or milk or something on their way home. It probably was weird that they still lived together—some of their friends had blatantly said as much—and they had talked about selling up and moving into their own places, but after so many years, first as friends, then co-parents, then spouses, neither of them wanted to. It was comfortable, easy, and it worked for them. If that ever changed, if either of them met someone else…well, they’d deal with it when the time came.

The train drew into the next station, the one before Kris’s stop, and a few more passengers boarded, most airport-bound and lugging along large suitcases. He contemplated moving to stand by the door: the stations were only a couple of minutes apart, and the thought of being stuck on the wrong side of someone’s luggage, unable to leave the train, was giving him minor palpitations.

He needn’t have worried, or not about that, because several minutes on, the train was still standing at the platform. Leaning against the window, Kris could just about see the front of the train, where the guard was talking to the driver. The guard glanced along the line and with a shrug reboarded. The announcement came a second later.

“Due to a points failure, this service will be delayed by approximately fifteen minutes. We apologise for any inconvenience.”

*

The hydraulics hissed as they powered down again, the tick of the idling train like a stopwatch counting up to the moment when Kris would have to concede he was too late to make it. Perhaps he should give up now, switch platforms and head back home. Except it wasn’t in his nature to quit, even when that was the best option, and in any case, given how early he’d left, he wasn’t actually late yet.

The woman sitting opposite leaned forward and wriggled out of her jacket, smiling apologetically for invading Kris’s space. He smiled back.

“It’s stuffy in here, isn’t it?” he said.

She nodded and blew out of her mouth, directing the breath up towards her hair, which had flopped in the humidity. “Mind if I open a window?” she asked.

“Not at all.”

She stood up and slid the narrow vent open a few inches, letting in a waft of cool, damp air. Leaning towards it, she took a few deep breaths. “That’s better.”

Kris had to agree. He was one of those always-cold people, so the heat didn’t bother him, but with the outside world obscured by condensation and the growing impatience of the passengers, the atmosphere in the carriage had become quite oppressive.

The woman sat down again and fished a compact mirror out of her bag, eyeing her reflection in dismay. “God, I’ll be fit for nothing by the time I get to my interview.”

“New job?”

“Yeah.” She smoothed under her eyes with a fingertip. “Head of Physics. I’m a high school teacher…and beginning to wonder if I should take this as a sign.” Frowning, she put the compact away and explained, “It’s a big step up for me. I’ve only been teaching for three years.”

“It’s always struck me as a really tough job.”

“It is, but I love it.”

“Well, break a leg,” Kris said.

She laughed. “Thanks. How about you? What do you do for a living?”

“I’m an actor.”

“I thought so.”

“Did you?”

“Break a leg?”

“Ah. Yeah.” Kris chuckled.

“And wasn’t that a script you were reading?”

“It was. I’m recording a play today. That’s assuming this train ever moves.”

“Sod’s law, isn’t it? Will they start without you?”

“Probably.” Kris hoped they wouldn’t. There were plenty of scenes that Tommy wasn’t in, but he liked to listen to the other actors, get a feel for the dynamics between the different characters.

“So have you been in anything I’ve seen?” the woman asked.

“No, but you might’ve heard me. I’m a radio actor.”

“Oh, really? I’d swear I’ve seen you on TV.”

Kris shook his head, while she tilted hers, studying him intently. He had a good idea what was coming next, although maybe she was a little too young to make the connection. Whether she would’ve done so in time, he’d never know, as that was the moment when the hydraulics powered up and with a very welcome judder and a sarcastic cheer from the passengers, the train slowly but surely left the station.


3: Empty

Ade

The building was somehow colder and more formidable without the bustle of delivery drivers and admin staff. Ade hurried along the windowless service corridor, pausing to calm his nerves before he stepped through the door into the public foyer, where a lone security guard sat behind the desk. The sign above him was still dark, but light from the computer monitor flickered across the guard’s face as he glanced up to see who was there.

“Morning, Mr. Simmons.”

“Morning, Abdul.” Same bad-ventriloquist act.

“Did you wet the bed?”

Ade made an amused grunt in his throat. “Something like that.” He wanted so much to enjoy a few minutes’ conversation with someone he knew was safe but who didn’t know him well enough to ask awkward questions.

“Want me to put that in the bin?”

“Mmm?”

Abdul nodded at the takeout cup Ade was holding by its rim.

“Mmm! Mmm-mmm.” He tried to unlock his jaw, by some miracle keeping the scream silent as he took a sip to prove he wasn’t done with it. “Nicer than the coffee here.”

“You’re not wrong. I bring my own.” Abdul raised a shallow plastic Thermos cup above the desk. “Cheaper too. Cheers,” he said and slurped a mouthful, grimacing. “Bit cold by now, mind.”

“When do you finish?”

“Another twenty minutes.”

“Not long, then.”

“No, thank goodness. I’m ready for my breakfast this morning. Actually…” Wheeling his chair a few feet along the desk, Abdul grabbed the signing-in book and wheeled back again. “I think one of your actors is here already.” He tapped the last entry on the page.

“Guess I wasn’t the only one who wet the bed,” Ade muttered to himself, but Abdul heard him and chuckled.

“I sent him up to the cafeteria.”

“OK. Thanks. See you later.”

Ade continued past the reception desk to the lift and pressed the call button, pondering while he waited. Should he find his early arrival or head straight for the studio? On the one hand, he was in no fit state, mentally or physically, for small talk with strangers; on the other, he might keep his precarious hold on his sanity if he had company, and other than the breakfast show and news teams, upstairs would be a ghost ship.

The lift arrived; Ade stepped in and automatically pushed the button for the fourth floor.

Studio it is.

Now he was alone and somewhere he wouldn’t be heard if he did scream, he poked experimentally at his face, hitting a couple of spots that made him swear. He stopped prodding; the pain once again dwindled to a miserable ache, which was bearable but would dog him all day. Should’ve bought painkillers instead of cigs, idiot. Failure number three of the day, and it’s not even eight o’clock.

The lift stopped and the doors opened onto yet another empty corridor. Ade set off, concentrating on the warning jolts from his jaw that accompanied his every step. Better that than listen to the destructive thoughts. People saw the bruises; they didn’t hear the voices ridiculing, undermining.

To-do list. Those helped. They didn’t silence that whining, sneering chorus of insults and judgements—nothing did—but there were things he needed to do before the actors arrived. The rest of the actors, the voices sniped, seeing as one was sitting upstairs in the cafeteria. Who was it again?

Jotting ‘revisit CVs’ as point #1 on his mental list, he veered off into the toilets, tipped the rest of his coffee into the hand basin and ditched the cup in the bin, then took it out again.

Well, that’s a stroke of luck.

It was a bit slummy, but he fished the discarded hair gel tub out of the bin and unscrewed the lid. Scraping what little remained from the sides with his fingertips, he spiked his hair, all the while aware of his failings reflecting back at him in the wide mirror running the length of the wall…but not of the person in one of the cubicles until a toilet flushed. Ade launched the empty gel tub at the bin and fled before the door opened. It was probably only Gavin, but Ade felt unworthy enough without forcing his ugly mug and bad breath on to someone else. If his luck held, there’d be some mints or gum in one of the desk drawers so he could get rid of the cig-and-coffee stink. Not much he could do about his face.

Studio Three was in darkness, as he’d expected; he’d told his engineer not to bother coming in until after lunch. He switched on one set of lights and the air conditioning, breathing the cool, fresh air in deeply through his nose, releasing it through narrowed lips, easing them apart. Another breath; another couple of millimetres.

“OK. Let’s see if proper talking is a possibility. ‘She sells seashells on the seashore.’” So far so good. “‘The raging rocks and shivering shocks shall break the locks of prison gates, and Phibbus’ car shall shine from far and make and mar the foolish Fates.’ Well, at least my Bottom is still in good shape.” He snorted a laugh at the irony. Excruciating waves of hot pain raced over and through his head. “Shit!” Too much!

He sank down, not even thinking to check if the chair was there first and honestly, would it matter if he dropped humiliatingly to the floor? He wasn’t the most talkative of producers at the best of times, having to plan the words in advance as much as he did. Now he couldn’t even smile without swearing or sobbing his guts out.

But something else was brewing in the midst of all the misery and self-pity. Anger, and it was no longer directed inwards.

He picked up the folder containing the actors’ agency profiles and flipped it open but couldn’t see the words through his tears.

Anger. Yet he never lashed out.

He shut it again and rooted through the drawers for mints, chewing gum or anything that would make him remotely less disgusting. Pens, pencils, stray paperclips, spent staples. No mints.

Anger that he couldn’t just get on with his work, the one thing he absolutely knew he was good at.

He slammed the drawer and sat back, squinting at the overhead light, the pretty prisms dancing on his lashes. He felt dizzy, not surprisingly, as his last meal was lunch the previous day, and he had a headache—the tailing edge of the hangover, perhaps. That was definitely the least damaging way to think of it.

Anger…subsiding.

“List.” They were his saving grace, stopped him forgetting the important things when the other stuff was shredding his thoughts. He had apps and paper notebooks full of them, checked off or crossed out, never deleted, records to remind him he wasn’t really a…what was it again? Useless airhead. Everyone knows it, but it’s cheaper to keep you on than fire you.

“Shut up.”

Unlocking his tablet, he opened a new checklist.

1.

Nothing. He stared at the blankness, trying to recall what it was he needed to do, but despite his determination, his mind was a fuzzy mess, meandering towards dark, haunted alleys that all led to the same place. Where was I? Coffee…Abdul…did you wet the bed—got it.

Sitting upright again, Ade made a second attempt with the folder, flicking through the pages until a name jumped out at him. Kristian Johansson. That’s the one.

And evidently, his head had been up his backside for the past month because he recalled nothing about Kristian’s CV. Like, for instance, that he’d been on a retainer with their rival local station, which Ade used to listen to, not that he’d ever admit it to his bosses. They’d rejected a series about a small-town GP that went on to become their rival’s most successful show, with the lead role played by none other than Kristian Johansson.

You should’ve known that, but of course you didn’t. You’re a hack…

Ade ignored the accusations and kept reading, through the other actors’ CVs, taking an interest, committing details to memory. When he was done, he thumbed back and studied Kristian’s cover photo: pale complexion, light-brown hair with blondish tints, very Scandinavian—an easy assumption to make, given his last name was Johansson. The smile, while fake, showed a man who was also happy in front of the camera.

Ade closed the folder and set it back on the desk, drumming his fingers in time with the thrum in his jaw. If he moved carefully, didn’t do anything too stupid…

“List.”

1. Don’t do anything stupid.

He almost smiled at that but stopped himself, backspaced, started for real.

1. Revisit CVs.

2. Buy mints.

He had an hour, plenty of time to pop out and get back before the rest of the actors arrived, so that was what he did, taking the stairs down to the service corridor, out the side door, past Gavin, smoking again, and Abdul, cycle helmet on, about to head home.

A mob of schoolkids had descended on the newsagent, who ignored their clamour to take Ade’s money for a packet of extra-strong mints. Ade immediately slotted two into his mouth, groaning in relief…pleasure?…as the sharp menthol paradoxically soothed and aggravated his aches.

Back in the building, safe and maybe a little sounder than before, he booted his phone on his way up the stairs so he could check off item #2, wavering when he reached the studio floor. His stomach clenched, begging to be filled. Could he stand the pain? The scrutiny? He wasn’t sure, but this was going to be a long day.

2. Buy mints.

3. Delete voicemails.

Pride glimmered in his periphery. He hadn’t even listened to them, but for safety, he overwrote item #3 with:

3. Breakfast.

Low-level chatter interspersed with clangs from the kitchen greeted him at the cafeteria entrance, and he slowed his pace, trying to appear casual and normal as he passed by the cleaners grabbing a quick cuppa mid-shift. A few of the clerical staff were in too, he noticed, but no management yet. No presenters, either; most came in, did their show and left.

Reaching the counter, Ade dragged up as much of a smile as he could. It wasn’t perfect, but it was the best he had.

“Morning, Pip.”

“Good morning, Ade.”

He scanned the breakfast stuff on offer, fried eggs, sausages, bacon, shrivelled and unappealing, same as him with Pip’s glare burning into him. She wouldn’t say anything, but she’d know, and he hated that she’d know. Her concern hovered like a warm blanket, so close, yet he couldn’t reach it, didn’t dare try, so utterly ashamed.

“What would you like?” she asked coolly. “Coffee and a bagel?”

There was no chance of him chewing his way through a bagel. “Porridge, I think.”

“You hate porridge.”

“The one with—” Someone queued up behind him and he reworded on the fly. “—Tate and Lyle is OK.”

“Are you sure? I could do you some scrambled egg.”

Ade nodded. “Thanks, Pip. You’re the best.”

“I’m your bestie, and don’t you forget it,” she said sternly, and he nodded again but couldn’t look at her. She was the best friend he’d ever had, so kind and supportive, always there when he needed her whether he’d asked for her help or not. Still, it was hard to remember sometimes that she wasn’t angry with him.

“Go sit,” she prompted, her tone gentler now, which was somehow worse.

Obediently, Ade set off towards his usual table but then stopped mid-step when he spotted the man sitting alone in the back corner of the cafeteria, his poise relaxed as he watched distantly out the window, very much the chilled Scandinavian. He picked up the cup in front of him, glancing around the room as he sipped, not entirely coming off as someone amenable to company, but in the second or less that they made eye contact, Ade knew he had to take a chance and went over to introduce himself.


4: Company

Kris

“Mr. Johansson?”

“Yes?” Kris startled, though he wasn’t overly surprised, given he’d met the man’s gaze, briefly and by accident, but he couldn’t recall having met him before.

“Ade Simmons,” the man said and held out his hand. “I’m working on the play with you today.”

“Ah. That makes sense.” Kris shook Ade’s hand and gestured to the seat opposite by way of invitation. “I prefer Kris, if that’s OK.”

“Got it.” Ade sat. He seemed a cool operator, very formal. Maybe they use last names here.

“Sorry.” Kris backpedalled. “Mr. Johansson is fine, but…he’s my dad, not me, if you see what I mean.”

Ade’s smile was very controlled, almost fake. “My dad passed years ago, but I’m just the same.”

“Sorry about your dad.” It was a silly thing to say, and Kris felt foolish. Ade didn’t seem to notice.

“Thank you, although he didn’t live with us, so…”

One of the serving staff appeared next to the table. “Your coffee and eggs, sir,” she said, placing the mug and plate in front of Ade.

“Thanks, honey.”

She hovered until he looked up at her but said nothing further, just gave him a sad smile and, with a courteous nod for Kris, returned to the counter.

“My mate,” Ade said. “Pip.”

Kris hadn’t planned on asking.

“We go way back.” Ade lifted a minuscule amount of egg to his mouth, knocked most of it back onto the plate with his top lip and swallowed with a grimace.

Kris averted his eyes, no desire to watch Ade eat, particularly as he seemed self-conscious doing so in front of someone else. The script was a handy tactical retreat, and it wouldn’t hurt to go through his lines…yet again. He’d never forgotten them during a performance, but that didn’t diminish his fear that he might, which was higher than usual. For some bizarre reason, it mattered to him that he didn’t embarrass himself in front of Ade.

I’m working on the play with you today, Ade had said. One of the other actors? Kris’s script only indicated his part, not who was cast in the other roles. Production team? He couldn’t very well ask the question when the guy was eating—or trying to eat was a more accurate description, and the little progress he had made with his breakfast came to a complete stop when he realised Kris was looking at him again. Rumbled, Kris blushed.

“Sorry. I was wondering…” His explanation petered out when Ade flinched and pressed his hand to his cheek. “Toothache?” Kris guessed.

Ade tilted his head from side to side—a ‘kind of’ response—and pushed his plate away. He gestured to the script. “What do you think?”

“It’s fab. I’ve been in one of O’Connor’s plays before—the one about the air crew and the passenger who gives birth during the flight. I can’t remember what it’s called. I think I’ve used up all my memory on my lines.” Kris smiled nervously.

“You’ve learnt your lines?”

“Yeah. I always do, and then I forget them all again, until I have to perform them for real. Like now? If you were to ask me to recite any of the script, I’d fluff it within about three words. Once I get into the studio? No problem.”

“We have digital editions in the studio, so no page-turning…”

“I know, I know. I just prefer to learn them beforehand. It gives me a better chance of getting properly into role. So would I be right in thinking you’re part of the production team?”

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
BIE McGOWAN

SECOND EDITION





