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Chapter 1: THE SHOW
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(May, 2023)

The Presenter

Tall, dark, handsome, and possessed of considerable stamina both physical and mental, Christian Tidy was made for media. More importantly to this story, and indeed to him, he endeavoured to be a good person.

The Great Big Thank You was all his idea. Every week, on national television, the show re-united Good Samaritans with the people they’d helped. It was coming up to five years since he had first looked at the designer’s sketch for his show’s opening credits – brush strokes creating a grey city which morphed to yellow as it flooded with sunlight, with that sprinkling of gold dust, or was it rain, or frankincense – and instantly, he’d loved it as you’d love a child at the baptismal font. This was his baby.  The whole show, conceived by him, presented by him, and with his oldest wing-woman Ada producing.  Who could refuse its charm? Who could deny the pull of human interest, hearts warmed by real-life people in real-life situations, helping one another, out of sheer British niceness? In pre-production, they’d paid such fervent lip-service to the innate goodness of humankind, that everyone managed to suspend the usual day-to-day bitching until they were outside the room. In autumn 2023, the show would reach its fifth anniversary, and in early summer Chris already had an inkling that the team was planning a little surprise for him.

A lot of water had flowed under the bridge since 2018.  The pandemic. For two whole seasons, there’d been no end of hassles involved in actually making a show at all: masks, measures, distances, sanitising every last item; to say nothing of the colleagues who fell sick, some of whom never returned; yet at the same time, what a rich seam of kindness stories! Wonderful neighbours, helpful pets.  

In his darker moments, Chris worried that both the channel and the production company were part of an Orwellian machine designed to distract attention from all those people dying alone, in dark and silent homes, or worse, in noisy hospitals, under plastic and strip-lights. Then he’d hear an echo of the King James Bible, and the words of Saint Paul: whatsoever things are pure, and lovely, and of good report... think on these things; he’d see the value of what they did for the nation’s morale; and he’d snap out of it.

*
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The Junior Researcher

ONCE UPON A WEEKEND, every weekend for several years, Elizabeth’s mum packed her kids off to Sunday school so as to get an hour’s peace; during which she might well be down the bottom of the garden having a crafty fag.

Add a few dodgy genes and a fierce intelligence to this act of parental disengagement, and you can see how Elizabeth grew into a serious-minded girl with glasses, a fringe, and a taste for stories. In particular, stories that tell you they’re stories, with a moral, and which don’t pretend to start in the middle of the action or ask you to empathise with a central character who might be quite annoying. The omniscient narrator was fine with her, and if it isn’t fine with you, stop reading now.

Elizabeth was still an undergraduate when she got the idea for her Biblical Bit-parts podcast, inspired by all those characters who only appear once in The Good Book. For example, Zadok the priest:  he only does one thing, so he only gets one line, which he has to share with Nathan the Prophet and Solomon the King. Elizabeth imagined interviewing such people; her Biblical Bit-parts podcast was in effect a series of monologues, in which the silent extras got to speak. The wife of Pilate, who tried to tell him not to mess with Jesus; Jairus’ daughter, miraculously cured of something undefined but terminal; the servant Malchus, who temporarily lost an ear in the Garden of Gethsemane: each had their moment, their monologue, which she read aloud.  She didn’t try to imitate the men’s voices, though, because that would be silly.

One character whom she found especially intriguing was the leper who said thank you. The point being that, in this particular story, which most people refer to as The Healing of the Lepers, Jesus heals ten lepers, then sends them off to be certified healthy by the authorities – to get their official all-clear lateral flow test, if you like – and only one of the ten bothers to come back to say thank you. Elizabeth had always wondered why. 

It’s a story which may involve miraculous powers but which, to Elizabeth’s way of thinking, chiefly described human frailty.  (Very like the story I’m going to tell you now.)  For her, the ingratitude, the gracelessness, the fecklessness of the nine had always overshadowed the healing power of Jesus, which was a given anyway. It was a story which reminded you to be humble, and warned that if you change a person’s life, they won’t necessarily thank you for it. Of course, one theory is that they were all fake lepers anyway, trying to make a living by begging instead of doing an honest day’s work. In which case the leper who said thank you was the only one with a conscience, and his healing was the realisation that he needed to get off his butt.

His other distinguishing feature, by the way, was that he came from Samaria. That’s in the West Bank today. Not the same guy as the Good Samaritan, but another Samaritan who was good, in a different way. It always seemed to Elizabeth that those two stories, the Lepers, and the Good Samaritan, were deeply connected.

So it was that, when she saw that they were recruiting researchers for a TV show which re-united Good Samaritans with the strangers who wanted to thank them, Elizabeth knew the job was made for her and she had to apply.

​*
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ELIZABETH HAD ONE OF those degrees which was supposedly guaranteed to prevent employment, but the producer who hired her was decent enough to ignore this.  In the interview, Ada Maddock commented favourably on the idiosyncratic letter of application, revealing as it did a proven ability to worry the hell out of incomplete and erroneous information. The producer liked the idea behind the Biblical Bit-parts podcast, if not its execution. She said it showed a genuine interest in morality whilst being anything but preachy; allowed herself several seconds of satisfied beaming, just long enough for the compliment to sink in; then frowned like a troll, and warned that if Elizabeth was going to work on The Great Big Thank You, there was one thing she really did need to understand. 

She stared right between the young woman’s eyes.

‘This is not – I mean really, I can’t emphasise this enough – this is not a religious broadcast. The GBT’ (this is how everyone referred to the show) ‘is good, decent, straight-down-the-line family entertainment.’

Elizabeth nodded and looked serious, because as everybody knows, straight-down-the-line family entertainment is about as heavy as TV gets.

‘So. Everyone knows the premise. We bring together lovely, lovely members of the public who’ve been helped or rescued in some way and join them up with the Good Samaritans who came to their aid, and the climax of the show is the Anonymous slot. This is the hardest one to nail. The mystery passer-by who saved a life and disappeared back into the crowd, the person which one of our researchers has tracked down, and brought face-to-face with the one they helped. Who wants to say a great, big, public thank you on national TV.’

Elizabeth swallowed hard to indicate that she understood, it wouldn’t be easy to find one of these people.

‘The implications for you, when it comes to screening contributors, are clear.  Policemen and emergency services, fine. But steer clear, please, of churches, churchmen, churchwomen; the gurdwara, the mosque, the synagogue, the temple.  Likewise organised charities. We can’t use them. We can’t be seen to endorse a charity, because of the risk of reputational damage when the CEO is outed as a paedophile the day before broadcast. Believe me, it happens. We got our fingers burned in the first series. But above all, it’s the concept of the show.’ 

Snappy became sincere.

‘It’s about the content, Elizabeth. If this show’s about anything, it’s about human kindness.’

She turned her head and smiled over her shoulder, apparently at the wall. Then turned back again.

‘Well. When it comes to churches, and charities, and what have you, good deeds are their stock in trade. No story there.’ She shrugged. Then frowned. ‘Also, they bring all these beliefs along with them. Hn. Whereas the people we’d most like on the show’ – at this point she leant forward – ‘are the unlikely ones. Good Samaritans by sheer accident. They’re people who weren’t planning to be good.’

Elizabeth nodded, but had to check: ‘Can we actually call them that? Good Samaritans? If it’s not a religious... you know?’

Ada Maddock frowned again, thoughtful. ‘Hmm. Good spot, that is biblical language, isn’t it? Although it’s passed into the vernacular... Salt-of-the-earth types. Let’s call them that.’
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