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For my beautiful son Flynn
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PROLOGUE: ENOUGH ALREADY
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I am not getting out of bed. I’ve tried very hard for months on end to be a normal human being and it doesn’t work, so I’m staying here until someone evicts me.


My mobile phone has been buzzing under the pillow, on and off, since 11 a.m. It’s now three o’clock in the afternoon and I’ve had a really big bag of jelly babies and two large glasses of Merlot in those four hours (I try not to be drunk before six o’clock in the evening, otherwise I’d have drunk the bottle by now; I must have some standards). After several days of hiding, I suspect my bed smells, but I’m now immune to my own stink. Inka has alternately been under the covers with me, giving me feline love, or, as she is now, yowling at the end of the duvet, digging her claws into my feet, demanding her latest feed. She looks like a sexy panther when she’s angry and it makes me feel sad, wondering whether she’ll like it when we have to move into a cardboard box under Waterloo Bridge.


As I’m pouring my third glass of red, tactically moving my feet six inches up, back and forward again to avoid those demanding claws, I begin to deliberate on who the missed calls could be from, just for fun.


I know it’s not Pat because he left to travel the world more than six months ago and, after a couple of painful phone calls – where he described his new ‘friends’ on Koh Samui (far too many young, nubile females for my liking), the cocktails they’d been necking together and the parties they were about to go to – I called a halt; I told him to send the odd postcard instead, and to call me ‘for a coffee’ when he’s back in London. He took it much better than he should have done and I’ve not heard from him since, apart from one dog-eared card from Chiang Mai with a picture of a sad-looking street-elephant on it. I wonder if he realized that painted, trapped, miserable animal would ring so many bells in my life right now.


Realistically, it could be my mam calling, as I’ve not been in touch for a week, but I don’t want to speak to her at the mo. She’ll ask how my job is going – the one I was forced to take, teaching ‘drama’ to endlessly disinterested teenagers in a local school populated by hooligans. The one I only started eight weeks ago. And I don’t want to tell her the truth. The thing is, not one of those little shits could bear to lose face in front of their mates, so getting them to do a scene together was nigh-on impossible. The girls would go all hard-nosed and pouty, and the boys would drop their voices to ‘mouse’ level. They would all perform in a monotone; and the final straw came a few days ago when a boy called Golden was talking on his phone during class and I grabbed it off him and dropped it into my full mug of coffee. He went ballistic and the whole class erupted, as it was one of those iPhone-thingies and they’re expensive. Meanwhile I stood up, having reached the end of my highly frayed tether, gathered my belongings and marched out, head held high, never to return.


It felt fucking fantastic until I emailed the principal to tell him I wasn’t coming back. He replied within five minutes and said he could bring in a replacement teacher immediately, but I would be docked this month’s pay; and that Golden had his phone in a bag of rice in the airing cupboard right now, but if it didn’t work properly when it dried out, his parents were going to sue me. I couldn’t give a damn about Golden’s parents, or the horrible job that was destroying my soul, or the fact I can’t afford a tin of beans, but my mam might have a few opinions, so I’m avoiding her for now.


Inka changes tack, crawls right up the bed and yowls directly into my face whilst shaking her tail. I spot a single overlooked cat treat on the bedside table and drop it into her mouth. It keeps her quiet for about one-point-seven seconds.


I doubt it will be Sheila who’s been calling, because as soon as we found out that Mystery Pot was closing down, with no warning whatsoever, she got a job in another New Age shop as a tarot reader (her reputation as a top-notch clairvoyant went before her). This meant a trek to the other side of London most days for her, so we’ve hardly been in touch, compared with ‘before’. Plus, I’ve cut myself off from all the spooky stuff – closed down the receiving tower, as it were – so there wouldn’t be much to talk about. After what happened with creepy Dan and all of the supernatural shenanigans, I couldn’t handle any more talking with dead people. It was just too much. I started having lots of nightmares; am still having them, so much so that I even stopped talking to my dead friend Frank. I feel bad about that now because I miss him, but I think it might be too late to make things better, because I’ve not heard his voice in my head for months; and when I tentatively tried speaking to him lately, I got nothing back. Not a whisper.


About a week ago I actually sat in my living room with tears rolling down my cheeks and a shawl over my shoulders, watching An Inspector Calls with Alastair Sim and wondering what it would be like to be dead. Really – what it would be like to end it all. I ran through the options and decided I didn’t have the energy or the pain threshold for it. Self-pity was much easier. That’s when it became apparent that I was going to have to sack off the horrible job, then go to bed indefinitely. Which I have. But the damn phone hasn’t shut up and, unbelievably, is buzzing again.


So I take a swig of redders and reluctantly pull it from under the pillow. It immediately becomes clear that all of the missed calls are from my agent, Bill, and the current call is also from him.


Well, I’m not answering it. That way lies disappointment and doom. Bill’s probably calling to say he’s off on holiday, or there’s some outstanding money I owe for new head-shots, or I have an audition for an underwear advert as the fat grandma, and the pay’s a hundred quid.


I’m about to switch it to mute and go back to sleep when I hear a voice in my head, loud and clear, and behaving like the boss of me, like he’s never been away: ‘Get out of bed, you lazy cow. You’ve got work to do.’


‘Frank?’


‘GET UP. You’ve got an appointment.’


‘I’m tired!’


‘You’re just feeling sorry for yourself. Answer the call, then up, up, up! And feed your bloody cat.’


I can’t lie – I’ve missed the mouthy sod.


I press the answer button on my phone.
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THE MOUTH OF DESTRUCTION
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Walking down Oxford Street feels weird. My legs are wobbly. I want to be back in bed. Damn you, Bill. And you, Frank. After several days of hiding, getting on the Tube today was quite a feat. I bought a coffee from the nice Italian man outside the station who always smiles at me, to try to get some energy from the caffeine. The sky is as miserable as I feel. Sheet-metal grey with a side helping of murky cotton wool. Before I left I mistakenly stepped in a bath that was so hot it almost peeled the skin off my legs. It was probably the exact temperature in which to boil crabs. This didn’t improve my mood. Nor did my stupid, cheap hairdryer, which suddenly cut out for five minutes mid-dry. Why do they design hairdryers that cut out when they get hot? Surely that’s the point of them . . .


‘Jesus, you’re in a strop.’


Frank. I’m so glad we’re talking again, but I’m not telling him that.


‘Suddenly got a lot to say, after disappearing, haven’t you?’


‘I didn’t go anywhere. You did.’


‘I didn’t. I just got scared.’


‘You got chicken.’


‘Oi. Have you come back solely to abuse me?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, don’t, I’m stressed enough.’


‘Stop being stressed. You’re an actress – this is only a meeting.’


‘Easy for you to say.’


‘At least you’re not dead.’


‘Hey! What a cheap shot.’


‘I’ve always been cheap.’


‘Touché.’


Frank’s right. It is only a meeting. But I’m so skint and so tired of being rejected. Why did I choose a job where I get rejected so much? I’m obviously a masochist. Someone once told me that you crave the foods you’re allergic to. I’ve got a career that I’m allergic to. Unless I get the job in question of course, and then I’m not allergic at all. Well, not until later, when I’m moaning about the catering, or the Costume department, or the size of my dressing room. We thespians are horrible.


‘You should just go in there and have a laugh.’


It’s hard to have a laugh when you’re staring poverty in the face and it’s actually laughing back at you, with its tongue lolling out.


‘I stink of desperation. They’re going to hate me.’


‘That’s the spirit.’


‘Shut up. Sorry, don’t shut up. I’m simply anxious.’


‘That double espresso you had on the way probably really helped with the anxiety.’


‘Actually, do shut up.’


The place where I’m auditioning is dingy, stuffy and has another four actresses already waiting. They’re sitting there, all perky, like primped hawks. All of them are regular ‘character’ faces on TV, and I know immediately I’m out of the running. What a waste of time.


I look at my lines. It’s an episode of a northern thing I went for, ages ago. Then I was up for a leading role in the whole series. Now I’m up for four episodes playing a generic slut with four teenage kids who were taken away from her five years ago. Teenage children! I don’t know why I’m surprised – my currency right now is about as ‘current’ as Buddy Holly on vinyl. What’s galling is that everyone in the show is supposed to be a native of Newcastle and yet not one of them has a real Geordie accent. In fact several of them sound Norwegian; it’s a bloody joke. Again I’m the only proper Geordie in this room today, but I don’t stand a cat in hell’s chance. I’m still smarting that my original part went to a Brummie who sounds like Björn from ABBA every time she attempts the accent. So much so that I have witnessed my mam and dad sitting there watching the show, mugs of tea in hand, tutting and asking, ‘Where’s she meant to be from?’


To add a cherry to this already irresistible cake, the script they’ve given me to learn is terrible. Milo, my best pal and a proper writer, would have a cow if he read it. He sweats blood trying to write quality stuff and often gets nowhere, and yet this is going to be on telly and is almost unintelligible. I really do despair sometimes. And I’ve got plenty of time to despair because, with four ladies in front of me, I have at least forty minutes to wait.


By the time the young casting agent comes out to call my name, in skinnies that must be cutting off the circulation to her torso and a ‘vintage’ T-shirt for a band whose lead singer choked to death on his own mediocrity, I have murder in my heart and a dead arse from sitting there so long. I’m quite sure my attempt at a smile must look like a cruel grimace, because I certainly feel like wringing her neck. Or crying. Probably crying, actually.


I stumble in behind her, trying not to stare at her tiny backside, and find myself in a claustrophobic, windowless room. Wedged in there are the producer and the director with a camera on a rickety table, pointing towards the chair I just fell into, like an ungainly baby rhinoceros. This is a child’s chair, surely? I wonder if it’s a deliberate attempt to make me feel low-status, this stubby, minuscule seat? The director is in his sixties, I’d guess, with curly white hair and a denim shirt. He nods, staring at me hard. He has very piercing light-grey eyes. The producer is younger, tanned and has a nose like a fish hook. He nods once, then goes back to reading something on his phone. I immediately dislike him. He has smug written all over his shiny jacket, and his hair is so carefully coiffed, it’s basically a gleaming chestnut helmet. He looks like a conker. The director nods again, picks up my CV and photo, then looks at me like he’s checking my passport.


‘So, Tanz, I’m Brian Gordan. How are you?’


‘Fine, thanks, Brian.’


‘Oh, is that a real Geordie accent I hear there?’


‘It certainly is – probably the first one you’d ever hear on this show. Ha-ha.’ Oh, fuck. Why did I say that?


The producer’s head twitches. The director stares even harder. The casting agent jumps like I kicked her in her non-existent balls and emits a tinkle of nervous laughter.


‘Sorry, only joking. I was up for this before . . . Katherine Banner got the part. She’s great, isn’t she?’ I’m back-pedalling at 400 mph. But it’s too late, I know it’s too late. The first thing I said, and I blew it.


‘I don’t believe you just said that.’ I can actually hear Frank snickering.


‘I’m nervous.’


‘You’re hilarious.’


Shit, shit, shit!


‘So, you think we haven’t got enough local talent on the show then?’ The director has a dangerous light in his eyes.


I don’t know how to reply. Probably with the truth, seeing as I’ve already messed up.


‘Well, I know how TV works, so I don’t think local talent will cut it if they’re not big enough names. Sorry – I’m only bitter because I wanted to be in it and I’m not.’


‘Hmm. Would you like to read scene twelve of episode four for me?’


Oh no.


I hate this scene. The dialogue is so embarrassing and fake, I have no idea how to make myself sound like a real person and not some autobot. As I open my script at the right page, the producer’s phone rings. It’s the theme tune to Mission Impossible. Could he be any more of a cretin? He stands, throws me a look of disdain and leaves the room to take it. So rude. The director tips his head to one side.


‘Anything wrong?’


‘Oh, no. It’s just . . .’


‘Yes?’


The casting agent is wobbling her knee up and down, probably scared to death of what I’ll say next. Then the devil seizes me. This is so excruciating, I can’t help it – I have to speak my mind.


‘It’s the scripts.’


‘What about them?’


The casting agent emits an involuntary high-pitched hum, which she quickly cuts off. She’s gone pink in the face.


‘Only one of them makes any sense. Episode six is good. The rest of them read like they were written by a monkey with a crayon.’


‘You think?’


‘Yes, I think. No Geordie in the history of the world ever said, “Away, man, canny lad, tha’s too late.” That’s half Jamaican and half Yorkshire. Plus, some of the stories don’t add up. If I’m confused reading them, what will the audience feel like watching them? Whatever happened to telling a story? How come the episode-six writer gets that and the other ones don’t? Who commissions these people?’


The casting child has started to cough. I think she’s choking on her own fear. Maybe her throat chakra just collapsed in on itself in horror.


Brian reaches for a bottle of water close by him on the glass-and-wood table and takes a sip.


‘Well, Tanz, I would like you to read it anyway – make as much sense as you can of it. Sorry you don’t think it’s up to scratch.’


I am mortified and my cheeks are on fire. I so badly need cash. But I refuse to regret saying what’s on my mind. I’ll do that later when I get home.


It’s only after I’ve read a few scenes, and Marcus the jackass producer has returned to watch the last of the whole sorry mess being recorded on tape for the executive producers, that Brian turns off the camera and cracks an unexpectedly dimply grin, the glint in his eye now rather saucy.


‘Thank you, Tanz. I would like to say, on the record, that we are working on the flaws in the episodes you mentioned. In fact one specific monkey with a crayon will not be returning for the next series, will he, Marcus?’


Marcus looks from him to me, slightly nonplussed.


‘Oh. You mean . . . yes, we’ve had a few little creative blips that need ironing out.’


Brian picks up a copy of episode six, this one properly bound with a front cover. Agents don’t send hard copies any more, only scenes; I only had last night to look at my lines and the writers’ names weren’t included in the email. He points to the front: ‘By Brian Gordan’.


Oh my God, he wrote the ‘good’ script.


‘And I’m glad you saw the genius in my script. Very nice to meet you, Tanz. Be seeing you soon . . .’


Bloody hell. What just happened?


‘You flattered the one person you needed to flatter.’


‘Not on purpose.’


‘Who cares. High-five, Sister.’


I don’t understand anything any more. And, much as I’d love to, you can’t high-five a ghost.
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A NORTHERN ODYSSEY
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‘Where are you now?’


‘About ten miles from Leeds, so about a hundred miles from you, me darlin’.’


‘I’m so glad you’re coming home . . .’


It’s so wonderful to hear Milo’s voice. He’s my best friend in the world and he usually makes me feel a million times happier about everything, but recently he’s had to endure a lot of ignored messages and calls while I moped about, feeling sorry for myself. Only now that I’ve left my shit job, and am on my way to my home town to do the job I actually trained for, does it occur to me that Milo sounds more than a little relieved that I’m coming to see him. He sounds positively needy. And also a little ‘blurry’.


‘Milo, are you drunk?’


‘Yes.’


‘But it’s only three o’clock.’


Even by my standards, being drunk in the house by three o’clock in the afternoon is quite an achievement. I’m usually just ‘merry’.


‘I know. I only meant to have one, but then I had two, and all at once the bottle was half empty.’


‘Of what?’


‘Gin.’


‘Argh. Wait, wait, my hands-free fell out . . .’


There’s a bit of a panic as I bend myself double and drive with one hand, while I desperately feel about in the footwell with the other for that stupid little gadget that hooks over my ear and makes me look like I’m in The Matrix. I’m sick of this. I’m going to get a plug-in wire with earbuds instead. I don’t care how untrendy that makes me. Eventually I locate the tricky little swine, after nearly snapping myself in half and getting within two feet of bashing into an enormous Royal Mail lorry. I push it back in place.


‘Right. Why are you drinking gin on your own in the afternoon, Milo? You’ll get depressed.’


I’m aware of the irony of this statement as it leaves my lips, but he doesn’t need to know what I’ve been up to this past week.


‘I am depressed. I sent that script off over a month ago – and not a dicky bird. They said to wait a week and they’d get back to me. They didn’t. I’m skint and, worse, I can’t write any more. I’ve got writer’s shock.’


‘Block.’


‘Shock, Tanz. Shock. Their rudeness shocks me. I’m nothing without my writing. I’m a husk. An empty mussel shell. But I can’t write another bloody word; my brain’s shut down. Come and stay at mine. Please. We can hang out and watch films and drink loads of my booze.’


I watch the same Royal Mail lorry edge towards the slow lane and almost send a car full of people flying into the hard shoulder. I wonder momentarily if all lorry drivers are lunatics, or merely a huge proportion of them.


‘I can’t. They’ve got me a room at the Copthorne and I’ve got lines to learn. Lines written in another language that only exists on Pendle Investigates.’


He gives a little shriek.


‘I still can’t believe you’re going to be working with Caroline May. She’s, like, an institution.’


‘I know. That’s one of the few perks of playing a thicko slag in a terrible series. I’ll meet interesting people.’


‘Jesus, sort yourself out. At least you’ll be getting a wage and a hotel room. I’ll bet you get a minibar as well. Remember there’s no such thing as a small part, just a moody, ungrateful actress.’


‘Fuck off, Milo!’


He’s right. I’ll walk away from four weeks on the show with six grand. Not a king’s ransom, after tax and agent’s fee, but not to be sniffed at. I know I’m being a brat. I’m going to live in a nice hotel, they’re not making me stay with my parents (that would be the end of me); and they’re paying me to learn lines, say them on camera and live in my home town. What’s my problem? Plus, of course, I get to spend time with my lovely Milo, who sounds like he could do with some support right now.


‘Okay, so you might have a point. I’m being a bit ungrateful. When I finish filming tomorrow, I’ve got the next day off, so let me take you for food and gins at six o’clock – on me – to make up for it.’


‘And that’s why I love you, Tania Bombania.’


‘Don’t call me Tania.’


‘Oops. Sorry, witchy-poos.’


I’ll let him off, this once. He’s drunk. Plus, he doesn’t know that I’ve been completely cut off from the witchy stuff for the past few months. I didn’t want to tell Milo how scared I got, after I escaped from creepy Dan’s clutches. Even the night I found out I’d got the part in Pendle Investigates I had another dream about Dan hanging himself in my bedroom, his deathly, blue-tinged face illuminated by the pale light from my CD player, his bulging eyes suddenly opening and blinking at me. I woke up wailing like a banshee, and only Frank’s voice in my head could soothe me and tell me it was just a nightmare. But not even he could completely calm my terror at having my dreams haunted by a killer.


I’m hoping it’ll stop, now that I’m away from London. I seriously want that nut-job out of my head.
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PENDLE INVESTIGATES
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It’s freezing, and my common-or-garden-slut character seemingly lives in miniskirts, vest tops and silver sandals. It’s even worse than I thought. The costume assistant is called Kelly and she’s the most girl-next-door costume assistant I’ve ever met. She’s around thirty and has shapeless long brown hair and a pleasant round face, and she wears alarmingly ‘safe’ clothes that make her look like a very nice primary-school teacher. She also seems to have no personality at all. I feel far safer with eccentric Wardrobe ladies and men, especially ones with kaftans and mad life stories. I try engaging her in conversation, but quickly ascertain that we would probably not find a point of mutual contact if we chatted from now until 2045. I’m guessing that, in Kelly’s world, characters like mine dress as plastic chavs in horrid miniskirts circa 1988, and that’s that. I doubt she’d have the imagination to go for something less stereotyped. I grit my teeth as I look down at my legs, which are top-to-bottom goosebumps.


Kelly smiles and nods approvingly.


‘You look exactly how I hoped you would.’


I don’t punch her. I just stare at my horrible sandals as she leaves smugly, satisfied that her work is done. I couldn’t feel more unattractive if I tried.


They’ve got me in at 6.30 a.m. because I’m the newbie here, and the rule is that newbies take the Make-up slots at the earliest times, so the established stars get a ‘lie-in’ until 7 a.m., the lucky ducks. It’s usually freezing at this time in the morning, but today it’s especially biting. I’m on the Make-up bus, shivering, nursing a cup of disgusting instant coffee that the runner kindly provided. I don’t remember his name, but he looks like a vole. My make-up artist is called Vicky and she gets up this early most days. She’s very chipper, considering, and drapes a blanket provided by Vole over my shoulders as she messes with my hair, making me look as terrible as she can.


‘Sorry about this, Tanz, but they told me to grease your hair and generally make it look unwashed.’


Oh, deep joy. ‘That’s all right, Vicky. I love looking like shit on prime-time TV.’


She laughs. ‘It’s a character part, you have to look like shit – it’s the law.’


‘Actually, apart from today, she has so few lines that she’s more of an extra. Oscar material it ain’t.’


‘Take the money and run, Tanz. I know a lot of actresses who can’t even get a line in one episode at the minute. It’s dire.’


I like Vicky, she’s no-nonsense. She’s blonde, shapely, forty-odd and probably takes no monkey business from anybody. She smells of White Musk.


‘I know, I know. I’m being a moan.’


‘Pfff. You can moan all you like; you’ll still not be as bad of some of them here.’


Oh, excellent – gossip. ‘Come on, spill: who are the divas?’


Just then the room rocks. That means someone is climbing the caravan steps. All at once a chiselled head pops round the door, with eyes like emerald ping-pong balls. They really are big eyes. It’s Jamie Brown, who’s been on this show since day one. Handsome, northern, up-and-coming and in his twenties; all the young girls like him and he’s tipped for the big time. His one problem is that even though he’s very nice-looking – even more so in the flesh, as it turns out – he’s as stiff as a wardrobe door onscreen. I’m speaking from the viewpoint of a sniffy actress, of course. I’m well aware that this will not preclude Jamie from having a long and prosperous career in Hollywood, which, as we all know, is bursting with famous, handsome, young wardrobe doors.


He nods at me. ‘Hello there. Hi, Vicky, you need me yet?’


A curt nod, and that’s it. God I hate this get-up.


‘No, lovely, get yourself some breakfast first, then I’ll shout you in when Claire arrives.’


‘Cheers.’ He’s gone again.


‘His eyes . . .’


Vicky chortles. ‘Ridiculous, aren’t they? He’s like the snake from The Jungle Book. Once you look into them, you can’t look away.’


‘Is he nice?’


‘He’s fine. A bit obsessed with himself, but fine.’


‘Have you ever met an actor who wasn’t a bit obsessed with himself?’


Probably because it’s early and cold, and a bit like Dunkirk, we start laughing. Girly giggling, actually. Then the coffee that I’m holding spills – thankfully on the blanket and not my costume – and Vicky takes it off me before I get into trouble, then drops it in the sink. That’s the moment when the caravan wobbles again and a very upright head and neck appear, swiftly followed by a petite body in a pink towelling robe.


Caroline May.


The hair is honey-blonde, the unmistakable face is, to my surprise, as frozen as an Eskimo’s ice-skate and the eyes glint like diamonds. Lilac diamonds with evil plans.


Vicky stops laughing. I stare.


‘Hello, Victoria.’


The Jamaican/Yorkshire/Belgian non-specific accent that Caroline employs onscreen has been replaced with a cut-glass Queen’s English that’s almost comical. She used to have a lovely, soft face when she was in the long-running series Terminus 5. Now it’s hard because it can’t move. I’m so shocked. You could cut cheese with her cheekbones, and there’s hardly a line on her. The woman’s nearly sixty and her neck’s ten years older than her face, so the effect is simply weird. I know I must not stare, but it’s really difficult. Her hair is also about fifteen years younger than her neck. I don’t understand why she’s done this to herself. What I do understand, with a pang of sadness, is that she dismisses me on sight.


‘Caroline, this is Tanz – she’s playing Treena for the next few episodes. Tanz, this is Caroline.’


Caroline holds out an unwilling, manicured hand and shakes the ends of my fingers for precisely two seconds.


‘Hello, Tammy. I hope they’re going to give you something better to wear than that ghastly skirt. Has that Kerry girl gone blind? She really is awful, isn’t she? Victoria, I am going to take breakfast in my trailer and wondered if you could come and set my hair in there – it’s so cold in here.’


She doesn’t look at me again. I’ve had my allotted moment, it seems.


‘Well, the thing is: I’ve got a lot of extra people to sort today, so if you can hold on for Claire . . .’


‘I don’t want Claire, I want the senior make-up artist. See you in five minutes.’


And she’s gone, trailing an industrial-strength cloud of expensive perfume that catches at the back of your throat like mustard gas. Vicky looks at me, lips tight. I’m flabbergasted.


‘Am I mistaken or is she a fucking cow?’


Vicky releases a pent-up breath.


‘She likes things just so.’


‘Did she get my name wrong on purpose? And Kelly’s?’


‘Probably. Caroline can do what she likes. She’s the money on this show, and she knows it. I’m not supposed to do her hair over there. I’ve got other people to get ready and I shouldn’t have to cart my stuff around the place. Now Claire will have even more work to do in here and I haven’t briefed her.’ She sighs and faffs unnecessarily with my greasy, preposterous hairstyle.


‘What happened to her face?’


Vicky raises an eyebrow. More than Caroline could ever do.


‘Jesus, Tanz – never mention her looks in front of her, or any “work” she may or may not have had done. She’s very proud of her “naturally youthful” face. She will have you fired if you bring it up.’


‘Wow. I never guessed she was a diva. She’s so nice in interviews.’


‘So was Idi Amin.’


This time Vicky giggles, but I don’t. Everyone on this show is going to see me wandering about the place with oily hair and horrible clothes, which will already be a blow to my withered pride. Now it turns out I’ll also be working with the Snow Queen’s nastier sister.


What a let-down.


Think of the money, think of the money.
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SELF-PITY AND GIN
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We’ve had several gin-and-tonics. I’m on the slimline tonic and I had a salad (I don’t want to be fat on TV, though it’s a little late for that) as Milo tucked into his burger and fries. He has ketchup on his face now and looks the picture of foodie satisfaction. I, conversely, am still hungry and am eyeing up the two chips left in his bowl.


‘Milo, I’m not overstating the case when I say she’s a complete fucking shit.’


Milo is snorting. I suspect he was drinking before we met up.


‘I think I like her even more now. She’s the British Bette Davis.’


‘You think Caroline May is as talented as Bette Davis? Bette Davis could move her bloody face. And she probably wasn’t rude to the cameraman, nasty to the director and dismissive of the rest of the cast and crew – apart from Jamie blinkin’ Brown, whose arse she basically licks off every time he comes on-set. It’s obscene.’


‘Oh my God, do you think they’re shagging?’


‘Don’t be stupid. He’s far too vain to cop off with an older woman who looks like an alien. But he’s not daft; he laps up the attention and keeps Caroline sweet. He’d flirt with a radiator if it was famous.’


Milo giggles, shaking his head at me.


‘You are such a bitter, bitchy actress right now.’


‘I’m not an actress at all right now. I simply stand around a lot in the back of the shot and have the odd terrible line to say. The one thing Caroline was right about was the costume. Kelly from Wardrobe is obviously doing everything in her power to make me look appalling, so that everyone in the country who watches it thinks I’m a skanky old bird who can’t act . . .’


He shuffles round in his chair so that he can put his arm around me.


‘Hey, come on. You’re not skanky. You’re just old.’


I slap his arm. ‘Look, I’m not stupid. I know I’d have been thrown into the workhouse if I’d not got this gig. I was on financial red alert. But I can’t help thinking I’ve literally sold my dignity to Satan, simply to keep a roof over my head.’


‘Tanz, that’s so silly. You never had any dignity, to begin with.’


We both snigger. He has burger bun in his teeth.


‘Look, fuck that corpse-faced bitch – I bet she can’t talk to ghosts. You’re much more interesting than her. From now on, you’ve got to promise me you’ll parade around at work in your whore’s skirt like it’s Jean Paul Gaultier. They obviously think you’ve got nice legs if that’s your costume, plus you can afford champagne again. What’s there to be pissed off about?’


I smile at Milo’s ketchupy face.


‘You’re the best person ever.’


He bows in mock modesty.


‘I know, babes.’


I wasn’t paying proper attention before, but close up Milo has new little lines around his eyes. Not smile lines – tension ones. I feel a pang. I haven’t even asked how he’s doing.


‘Have you heard from the TV people yet?’


Milo sags over his drink. Just mentioning it saps his energy. He shakes his head.


‘Oh, sweetheart. Have you managed to write anything new this week?’


‘No. I can’t do it, and I won’t be able to until I hear back from those bastards. I’ve worked so hard for no money over the past year – I need a result or I’m going to go mad. I can’t keep working for the sake of it; it’s killing me.’


‘It’s not fair, darlin’. You’re a genius. Another gin?’


He nods.


‘Bombay Sapphires all round?’


He gives me a double thumbs-up and, as we sip and chat, the strain on his face begins to lessen.


By the time we finish up and decide to head down to the quayside to have a nightcap by the river, I’ve very nearly got my old Milo back.
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BOYS IN GLASS HOUSES
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As we exit past a squawking gaggle of smokers, the light is fading to dusk. This part of Newcastle is alive with bustle, as usual. Around me I watch the half-naked drunken girls (and older women who should know better) in impossibly high shoes, staggering towards the Bigg Market to flirt with boys in tight T-shirts, with tattooed necks and dodgy tan-jobs. I bet at least half of the young men I’ve seen tonight own their own sunbeds. I wonder what the skin-cancer rate is with boy-band aspirational males in this region.


‘Should we go across the trip-trap bridge?’


I always want to go across the trip-trap bridge. I nod.


Milo leads us past the little alley we would usually go through to get to the quayside and guides us to the Black Gate.


The Black Gate is not a gate at all. It is a very old building that is, or at least was, attached to the actual castle that gave Newcastle its name. It’s dark stone, tall, misshapen and a little higgledy-piggledy, as it’s been modified and messed with over the years. Nowadays it has been spruced up and is open to the public by day but is still, at night when it’s closed up, very spooky. Outside the front of it is a little bridge, which must have had the moat under it, not that there’s any water down there now. There’s just a steep grassy bank leading to a flattened piece of ground underneath. Sometimes, usually when we’ve been drinking, we go over it and walk under the tall stone arch to the front door, then dare each other to stand next to one of the floor-level stone arches that look as if they have dungeons behind them. In the gloom, they’re shady and horror-film impressive.


As you pass through the tall arch there’s a plaque that reads:




THE BLACK GATE


The principal gateway to castle built 1247–50


Upper two storeys built in seventeenth century


Restored, notably by R. J. Johnson 1883–84





Milo carries on a bit further to the walkway that leads across the grass and through the next set of stone arches to the castle itself, and attempts to replicate the music to The Exorcist (no mean feat) as I stand alone by the ground-level stone ‘window’. As Milo pulls out a cigarette and starts freestyling a deep-voiced rendition of ‘Ghosts’ by Japan, I turn to look through the mesh that covers an opening into the building, trying to work out where the space behind it leads. I can’t tell if it’s a room or a corridor.


Just then I hear Frank’s voice and simultaneously a shadow moves in the gloom, almost beyond the reach of my vision.


‘Uh-oh. Do you see him?’


Much as I’m relieved to have Frank back, I wasn’t sure I was going to ‘do’ the other spooky stuff any more. But it looks like I don’t have a choice right now. There’s another shadowy movement. A frisson of cold creeps down my neck.


‘Who is it, Frank?’


It’s as silent as a tomb in there. But I’m quite sure I’m not alone.


I crane my neck and see the shadow move again. Close to the edge of light before the space disappears into total blackness. Natural as breathing, I quickly ‘protect’ myself as I feel the familiar pressure on my heart and diaphragm. There’s a bloody ghost in there and it’s coming towards me.


‘Frank?’


‘He lives here.’


‘No shit, Sherlock.’


I try very hard not to run for it. After the trauma of creepy Dan, all things supernatural still intrigue me, but I’m fighting to stay calm. I turn to Milo, who’s still humming and sucking on his fag. He smiles at me, then the grin dies on his face.


‘What’s wrong with you?’


I step towards him and attempt to look less freaked out.


‘Nothing, just a bit chilly.’


I look back into the arch. The shadow is there. It’s a ‘he’, as Frank said. And he’s very short. Suddenly I can ‘see’ what he looks like. Not all the details, merely a dirty face with a cap and scruffy, messy hair. It’s a young boy. He looks like an urchin. Not medieval clothes, more Oliver Twist than that. He has such a weird energy about him. I speak to him with my mind.


‘Hello.’


He doesn’t answer. Just stands there, staring.


‘What’s your name?’


The shadow is unresponsive. There’s an unfriendly feel to this little fella. Suddenly Milo gets the heebie-jeebies.


‘Tanz, is there something in there?’


I pause for a second too long.


‘Yeah, it’s a spirit boy.’


He jumps back like he’s been scalded.


‘Fucking hell – get away from it then.’


‘It’s okay, he won’t do anything. He’s just staring.’
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