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            for Satya Robyn,

who fights for the Earth

and for Hazel and Leo,

who are part of its future

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
        ‘There is too much sameness.

The world seems only to have a

desire for more of this sameness.

To be different is to be alone.’
      

            —LUISA CASATI
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            PANTECHNICON:

            a large van for transporting furniture

         

         ‘We are APPROACHING our DESTINATION!!!’

         Ar’s voice boomed and echoed round the cab of the Pantechnicon. I blinked awake, rubbed my eyes and sat up in my sleeping bag in the tiny bunk bed behind the driver’s seat. Through the grimy windscreen the sky grew paler. It must be almost morning.

         ‘Hush, Arthur Bottom!’ hissed Ma from the passenger seat. She always called Ar by his full name when she was annoyed at him, which was most of the time, lately. ‘You’re not onstage now! And Ophelia’s asleep!’

         Ar glanced back at me over his shoulder, and the Pantechnicon swerved on the narrow country lane.

         ‘WRONG, Marina! She is FULLY CONSCIOUS—are you not, Ophelia?’

         Ar was my father, only he wouldn’t let me call him ‘Dad’. He was big as a mountain with a deep, booming voice, and a wild black beard exploding from his chin. He always talked—or rather shouted—in capital letters and he never used a short word if he could use a long, complicated one instead. Ma was my mother. Like me, she was tall and skinny with tangled corkscrew curls of fiery red hair. She always spoke in italics, which meant she made every word sound very important. They talked this way because they were actors. But it was no fun being squashed up close with them in a van, even a van as large as the Pantechnicon.

         ‘It’s alright, Ma,’ I yawned, unzipping my sleeping bag. ‘I’m awake.’

         Ma ignored me. ‘Ophelia needs her sleep, Arthur Bottom. And she needs stability. Life on the road is no life for a child.’

         ‘NONSENSE, MARINA!’ roared Ar. ‘Theatre is in our BLOOD. And a THESPIAN’S home is ONSTAGE!’

         The Pantechnicon swerved again.

         ‘Look out, Arthur Bottom! Keep your eyes on the road!’

         And they were off again.

         ‘Stop arguing!’ I muttered.

         ‘Don’t MUMBLE, Ophelia!’ yelled Ar. ‘ENUNCIATE!’

         ‘Anyhow, we’re not arguing,’ snapped Ma. ‘We’re discussing.’

         I stuck my fingers in my ears and stared out of the windscreen. Life with Ar and Ma was never quiet: it was all earthquakes and blizzards and hurricanes and thunderstorms. I wished, wished, wished I had normal parents…

         Parents who had ordinary jobs, instead of being actors.

         Parents who dressed sensibly, instead of in tatty old costumes from Shakespearean plays.

         Parents who lived in a proper house, which stayed still.

         Parents who were called Jones or Smith, rather than Bottom.

         It was so embarrassing having Bottom as a surname. Ar said it was a lucky coincidence, as Bottom was the name of an actor in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. But to most people, Bottom just meant… well, you know.

         A clean white sign loomed up out of the shadows:

         
            STOPFORD

         

         and the sun peeped out above the heavy clouds, sparkling over Stopford’s clean red roofs, lighting it up like a magic town. The sky streaked red and pink.

         ‘Red sky in the morning,’ muttered Ma, ‘Shepherd’s warning.’

         Why did Ma always moan and groan about everything? We were only here for three nights, so I was going to make the most of every single second.

         We drove along Stopford High Street. My eyes ate up everything in the shiny shop windows: the computers, the huge televisions, the soft, billowy duvets and the pretty flowery curtains. All the things we couldn’t afford. The Pantechnicon lumbered past Stopford School, and past little roads, each with a different name: Chestnut Street; Magnolia Drive; Elm Close. Of all the towns we visited, Stopford was a million times the prettiest. The houses stood in tidy rows, all just the same size. Each garden had a perfect square of green lawn, flowerbeds waving with bright flowers, a white wooden gate and a neat gravel path leading up to the front door. Each door was painted a different colour: pink, blue, yellow, red or green. I stared through the windows. What must it be like to live in a proper house, with different rooms for washing and cooking and sleeping and watching television?

         All too quickly, we headed out of town. Just ahead was Stopford Bridge, where the river wound down towards the sea. Suddenly, Ar slammed on the brakes and I only just avoided knocking my teeth out on the driver’s seat. A huge lorry blocked the bridge. On its side was painted:

         
            PRATT’S PLASTIC PELLETS

         

         The driver, wearing overalls, leant on the bridge, sipping coffee from a takeaway plastic cup.

         ‘ROAD HOG!’ Ar stabbed the horn, his beard quivering with annoyance.

         The man stared up at Ar, and smirked. I was used to this. People always stared at Ar and Ma. They always stared at the Pantechnicon too, with its rusty patches and flaking paintwork, and at the words painted on its side:

         
            BOTTOM’S TRAVELLING THEATRE

         

         The man made a rude gesture, dropped the empty plastic cup into the river, and slowly climbed into his cab.

         The river looked different to the way it had last year, when we came to Stopford for the first time: it was all choked up with junk. The lorry pulled away in a cloud of exhaust.

         ‘LITTERBUG!’ roared Ar.

         I ducked down behind the driver’s seat, my face burning. Ar crashed the gears of the Pantechnicon and accelerated after the lorry, but it soon veered off up the hill, where a huge, windowless concrete building stood on its own beside the river, surrounded by high walls.

         The Pantechnicon rattled and bumped down an uneven lane towards Stopford Common, the trees bent in one direction by the wind. Ar gave an earth-shattering cough and my eyes began to sting. Wiping them, I peered up at the building on the hill, where the lorry had gone. A fat chimney belched out black smoke—even now, at six in the morning. The smoke followed the same direction as the bent trees: down over the Common and out towards the sea. It seemed to crawl in through the windows of the Pantechnicon. Ma wound up her window and snapped at Ar to do the same. Then she drummed her fingers on the dashboard and said:

         ‘Why, why, why do we have to come here again?’

         ‘Because they pay GOOD MONEY in Stopford,’ said Ar. ‘And we need all the REMUNERATION we can get.’

         Ma’s face looked like someone had slapped it with a wet fish. ‘The air is even worse than last year. And the audiences here always laugh at us.’

         ‘You’re far too SENSITIVE, Marina!’ boomed Ar. ‘They’re laughing at the COMEDY.’

         ‘They laughed through Hamlet,’ muttered Ma.

         ‘That’s true,’ I said. ‘They laughed through Macbeth too—’

         Ma gave a sharp intake of breath and I realized what I’d done. I shoved my fist over my mouth, but it was too late—I’d said it.

         ‘She spoke the name of the Scottish play,’ groaned Ma. ‘And we’re performing it tonight.’

         ‘That’s mere SUPERSTITION!’ rumbled Ar.

         ‘It. Is. Not.’ Ma crossed her fingers on both hands. ‘Actors should never say that name. It brings bad luck. Disaster.’

         ‘NONSENSE, Marina!’ rumbled Ar.

         ‘Anyhow, I’m not an actor,’ I said, adding thank goodness under my breath. ‘So it doesn’t count.’

         The Pantechnicon bumped over the Common and ground to a halt in the middle of it, beside a solitary tap. A large notice said:

         
            STOPFORD COMMON

            PARKING STRICTLY BY PERMIT ONLY

         

         This would be our home for three precious days. Ar threw open his door and leapt out on to the scrubby grass. He took a gigantic breath.

         ‘Wake up, STOPFORD, and prepare to be ENTERTAINED!’ he roared, in between coughing from the fumes. ‘BOTTOM’S TRAVELLING THEATRE IS BACK!’

      

   


   
      
         
            SUPERSTITION:

            a belief in fate or magic, leading to good or bad luck

         

         Ar was all for unpacking the Pantechnicon straight away, but Ma wasn’t having it.

         ‘Washing and breakfast first, Arthur Bottom,’ she insisted.

         Ar gave a gusty sigh, but he got back into the Pantechnicon and they both climbed over the seats to join me.

         Ar called our van the Pantechnicon because pantechnicons were old-style furniture vans—ours used to be a removals van before he converted it into our home. A flimsy hardboard wall divided it into two parts: our living quarters at the front; and a large storage area at the back. My little bunk bed turned into a seat in the daytime, and Ar and Ma’s bunk became a table.

         I squeezed past Ar to the tiny sink to clean my teeth. We used the sink for washing ourselves as well as washing the dishes. Ma squeezed past me to get bread from the ‘larder’—a box under my bunk bed—and milk from a tiny fridge. Then she elbowed me out of the way to fill the kettle from a bucket of water under the sink. Ar squeezed past her to visit the toilet. The toilet was the only sort-of private place in the Pantechnicon, but because it was just behind a makeshift curtain, people could hear—and smell—everything you did inside it.

         ‘WITH A HEY, AND A HO, AND A HEY NONINO…’

         Ar’s voice boomed out from behind the curtain. We had to sing loudly when we were in the toilet—not only to stop people hearing what we were doing, but to stop them bursting in on us. No wonder I was an only child. Ar and Ma had no privacy to make a baby—not that there’d be room for one if they did.

         Ar returned from the toilet and squeezed past me to fill a glass of water. He glugged it down and then stood and gargled for ages like he did every morning.

         ‘Out of the way, Arthur, and make yourself useful!’ growled Ma.

         Ar spat out the water into the sink. ‘An actor must preserve his VOICE.’

         Soon the Pantechnicon was full of the sounds of the whistling kettle, and Ar’s vocal warm-up.

         ‘MEEE, MAAAAY, MAAAAH, MOW, MOOO!’

         ‘Here, Ophelia.’ Ma handed me a slice of bread and butter and a mug of tea. ‘Now get out from under my feet.’

         Carrying them, I climbed over the driver’s seat into the cab of the Pantechnicon and jumped down into the grass and the lovely quiet.

         The sun had disappeared. Heavy black clouds hung over the concrete building on the hill. Ma was right about one thing: it was going to rain. Ar leapt from the Pantechnicon, still chewing and waving a mug of tea, and hurried round to the back.

         ‘I’m off to TOWN!’ he yelled, coming out with a large cardboard box, ‘to put up the POSTERS!’

         I quickly swallowed the last of my bread and butter and gulped down the dregs of my tea.

         ‘Can I come too, Ar? I can help you put them up quicker.’ This might be my only chance to explore Stopford.

         Ma stuck her head out of the window.

         ‘No, Ophelia! Mornings are for home-schooling, not gadding about!’

         I kicked the grass. If I went to a proper school, I wouldn’t have home-schooling on a Saturday morning. But Ma insisted we home-school every day.

         ‘She needs a proper education,’ she told Ar. ‘And she doesn’t get enough learning time, what with all the travelling and performing.’

         Because Ma home-schooled me, I knew everything there was to know about plays and literature and poetry. But Ma wasn’t interested in subjects like maths and history and geography and science. If I lived in a normal house, I’d have a bedroom with shelves for books, and I’d belong to a library. And I’d go to a proper school where there were lessons about everything and maybe then my mind would stop being so hungry.

         
             

         

         ‘ACTION STATIONS, EVERYONE!’

         Ar was back from Stopford.

         Ma sighed and closed the book of poetry we’d been reading. I jumped over the seats of the Pantechnicon and followed Ar, with Ma drifting behind, grumbling.

         ‘It’s going to pour,’ she said, staring up at the darkening sky.

         ‘What’s a little PRECIPITATION?’ roared Ar. ‘We’ll simply put up the TENT!’

         He threw open the huge doors to the storage area at the back. We each grabbed a corner of the tent and hauled it out on to the grass.

         The wind shifted round and the smoke from the chimney on the hill blew the fumes in our direction again. Ma groaned and we coughed and spluttered. Huge drops of rain fell, wrapped in a gusty wind, as we struggled with sopping canvas and steel tent pegs and mallets. The wind never seemed to blow bad air over the town, only over the Common. If I lived in a proper house in Stopford I’d be warm and dry now, instead of soaked to the skin and struggling to breathe.

         The next thing to put up was the rickety wooden stage. It came in sections, so Ma and I carried one, while Ar took another. We hefted them inside the tent and slotted them together. Suddenly, Ma pointed at the roof of the tent.

         ‘Arthur Bottom!’

         My heart sank into my trainers. Water dripped through a jagged gash in the canvas and pooled on the wooden stage. Ma had been nagging Ar for days to mend it. Ar jumped down from the stage and disappeared, returning with a huge, black-painted witches’ cauldron which was one of the props for Macbeth. He plonked it in the middle of the stage and the water plopped steadily into it.

         ‘Problem SOLVED!’ he announced.

         ‘And what happens after the witches’ scene?’ demanded Ma. ‘Why would there be a witches’ cauldron in the middle of a Scottish castle?’

         ‘Never mind the DETAILS,’ Ar said. ‘We have a MATINEE to prepare for.’

         That was the trouble with Saturdays. If it was any other day, we could’ve waited for the rain to stop before putting up the tent. But today we had to do two performances—one at two, and another at eight.

         At least it was a bit dryer inside the tent. Except, there was still all the other stuff to get out of the Pantechnicon: the rusty folding seats for the audience; the heavy velvet curtain; the lights; and the scenery (a couple of painted trees and a section of castle wall). The costumes and masks, thank goodness, stayed in the back of the Pantechnicon. Ar and Ma used this as their ‘green room’—the area where they got dressed up.

         At last, the theatre was ready. Ar and Ma squabbled off to sort out their costumes, leaving me to set out the props (a painted crown, a battery-operated candle and various swords and daggers) and check I had the right music for Macbeth on the ancient CD player. I put the Book—the script of the play—at the side of the stage, though I never needed it. I knew the whole play off by heart, just like I knew all the other Shakespeare plays that Bottom’s Travelling Theatre performed. Ar said I had a sticky memory: I only ever had to read through something once, and it sort of stuck to my mind, like a photograph.

         There was just time for lunch—sausages, which Ma fried in a pan on the one-ring gas stove, and cold baked beans from a tin—before we had to get ready for the afternoon performance. Ma and Ar climbed into the back of the Pantechnicon and got into their witches’ costumes and wigs.

         The first scene of Macbeth was where three witches sat around a cauldron and prophesied trouble. Except, of course, we only had two witches. The problem with Bottom’s having just two actors was that Ar and Ma had to play all the characters. This meant they had to change very quickly from one costume to another, so there were long pauses between scenes—and that’s why they wore masks rather than wearing make-up: there simply wasn’t time to wipe off the make-up and apply more.

         ‘This is ridiculous,’ moaned Ma, like she always did. ‘How can we two be expected to perform a play with a cast of thirty…’

         ‘It’s an OPPORTUNITY to demonstrate the BREADTH OF OUR TALENT as ACTORS.’ Ar fixed a long grey wig over his curly black hair and pulled a shawl up around his beard to hide it. Then he turned to me and opened his mouth to speak.

         ‘No, Arthur Bottom!’ Ma snapped. ‘Ophelia cannot be an actor. She has enough to do as it is.’

         Thank goodness, even Ar couldn’t force me to get up onstage. If I didn’t keep the show going backstage, there’d be no play at all. It was my job to sell the tickets before the show, to open and close the curtain, operate the lighting, hand out the props, play the music and be the prompt. In between performances, I sewed the costumes and helped Ar paint the scenery. I also had to try and cheer Ar and Ma up when the audience booed them. Sometimes it seemed like I was the parent and they were the children.

         The rain and wind buffeted the tent, and clouds of dark smog from the building on the hill swirled around the Common. Ma grumbled on about me saying that word.

         ‘I’ve got a bad feeling about being in this place again,’ she muttered. ‘A very bad feeling indeed.’

         I was so used to Ma grumping about stuff, I took no notice.

         But as it turned out, I should have paid more attention…

      

   


   
      
         
            BREAK A LEG:

            theatrical slang, meaning ‘good luck!’

         

         At one forty-five, a grumbling queue stood in the rain outside the tent.

         The Stopford folk all wore neat plastic macs and shiny welly boots. The gusty wind kept blowing their umbrellas inside out.

         Everything was always a scramble before curtain-up. I checked the scenery—two painted windblown trees, rather like the ones out on the Common—and made sure the red velvet curtain was drawn to hide the stage, where rain dripped steadily into the cauldron. The canvas of the tent billowed in the gale, as if it was taking deep breaths. I only hoped the tent pegs would hold. I hurried to my little table just inside the entrance, adjusting my mask. When we performed a comedy, I wore a sort of jester’s outfit with bells, and a white, smiley mask. Today, because Macbeth was a tragedy, I wore a black-hooded cloak and a black mask with a turned-down mouth.

         As I took off the lid of the old teapot we used for the takings and checked the tickets, people muttered in the queue.

         ‘…soaked to the skin…’

         ‘…coming all the way out here…’

         ‘…stuck waiting in this deluge…’

         I began taking money and handing out tickets.

         ‘Excuse me, young lady!’ The woman I’d just sold a ticket to waved it at me.

         ‘Yes, madam?’

         ‘Why does this ticket say Macbeth?’

         ‘Um… because that’s the play we’re doing today.’

         The woman turned to the queue behind her. ‘She says the play’s Macbeth! I came to see A Midsummer Night’s Dream!’

         A chorus of voices shouted: ‘And me! And me!’

         The woman turned back to me, hands on hips. ‘This simply isn’t good enough!’

         A plump man in the queue, carrying a bulging plastic shopping bag, said: ‘It’s fraud! Duplicity!’

         ‘I-I don’t understand…’ I said. ‘The posters—’

         ‘We haven’t paid good money for this!’ The voices rose.

         ‘Just—just a moment.’ I stood up, grabbing the teapot. ‘I—I’ll go and ask—’

         ‘Get a move on, then! We’re getting soaked!’

         In the Pantechnicon, Ar and Ma were doing their preperformance breathing exercises.

         ‘Ar—which posters did you put up in the town?’ I gasped, wiping rain off my face.

         ‘POSTERS?’ Ar looked puzzled.

         ‘The audience think we’re doing A Midsummer Night’s Dream!’

         There was a long silence.

         ‘Arthur Bottom, you didn’t, did you…?’ Ma turned to the cardboard box where we kept all the posters and picked up the top one. Her face changed.

         ‘You did! You put up the wrong posters!’

         Ar went pale. ‘It was… it was an OVERSIGHT.’

         ‘I knew something like this would happen if we came to this wretched place again!’

         ‘Never mind all that!’ I interrupted. ‘What do I tell them?’

         ‘Tell them… tell them we’re APOLOGETIC,’ said Ar, the bit of his face not covered by his beard flushed pink. ‘Tell them we’re CONTRITE. REGRETFUL.’

         ‘I don’t think that’ll make them stay.’ I glanced over my shoulder. People in the queue were already stomping off.

         ‘Tell them we’ll let them in half-price,’ hissed Ma, looking daggers at Ar.

         I dashed back to the tent. People were leaving the queue with thundercloud faces.

         ‘Wait!’ I shouted. They stopped and glared at me. ‘There’s been a—an Administrative Error…’

         ‘You’re telling us!’ smirked the plump man.

         ‘And—and we’re very sorry. And if you’d like to come anyway, the tickets will be half-price!’

         The people muttered to one another, and I held my breath. Then, they slowly formed into a queue again.

         
             

         

         The wind howled, sending the canvas billowing. The audience were still muttering about the mix-up between Macbeth and A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

         ‘Ready?’ I whispered to Ar and Ma, who were sitting on stage behind the curtain in their witches’ costumes and masks. There was a steady drip drip drip as the rain splashed into the cauldron from the tear in the roof.

         Ar nodded.

         ‘BREAK A LEG!’ he whispered. He and Ma always said this before they performed—it was an old theatre tradition which was supposed to help the performance go well.

         I drew back the red velvet curtain, making sure no one in the audience could see me, and crouched behind it. Then I slowly brought up the lights and played the opening, eerie music on the CD player. Ar and Ma stirred the cauldron, and Ar spoke the opening lines in a witchy voice:

         ‘When shall we three… er, TWO… meet again?

         In thunder, lightning, or in RAIN?’

         A rumble of thunder almost drowned him out, and the muttering from the audience got louder.

         ‘Call this entertainment? We might as well go and sit outside in the rain!’ shouted the plump man, and the others laughed loudly. Ar and Ma ploughed on.

         ‘Where the PLACE?’ Ar said.

         ‘Upon the heath,’ Ma replied.

         A swirl of fumes blew into the tent, sending the audience spluttering. Ma, her eyes streaming behind her mask, was overtaken by a coughing fit.

         ‘Health and Safety!’ shouted the plump man, to raucous laughter.

         Ma swallowed, cleared her throat, and she and Ar struggled through the final lines of the scene:

         ‘Fair is FOUL, and foul is fair:

         Hover through the FOG and filthy air.’

         ‘What FOUL acting!’ shouted a voice from the audience.

         
             

         

         By the time we got to the last act, the audience had begun a low chanting.

         ‘Diversus periculosus est… diversus periculosus est… diversus periculosus est…’

         ‘What’s going on?’ hissed Ma in a pause between the final scenes. ‘They keep heckling us!’

         ‘It sounds like a foreign language—like Latin,’ I said.

         ‘They’re probably getting CARRIED AWAY by the TRAGEDY…’ said Ar.

         Ma rolled her eyes. ‘We should refuse to go on unless they shut up!’

         ‘You can’t stop now!’ I whispered, handing Ar his staff and double-checking he was wearing the right costume for his role of Lord Macbeth. ‘There’re only seven more scenes to go.’

         Ar nodded. ‘The SHOW MUST GO ON!’

         He stepped out on to the stage, narrowly avoiding the cauldron which was still onstage to catch the drips.

         ‘BOOOO!’ chorused the audience.

         This was meant to be one of the saddest scenes of the whole play, when Lady Macbeth died. Surely they wouldn’t laugh through this? I lowered the lights, and played the sound of slow, mournful drumbeats. Ar stood alone onstage, as Ma, dressed as his servant, entered.

         ‘The queen, my lord, is dead,’ announced Ma.

         ‘GERROFFF!!!!’ shouted the audience. ‘Make us LAUGH!!!’

         Ar’s face was red with fury behind his Lord Macbeth mask. But he lifted his bushy chin and yelled out his lines:

         ‘OUT, OUT, brief candle!

         Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player,

         That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,

         And then is heard no MORE. It is… it is…’

         There was a long silence. Ar had forgotten his lines.

         Quickly, I hissed:

         ‘…a tale told by an idiot…’

         But the audience was chanting again, drowning out my voice. Ar cupped his hand to his ear towards me. But it was hopeless.

         Then, something red and squashy landed with a splosh on the stage. I glanced up at the roof of the tent, but there was only the rain dripping down into the cauldron. Another red, squashy thing hit Ma on the shoulder. She gasped and wheeled towards the audience, her face white. I pulled the curtain back a teeny bit and peered out. The audience was still chanting. The plump man pulled the red squashy things from his plastic shopping bag and lobbed them at the stage. Tomatoes. And judging by the way they splatted and stank, rotten ones. Soon, the whole stage was a blood-red mush.

         ‘HOW DARE YOU!!!’

         Throwing his mask aside, Ar glared at the audience. Even in the dim light, he was a fearsome sight with his huge beard and furious eyes. Another grumble of thunder boomed over the tent.

         Then a large tomato hit Ar full in the face. It splattered down his cheek and ran into his beard. He stumbled across the stage towards the plump man.

         ‘You’ll be SORRY for that, you RABBLE-ROUSER!’

         ‘No, Ar!’ I shouted, but it was too late.

         Ar cannoned into the cauldron in the dim light. It overturned, sending rainwater cascading over the wooden stage among the slimy tomatoes. Ar’s boots slid over the slippery wood, skidded on a tomato skin and he landed on stage with a terrible crack. At the same moment a massive gust of wind bellowed through the tent, lifting the tent pegs from the ground and bringing the sopping canvas tumbling down over the stage and on to the heads of the audience.

         The silence was broken by Ar’s voice.

         ‘Call an AMBULANCE, OPHELIA!’ he roared. ‘I think I’ve BROKEN MY LEG!!!’

      

   


   
      
         
            SILVER LINING:

            something positive that comes out of a sad or unpleasant situation

         

         ‘A HORSE—A HORSE—My kingdom for a HORSE!’ Ar roared, struggling to get out of bed, and failing.

         ‘He’s had a very nasty break,’ said the nice woman doctor, who’d been extremely patient with Ar so far.

         Ar lay in bed in Stopford Hospital still wearing his Macbeth costume, his bushy beard streaked with tomato. His leg was in a plaster cast. I was busy drawing the masks of Comedy and Tragedy on the plaster cast with a felt-tip pen, to cheer him up. Ma sat by the bed with a face like thunder.

         Everything that happened earlier that afternoon was a bit of a blur. I’d managed to burrow my way out of the capsized tent to the Pantechnicon, found Ar’s ancient mobile phone and dialled 999 for an ambulance. By the time I got back to the tent, people were crawling out from under the sopping canvas, furious. The plump man shouted, ‘Health and Safety!’ and the woman who’d complained about the tickets was threatening to call the police. But no one yelled as loudly as Ar. Luckily the ambulance arrived, lights flashing, in just a few minutes and two kindly ambulance men helped me to lift the tent. Ar lay on stage, his leg bent at a strange angle, with Ma at his side. The ambulance men lifted Ar on to a stretcher and took him away, leaving Ma and me to follow on foot.

         ‘TO BE, OR NOT TO BE—THAT IS THE QUESTION!’

         Ar must be confused, because of the strong painkillers the doctor gave him. The other patients in the ward stared at him. I hunched my shoulders and concentrated on my drawing.

         ‘Hush, Arthur Bottom,’ hissed Ma. ‘If you hadn’t insisted we came to this place again—and if you hadn’t muddled up the posters—and if you’d mended the tear in the roof of the tent—and if you hadn’t lost your temper, none of this would have happened.’

         ‘Don’t be mean to him, Ma,’ I whispered. ‘He’s hurting.’

         ‘Try not to worry.’ The doctor bent down to me, lowering her voice. ‘Your mum’s cross because she’s had a bit of a scare. But your dad’s going to be fine—just fine.’

         ‘The SHOW must GO ON!’ roared Ar.

         Ma took a deep breath. ‘Listen to the doctor, Arthur, and calm down. The sooner you behave yourself, the sooner you can get out of here.’

         ‘We’ll keep him in for a few nights,’ said the doctor. ‘He’s in a bit of shock.’

         ‘How—how long will it take for him to recover?’ I asked.

         ‘About six weeks,’ said the doctor. ‘And he’ll need to use crutches to walk.’

         Ma went pale. ‘You mean—he can’t perform?’

         ‘Strictly no performing.’ The doctor turned to leave. Ma grabbed her arm.

         ‘What—what about driving?’

         ‘Not for at least six weeks,’ said the doctor.

         Ma went even paler. She stared at the doctor’s white coat, disappearing into the corridor. I knew what she was thinking. How would we survive for six whole weeks if Ar couldn’t act? There was no way Ma and me could put up the tent and run the whole show by ourselves. And if there were no performances, there’d be no money.

         ‘Stay here with your father,’ Ma said suddenly, pulling her phone from her pocket and heading for the corridor.

         I finished my drawing and sat on the plastic chair beside Ar. His eyes were closing. The painkillers must be working.

         This was the first time I’d ever been in a real hospital. Each patient lay in a clean, white bed with a little table on wheels for their books and their bowls of grapes and their jugs of water. Ar’s bed was messy from all his thrashing about, and streaked with mud and tomato, which looked like bloodstains. It felt all wrong, somehow, for him to be this quiet. Very carefully, so as not to disturb him, I pulled the white cover up over his chest and slipped my hand into his big, warm one.

         
             

         

         It was a long walk back to Stopford Common in the drizzle, especially as Ma moaned non-stop about not having enough money for a taxi. In the fading evening light, we gazed at the mess that used to be our theatre. The red-and-white stripy canvas lay spread out on the grass where the ambulance men had left it, pools of rainwater puddling its surface. The wooden stage, red with squashed tomatoes, was still standing, but the velvet curtain was crumpled on the grass and smeared with mud, the lights toppled over and all the seats upended. I waded through the debris and picked up the teapot, which was luckily still in one piece.

         Ma gave a heavy sigh. ‘We’d better have supper.’

         ‘Shouldn’t we sort all this out first?’

         Ma glanced at the dark sky. ‘What’s the point? Everything’s soaked. Even if we get it into the Pantechnicon, it’ll only go mouldy.’

         ‘The sun will shine tomorrow,’ I tried to sound optimistic, like Ar. ‘Then it’ll all dry out.’

         Ma didn’t answer. She turned slowly towards the Pantechnicon, swung open the door and hoisted herself over the seat.

         After a silent supper—tinned soup and bread and butter, followed by an apple each—I rinsed our dishes in the tiny sink while Ma removed the lid of the teapot and emptied the money out on the table.

         ‘We—we’ll be OK, won’t we, Ma? Ar will be out of hospital soon and—’

         ‘And what?’ snapped Ma. She separated out the notes from the coins. ‘He’ll be good for nothing for six weeks.’

         ‘What’ll we do till he’s better?’

         Ma pursed her lips. ‘We’ll make the best of a very bad situation.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘If we’re going to be stuck in this… this place for six whole weeks, we’ll do what I’ve been meaning to for years.’

         ‘Wh-what’s that?’

         Ma turned to face me. ‘Your father and I have always disagreed about your education. He thinks this travelling life is the best education a child can have, but I’ve always maintained that you need proper schooling. And so…’

         I stared at her, holding my breath.

         ‘…I’m enrolling you at Stopford School,’ said Ma.

         I gasped. ‘I’m going to school?’

         Ma nodded. ‘We’ve just enough money to buy your uniform, with a little left over.’

         ‘But—what will Ar say?’

         ‘Your father will just have to put up with it,’ said Ma, her eyes flashing. ‘If it wasn’t for his thoughtlessness, we wouldn’t be in this situation.’

         I gazed out of the windscreen of the Pantechnicon, my heart fluttering around in my chest like a butterfly, my mind tick-tocking from one thing to the next.

         We’re staying in Stopford for six whole weeks!

         I’m going to go to a normal school!

         And I’m going to wear a proper uniform!

         Outside, the rain had stopped and a streak of sun peeked through the clouds, lighting up their edges with silver. Ar always said that every cloud had a silver lining. Maybe he was right—maybe good things could come out of bad ones. It was horrible that Ar was stuck in the hospital and that he wouldn’t be able to act. But maybe, just maybe he’d get used to staying in one place. Maybe he and Ma would decide to stay here, in Stopford. Maybe they’d give up travelling and buy a pretty little house and… I shook my head. That wasn’t going to happen.

         Then I saw it.

         A dazzling rainbow, beginning right above the Pantechnicon and sending an arch of sparkling colours across the sky like a magic bridge, its tail landing right in Stopford.

         Maybe… just maybe, miracles could happen, after all.

      

   


   
      
         
            QUOTIDIAN:

            ordinary

         

         Two days later, I stood in the back of the Pantechnicon, staring at my reflection in the greasepaint-speckled mirror that Ar and Ma used to check their costumes. I ran my fingers over the Stopford School uniform, with its red blazer and gold trimmings. The tie was red too, with gold stripes. Under the blazer was a crisp white shirt and a grey pleated skirt.

         It had been thrilling going to the department store on Stopford High Street. Everything would have been perfect if only Ma could have looked like all the other mothers. But she wore an ankle-length dress made of crimson velvet with dozens of tiny mirrors stitched into it. And over this, the long blue cloak from her costume in Othello. Her mess of tangled red curls tumbled to her waist. The other shoppers, with their neat haircuts and trendy clothes, had stared.

         I turned back to the mirror and grabbed a handful of my own messy red curls. They looked all wrong somehow, like I was just pretending to be a normal schoolgirl. I divided my hair into two sections, braided each section into tight plaits secured with rubber bands, and breathed a long sigh of relief. Now I looked real.
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