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The old lady lifted a black velvet bag from her sewing box, loosened the cord and took out a silver Smith and Wesson revolver. With a smile any other old lady would bestow on a new grandchild, she murmured, ‘Little beauty.’ Then, slick as a gunslinger in the Old West, she twirled the weapon twice around her trigger finger, turned at surprising speed, steadied her grip with her free hand and took aim at her reflection in the dressing-table mirror. Three explosive bursts came not from the gun, but the corner of her mouth. She held the pose for five more seconds.

‘And cut. Well done, Daisy.’

‘Is that it?’ the old lady enquired.

‘That’s it, darling – and a very good “it”, as always.’

‘Am I free to go?’

‘For you, Daisy, it’s a wrap.’

Daisy Summerfield glanced up at the control room and smiled her thanks. Her contribution to another season of the TV crime series Swift was over. She handed the gun to one of the young people on the crew, who returned it to the bag and stowed it away. They’d done her a huge favour, fitting in her extra scene when the call sheet said she’d be filming again in the morning. The end of each day was supposed to be for re-shooting small mistakes, known as pick-ups. Her scene was a solo one and she had made sure she needed only one take.

She was well pleased. Instead of spending another night in the hotel, she was going home. Richmond, in Surrey, was more than two hours’ drive from the Bottle Yard studios in Bristol. Vicky, the ever-reliable production assistant, would order a car and by the time Daisy had cleaned off the make-up and changed into her own clothes her driver would be waiting.

The gun-twirling trick had taken hours of practice with an imitation weapon they’d given her, a perfect replica of the Smith and Wesson. She had professional pride in getting things right. She hadn’t ever handled a firearm before getting the role of Caitlin Swift’s ex-gangster mother. The casting director had looked at her slightly arthritic fingers and asked if she was willing to take it on. ‘What’s the problem?’ she had said. ‘I’m a professional. I won’t let you down.’

The first part of her career had been stage work. Only in her late forties had she started in television with a small part in Coronation Street in the days when they still filmed on the back lot at the Granada Studios in Manchester. Experience in Corrie was a badge of honour and she’d scarcely rested since. Never a starring role, but enough speaking parts to make her a familiar face and give her a comfortable lifestyle in a nice house in Surrey stuffed with period furniture. She had a collection of jewellery – the real thing – that helped to make the passing years tolerable.

She was seventy-four now and enjoying her best role ever. Viv Swift wasn’t your stock elderly mum. She was larger than life (about 30 pounds larger), hard-drinking, never without a cigarette and with a deplorable past that brought colour to every episode. Arch-criminals walked in and out of her scenes and treated her as their matriarch. Often she was ahead of her delinquent daughter in planning the next heist. And the viewers loved it. She got fan-mail from scores of elderly ladies who believed she really did know how to rob a bank and wished they had the nerve to do the same.

In real life, Daisy was law-abiding and careful of her health. She just hoped she would be fit for the next series. She hadn’t told anyone about her heart murmur. She wouldn’t have known she had one if Dr Patel hadn’t insisted on using his stethoscope. He had said the condition wasn’t unusual as one grew more senior and let oneself go a bit (such tact: he was much too refined to use the word ‘obese’) and some people acquired a murmur in early life, the type of murmur that clinicians called ‘innocent’, and still lived to a great age. She hoped hers was innocent. However, Dr Patel had asked her to see a consultant in case it wasn’t, and she was on a waiting list. With luck she would get her appointment and be declared innocent before the next season and no one from Bottle Yard would know.

The private car looked the same as usual, a shiny black limousine with chilled bottles of water and packets of salted peanuts stored in the arm rest along with a selection of newspapers and glossy magazines, but Daisy didn’t recognise the driver, who looked rather like one of the grim-featured men she acted with, powerfully built, with damaged skin across much of his face, as if someone had thrown acid at him. He picked up her holdall and said, ‘I’m Gerald, ma’am. Would you like this on the seat beside you or shall I stow it away?’

The mouth moved strangely when he spoke, but the voice was liquid honey.

She looked straight into his eyes, ignoring his poor face. She wasn’t an actor for nothing. ‘On the seat will do nicely, thank you.’ Out of courtesy she started to introduce herself and was stopped.

‘I know who you are, ma’am. I’ve watched the show since it started. I’m quite a fan, in fact – honoured to have you as my passenger. Just to confirm, it’s Richmond, isn’t it?’

‘Yes. Richmond upon Thames. The one in Yorkshire would be a long drive.’

His mouth twitched in what may have been a smile. Down the left side his skin couldn’t stretch at all. ‘It’s quiet on the roads now. I should get you home by midnight.’

She squeezed in, plumped herself into the back seat, emitted a sigh of relief and let him find his way through Bristol’s maze of streets. She hardly ever saw much of the city because most of the location scenes were shot in Bath. When they reached the motorway, Gerald spoke again. ‘I can make it warmer if you wish, ma’am.’

‘Thank you, but it’s just right.’

‘Would you care for some music?’

‘No thank you,’ Daisy said. ‘I enjoy silence. I’m perfectly happy with no sound at all.’ She hoped he got the message. His remark about being a fan had sounded a warning bell. She didn’t want two hours of being quizzed about the show.

She need not have worried. The next thing she was aware of was Gerald’s silky voice saying, ‘Quite busy here for the time of night, ma’am.’ She looked out of the window and they were already off the motorway and across the river and heading down Kew Bridge Road. Her concern about him had been unfounded. She must have slept for the best part of two hours.

She straightened up in the seat and drank some water. ‘Gerald, did they tell you my address?’

‘The Vineyard?’

‘That’s correct. I must have dozed off.’ Now she was so near home, she felt she owed him something in the way of personal chat. After all, he’d said he was a fan. Speaking to the back of his head was easier than looking into the damaged face. ‘I tell myself I can cope with the hours they work, but I’m glad of a rest by the end of the day.’

‘Aren’t we all?’ he said.

‘It can be as much as ten to twelve hours on set, six days a week, and that doesn’t include going to make-up. I’m up at the crack of dawn. But I wouldn’t change it for the world. And they treat me wonderfully. They have a word for us actors. They call us the talent, as if no one else has any, but they’re all wonderfully gifted people, directors, cameramen, sound engineers, or they wouldn’t last ten minutes in the job. Goodness, this is my street. You’ll see mine on the left three lampposts away.’

She unzipped her bag and felt for her purse. The company was paying the fare, but she always tipped the drivers herself. Five, at least. Ten for really good service. She took out a ten. ‘You’re as good as your word. It isn’t midnight yet. You can pull into the drive.’

‘Beautiful house, if I may be so bold, ma’am.’

‘Far too big for me really, but I can’t face the upheaval of moving.’

He drew up outside the porch. ‘I’ll get your bag.’

After he had helped her out, she handed him the ten.

‘That isn’t necessary, ma’am. The company pays me.’

‘And I’m recognising exceptional service. Please accept it, Gerald. I insist.’

He thanked her. ‘If I may be so bold, ma’am, I don’t think Viv Swift would be as generous as this.’

She laughed. ‘Viv Swift would put a gun against your head and steal your car.’ She had her house key ready. ‘Good night, then.’

‘Where would you like the bag?’ He had a way of clearing his throat before suggesting anything extra. ‘I can carry it upstairs if you wish.’

Heavens, no, she thought. No, no, no. He thinks I’m Viv, ever on the lookout for a stud. ‘How kind, but just inside the door will do. I can manage perfectly well now.’

After he’d gone, Daisy closed and bolted the door top and bottom. Ten to one he was safe to be with, but you can never be sure what thoughts are in their heads. She made herself hot chocolate and added a dash of brandy. Her nightcap. Viv would have knocked back a neat vodka. Or three.

The holdall was still by the door where she’d left it. She’d sort the washing in the morning.

She poured herself a glass of cold water and swallowed the aspirin Dr Patel had suggested she took each night. She was about to switch off the downstairs lights when a floorboard creaked upstairs.

Her skin prickled.

Be sensible, she told herself. It’s something to do with the central heating, with pipes and loose floorboards. But being sensible wasn’t any help because she’d been sensible enough to turn the heating off while she was away. The creak had come from another cause.

Panicky thoughts bombarded her. What if someone had got in and was ransacking her bedroom, thinking she was away in Bristol? She’d seen no evidence of a break-in, but she knew from the TV series that modern burglars had clever ways of forcing doors and windows.

For the next twenty minutes she sat in the kitchen drumming her fingers on the table, too nervous to go upstairs. How stupid is this? she told herself several times over. I can’t spend the night down here, a prisoner in my own home. It’s almost one in the morning, I’m tired and I need my sleep.

Another ten minutes went by before she thought of a solution. She would think herself into her role as Viv Swift. True, she wouldn’t have the make-up, the heels or the fire-engine-red suit with the strong shoulders, but she would summon up the inner strength she possessed when she was in character. Playing Viv was transformative.

She did have one confidence-giver. In the drawer of the kitchen table was the dummy revolver she’d used to practise the gun-spinning. She opened the drawer, gripped the gun and immediately felt stronger. She stood up and gave it a twirl. When the butt came to rest in her palm she was Vivienne Swift. The adrenalin coursed through her veins.

She turned the light off and crossed the hall. Her actions now were confident and deliberate. If you’re up there, buddy, prepare to be scared shitless. She was up those stairs faster than she would have thought possible. On the landing she paused to listen.

Nothing.

Gripping the gun with both hands and with her shoulder to the wall, she moved towards her bedroom door. It was partially open. She gave it a kick and said in Viv’s ball-breaking voice, ‘I know you’re there. Face the wall with your hands against it. I’m armed and coming in.’

There was no going back. She stepped inside, gun levelled in the shooter’s stance. There was enough light from the streetlamp outside to give a clear view as she swept her aim through a slow arc.

Nobody.

She crossed to the en suite and made quite sure.

Almost a disappointment, she was so hyped up.

She sighed, switched on the light, threw the gun on the bed and became herself again. Shaking her head at her own idiocy, she pulled the curtains and started thinking about the few things she needed to do before climbing into bed. Her night cream was downstairs in the holdall and so was her toothbrush, but she didn’t intend to go down for them. She’d shower and do her teeth in the morning. A quick splash at the hand basin would do for now.

She had a fresh nightie hanging in the wardrobe. She slid the door back and had the worst shock of her life. She was eye to eye with someone in a hideous grinning Guy Fawkes mask.

She drew in a huge, gasping breath and felt a blast of pain across her chest and into her neck and arms, a sensation she knew was the cardiac arrest she dreaded.

For Daisy it was truly a wrap.
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IS SWIFT JINXED?

The top-rated TV crime series Swift has been hit once again by the sudden death of one of its stars. Last Thursday night, Daisy Summerfield, the veteran actor who plays Caitlin Swift’s mother Vivienne, suffered a fatal heart attack when she discovered an intruder in her bedroom at Richmond upon Thames. This is the third tragic incident involving a cast member in the past two years. The show’s award-winning creator and producer, Mary Wroxeter, died suddenly while series five was being filmed. Dan Burbage, who had the part of the clever Sergeant Monaghan, fell while climbing in Snowdonia in January and suffered brain damage that put a premature end to his acting career.

Dogged by misfortune

The show’s producer, Greg Deans, last night dismissed suggestions that the series is jinxed, but admitted that Swift has been dogged by misfortune ever since it was launched in 2013. ‘Right now we’re focusing our thoughts on Daisy,’ he said. ‘She was a regular in the series since it started and a favourite of our TV audience as well as the cast and crew. We’ll miss her dreadfully.’ Others connected with the show said what a warm-hearted person Daisy was in real life, totally unlike the tough, hard-drinking character she played. Several also expressed concern about the run of bad luck. ‘It seems like a hoodoo,’ said one actor who didn’t wish to be named. ‘Hardly a month goes by without some new setback.’ A cameraman who has been a crew member since the start said, ‘Personally, I’m being ultra-careful. I can’t help wondering whose turn is next.’

Crisis of confidence

Undeniably, the chain of disruptive incidents is troubling. Even before filming of the first series began, the unnamed actor originally chosen to play Swift had a crisis of confidence and had to be replaced. During the filming of the pilot episode, there was a fire in a van containing sound equipment and an engineer was seriously burnt trying to save valuable items. Soon after the series was commissioned six months later, a stunt involving a rooftop chase went badly wrong and two stuntmen ended up in hospital. And a strange event occurred during the shooting of the third season, when Dave Tudor, the assistant producer, went missing on the second day of shooting and has not been seen since.

No Comment from Sabine

Despite all these setbacks, Swift was an immediate success with viewers and has remained high in the ratings, as well as picking up a clutch of Emmy awards in its first two seasons. The show’s main star, Sabine San Sebastian, who plays Swift, was last night unavailable for comment.



Bath’s most senior detective was not impressed. ‘What am I supposed to say about this?’ Peter Diamond asked.

‘Whatever you want,’ his partner, Paloma Kean, said, well used to his bluntness. They had eaten supper on trays in front of the TV.

‘Swift. That’s the one set in the West Country, isn’t it? I watched one episode and switched over. Policing isn’t like that.’

‘There isn’t much policing in it,’ Paloma said. ‘Swift is a glamorous villain who comes out on top every time. Rides a Harley-Davidson, plays the field with men friends, breaks into big houses and never gets caught.’

‘Like I say, it’s divorced from reality.’

‘That isn’t the point, Pete. What matters isn’t the storyline. It’s what’s going on behind the scenes in real life. Don’t you think there’s something fishy, all these incidents? I know Ellie Pitcairn, who dresses the show, and she says a lot of people are worried.’ Paloma’s company was the go-to source of images used by costume designers in the theatre, TV and film industries.

‘Actors are a superstitious lot,’ Diamond said. ‘What’s the Shakespeare they won’t mention by name?’

‘The Scottish play?’

He grinned. ‘There you go.’

‘These aren’t superstitions, matey. People have died.’

‘Yes, but they’re saying it’s down to a jinx. That’s my point. They’ve had more than average bad luck and that’s all it is.’

A moment of silence followed, before Paloma said, ‘I agree with you in principle.’

‘But?’

‘What if some evil-minded person is behind this?’

He picked up the newspaper again. ‘Old lady discovers burglar in her house and has heart attack. Understandable. Producer dies unexpectedly. Okay, that’s unfortunate, but sudden deaths do happen. What else? A small fire, a stunt that went wrong, the climber stupid enough to be up a mountain in January and a guy who went AWOL. Most of these are outside anyone else’s control. Over how long – five or six years? The paper must be stuck for news.’

‘But would you join their show?’

‘No thanks. I get all the drama I want at work – and that’s from my team.’

‘That’s dealt with that, then,’ Paloma said. ‘I should have known you’d shoot the story to bits. The producer should ask you along to restore everyone’s confidence.’

‘Reality check by Peter Diamond. For a fat fee and my name on the credits at the end? You’re on.’

‘On second thoughts, no. You should stay well clear. I know what these luvvies are like. They’d give you merry hell.’

Even so, six weeks later there was a reality check for Diamond when he arrived for work in the crime investigation office at Concorde House, near Bristol, on a Monday morning.

‘What’s new?’ he asked when he walked in.

‘You know that TV series, Swift,’ DCI Keith Halliwell, his long-serving deputy, started to say.

‘Before you start on that tired old story, Keith, it’s bullshit. There’s no jinx. I saw the piece in the paper and it doesn’t stand up.’

‘One of the crew is missing.’

‘Old news. If I remember, he was Dave somebody, the assistant producer.’

‘Not him. Someone new. This only just happened. And on our patch.’

‘Here?’ His indifference took a nudge, no more.

‘They’re filming in Bath. A guy called Jacob Nicol, a rigger, didn’t turn up for work and hasn’t been in touch since.’

Diamond was back on song. ‘Am I supposed to be worried? They’re paranoid. They saw the piece in the paper and they’re panicking because someone takes a couple of days off work. What’s a rigger? It doesn’t sound like a key role.’

‘They put up scaffolding and lay tracks for the camera. Lighting, hoists, that kind of stuff.’

‘Manual work. They can replace him.’

‘There’s more to the job than that. They need experience.’

‘I refuse to get excited about this, Keith. When we find his body riddled with bullets I’ll sit up and take notice.’

‘Hold on, guv. There’s more. One of the crew called at the house and all his property has gone. There are stains that might be blood.’

‘This was when?’

‘Yesterday.’

‘How did we get to hear about this – a 101 call?’

‘It came through on the local number. The guy on the switchboard wasn’t very experienced. He got the main details, the address and so forth, but didn’t ask who the informant was.’

‘For pity’s sake. Did any of our lot take a look?’

‘Paul.’

‘Does Paul know the difference between blood and tea stains?’

‘I told him to get forensics out there.’

‘We’ll find out, then.’ Shaking his head at the triviality of it all, the big man headed for his office.

The chest-high stack of paper on his desk had grown markedly since he had last looked at it. He wasn’t troubled. A show of paperwork was his strategy for keeping his boss, Assistant Chief Constable Georgina Dallymore, off his back. If he’d read the stuff online he could have spent countless hours with nothing to show for it. So he made sure everything was printed and stacked where it could be seen.

The old CID – as he still thought of it – worked under the umbrella of a polango (his word for a police quango) called MCIT, the Major Crime Investigation Team, that generated much of the paper in front of him, the combined output of three police authorities. In theory it made for more efficient detective work. In Diamond’s experience, bad things were done in the name of efficiency. Police numbers had shrunk. Salaries hadn’t improved. Worst of all, the old Manvers Street police station in the centre of Bath had been closed and sold and the men and women who worked there dispersed across the county. His own team had been put out to grass fourteen miles away at Emersons Green. He’d told the powers-that-be – Georgina, to be precise – that closing the old nick was an own goal. The only police presence remaining in the city centre, the hole in the wall at the One-Stop shop, was a joke. Not many Bathonians knew it existed and visitors hadn’t a hope in hell of finding it.

Twenty minutes passed.

There was a knock on the door from someone who still held him in awe. Anyone else wouldn’t wait to be invited. He shouted, ‘Come,’ and they did and it was DC Paul Gilbert, the junior of the team, but only junior in the sense that he was the youngest of an ageing bunch of detectives.

‘News from the lab, guv. You know I went to the missing rigger’s place last night? The stains are definitely blood.’

‘Right.’ He chewed on that for a moment. ‘I heard there wasn’t much.’

‘Four spots.’

‘Like from a nosebleed?’

‘Possibly.’

‘Any disturbance?’

‘A rug a bit rucked up, that’s all. But they took away a pillowcase that they say has traces of snot and saliva.’

‘How does that help?’

Gilbert blinked twice and said with an air of disbelief, ‘It’s a source of DNA. The rigger slept in the bed, so they can see if there’s a match with the DNA in the blood spatter.’

Diamond had the glazed expression of a sleuth who had never fully embraced forensic science. ‘While the plodding policemen patiently continue their inquiries. Did you ask the landlord if he heard anything?’

‘He doesn’t live there. It’s a maisonette divided into two flats. The student upstairs heard him come in really late the night before he went missing, like one thirty in the morning. That’s the last thing anyone knows.’

‘Where is this?’

‘Fairfield Park.’ Maisonette territory, high on the northern slopes where developers made a mint from cheap housing sixty years ago.

‘Signs of a break-in? Doors, windows?’

‘Nothing. Apart from the rug, it looked normal inside. Well, normal except that none of his stuff was there. All the cupboards and drawers were empty.’

‘He’d done a flit.’

‘It seems so. The place wasn’t much lived in, as far as I could tell, probably rented only for as long as they’re here filming.’

‘So unless he tripped over the rug, the chances are whoever gave him his bloody nose will be part of the TV set-up.’ Diamond sat back and spread his hands. ‘Simple. Assemble the suspects in the drawing room and do a Miss Marple.’

Gilbert took most of Diamond’s remarks seriously. This time, he could tell it was meant to be amusing, so he played along. ‘Guv, have you ever watched the names scroll by at the end of a film?’

Diamond saw the point of that and grinned. ‘You’ll need a large drawing room. Where are they filming?’

‘Below Pulteney Bridge.’

Young Gilbert – as Diamond still thought of him – had done all the right things. His earnestness screamed out for a leg-pull, but Diamond wasn’t without mercy. He could see his young self here, transparently keen to impress.

‘If you really want to cut your teeth on this one, better make yourself known to them and see what you can dig up on this rigger.’

Gilbert stared at Diamond as if he’d handed him the key of a Porsche. ‘Do you think it’s worth following up?’

‘You’re the IO on this one. Go for it.’

Investigating Officer. You could have fitted the Royal Crescent into Paul Gilbert’s grin. ‘Right now?’

‘If they’re filming, it’s the perfect opportunity. Make yourself known to whoever is running the show and then dive in. I suggest you start with the remaining riggers if any are left alive.’

Opportunities had to be seized by a keen young DC.

A larger crowd than usual lined the balustrade of Grand Parade looking down at the weir, most of them holding up their phones. This is one of the sights of the city and there are always visitors watching the white water cascade down the shallow steps. Unless the Avon is in spate after heavy rain, the flow under Pulteney Bridge is slow until it gets the shock of the descent. Then the movement gives this spectacular show.

Extra action was on view this summer morning. A woman and a man were down there, ankle-deep, crossing the top step of the crescent-shaped weir, the man clearly in pursuit and holding a gun he wouldn’t be able to use with any accuracy while keeping his balance. The chase was being filmed by a cameraman under the trees on the narrow man-made island parallel with the east bank. Others were directing the show from a viewing platform over the sluice gate.

‘That’s so dangerous,’ Gilbert said to no one in particular. He had just arrived on his moped, parked it behind the Abbey and joined the spectators.

‘They’re okay,’ one said. ‘They’re stunt people.’

‘I don’t care who they are. I live here and it’s a death trap.’

‘They’ll be strong swimmers. They wouldn’t do it if it wasn’t safe. This is their second take.’

‘If they slip, they get sucked in by the undertow, however well they swim. Most years somebody is drowned here.’

‘Russell Crowe didn’t drown.’

‘Russell Crowe is there?’

‘Years ago, when they made Les Mis. He jumps off the bridge and commits suicide. Haven’t you seen it? That was filmed here. You see him jump and get dragged in.’

‘That wasn’t here,’ Gilbert said. ‘It was Paris. The River Seine.’

‘That’s what you were meant to think.’

A guarded okay from Gilbert. He didn’t believe what he was hearing, but he wasn’t going to argue the point.

‘It was definitely here,’ the man’s wife said in support.

The know-all said, ‘Russell Crowe didn’t really drown or he couldn’t have made Man of Steel.’

The wife, who seemed to know more about it, said, ‘Anyhow, he didn’t do the jump. It was a stuntman. And the bridge he jumps off isn’t this one. That was trick photography.’

Gilbert didn’t have time to stay arguing about Les Misérables and he wasn’t liking what he could see of the reckless free show at the weir. He needed to get across the river himself to where the film crew was. He headed up the street past the long line of onlookers and crossed the bridge, thinking that Russell Crowe or his stunt double couldn’t have jumped off unless they leapt from a roof. Pulteney Bridge is Bath’s bijou version of Florence’s Ponte Vecchio, lined either side with shops.

Several sets of steps brought him down to the grassed area under the trees and the place where the Pulteney Cruisers pick up passengers. The TV crew had unloaded their equipment – a lot of it – by the sluice gate that can be lowered to control the flow. A group of them were chatting. He produced his ID and asked who was in charge and was told the director was too busy filming to see anyone, even the police.

Gilbert said he was content to wait. ‘I wouldn’t want to cause an accident.’

‘Is that, like, a joke?’ a large man asked. He had snakes tattooed on his arms and muscles that rippled and made them wriggle. The words were spoken in a way that made Gilbert feel there was only one answer and he’d better get it right.

‘I’m serious. What they’re doing is bloody dangerous.’

‘Don’t you worry about that. They’re stunt people. They do more difficult stuff than running along a weir.’

Gilbert didn’t argue the point. He turned to the group in general, inviting someone else to join in. ‘I’m here about the missing rigger. Have you heard from him?’

‘Jake?’ the big man said before any of the others got a word in. ‘He’ll be fine. You don’t want to believe the papers.’

‘So he still hasn’t shown?’

‘He’s a grown-up. If he takes a few days off, that’s his lookout.’

‘Can you manage without him?’

‘What does it look like?’

‘Are you in charge?’

‘I’m the key grip, if that’s what you’re asking.’

‘What’s your name?’ One basic thing Gilbert had learned when questioning people was to insist they identified themselves. In a slightly hostile situation it was doubly useful.

‘Fergus. Fergus Webster. What’s yours?’

‘Weren’t you listening? I’m DC Gilbert. If you’re the senior guy, Fergus, you won’t mind telling me what you know about Jake.’

‘Sod all, basically.’ Fergus turned to the others. ‘What do we know about the guy who didn’t last two days?’

One of them said, ‘You want a description, officer?’

‘That would help,’ Gilbert said.

‘I’d say he was –’ long pause – ‘average.’

Fergus laughed out loud. Clearly he ruled here. They took their cues from him.

‘You can do better than that,’ Gilbert said.

A look was exchanged between Fergus and the man who had spoken and Fergus gave a nod.

‘Average height,’ the man said. ‘Average build. Put it this way. He wouldn’t stand out in a crowd.’

More of them were grinning.

Gilbert didn’t appreciate the joke. ‘I’m not here to be messed about. What height is he?’

‘Five eight … give or take,’ the spokesman said.

‘Age?’

‘Thirty to fifty, I’d say.’ This got more belly laughs.

It couldn’t go on. In a move that excluded all the others, Gilbert took a step closer and pointed his finger at the man’s chest. ‘This is a warning. It’s an offence to obstruct a police officer.’

The message got home. ‘Forty, then. Dark hair and not much of it, thin as a rake, pasty-faced with a tash, and didn’t have much to say for himself.’

Unsurprising, when Fergus was around.

Gilbert addressed them all. ‘So none of you believe this story about the jinx?’

Fergus took over again. ‘It sells papers, don’t it?’

‘Someone from your lot took it seriously enough to report Jake missing, or I wouldn’t be here. Do you know who that was?’

‘You’re the detective.’

‘How many are working on this show?’

‘Today?’

‘Altogether.’

‘The entire production team? That’s asking.’

‘Fifty?’

‘Four times fifty, easy. They’re not all with our unit.’

‘I think I’ll get closer to the action,’ Gilbert said.

‘You won’t.’ Fergus crossed his tattooed arms. ‘Public can’t go no closer than this.’

‘I’m not public. I’m police.’

‘You could be prime minister for all I care. They don’t want no one straying into shot.’

‘I’ll be careful.’

Now the arms unfolded and made fists. ‘You can be careful right where you are.’

A stark challenge to Gilbert’s authority. He wasn’t going to cave in, but he could see this getting physical and he didn’t want to ramp up the aggression with a warning of his own. He was deciding his next move when there was a shout from the riverside.

‘Get her out!’

They all heard it – a voice in panic that overrode everything. As one, the riggers made a dash for the steps over the sluice gate. Gilbert went with them.

The island on the other side was narrow, but heavily overgrown. It was difficult at first to see what was going on.

Down on the weir, one of the stunt people had lost her footing and been dragged down the slippery steps. She was the woman standing in for the star, the Caitlin Swift character. Paul Gilbert saw her head surface briefly in the churning foam. The undertow was too powerful. She was sucked down again.
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