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1.


The Chinese New Year Dragon

Seven months had passed since crutches had strapped limbs and head in stillness. Teardrops netting Anneliese’s cheeks were spared.

That mid-September morning met with a constraining twinge: the introduction of a privileged new patient. Dr Hodginson from Primrose Hill had telephoned her five days previously requesting psychiatric help for his nineteen-year-old firstborn Josephine Arabella, who suffered ‘unswayable bouts of anxiety.’

Anneliese had sat in wait for thirteen minutes by the time she heard a knock.

‘Come in.’

A girl of five foot ten with chunky arms and flaxen waves beyond her waist unravelled past the door. She was clad in a sack dress, the contour of which Anneliese immediately likened to a Chinese New Year waddling dragon. The gown was gleaming orange with a puffiness that hid the start of the young woman’s waist. Dangling from her ears were two large gold hoop earrings chinking with each flinch; cinched round her wrists were gold and silver bangles.

Every shift was a celebratory rustle.

‘Miss Hodginson?’

Anneliese rose and extended her hand.

‘I’m Dr van der Holt – I spoke to your father on the telephone.’

An agitated shake responded.

‘Josephine Arabella,’ she took care to point out, ‘though I hate my middle name because it’s so old-fashioned.’ Her props jingled like Christmas bells as the girl wriggled into her seat. ‘I told Daddy I wasn’t so keen to come here, you know, because all this nonsense I’ve heard of psychiatry just makes me – heh-heh, heh-heh.’ Zaps betrayed the laughter’s inorganic nature. ‘Daddy says he doesn’t understand anxiety and I need a “real” doctor, but I think it’s just because he won’t prescribe me Veronal.’

‘Veronal?’

‘Aunt Henrietta had it when she couldn’t sleep.’

‘How do you know that she had it?’

‘Cause after Uncle Gerald died, Mummy kept telling everyone, “Oh, isn’t it terrible Henrietta has to take pills to sleep?” ’

‘Well… that kind of prescription is not uncommon during bereavement. Your father has told me that you haven’t endured any tragedies, as far as he knows. But – but please, tell me if you – if I’m wrong.’

Josephine sat and tapped her fingers on the armchair.

‘Just because no one has died, doesn’t mean I don’t have things to worry about.’

‘Well… why don’t we discuss what you’re worried about?’

Zaps unspooled again.

‘Heh-heh, heh-heh – right now I’m worried I’ll leave here without Veronal.’

‘Why do you think you need Veronal so much, Josephine? Your father told me – again, you’re nineteen years old and a major in the eyes of the law and he may be mistaken – I wouldn’t tell him if he were, because… because you understand that this is confidential, don’t you, Josephine?’

She shrugged.

‘Well, tell me, erm… tell me how many hours you’ve slept, on average, in the past six months.’

Josephine shrugged again.

‘I fall asleep for two or three hours, then… then I awake, then I put a record on, then Mummy or Daddy scolds me, then I fall asleep again for another two or three hours.’ She tightened her grip around the arms of the chair. ‘I’m not counting; Daddy says sleep is important but I think when you’re as young as I am – what does it matter? Heh-heh, heh-heh.’

‘So…’ Anneliese tickled her neck. ‘Why do you want a prescription for Veronal, Josephine?’

‘Because I’m – I’m just so nervous all the time, I just… I’m worried. I’m fed up with worrying. I don’t see why Aunt Henrietta gets to have Veronal and they’re still treating me like a baby, not giving me real medications.’

‘By “they,” do you mean your parents?’

‘My parents – maybe even you, I don’t know. You all must think I’m still fifteen.’

‘Josephine, I’m… I’m not sure there’ll be cause for drugs.’ Anneliese crossed to her desk to obtain Josephine’s medical notes then returned to her seat. ‘Dr Oliver writes that your blood pressure is usually one hundred and thirty over eighty.’

The patient fixed her an exigent stare.

‘Daddy’s a haematologist. He says that’s high.’

‘It’s high but manageable. And a pulse of ninety-one upon rising is normal for your age.’

‘But why – why am I so anxious all the time?’

‘Would you like to discuss it?’ Anneliese asked tentatively.

‘I just – I’m always worried; there’s so much to be worried about.’ Suddenly a smirk ascended. ‘There’s only one occasion when I’m not worried.’

‘When’s that?’

Her laughter was a gabbling baby.

‘Heh-heh, heh-heh – when I fall in love.’

‘When was the last time you fell in love?’

‘Six months ago.’

‘May I ask what happened to him?’

Josephine’s eyes grew oval.

‘He hadn’t been to university. Daddy told him to come back to our house when he got a job.’ She was fumbling with the buckle on her sandal. ‘I heard from Gail that he was working as a waiter in a restaurant in Soho.’ She parted her lips noisily. ‘He never came back.’

‘During this time… you weren’t worried?’ Josephine shook her head vigorously. ‘Well… how long were you in a relationship with him?’

She shook her head dramatically again.

‘Daddy wouldn’t allow that. But we did have dinner – twice. Of course, Mummy and Daddy were in the kitchen but they didn’t hear anything.’

‘And this… this circumstance did not make you anxious?’

‘Mmm – no.’

‘How long was it after you last saw the young man that you began to feel anxious again?’

‘Mmm…’ She fiddled compulsively. Following some moments it became apparent that she hadn’t heard the doctor. ‘Hmm?’

‘How much time passed before you felt anxious again?’

Josephine released the sandal.

‘About a week.’

‘Do you remember the exact moment you began to feel anxious?’

The girl rubbed her right hand on the armchair.

‘I looked in the mirror.’ she stressed before scoffing.

‘Were you… were you displeased with yourself?’

She nodded quickly.

‘Look at these arms.’ Josephine pinched one to demonstrate. ‘Of course Herbert went away – how could he have stayed? What are you going to do about these arms, hmm? And the sad thing is – I’ll never get rid of them. Aunt Petunia has the same arms even though she’s a stone lighter than I. What if – what if no man ever likes me on account of these?’

Anneliese scratched the back of her head.

‘As far as I understand… you looked in the mirror and you felt disgust at seeing your arms. Did you do anything after that?’

‘Not really.’ Soon she crossed her legs and began tapping her left hand on the armchair. ‘Will you give me some Veronal?’

‘Josephine… at the moment you haven’t given me enough symptoms to warrant a prescription of Veronal. If we could discuss your anxiety in more detail, I might reconsider.’

She studied the ceiling.

‘Daddy can prescribe it if you can’t, you know.’

‘Well…’ Anneliese shifted in her chair. ‘Your father specifically told me over the phone that he was loath to prescribe you hypnotics. His opinion is understandable, Josephine. Over time the body builds up tolerance and they become ineffective.’

‘But how am I supposed to – how am I supposed to get rid of this anxiety?’

‘Are you eating well?’

She dashed off a nod.

‘Are there no points in your waking hours when you’re not anxious?’

‘Oh – there are.’ Josephine twirled the foot of her right leg around and around. ‘There are – when I listen to The Archers, for example, I’m not anxious at all.’

‘You’re not?’

‘No. And when Grace died, Mummy and I couldn’t stop crying.’

‘Was she a close relative?’

‘Hmm? No, silly! Grace in The Archers.’

‘How about other moments when you’re not anxious?’

Josephine saw a revelation.

‘When we have company.’

‘What kind of company?’

‘You know – Aunt Henrietta – although God, she’s dull; and, er, Aunt Petunia, Uncle Harry, Cousin Sophie, Cousin Eunice, Cousin Irene…’ She scratched her scalp. ‘I’m not anxious then.’

‘So… so you would describe the anxiety as being resonant in your mind when you’re alone?’

‘That must be it.’

‘Are you frightened of being alone?’

‘Not really. I do like to read Woman’s Own now and again. Though, goodness, some of the stories in it are just so silly! Some lady who was expecting told the journalist that she had given birth four weeks after the baby was conceived. I mean – do you really think that’s possible? Four weeks?’

Anneliese took a large breath. The clock informed her it was only twenty past.




2.


A lime balm

The phone rang at quarter past ten. Sighing ensued till a voice shuffled its way into hearing.

‘Had to—’ He gulped. ‘Had to wait for Ginny to fall asleep.’ He was whispering. ‘The phone is just outside our room.’

‘Right.’ Susanna responded in full voice, checking that she hadn’t chipped a nail.

‘I couldn’t…’ His sigh whirled into the receiver. Susanna distanced it from her ear. ‘I couldn’t get a room. Lord knows I tried. I even tried bribing the cleaner. It almost worked with OT 5.’

‘The risk would’ve been far too great. Laying hold of a hospital room – much less an operating theatre for five or six hours and imagining no one will notice. You don’t have a private practice, Christopher; you’re not a consultant.’

‘No.’

‘But…’ Lethargically she inhaled. ‘Helga and I are going to sterilise the bathroom. We’re actually bleaching it. I’ve got alcohol, chlorhexidine, benzalkonium chloride, iodine, mercury compounds, hexachlorophene… I think some hydrogen peroxide. I’m not want for anything, Christopher.’ Susanna took a swig from her lime cordial. ‘I think I always knew this day would come.’

‘That doesn’t reassure me. You didn’t know it would come with regard to my daughter.’

‘That I did not.’ She inspected her nail again. ‘But I’m not worried, Christopher. The ECG is here. Louisa is the perfect patient on which to practise…’

She took another sip.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Christopher… if she doesn’t stop being ill, she will die. I am not experimenting on a healthy patient this time.’

New energy was required for the man to speak.

‘So… what – what – that means she’s… disposable?’

‘No. It means that things cannot get any worse than they are.’ She stirred her lime cordial. ‘So I’m not… hesitant.’

He nodded reluctantly.

‘I’ll see you…’ She inclined her head. ‘Tomorrow.’

‘Tomorrow.’ he repeated before setting the receiver.

Christopher and Louisa were due to arrive at 12.30pm that Sunday 27th October. Clad in a corduroy dress and amber jewellery, Susanna fretted about bleach’s stink. The whole of 9 Eversley Avenue now reeked of bleach. That was the sacrifice she had to make for scientific prowess.

Helga emerged from the downstairs bathroom with a bucket and mop.

‘I don’t see why—’

‘As a precaution.’ Susanna explained, nervously gripping her bangle.

‘But you would never fit her in there.’

‘No…’ Susanna blinked multiple times. ‘But it’s better for both bathrooms to be sterile… just in case.’

‘Ohhh!’ Helga disgorged in frustration.

Outside it seemed like night. Such was the outcome of this grey day. Susanna stood beside her door chronically tapping her foot. She had only met Louisa once and the girl had appeared strange. The focus of her eyes was stuck at a skewed angle. They always darted to the left. But Susanna had dismissed it – telling herself she was no real psychiatrist, she was imagining things – and the patient was fatally ill. With a neurodegenerative illness, no less.

She spotted both of them at quarter past twelve and lifted the latch. Louisa came in first.

She was a podgy girl of medium height with puffy hair of mousy brown and cheeks besmirched with overlapping freckles. They were bulbous cheeks. Had it not been for her unsteady gait and nausea, nobody would have suspected she was dying.

She stumbled in and eyed Susanna in a highly intense awe.

‘Sa-ra…’ Louisa expelled airily. Her arms searched for Susanna’s elbows for a hug. The latter made a feeble effort to respond.

‘How are you feeling?’

‘Oh…’ Louisa gripped her head. ‘I don’t even know!’ She laughed. Her eyes still shifted to the left.

Christopher caught sight of Susanna’s dress and bangles.

‘Are you going to tie your hair up?’

‘Yes.’ she insisted with a frown.

Christopher closed the door behind him.

‘I have a hospital gown.’ she explained before turning to Louisa. ‘Come to the living room first; I want to take your blood pressure.’

‘What’s the point of taking her blood pressure if you have an ECG?’

‘It may interest you to know, Professor of Cardiothoracic Surgery at King’s College Hospital, that ECG monitors do not read blood pressure.’

‘Yes, but… I mean – do you have reason to suspect she might have low blood pressure?’

‘Do I have – Christopher – I am being maximally cautious.’

‘You said that chlorpromazine lowers blood pressure.’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you afraid—’

‘No.’ She made a point of shaking her head. ‘I’m not afraid. I simply want to have all the details at my disposal. So before anything is done…’ She ushered herself into her living room. ‘I’m going to take your daughter’s blood pressure.’

The sphygmomanometer lay on Susanna’s couch. Louisa was already sitting beside it when she entered the room.

Susanna seated herself next to her and wrapped the cuff around her arm. Louisa flinched as it compressed her skin.

‘Are you all right?’

The adolescent duly nodded. Susanna kept an eye on the sphygmomanometer.

‘Is that new?’ Christopher pointed at the instrument.

‘French. Galtier.’

She watched the arrow tick its way along the dial. With every descending tick Christopher’s eyes grew.

It was considerably lower than anticipated.

‘Eighty-seven over fifty-eight?’ read Christopher.

‘Are you feeling tired, Louisa?’ checked Susanna.

She shook her head dramatically.

‘She hasn’t had much to eat today.’ Christopher took care to point out.

‘That wasn’t very smart.’

Christopher extracted a stethoscope from his briefcase. Susanna watched him put the chest piece to Louisa’s heart.

After thirty seconds, he removed it.

‘Tachycardic.’ was the dismal observation.

‘Rate?’

‘A hundred and four.’

Susanna inclined her head sceptically.

‘For an eighteen-year-old? Considering she’s hypotensive? Doesn’t sound so bad. Once we get food into her it’ll come down.’

‘You want her to eat?’

‘Yes. Helga can heat up last night’s stew.’

Susanna slipped off the Freudian couch.

‘Christopher?’ she tugged at his attention.

‘Yes?’

‘May I speak to you… alone – in the kitchen?’

Susanna quickly commanded Helga to place leftover stew in the oven. She waited for the maid to set the dial and leave them unattended.

‘What was your daughter’s academic achievement like?’ probed Susanna.

‘Her – academic achievement?’

‘Was she bright? Did she earn good results?’

‘Why, why would you need to know about—’

‘She doesn’t seem very intelligent.’

He slapped his hands down on his sides.

‘So?’

‘I need to know if she’s trustworthy. If she’s a drama queen. If she won’t exaggerate or deny her symptoms.’

He raised his hands in hopelessness.

‘Sara—’

‘Is her mental state in check?’

‘As much as it could be for a young woman whose brain is being swamped by an infection!’

‘Are you telling me those eyes of hers only began to shift after the onset of infection?’

‘What…’ He ambled like a loiterer. ‘What do you mean – shift?’

‘There is some tinge of… mania there, Christopher.’

‘What mania?’

‘Has she never done anything crazy?’

‘No!’

‘Does she lie?’

‘No.’

‘Has she ever had a boyfriend?’

‘No.’

‘Does she drink?’

‘Wine with dinner – I mean – she used to.’

‘Has she been exposed to or offered illegal narcotics?’

He became blustery; almost guffawed.

‘No! Where – what kind of school do you think we sent her to?!’

‘That wasn’t the question I asked.’

‘For Christ’s sake, Sara—’

She slammed her hands down on the kitchen table.

‘You are absolutely certain that she is in sound mental condition?’

‘Of course!’

Susanna peeled her hands off.

‘Very well. I take your word for it.’

Forty-five minutes later Helga brought the stew into the living room. Louisa became the only guest at Susanna’s house to eat food in her practice. Meanwhile the latter walked around the room with folded arms. Once Louisa had finished, she sat down beside her.

‘You understand, both of you… this won’t eradicate the symptoms you already have. The maximum this treatment can adjust is the progression of the illness and the increase of its symptoms.’

Louisa nodded. She didn’t seem swayed. She also didn’t seem anxious.

‘Are there any…’ Susanna searched her eyes. ‘Do you have any questions you might like to ask… Louisa?’

The brunette shook her head.

‘What do you think is going to happen?’

‘Well…’ Louisa pivoted her head in search of a new spot on which to focus. ‘Papa told me you’re going to inject a medicine into my hi-hip.’ Stuttering was a result of the illness. ‘And… and I might feel tired, be-because – because my blood – my blood pressure could come down but – but it might – might make me better. I…’ Briefly she stopped, mouth half-open. ‘I want to get better.’

Christopher was staring at her apprehensively. He beckoned to Susanna with his forefinger.

‘I need to speak to you again. In private.’

Susanna shook her head in dismay.

‘Why don’t we…’ Outside the dining room he paced round. ‘I’d like to rehash again – what exactly we’d be looking at if no attempt were made at all.’

‘No attempt?’ her monotone retorted.

‘Yes. I mean… I know it would be less than a year.’

‘Oh…’ she corrected, ‘much less than a year.’

‘But, reading about these anti-psychotics—’

‘Well… your daughter’s not psychotic. At least… not from your perspective.’ She rested her chin on the back of her hand. ‘You’re asking me to trust that, so I do.’

‘That’s not what I meant. I’ve heard about seizures, I’ve heard…’

‘The alternative isn’t much prettier, Christopher.’

He closed his eyes and squinted.

‘I know.’ The words were full of breath. He wiped his brow with his hand. ‘You’re sure it would be… absolute… immobility?’

‘Worse than immobility.’

‘She wouldn’t be able to swallow.’

‘No.’ In a tone of uncrackable dryness she told: ‘She would become akinetic. Mute. The involuntary muscle spasms would be chronic and in toto corpore. And there’d be pyramidal signs and extra-pyramidal signs. In other words…’ Her voice grew smaller. ‘The slowest, most explicit form of human decomposition one could imagine.’ She cleared her throat and began speaking more loudly. ‘So, Christopher – really both of you have nothing to lose.’

Christopher coughed and nodded.

‘Well…’

‘Fetch your gown. Go to the bathroom. Everything’s already there. I’ll bring Louisa.’

Christopher nodded again, left the room, went to get his briefcase and ascended the steps.

Susanna returned to the patient and took hold of her forearm.

‘Could I…’ She had raised her forefinger bizarrely. ‘You have another bathroom you’re – you’re not – not using for the – the procedure, d-don’t you?’

‘Of course.’

‘I need to go.’

‘Yes.’

Louisa scurried out of the room. Susanna frowned. When she came back she made sure to ask:

‘Did you have an upset stomach?’

‘No – no!’ Louisa squealed. Her cheeks were paler than before.

‘Let me take your blood pressure again.’

Like a good schoolgirl she propped herself onto the Freudian couch. Susanna waited for the arrow to descend. It remained fixed at 122/87.

‘Well – that’s an improvement.’ Susanna remarked. ‘A tad high but normal.’ She rose and clasped her hands together somewhat tentatively. ‘Are you ready?’

Louisa nodded briskly. As they went upstairs Susanna asked:

‘Are you afraid of needles?’

‘No – no. H-had my ears pierced when I was – when I was ten and the woman accidentally tore through the-the lobe. So I thought: “Goodness – if it’s only that bad – can’t be scared of any—” ’ Infirm limbs made her trip over a step; Susanna steadied her. ‘ “Of any needle!” ’

Christopher was already in his hospital gown. Susanna gripped Louisa’s elbow.

‘The bathroom is sterile so I need to get changed first.’

‘Mm-hmm.’

‘Take off your dress, lift up your vest and lie on the bed.’

Louisa obeyed. Susanna entered the white bathroom in a green gown more resemblant of a tunic dress than a physician’s garb. Her hair was in a chignon and concealed with a net; her hands dressed in gloves.

‘One of Helga’s designs?’

Susanna sounded bored.

‘It’s antiseptic. It’s sterile. It covers enough.’

‘You couldn’t make the concession of wearing a hospital gown for a procedure you are about to perform on my daughter?’

‘I’d like to know why you expect me to wear operative attire to administer an intramuscular injection.’

‘You know why.’

‘What’s…’ Louisa appeared out of breath as she inspected objects near the bed. ‘Why are – I mean…’

She saw scalpels, knives, scissors – a saw. Suspended above was an IV drip.

‘Why…’

‘They’re all precautions.’ Susanna insisted. ‘Precautions insisted upon by your father.’

Louisa almost gargled in her giggling.

‘Oh. Goodness…’

Susanna took hold of the ECG sensors and began placing them on Louisa’s abdomen, arms and legs. ‘This – is this all Papa’s – Papa’s doing?’

‘Yes.’ Susanna emphasised. ‘Just so we can check your heart rate. He’s frightened for you; pay no heed.’

Louisa giggled.

‘I’m not scared.’ she insisted.

They watched the ECG vibrate with its ejection of a strip.

Susanna eyed Christopher knowingly.

‘Perfect.’

‘Not bad.’

‘No – Christopher – for a girl her age it’s perfect.’

He sighed with his mouth closed.

‘Are you ready?’ the doctor asked the patient.

She nodded most enthusiastically.

‘Just a p-p-prick…’ Louisa scoured the white ceiling, blotchy with cracks and arachnids’ webs. ‘Maybe some more pricks… then…’ She blinked a few times. ‘I can be – be pretty again.’

Susanna felt like someone chewing apple snapping into seed. She had anticipated that the ailing patient might say, ‘I can walk again’, or ‘I can be healthy again’ or ‘I might look well again.’

Her gloved hand took a cotton bud and poked it in the open bottle of an alcoholic chlorhexidine solution. With it she dabbed the site of Louisa’s left hip. Upon its disposal she waited for Christopher to extend the syringe.

‘Fifty milligrams?’

‘Shut up.’ Susanna injected the ventrogluteal site with the needle at an angle of ninety degrees.

Five seconds later, it was out.

‘Not bad for someone who hasn’t performed an injection in—’

‘No.’

She threw the syringe into the container.

‘Zigzag?’ he asked softly.

‘I believe you taught it to me.’

‘I think so, yes.’

Louisa was still looking at the ceiling.

‘Is that it?’

‘That’s it.’ Susanna announced, smiling down at the patient.

‘How long do I have to st-stay before I – before I can go… h-h-home?’

‘Well, after two hours, you’ll be safe to go.’

Louisa blinked.

‘All right. Wasn’t p-p-painful at – t-t-tall!’

‘I know.’

‘How will we know if it’s work – worked?’

‘We won’t know for a while, Louisa. Maybe not for a couple of weeks.’

‘Oh.’ The young woman let out a withering sigh of relief. ‘So I’m just… to – to lie here?’

‘Yes. But in an hour’s time I’ll probably let you go downstairs and have something to eat.’

‘That’s – that’s good.’

Susanna folded her arms. Christopher offered a tense smile. The ECG scratched steadily.

Silence swallowed them. Susanna smiled profusely at Christopher with a gleam in her eyes. Aurora’s roses’ dew could have dripped from her lashes.

‘I forgot to mention, did you hear?’ he asked.

‘About what?’

‘Death of Gerty Cori.’

Susanna nodded very slowly.

‘I did.’

‘The Nobel Queen is dead.’

‘Yes.’

Christopher was eyeing her suspiciously.

‘What?’ she asked in a faint voice.

‘Think it’s a coincidence?’

‘What’s a coincidence?’

Christopher looked at his daughter, back at Susanna and then at his daughter again.

‘Never mind.’

They did nothing for the next few minutes. Eventually Louisa began to shift.

‘I feel… tired.’

‘That’s normal.’ Susanna insisted.

‘Are you dizzy?’ Christopher asked.

‘No…’

Christopher continued inspecting the electrocardiogram. Suddenly the vacillation on the strips grew thinner.

‘Sara.’

Susanna wasn’t fazed. The waves were varying a little – not reducing noticeably.

She swung her head around to cast fresh indignation at him.

‘Stop fretting.’ Her voice was almost a hiss. ‘There’s no P wave.’

Christopher took a few steps and whispered in her ear. He grabbed her wrist.

‘This is no patient who can easily become a corpse across a slab; it is my daughter. You have another obligation here to me.’

With unresponding eyes she replied almost in sing-song:

‘I know.’

But the narrowing waves didn’t stop. Incrementally they progressed to grow thinner and thinner.

Christopher was suddenly out of breath.

‘The epi, Sara?’

‘Hold on—’

‘Sara!’ he yelled.

Louisa was blinking too quickly.

‘P-P-P-Pa… Pa… I…’ Feebleness swayed over her.

She lost consciousness. Together with her pulse.

‘1mg of epi; 250 of saline – I’ll take her pressure.’ she commanded Christopher.

Immediately she grabbed the sphygmomanometer and began measuring. The arrow continued to go down and down until it landed finally at 62/44.

She didn’t tell Christopher; he was busy administering the epinephrine and saline.

He grabbed hold of the intubation bag.

‘Sara—’

‘Wait.’ she ordered. But the strips kept scrawling narrower and more uneven squiggles. ‘Let me do it.’

She seized the bag and began intubating Louisa herself; Christopher delivered chest compressions.

Louisa was intubated within forty seconds. The squiggles on the strips grew narrower.

They waited three minutes.

‘Lignocaine?’ he demanded to know.

‘Just – hold on.’

He began preparing it without Susanna’s consent.

‘Make 50 bolus.’ she insisted, her voice almost losing its force as she took over compressions.

‘A hundred.’

‘No – fifty!’ she yelled.

He stuck the lignocaine into Louisa’s vein.

‘One, two, three, four, five, six, seven…’ Christopher pressed his palms on Louisa’s chest.

The squiggles stayed resistant, ever more compressing.

Susanna’s heart became more violent.

‘Dopamine.’

‘That won’t do anything, Christopher!’ she yelled.

‘What do you mean – it counteracts chlorpromazine!’

‘It won’t do anything!’

Her eyes were misty. As she applied pressure to Louisa’s intubation bag the trolley of those gleaming silver instruments swam in her vision; jostling amidst pastel whites and blues.

She retraced the past two hours: Louisa’s savage look, Louisa’s hopelessness – she must be taking medication. Or recreational drugs. There must be something she was taking that was making her so hypotensive. Susanna didn’t know what it was. Had no idea what it was.

Something that reduced potassium… Louisa needed potassium. But how could she be sure? How could she be sure Louisa needed potassium?

Christopher laid his hand on the sternal saw.

‘No!’ Susanna yelped.

‘Look at the ECG!’

It wasn’t time to cut Louisa open. Louisa didn’t need to be cut open. Louisa didn’t need to be cut open; Susanna would prove it. She would prove it. Something in her head would persuade her that Louisa needed potassium – not internal paddles. No, no, Louisa didn’t need internal paddles. Not yet.

Without checking the ECG she heard Christopher yell:

‘She’s in V-fib!’

So it seemed Louisa did need to be cut open – but no; not under her watch.

‘Five of epi.’ Susanna stated bluntly. He ignored her. He had already torn open Louisa’s vest and was about to position the saw on her sternum when Susanna remembered Louisa’s return from the bathroom. There was a mania in her eyes, Susanna had deduced… a mania. There was a kind of mania she had read about that prompted girls to make themselves thinner… Louisa wanted to ‘be pretty again’… How was she making herself thinner – she had vomited. That was why her blood pressure had risen so quickly – and was now falling – together with the hypotensive effect of the chlorpromazine. She was a type of anorexic. She had made herself vomit.

She couldn’t be cut open. She was hypokalaemic. She needed potassium.

He had placed the saw on Louisa’s sternum. There was no time. Susanna lunged and like a rabid dog bit into Christopher’s wrist. He groaned in pain.

‘Give her compressions!’ she insisted.

She flew out of the room and ran up to her attic to fetch the potassium. Knocking over several cylinders and spilling some solutions, her hand at last alighted on the tube. She began scouring her shelves for magnesium. Her eyes darted up and down, left and right until she spotted the right bottle.

She ran downstairs and began mixing the two together in a syringe: 40mmol of potassium; 5 of magnesium.

Christopher’s compressing wrist was dropping blood onto Louisa’s bare chest.

Susanna inserted the syringe into her jugular vein.

‘What are you doing?!’ Christopher yelled.

Little by little she began administering her solution.

‘She’s hypokalaemic.’

‘What?!’

‘She went to the bathroom and vomited – she’s hypokalaemic – why she’s hypotensive – heart rate…’

The waves on the strips were unchanging: the undulating curve of the sea.

Christopher continued to perform compressions as Susanna steadily administered the liquid for the next few minutes. He reverted to the intubation bag; returned to the compressions.

The squiggles became thinner and thinner until they were nothing but lines.

Christopher grabbed the sternal saw again.

‘Leave it!’ Susanna yelled. She looked at the electrocardiogram.

A wavy line. Asystole.

The sight dropped on Susanna like a crooked mirror collapsing.

‘You can’t shock a flatline.’ she reminded Christopher. ‘More potassium.’

She followed her own instructions as Christopher gave Louisa compressions.

There was nothing.

Ten minutes later she began preparing more epinephrine and Christopher administered it.

There was still nothing.

‘One last—’ Susanna stopped herself. ‘Another round of potassium.’

She administered it once again, little by little, over a period of five minutes.

Still a flatline. Christopher’s compressions persisted.

Susanna eyed the clock. Louisa had been in asystole for twenty-one minutes.

‘Christopher.’ she whispered. His compressions persevered.

Another minute lapsed. Susanna opened Louisa’s mouth to inspect her salivary glands; in cases of anorexia as specific as hers they’d be swollen.

They were.

‘Christopher.’ Susanna whispered again. She looked once more at the clock.

Paying no attention to him, she pronounced:

‘Time of death: 2.13pm.’

And she yanked off her hair net and exited.

She went into her bedroom, shed her gown and slipped on her corduroy dress. The walls were wobbling in her eyes like gondolas on a Venetian canal; making her seasick. She had to shake her head to focus.

It remained unsteadied.

Eventually she went downstairs and wandered to the kitchen.

Her feet skidded on the kitchen floor – mimicking the sound of cotton brushing past Louisa’s skin when they had clad her in the robe. She collided with the edge of the sink to restrain herself. Her eyes became askew and stayed that way. Fixed at the left of her they stared at a knife set. The weapons oddly resembled the knives on the medical trolley.

She continued to stare. Taking an especially large and sharp instrument into her hand, she let its wood indent her shaking palm and bounce in its slippery chasm. It grazed against it like the swinging legs of an impatient schoolchild on a bench’s edge.

Watching the handle hop and skip over her skin reminded her of Lily’s long and tiring outings to the park. She never left the house without a skipping rope.

Her breathing quickened. She had to set the knife for fear that it would fall.

Christopher entered the kitchen.

Susanna stormed to her refrigerator. As always a lime was posited on the inside of the door. A fraction of it had been cut; four fifths remained.

She took the lime back to the kitchen surface, seized the lying knife and cut a slice.

She turned around to see Christopher whose eyes were still hollow with shock.

Before those eyes Susanna bit and sucked her slice of lime.
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The Manhattan skyline

Running up to the piano, she stuck her hands firmly atop the lid:

‘Are the rumours true?!’

‘Do your vocal cords ache?’ wondered Isabel.

‘No.’ the girl pled violently.

‘Well – now your head does.’

‘Miss van der Holt.’ She released her hands from the piano and then slapped them down again.

‘Claudia Jean!’ Isabel cried.

‘Is it true? Are the rumours true?!’

Isabel rolled her eyes and opened her sheet music.

‘No.’

‘You didn’t even ask me what they were.’

‘I know what you’re talking about.’

‘Miss van der Holt.’ Claudia Jean lowered her head to implore.

Mary Lynn Washington was busy doing something odd beside the record player.

‘Er—’ Isabel darted to address her.

‘Are we really doing West Side Story next year?’

Isabel swung her head back to Claudia Jean.

‘No. We are not producing West Side Story next year.’

‘Are we doing any musical?!’

‘No.’ Isabel insisted adamantly.

‘See – that’s not true. ‘Cause at the start of the school year, you said explicitly—’

‘ “Explicitly?” ’

‘You said explicitly that we were putting on a musical in September 1958. Therefore – Jennifer!’ she yelled at her sister.

The littler twin came down and slipped something into Claudia Jean’s hand. It dangled below the piano beyond Isabel’s sight.

Suddenly she heard an oboe play the dapple of a note, then a bassoon. It wasn’t long before the music was accompanied by a young man enamoured: the opening bars of ‘Maria.’

‘Girls!’ Isabel scolded.

‘It’s not school hours, Miss van der Holt!’ Mary Lynn argued.

Members of a dreamy male chorus took turns to echo ‘Maria.’

‘It’s choir hours!’ Isabel rebuffed. ‘Take off the needle.’

‘Miss van der Holt – you said that Claudia Jean could borrow it – but she’s had it for two weeks; you promised only one.’

Isabel beheld the culprit.

‘What do you have to say for yourself?’

The girl gazed at her reflection in the shiny black of the piano lid.

‘I’m preparing for my role as Maria.’

Isabel slapped down some sheet music.

‘Turn it off, Mary Lynn.’

The girl did as requested.

‘Anyway – since you told us we’d be doing a musical—’

‘I said we might be doing a musical.’ Isabel interrupted Claudia Jean.

‘Mm-hmm—’ She held up a double-sided card with calendar dates on it ranging from the first day of November 1957 to the last day of September 1958. Several dates at the beginning were already blotted out in black. ‘Jennifer created this so we’d have an official countdown.’

Isabel eyed her with attempted contempt.

‘We don’t have any date.’

‘I know. But you said—’

‘Girls…’ she addressed the entire group. ‘Could all of you please take your seats now?’

Babbling and chatter and squealing ensued until Isabel yelled:

‘Girls!’ and the cacophony died down a little.

Claudia Jean meanwhile batted her eyelids. Her sister Jennifer sucked on her lip.

‘So all you need to do is tell us when the musical will be – then we can trim it down.’

‘Sit.’ Isabel demanded.

The brunette smiled unabashedly and trotted to the front row.

‘Girls – I don’t know why you imagine that Senior Chamber Choir gives you the same freedom as lunchtime. You know you’re not supposed to use the record player without my or Miss Pinkerton’s permission. Claudia Jean – I suggest you loan your West Side Story recording to Mary Lynn as you promised and Mary Lynn – you’ll have it for one week.’

Mary Lynn nodded in anticipation. Isabel thought she saw her tongue jutting out of her mouth.

Gretchen Logan raised a hand.

‘Yes, Gretchen?’

‘Is it true the musical will be with Aylesbury?’

The choir mistress shook her head.

‘We would never do a musical with Aylesbury. If we choose to do a musical – I’ll just repeat that conditional tense – if we choose to do a musical, it will be by ourselves. With half the girls playing boys. As it is done.’

The news burst the bubble of many a girl. Silence followed.

‘Do you all have copies of the Alto Rhapsody?’

Evidently the response was ‘no’. Mary Lynn trundled to the piano to take four.

‘All right.’ Isabel played the first warm-up chord and surveyed her ensemble. ‘Are you ready?’

One and a half hours later she would have skipped down the Covered Way if it hadn’t been for her dignity as a schoolteacher. Tally was already posted at the main gate.

‘How many times have I said—’

‘Oh – the other one?’

‘Yes!’ Isabel insisted, letting him in. ‘Everyone can see you here.’

‘You said that plenty of your girls exit up there as well.’

‘Yes, but…’

‘Excuse me.’ A tiny plump first-year with a huge rucksack squeezed her way past.

‘Anyhow – don’t dally. Come in. They’re going to think you’re my fiancé.’

‘Why?’ Tally demanded to know.

‘They saw Vincent. By the way, is there any chance you could get approximately twenty-five… hundred more copies of that West Side Story record? They’re fighting over it like savage rabbits. You have turned my Music Room into a farm.’

They climbed the Covered Way.

‘I can probably get four or five more.’

‘That’ll do. They think we’re going to—’

A woman flew into her and several papers dropped to the ground.

‘Sorry!’

‘That’s all right. I’m glad we bumped into you.’ Isabel finished retrieving the papers and handed them to her. ‘Ada – this is Tally.’

‘Oh…’ Amidst her books and pages finally she managed to extend a hand. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you; I’ve heard so much about you.’

‘Likewise.’ Tally shook her hand.

‘How’s Geneviève?’

‘Still not much better, I’m afraid.’ explained the head of chestnut curls. ‘She said the surgery went well but they’re still keeping her for observation.’

‘Well, I hope she recovers before term ends.’

‘So do I. I don’t want to have to lead another assembly; I’m so terrible at it.’

‘You’re not terrible, Ada.’ Isabel insisted. ‘Are you free at lunchtime tomorrow?’

‘Yes.’

‘Come up for a chat.’

‘I’d be delighted.’

‘See you later.’

‘See you later.’

Tally had been staying at her house and would return to New York two days later.

The times were heady. There was no courtship screwed in place; no fling and no idyll. She and Tally had been feasting on each other’s company with no ulterior motives exercised on either part.

‘Did you speak to Greg about the rights?’

‘Yes.’ Tally nodded briskly.

‘And?’

‘We should have them by Friday.’

Isabel beamed.

‘I’m taking assembly on Monday; I’ll announce then.’

‘I’m glad – I’m glad that I could be of help.’

She opened the door to the Music Room.

‘Tally – you’re not of help. You’re a saviour.’

Isabel’s life now coursed through alternating hills and valleys. The peaks of it were comparable to different heights of New York City skyscrapers across a nightscape.

Tally’s era in her youth had always been the highest X marked on the graph. Repeating it restored Isabel’s harmony. Here in the spell of timeless youth she found herself resettled in a longed-for sanctuary.
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The voluntary saboteur

Fog opposed the window of her practice. She sat opposite Charles Anthony wearing a black jersey sweater with a red pencil skirt and two sets of white pearls – a combination that had urged Isabel to exclaim:

‘Is it 1938 where you work?’

He was out of his work clothes for the first time in their acquaintance; sporting cobalt trousers and a navy sweater.

Twenty minutes had gone by. Charles Anthony was in the middle of a tirade – trying very feebly to convince himself his daughter’s death had actually been beneficial. The attempt to lend conviction to his words was paltry. And he may have been a little drunk.

‘Golden-haired and docile, but she wasn’t good for anyone. Doesn’t take many brain cells to figure that out.’ He slapped his hands over his thighs.

This appeared to be the end of this rant. Anneliese crossed her arms, pretended to look at the clock and then asked him as softly as possible:

‘Do you think you loved her less as a result?’

His eyes were glass. In a dead tone came the monosyllable:

‘What?’

‘I said… is it possible you loved her less as a result of this?’

He glared at her as though he were a dying patient having one last futile bout of radiotherapy. Some moments preceded a scoff.

‘You know what? You’re… you’re dynamite proof that intellectualisation… it makes all of you demented.’

‘Charles Anthony, you have a fixation with the dichotomy between the “strong” and the “infirm.” Now that it’s been ten months since her passing, it could be that the way in which Rosalind died is beginning to… well… rub iodine into this complex.’

He shook his head disparagingly.

‘Complex?’

‘You spent a while telling me of her achievements in mathematics… Finally she never had any achievements. And she doesn’t correspond—’ Anneliese scratched the side of her wrist. ‘She didn’t correspond even meagrely to your ideal.’

His hands were shaking as he rose.

‘You think a child’s a deity? What – we don’t love our children if we can’t look up to them?’

‘I didn’t mean to imply that her being your daughter was insufficient. I know you’ll love anything that’s your spawn.’

‘Spawn?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well…’ His volume rose as he stood trembling. ‘Who wouldn’t?’

‘I don’t know. All I mean to say is… we both know the cause of your angina is repressed feelings… at least – for the most part. If there’s any additional guilt here… it needs to come out in the open.’

He squinted and shook his head again before reaching to scratch at the nape of his neck.

‘You people are insane… I’m supposed to – I’m supposed to have loved my daughter less because she had an illness?’

‘You’ve never loved Arnold much. There’s nothing malevolent about him, yet… you barely discuss him. Have you ever considered you could’ve helped him more?’

He began to march around the room.

‘No.’ His breath was hastening. ‘I don’t think much about Arnold… This is – this is sick, what you’re doing.’

‘Do you not think it’s possible, perhaps, that your paternal feelings were…’ She searched for words. ‘Chipped away a bit because…’ She laid her arms atop the chair. ‘All I mean to say is that parents have favourites. Favourites are often the child who most resembles the character of the parent. Rosalind was an innocent girl and all of a sudden turned out to be… someone you had trouble relating to.’ Anneliese sucked in a lot of air. ‘Like Arnold.’

‘Oh, would you stop – would you stop it with this Arnold—’

‘As you’ve said, on multiple occasions: Arnold is not nefarious or mercenary, or a power-sucker. He’s simply banal, naïve and feeble; a pushover. We’ve never really discussed how…’ She crossed her legs and buried her left hand under the knee. ‘How you don’t keep him under your wing as much as you could; you don’t treat him the way you might, for instance, a younger sibling with cerebral palsy. You treat him like a nuisance to whom you owe favours because he’s your brother. But if you never saw him again I’m not sure you’d be in mourning about it. And those aren’t very natural sentiments to have towards a brother with whom one grew up.’

After a long pause he finally spoke.

‘You’re lucky that you’re not a man.’

‘That’s the only thing stopping your fists?’

He continued parading.

‘I loved Rosalind more than anything or any other person.’

‘You say that…’ She shrugged. ‘But what or who were the contenders?’

‘There’s no aftermath. All these – these newspapers…’ he spoke revilingly, ‘who address the “aftermath” of someone’s death…’ He blinked as if assailed by pepper. ‘There’s no aftermath. I haven’t changed my thoughts. One who loses a child and goes on…’ He slapped his hands over his flanks. ‘That person never loved that child. Not in the true way. Not when a child is greater than a life. Than any life.’

Storming to the door, he opened it. Anneliese raised her voice:

‘Charles Anthony… there’s so much we have to talk about—’

‘There’s zilch. I have no idea why I come here. “Root causes”, “root causes”. Who sees a bloody psychiatrist to find out the cause of the problem when his daughter is dead? Tell me some more about the subconscious, why don’t you.’

He slammed the door open; it shook her shelves. Anneliese murmured, albeit audibly:

‘Fine… be a sore loser.’

Standing on a table not far from the door was a large vase of peonies she had introduced into her practice. Charles Anthony neared it and whacked the thing – shattering glass in a ruckus.

Gradually Anneliese stood and wandered to the puddle of fragments. She began gathering the budding peonies in her arms.

‘Don’t – don’t handle them, they’ll prick you—’

She ignored him. Once she had placed the flowers on her desk she bent down to retrieve the glass.

He stooped to kneel before her and began brushing glass pieces out of her hand. Tinkling on the shards below, they mirrored clinking in champagne toasts.

In her focus were his cautionary eyes of icy fear.

‘I don’t have a dustpan and brush here.’ she alerted. ‘Although—’ She picked up the pieces as Charles Anthony clung to her fingers, removing them. ‘Although one would have thought that with you as a patient I would have included it in my orders of office supplies.’

Still his fingers dipped into her hand to toss the glass onto the floor. Anneliese sighed in frustration. Once he had flicked the final shard she looked at him in hopelessness:

‘We’re going to leave it there?’

‘Doesn’t this building have housekeeping?’

‘Once a week.’

He stood.

‘Well, there you go.’

He extended his hand to her. As a toddler she had been determined to stand upright without help. Now was no different.

‘Well.’ He sniffed. ‘See you next week, next month, next year…’ He departed yet again. ‘I’ll see where the calendar takes me.’

There was no reason to hold him.

At the same time she knew there was another route. One he had urged her to explore for ten years now. That icy lane where a huge sign warned of NO EXIT. She didn’t want to transgress it. There was no other patient for whom she had risked it.

But he was already out of the door; there was no other option. Either she would sabotage the institution of the psychotherapy she practised – snap it like a saboteur axing a church’s stained glass window – or Anneliese would sob so bitterly that days would pass until she raised her head.

‘I had a patient commit suicide once.’

Tentatively he took backward steps into the room. He closed the door.

‘When?’

‘Erm…’ Anneliese searched her mind, stalling for time. ‘About seven years ago. A twenty-three-year-old woman who killed herself because…’ Guilt stirred Anneliese’s voice to chip like ice cubes under gushing water. ‘She couldn’t stand to live with…’ The psychiatrist went back to her chair and all the while stared at her fingers. ‘She’d had a love affair with her stepfather and she couldn’t live with herself.’

Anneliese grabbed the side of her head. Some kind of repellent kept being sprayed over her heart; it kept making her ache – what was the use? Now she couldn’t stop speaking.

‘Can we get out of these chairs?’

She felt a little faint.

‘What?’

‘I… I don’t want this to be a session.’

‘Charles Anthony—’

‘Can I sit at your desk?’

He didn’t wait. Before she could utter a word he had sat himself there. Files of her patients lay spread out in a disorderly fashion.

Anneliese boorishly remained in her seat – which was in front of the desk, facing the other way.

Charles Anthony observed:

‘I can’t see you.’

‘That’s why I thought it futile.’

She waited. The spray inside her kept discharging; it was not sufficiently inhibitory. Still she was reluctant to obey.

‘Anneliese…’ Charles Anthony repeated.

‘What?’

‘I can’t see you.’

She rubbed her eye, dry though it was, and eventually turned the armchair around. Facing him, she crossed her legs again.

He smiled.

The deterrent now became too nauseating. Anneliese inhaled its potency and turned the tables:

‘You think you’re being punished, don’t you?’

‘I don’t think…’ He rubbed his nose with the side of his forefinger. ‘I don’t think I’ve got that far yet. In my guilt.’

‘All I mean is that…’ She moaned in spite of herself: an ailing patient in the waiting room who waits to hear his name. ‘My patient… a healthy, mentally fit young woman… killed herself. And I told myself I was to blame.’ She paused. ‘And my psychiatrist… convinced me I was not. And she was right.’ Anneliese’s tone dimmed. ‘I felt like I needed to atone for my actions. But the truth was that… no opinion, no influence, no preaching of mine could have halted her desire to die.’

He watched her dig a fingernail into the skin of her opposing hand.

‘So my daughter is the same as your patient?’

Anneliese was still casting her gaze to the ground.

‘Your daughter was statistically likelier to commit suicide… to begin with.’

Finally he saw her release her hands and slam them down onto the armchair. He was studying her penetratively: a hunter on a target.

Sweat began to slither down her neck. It was like awaiting exam results. Or blood test results. She couldn’t wait for the hour to be over whatever the verdict.

‘How did you feel when your father died?’

‘What?’

‘I read about it. Josef van der Holt. A heart attack. He was what… forty-five?’

‘Charles Anthony, I…’ She recrossed her legs. ‘I’m afraid I can’t—’

Anneliese looked up. He was staring at her with such sadness and longing he looked like a boy of no more than fourteen. She kept remembering her sister’s face after the death of Amelita.

Releasing much pent-up breath, she confessed:

‘That was when I got my psychiatrist.’

He nodded.

‘Former neurology professor herself.’ Charles Anthony observed.

‘Yes.’ She nodded automatically. ‘She was…’ Compulsively Anneliese began to rub her thumb and forefinger over her sleeve. ‘I replaced one… terrible, inerasable problem with another, less terrible one.’

‘What was that?’

She ceased to fidget.

‘Looking after her.’ She gazed into space. ‘Her daughter was dead and she was so alone… and unsuccessful. She was… lost. And I appointed myself the… I… used her to stifle or, at the very least… to oppress those feelings, I… took on the role of her nurturer. I needed to.’

Charles Anthony appeared newly relaxed.

‘That doesn’t sound like a bad idea.’

Anneliese smiled very weakly. Divested of her status she was able to say nothing. She was Diana in the painting by Titian – caught nude as she was bathing by a mortal; the virgin goddess gazed at by a man for the first time.

Nothing but small talk happened after that.
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More demons

Intense staring at the traffic light would sap all of the moisture from her eyes. There was nothing else to look at when a nightly car journey of usually an hour’s length was melting into two.

The limousine’s abrupt halt jerked Isabel out of her semi-comatose state.

‘Where are we?’

‘Er…’ Tally gazed out of his window. ‘Lambeth.’

‘We’re in Lambeth?’

‘Yes.’

‘We’ll never get there on time.’ In the environs she could hear honking, hooting, whistling. ‘It’s…’ Isabel leaned over to her left and looked at Tally’s watch. ‘It’s 8.45.’

‘They’ll still be there at ten.’

She flung her head back. They were en route to some gala that wasn’t a gala as much as a cocktail reception for Friends of the Royal Opera House. Only hors d’œuvres would be served. After a two-hour session with the Senior Choir had run deeply into lateness, Isabel had been reluctant to return home, shower, apply a whole new layer of cosmetics and select a gown.

It was business. The cocktail evening was a tacit opportunity for owners of select hotel chains to discuss their plans away from conferences and those who forfeited strong deals for selfish gains. Attending a soirée without a woman on his arm made Sherborne Hotels Worldwide’s president seem unambitious. For that reason she was now sat in his limousine clad in her lilac satin, long-sleeved, floor-length dress. Its plunging neckline’s slit exposed a long but slender sliver of her chest. The fabric was enrobed in shimmery dark grey chiffon embroidered with black swirls of thread. Outside at night its violet shone and she looked purple; inside she was shiny silver.

Isabel uncrossed her legs once more. The car jerked forward and she lunged together with it. Tally brought her upright and reached for her seatbelt.

‘I told you to fasten it.’

‘You also said that this would take no more than sixty minutes. And it’s been…’ She reached for her hair, felt it was lacquered and dropped her arm. ‘Well – over that.’

Tally studied the people they passed on the pavement. Isabel listened almost enviously to drunken men still in the thrall of ‘Auld Lang Syne’ that January 15th.

‘Is it this Friday that you’re hanging the audition form?’

‘Mm-hmm.’ Isabel confirmed. ‘First come, first served. Eighty slots over March 7th and 8th; I figured that would be enough.’

‘Cast of eighty?’

‘All choir members feature in the chorus.’

‘How many solo roles does Anything Goes have?’

‘Erm…’ Isabel twisted the foot of her crossed leg; the buckle of her high-heeled Mary Jane squeaked. ‘About twenty-five. But the double cast means fifty. I imagine about… sixty-five will audition. So it looks like most of them will be happy. Well…’ She sniffed. ‘Except for half who’ll have to play a boy but that’s a given.’ Tally smiled. ‘Did I mention how grateful I was to you for acquiring the rights?’

‘You mentioned it.’

‘I want Ed to come to Opening Night.’

‘Ed lives in Hackensack.’

‘I want Ed to fly over for Opening Night.’

‘I think he’ll be wrapped up in a case defending some… Hollywood mogul.’

‘That might be why I want him to come to Opening Night. The publicity.’

Tally had taken to living at Isabel’s home – though it didn’t mean anything. Nothing institutional. He was reluctant to ‘dishonour’ her though Isabel kept telling him that she was ‘goods beyond repair.’ What surprised her more was her indifference. The physicality of it would have reminded her of Jacob, Vincent; even Michael, maybe Steven. Purely because of its enactment. Maybe she needed a long break. Maybe she needed something more to prove it would be different. Not an engagement ring or vows of love; something a great deal more contrasting.
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