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      While writing this book I have relied heavily on the support, assistance and knowledge of the incredible cardiology team at Great Ormond Street Hospital. They helped me produce what I hope is an authentic portrayal of a serious and thankfully very rare heart condition. However, this is a story not a textbook so there are times I have strayed away from strict medical accuracy. Any errors or omissions are mine and mine alone.
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      There is such a thing as magic. That is what I always believed. I don’t mean pulling rabbits out of hats or sawing people in half (and then putting them back together: otherwise it’s not magic, it’s technically murder). I don’t really mean fairy-tale magic, either, with its princesses and witches and frogs that turn into handsome guys – although fairy tales will certainly play a part in our story. I just mean the idea that incredible things are possible, and that they can be conjured into existence through will, effort and love. That’s how it started. That’s how we got through everything in the way we did.

      I suppose I really ought to begin with Hannah’s diagnosis, but no, we’re not going there, not yet. This is a story about magic, and therefore I will start somewhere magical. Or kind of magical. Oh look, it’ll make sense, trust me. Let’s begin two weeks after the diagnosis, on Hannah’s fifth birthday – because this is what life is like sometimes: you’re planning for a big day and then suddenly – pow! – have some shocking news about your daughter, no, go on, I insist. Of course, I didn’t explain things fully to Hannah, how could I? But she was already wise, wiser than me – wise enough to look into my eyes and understand the essence of what the doctors had told me, and what was coming. We stood at the bus stop outside the hospital, the cold sun glinting off the scratched Plexiglas shelter. I tried hard to swallow, but it felt like I had a bowling ball in my throat. She looked up at me.

      ‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘It’s okay.’

      And she put out her tiny fist for me to bump. I bumped it.

      Anyway.

      Anyway.

      Where was I?

      So yes, I thought, I have to do something special for her birthday – something to take us out of this place. I asked her what she wanted, and she shrugged and said, ‘I just want to play Lego with my friend Jay.’ That’s easy enough, I thought.

      ‘And fairies,’ she added. ‘Can I have real fairies?’

      She had this book she absolutely loved – a fairy tale collection that had been handed down through my mum’s family. It was incredibly ancient, so had none of the neurotic delicacy of a modern translation: kids died in the forest, dwarfs were eaten by witches, wolves butchered woodcutters – just horrible stuff. Hannah adored it. But she especially loved the idea of fairies – not the supermarket fancy-dress fairies with their pink sparkly wings and crystal wands, but the old-school fairies; the mischief-makers, cavorting in the woods and trapping humans in magical glades. Whenever we got to the end of a story, she’d always sigh and say, ‘But fairies aren’t real, are they?’ and I’d tell her they definitely were, but that only special people got to see them. It was just a joke, a little routine to end the day. But on that night, the night of her fifth birthday, she asked as usual, only this time I said to her, ‘Look out of the window later and you may be lucky.’ She laughed at me dismissively, and buried her head in the duvet until I got up to go. But I knew she was curious, because she was always curious.

      So I kissed her on top of her head, her curly hair bedraggled and knotty because neither of us were any good at combing it; then I walked out of the room, closing the door behind me – except I left a gap, just enough to peek through. And sure enough, when she thought I was gone, she pulled back the duvet and crept towards the window…

      I should explain at this point that I was a theatre manager, and before that an actor. When I was eight my parents took me to see Dick Whittington one Christmas and that was it, I was hooked. I begged them to take me back the next night, and the next. As a teenager, my friends were following Bowie, Pink Floyd and the Clash, while I was obsessed with the RSC, the Royal Court and the Old Vic. The magic I always believed in most was the magic of the stage, the miracles that take place when you put performers in front of an audience. You should bear this in mind for what comes next.

       

      Outside Hannah’s room, the night was almost completely black, the stars obscured behind a layer of distant cloud. Our house backs onto a field and during the day we’d sometimes see horse riders pass by, following the bridleway up to the woods. But at night there was nothing but darkness and then the distant twinkling lights from the next town miles away.

      I could see that Hannah was now on tiptoes at the window, her small body silhouetted against the darkness outside. Suddenly, her head flicked to the right. From behind the tall hedge at the rear of our neighbour’s garden there was a curious glow, orange and warm, like a bonfire – except there was no crackling, just the sound of very gentle music, almost lost in the buffeting wind. Then, indistinct at first but gradually louder, there were voices too. They were singing.

      I heard Hannah take a sharp intake of breath, and then she rubbed furiously at her eyes with the sleeve of her pyjamas, before staring out again. She didn’t move away, she didn’t shrink from the window – she stayed still, as though entranced, as though connected to whatever was happening outside. Then as the music got louder, she somehow stirred from her reverie.

      ‘Daddy!’ she shouted. But there was no fear in her voice; it was not even shock or surprise. It was delight.

      ‘Daddy,’ she said again. ‘I can see them, I can see them!’

      ‘See what?’ I said. And I was bounding into the bedroom, pretending that I had no idea what was going on. She grabbed my hand and dragged me to the window.

      ‘The fairies,’ she said. ‘There are fairies here!’

      And sure enough, dancing along the bridle path at the end of the garden, waving and smiling as they passed, was a line of beautiful figures in luminous white dresses and giant fluttering wings. Some held lanterns suspended from long staffs, the candlelight flickering as they moved; others were wrapped in shawls of flashing fairy lights. Hannah watched, at first transfixed, then banging on the window, waving delightedly. When one figure stopped, leant on the garden gate and blew a kiss up towards the window, she gasped. It was the first time in a week I’d seen her forget herself and everything else. If only for an instant, it wiped away the darkness of the preceding days. The figures danced and sang, the light from the lanterns forming a halo around them. Gradually, as the caravan of fairies passed, the music faded and the glow dispersed. The darkness returned, but not as deep or as black as it had once seemed. Something of the fairies had been left behind for ever.

       

      I’ll let you into a little secret. Technically, they weren’t fairies. If you listened carefully you would recognise that the music was not some enchanting lullaby or mystical ballad – it was ‘When Two Become One’ by the Spice Girls, playing on a ghetto blaster. The thing is, when you manage a theatre, one of the perks of the job is twenty-four-hour access to enthusiastic amateur actors, who respond positively to the request, ‘Will you come and dance past our house on Sunday night dressed in glowing leotards?’ We also had a reasonably stocked props department so getting hold of Victorian lanterns at short notice wasn’t as much of a problem for us as it would have been for someone relying on Homebase.

      Anyway, I’d found this silly way to lighten the darkness, and it had worked. Eventually, Hannah bolted from the window and made for the stairs, determined to see the show up close. But by the time she got to the back door, the fairies were long gone (as we had arranged), scarpering into the alley a few houses down. I still don’t know if she believed they were real or knew it was a show, but when I caught her up, she was standing in the open doorway, the breeze blowing her hair around her shoulders. She glanced up at me, then grabbed my hand.

      ‘Again,’ she said. ‘Again.’

      I suppose it was clear from that point that Hannah would be a sucker for escapism, for theatrical wonder – it was in her genes after all. As for me, I knew I had a way, however trivial and momentary, to help her cope with what had happened, and what was to come. I knew make-believe would be important.

      So every year I arranged something like this for her birthday. A little play, a little surprise. It became something of a ritual to ward off the reality of the health tests and assessments that closed in every autumn.

      The years passed, faster than I could ever have imagined, and when she was thirteen she decided she just wanted to spend her birthday with her friends. A walk into town, pizza, videos. It was always going to happen. All the make-believe in the world will not stop time.

      Three months before her sixteenth birthday, I began to wonder if there was time to put on just one more show for her. It felt important – as though a little part of the future depended on it. I had this persistent feeling that something terrible was coming – we needed to be prepared and this was the only way to do it. I was a big believer in the magic of the theatre, you see. Did I mention that?
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      Don’t die on stage. Don’t even think about it. I’m completely fucking serious.

      This is the rip-roaring motivational speech drifting through my head as I walk out beneath the theatre’s glaring spotlights for the first time; for the first proper time, at least. As an actor.

      I’ve been here before of course, lots of times. When your dad is a theatre manager, you quite literally grow up on the stage – which sounds incredibly glamorous until you learn that this particular stage is in a small market town in Somerset, and not, say, New York. I am also making my debut for the local drama group, not for the RSC, and while we’re being totally honest, the play isn’t Hamlet or A Doll’s House, or anything else I’ve been pretending to read for GCSE Drama. The play is a ‘bawdy farce’, written in the seventies by some guy I’ve never heard of – my dad calls it Carry On Being a Sexist Prick, but that’s not its actual name. Anyway, this sort of thing still goes down well with audiences, so we’re stuck with it. Sally, the drama club creative director, has at least adapted the script for the modern era – which has meant taking out the racist jokes. The sexist ones have stayed in though, because apparently they’re fine as long as we perform them with irony. I have learned a lot about what adults consider acceptable since joining the drama club last year. I don’t get out much so I take my life lessons where I can.

      By the time I’m due on stage, things are already in full swing. The set is a seventies suburban living room, complete with a lime-green sofa, shagpile carpet and a bamboo coffee table. Ted is putting in a brilliant performance in the lead role as a neurotic and flustered accountant, staring retirement in the face and having to deal with a moribund home life. It was genius casting by Sally, because he is, in real life, a neurotic and flustered accountant staring retirement in the face and having to deal with a moribund home life. Natasha is playing his wife, even though she is twenty years too young and about a hundred times too cool to be married to Ted. She used to do PR for an art gallery in London, but she and her husband decided to escape the rat race when their daughter Ashley was born. She set up a ‘micro agency’ for galleries and artists in the West Country, but now she’s on maternity leave with their second child and it’s driving her a bit mad. She told me that living in Somerset feels like being trapped in a cross between Groundhog Day and Deliverance. I looked up Deliverance on Google – I don’t think it was a compliment. Dora, our costume designer, found her a grey wig in a costume hire store, and Margaret – the drama club’s oldest member at eighty-one – said it makes Natasha look like a French harlot. Margaret is the rudest, most cynical person I ever met, and also one of my closest friends. Did I mention I don’t get out much? Anyway, I also had to look up ‘harlot’ on Google and it is now my favourite word.

      So that’s the scene I am about to step into: a neurotic middle-class couple in seventies Britain, about to host a dinner party for the new neighbours, who seem extremely posh and respectable. But then the hosts’ drunken teenage daughter – that’s me – comes home from a party and they have to hide her in the understairs cupboard. I am wearing a garish dress made entirely out of polyester and static electricity, and it’s while I’m trying to flatten out the skirt that Sally nods at me from the small shadowy backstage area. My cue is coming.

      Deep breaths.

      I feel my heart thudding, and I don’t want to think about that right now. There is the sound effect of a doorbell, and then I’m on, out through the black curtains at the edge of the stage and into the open auditorium in front of rows of people who have paid actual money to be entertained.

      Oh shit, here we go.

      The first thing I notice is that the air has this weird crackle to it, a kind of all-enveloping tension that seems to tingle all over my skin – it’s either the anticipation of the crowd or the electricity being generated by this polyester fire hazard I’m wearing. I try to block it out and concentrate on what I’m doing, which is giggling and shrugging apologetically when my parents ask what the heck is wrong with me. Then I stagger past Natasha, whose wig has sort of slipped over her right eye at a jaunty angle. Then I pratfall onto the hostess trolley. I hear some laughs from the audience, which is a relief because I have zero personal experience of alcohol. In drama, we’re learning about the theatre practitioner Konstantin Stanislavski who said all the best acting comes from the ‘emotional memory’ of the performer – you have to call on things you’ve experienced. However, the only emotional memory I have of alcohol is seeing my dad fall off a pub bench at his thirty-seventh birthday party and cracking his stupid head open. So I watched a lot of Hollyoaks and also typed ‘drunken teenage girls’ into an image search engine. That was a mistake I won’t make again.

      So now I’m on stage, collapsed across the ugly furniture. Ted and Natasha are splashing me in the face with vase water to try and sober me up – and the audience is chuckling along. It’s fun, it’s actually going well.

      Then out of the corner of my eye, I spot Dad – or Tom as he is known to everyone else – watching me from the side of the stage. He is wearing his usual outfit of black jeans, shirt, tie and blazer. His hair is all spiky, and the gel glistens in the light. My friends Jenna and Daisy say he looks like an ageing pop star – sort of handsome, but filling out a bit, and a few grey hairs here and there. Whatever he looks like, there’s not much family resemblance between us. Judging by the photos, I’m much more like Mum – kind of skinny, kind of okay-looking, grey eyes, mega-sharp cheekbones that look swollen if I put on too much blusher. Oh and crazy curly hair that Jenna refers to as an ‘explosion in a corkscrew factory’. (It’s pretty useful for when you’re playing a drunk.) Anyway, Dad’s expression is the familiar mix of deranged pride and encouragement that I have become accustomed to. That’s another thing my friends say about him: he’s not like other dads because he always looks happy, he isn’t obsessed with sport and he actually listens to them when they talk. He invests. These are apparently rare commodities in fatherhood, which seems sad to me.

      He has been bringing me here ever since I was a toddler, when he first got the job as manager. He’d lift me up onto the stage and act out stories for me. He practically taught me to read sitting up here, a single spotlight on us, working our way through fairy-tale books (which I was obsessed with and still am) as well as the standard young thespian syllabus: Swish of the Curtain, Ballet Shoes, The Town in Bloom. Those were the best days. He’d pick me up from school and bring me straight to the theatre and while he sat with some touring company planning their show, I’d prance about the stage or leg it along the aisles, yelling and singing. Then, for my birthdays, we started to plan these little plays together, and we’d put them on with the drama group, for all our families and friends. It became a sort of tradition. It meant so much to me when I was younger. It feels like a long time ago.

      Of course I was desperate to be in a real actual play, but Dad always tried to put me off. ‘We can’t let people believe there is nepotism in the arts,’ he’d say. ‘The critics will tear us apart like wild dogs.’ I seriously doubt the theatre reviewer at the local paper would be capable of tearing anything apart, let alone a person – being as she’s a gentle seventy-year-old woman with a penchant for Noël Coward. But Dad was adamant. Last year, he refused to let me play Cecily in The Importance of Being Earnest because he said there were some dangerous stunts – I mean, that’s such bullshit.

      When they’d decided on this particular play, and it had a part for a fifteen-year-old girl, I literally begged Sally for the role. She said it was fine but I’d have to ask Dad for ‘health reasons’. I thought it was hopeless, to be honest. I know it’s because he worries about me and not because he thinks I’ll be crap at acting and bring shame and disrepute on his theatrical empire. Ideally, he’d like to keep me locked up in a small room and never let me out. No wait, that sounds weird. Ideally he’d like to roll me up in bubble wrap and… oh god, whatever, you get the idea. And it’s not like I have grand ambitions to be a big goddamn movie star. I don’t have any ambitions at all; ambitions are so not my thing.

      After a whole skit about a soufflé that hasn’t risen (which somehow segues into a really gross mother-in-law joke), Margaret makes a cameo appearance as a nosy next-door neighbour, standing at the front door in a nightgown, her wild grey hair in curlers. She usually tints it in lurid colours and got it done like a rainbow for London Gay Pride last year, where she somehow had her photo taken with Sir Ian McKellen. In the play, she comes round to complain about the noise and threatens to call the police until Ted gives her a bottle of sherry. For the dress rehearsal they used an actual bottle of sherry but she drank the lot before the interval. This time they’ve filled the bottle with cold tea – to her obvious distress.

      Next, Ted’s character has to hide me from the neighbours by dragging me to the understairs cupboard at the rear of the stage. This is no shoddy piece of sub-IKEA furniture, by the way; it was purpose-built by Kamil, the drama club’s props manager, who teaches a woodwork diploma at the local college and takes the theatre very seriously. He worked on it for weeks then proudly unveiled to us an actual wooden staircase, complete with cupboard and built-on casters for easy deployment. It’s so solidly constructed that you could conceivably throw it off a cliff and it would still be in one piece at the bottom. Which is probably more than could be said for the person locked inside.

      Sorry, I get a bit dark sometimes. Especially when I am being hauled across a stage. It’s sort of weird to be manhandled in front of a roomful of laughing people, but Ted is very professional and also extremely careful not to hold me anywhere that could conceivably get him arrested.

      ‘How are you doing?’ he whispers as he shoves me in the box. His thin, slightly haggard grey face is a mask of concern and his glasses are slipping off the end of his nose. I nod imperceptibly. Seemingly assured, he tries to slam the door shut, but my arm is still sticking out. Ouch, thanks Ted! He lifts my bruised limb in and slams the door so hard the staircase wobbles. Cue general hilarity.

      Now I have to sit here for twenty minutes, which is not great because it’s dark, it’s cramped and there’s no air… this is a crappy combination for someone with my health issues. I’m also feeling extremely hot. Earlier on, Margaret claimed she was on the verge of freezing to death and stormed off to the boiler room to try and kick-start the heating. Maybe she turned it up to warp factor nine. Maybe that’s why I am drenched in sweat. I try to ignore my rapidly increasing heart rate. Deep breaths. Deep breaths. This is the theatre and the show must go on, even when you’re locked in an oven. Fortunately, Kamil has drilled a small spyhole into the door so I can see what’s going on. I spot another couple of actors from the drama group, Rachel and Shaun, enter the stage as the neighbours dressed in ridiculous Oxfam approximations of upper-middle-class seventies casual wear. But that’s not all I notice. Around the entrance to the backstage area there appears to be a large pool of water. Little streams are working their way along the wall towards me. For a second, I wonder if this is a last-minute special effect that my dad has introduced without telling me – but then I notice Shaun nervously eyeing the flood and elbowing Rachel in the side. Something is wrong. Tendrils of water are slithering towards the main stage area, and I’m thinking, is this a hazard? There are all these lights and cables around. Oh god, it’s like an opening scene from Casualty. The whole cast is about to be electrocuted.

      Meanwhile in the play, it turns out that the neighbours think they have been invited to a swinging party, rather than a polite dinner soirée. As soon as Ted and Natasha leave the stage to ‘fetch the crudités’, Rachel and Shaun decide this is a code and start removing their clothes. The audience is really into it, guffawing unselfconsciously. Inevitably, the local vicar arrives, played by James, who is twenty-seven, really fit, and also the most devout atheist I’ve ever met. He sees the semi-naked couple and passes out on the sofa. Natasha shouts, ‘I’ll get you a stiff drink, this is not what it seems’, and then opens the cupboard door, at which point I sprawl out, swearing loudly. Everything is happening so quickly and there seems to be no way to subtly communicate to anyone else that we appear to be sinking. The vicar tries to help me up, but I fall on top of him (my favourite part of the play) and we sprawl together on the stage floor unable to extricate ourselves from each other. I try to whisper to James, ‘I think we’re sinking,’ but Natasha drags me up, almost yanking my arm out of its socket, and James crawls out through the door.

      Our big finale has my parents chasing me around a table as the embarrassed neighbours get dressed. They finally restrain me, dumping me on a chair at the dining table, just as two police officers turn up, responding to reports of a possible orgy or violent murder. I pass out with my face in a strawberry pavlova. The generously constructed stunt dessert fills my nose and eyes with squirty cream, which has gone rancid under the lights.

      And then, the play is over. There are a few tense moments of silence as the lights fade, but they are followed by rapturous applause. I bound to the front of the stage, taking Ted and Natasha’s hands and swinging them extravagantly. For a few seconds, I feel like a proper part of this bizarre little team. Later at the pub, the drama club actors will relive every line, every audience reaction, as they always do after a performance, whether it is good, like this, or bad, like that ill-advised attempt to stage Equus at a local horse and pony show.

      I look into the crowds of people, hoping to spot Jenna and Daisy, or perhaps my drama teacher. But all the faces are similar and hard to make out beyond the clapping hands. Ted is hugging me and so is Natasha, and they pat me on the back, and then Natasha is very close and saying something, and I have to lean in to hear it. ‘Can you hear me, Hannah?’ she’s saying. ‘Are you still with us?’ I want to say, ‘I’m great. I’m a STAR.’ But then I realise I can’t really feel my legs, and a swirling black fog has gathered at the edges of my vision. I stagger backwards a bit.

      From a long distance away, I feel a hand on my arm, and another on my back, but it seems as though I am falling through them. The world is a woozy carousel of blurred shapes. Suddenly, I worry that the audience can see what’s happening. Oh god, how mortifying. I have a strange hallucinogenic vision of Dad standing at my graveside delivering a eulogy: ‘She died as she lived – like Tommy Cooper.’ Now I know something is very wrong because that’s just fucking weird.

      Finally, I manage to say, ‘Oh this is bloody typical.’ Because it is not the first time I’ve done this, not by a long way.

      The theatre lights look like stars above me. They swim about in the darkness. Then there is absolutely nothing.

       

      Welcome to my world.
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      When Hannah was four, she started to complain about feeling tired all the time. It wasn’t just in the early evenings, or after nursery, but all day. She’d stopped bounding about with her friends; she looked pale. I thought it was some sort of virus, or growing pains or something. I made a GP appointment fully expecting to be told what parents are always told: to keep an eye on it, that it’s nothing to worry about. Our doctor was very much of the old school – balding, tall and dour, with the welcoming air of a medieval executioner. You’d gingerly enter his room and he’d sit back in his chair, arms crossed tightly, a reproachful glare etched into his craggy face that said, ‘Come on then, out with it, convince me you’re not another blithering hypochondriac.’ You would list your symptoms and he would shake his head as though you had imagined the whole thing, and then he would tell you that it was perfectly survivable, and you would leave duly chastened. This is what happened when I went in to see him at thirty-one years old, with my lower back in such painful spasm that I couldn’t stand straight for three days. This is what he did when I went in with chest pains when Hannah was three and I was having difficulty coping with parenthood alone all of a sudden. A shake of the head, a few bluff words of castigation, and then an abrupt return to his computer, which was your cue to immediately vacate the room.

      So the day I took Hannah in and listed her symptoms, I was expecting the usual brush off and I almost didn’t bother to sit down; but then, after glaring at me for several seconds, he did something I didn’t expect. He put Hannah onto a chair, reached for his stethoscope and listened to her chest. He listened for a long time, dotting it about her torso seemingly at random. ‘It’s cold!’ she complained, squirming away. He said nothing.

      Finally, he sat back, took the plugs from his ears, and turned to his computer. Here we go, I thought. I was already standing up, ready to scarper for the door.

      ‘I’m going to refer you to the cardiology unit at North Somerset Hospital,’ he said. I stopped and sat back down in the chair next to Hannah’s. She sidled onto my knee.

      ‘Why? What’s wrong?’ I asked.

      ‘Do you have any history of heart disease in your family?’

      The wall clock ticked loudly; I could smell instant coffee above the faint ever-present odour of surgical spirit. I did not fully take in what I was being asked.

      ‘I don’t think so. I don’t know. Why?’

      He started tapping at his keyboard.

      ‘She has a heart murmur. Usually, it’s nothing to worry about, but I want it to be checked. Just in case.’

      ‘Just in case of what?’

      Suddenly bored, Hannah was trying to writhe off my lap.

      ‘Well, as I say, it’s probably nothing. I wouldn’t want to make any diagnoses at this stage. You should get a letter with an appointment within a fortnight.’

      I let Hannah escape from my grip and she ran towards the door, her thin fingers pulling at the handle. I rose from my chair slowly, too confused and intimidated to ask for more information. As I walked towards the door, I heard him turn towards us. I looked back with dawning concern.

      ‘Goodbye, Mr Rose,’ was all he said.

      But the look on his face, the sound in his voice; they were as close as he’d ever come to sympathy. He’d never even said goodbye before.

      As we walked away, Hannah’s tiny hand in mine, I felt an awful weight on me, like being suddenly enveloped in a heavy black cloak.

      It took me a few seconds to realise it was terror.

       

      All this came back to me as I knelt by Hannah’s side on the stage, the others gathering around as I got close enough to see her breathing. It’s fine, I was thinking, this had happened before, it was just something boring that we had to deal with – like the British weather or televised motor sport. What most concerned me was thinking of something amusing to say when she came round. Something about corpsing on stage? I didn’t know. The important thing was, we’d joke about it. It wouldn’t be frightening. It would be all right.

      Somewhere I heard Ted shouting at the audience, assuring them it was just all the excitement and the heat of the lights. He asked if everyone could file out and he thanked them for coming.

      So yes, it had been an interesting night at the Willow Tree Theatre. On the plus side, all the actors turned up, we had an audience and the majority of that audience stayed awake until the end of the performance. The absolute dream scenario. On the negative side: Hannah fainted and we had a biblical flood. That, as they say, is show business.

      My mind kept tracing back through the previous minutes. What had happened? The play ended well, the entire cast came out on stage. Ted was relaxed and smiling for once, gesturing to his wife Angela in the crowd. Natasha was waving that ridiculous grey wig at her husband who had brought their daughter along, even though I’d explained it might not be a suitable play for a seven-year-old. (‘Ashley is a very mature seven,’ Natasha had assured me. ‘And she’s learned all about swinging parties from her grandmother.’ I did not enquire further.) In the centre was my own daughter, Hannah, on this little stage as a proper actor for the first time, greedily sucking up as much credit and applause as she could get away with. And then suddenly, she stopped moving, her face pale and blank. The noise of the audience seemed to fade, and I watched, unable to move, as she fell. It seemed as though we were both in some sort of dream.

      ‘I’ve got some water,’ said Shaun, wafting a cup in my direction. ‘And um, talking about water…’

      But I wasn’t listening.

      ‘Hannah,’ I said. ‘Come on, baby, stop hogging the limelight.’

      ‘Should I call an ambulance?’ asked Natasha, her hand gently resting on my shoulder.

      ‘She’ll be fine,’ I said quietly.

      I saw the slightest movement around her eyes, just a twitch, yet something unmistakable.

      ‘Hannah,’ I said. ‘Hannah, come back.’

      Sally, my closest friend, had seen this before. She knelt down beside me, and quietly brushed Hannah’s hair away from her face.

      ‘We could just call a doctor?’ she said, her voice soft and reassuring.

      I waited a few seconds for something else to happen, some kind of movement – a jolt of the arm, her fingers clasping mine – but there was nothing.

      ‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘Maybe.’

      Sally was just getting up and I was about to explain what she should say to the paramedics, when a clear voice, caught in the weird acoustics of the stage, resonated around the auditorium.

      ‘You are such drama queens,’ it said.

      And I looked down to see Hannah awake, her head raised slightly, her eyes glazed but becoming focused, her mouth turning into a groggy smile. She tried to sit up and I helped, her ridiculous dress crackling with static against my blazer. She flopped backwards a little and I supported her; Sally was there too, her hand behind Hannah’s back. There was an audible sigh of relief from the other members of the company. Shaun gently offered the cup of water to Hannah and she took it with a drunken waft of her arm, spilling almost half of it but lifting the rest to her mouth and glugging noisily.

      ‘What happened?’ she said.

      ‘You passed out,’ replied Ted. ‘During the ovation.’

      She looked at me, pushing her wild curly hair out of her eyes.

      ‘Oh shit,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry, Dad. I’m really sorry.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ I said, taking the empty cup from her. ‘The audience loved it! Fainting was a masterstroke. They’ll be flocking back in their droves.’ But I knew she wasn’t thinking about the play. Whenever this happened, wherever we were, she’d always apologise. And I’d always say don’t be silly, and we’d just put it behind us. We had become adept at it. We were theatre people after all. The show must go on.

      ‘I need to get changed,’ said Hannah. ‘Before this dress explodes.’ She clambered to her feet and Sally and I gingerly drew our hands away from her as though removing a really risky block in a game of Jenga.

      ‘I’ll come with you,’ said Sally.

      ‘Is Phil not waiting for you?’ I asked her. Phil was Sally’s husband, a cheery red-faced rugger-bugger and much-admired local property developer.

      ‘Oh, you know,’ said Sally. ‘He’s not one for the theatre.’

      ‘But he was here earlier, wasn’t he? I saw you and him after the dress rehearsal.’

      She looked like she was about to reply, but then turned back to Hannah.

      ‘Come on, let’s get you back to the dressing room.’

      It was curious – Sally and I had been very close friends for years, but she barely ever mentioned Phil, and I barely ever saw him. I knew he was old-fashioned, that he didn’t want Sally to work after their son Jay was born; perhaps he frowned on platonic friendships between men and women. Perhaps he thought the drama group was a maelstrom of sexual passion. He’d only have to attend one meeting to have that notion soundly quashed.

      Hannah and Sally walked slowly down the corridor to the green room. The others stood around quietly looking at me, but trying not to obviously look at me. I could feel the fear and uncertainty radiating off them. I knew I needed to do something to diffuse the tension.

      ‘It’s fine everyone,’ I said finally. ‘It’s fine. She’ll be all right. It’s just one of those things. Ted, you were hilarious tonight. Natasha, wonderful wig work, keep it up. Rachel, brilliant flirtatious scene with the vicar, well done. Shaun, excellent arse-grabbing, as usual. Oh and… I don’t want to add any more drama to the evening, but does anyone know where all the water is coming from?’

      ‘Ah yeah, I was trying to tell you about that,’ Shaun said. ‘The boiler’s had a leak. Well, more of an eruption really. It looks like a pipe burst. I’ve switched off the water, but the back room is a lake.’

      As an ex-builder, Shaun always came in especially handy whenever part of the theatre broke or collapsed or flooded, which was increasingly often. With his cropped hair, tattoos and Fred Perry tops he looked like the sort of person who would beat up theatregoers in a pub, but thanks to his innate intelligence and a brilliantly determined English teacher he’d cultivated an unlikely interest in British post-war drama. He’s still the only person I know who can quote Look Back in Anger while insulating a loft space. When his brother set up a taxi firm, Shaun persuaded him to call it ‘Godot Cars’, with the advertising catchphrase, ‘What are you waiting for?’

      ‘How does it look?’ I said to him, trying to draw him ever-so-subtly away from the others.

      ‘Hard to say, I’m not a plumber. I’ve opened the back doors so a lot of it is draining out. I’ve got a mate who can look at it but not until the morning.’

      ‘Will we be all set for tomorrow night?’

      Shaun shrugged. ‘Ask me tomorrow.’

      It was time to get things back on track. I turned to the rest of the cast. ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘You should all change and get to the pub.’

      ‘Are you coming for the debriefing?’ asked Natasha.

      ‘No, I’ll take Hannah home. Sally will do the honours. It was a great performance; it’s going to be a successful weekend.’

      As the cast filed out towards the green room, Ted patted me gently on the back. ‘We’re here,’ he said. ‘If you need us.’

       

      In the car on the way home, Hannah sat silently beside me, staring through the window at the empty evening roads. She was back in her own clothes, clutching her mobile phone. I patted her on the knee and when she looked back we smiled at each other.

      ‘Are you sure you don’t want to stop by the hospital?’ I asked. ‘Or McDonald’s? Or the pub?’

      ‘Get me home,’ she said. ‘I just…’ But her voice faded away into the night.

      ‘What?’ I said.

      She shook her head. When she pushed her hair back behind her ear, I noticed she was wearing the hooped earrings I bought for her fourteenth birthday, the ones I got in a little jewellery shop in Bath while she was in hospital one time. Finally, she looked back at me.

      ‘Nothing’s ever going to be normal, is it, Dad? Let’s be honest.’

      The road was empty, and we drove through the quiet streets unnoticed. On either side of us were rows of Victorian houses, their lights warm against the encroaching darkness. We passed the church, its cemetery extending out behind it, far out into the field beyond. Hannah shuddered to herself.

      ‘Let’s do something tomorrow morning,’ I said. ‘Let’s go down to Dorset, get breakfast at some ramshackle beachside café, read newspapers and comics, eat our combined bodyweight in fish and chips.’

      Hannah smiled at me, and I recognised the expression so well – it was sympathetic and indulgent, sort of how a parent might smile at their child if they’d just asked to have their birthday party on Mars. Then she turned back to her phone and started tapping away. Kids today.

      When we pulled up outside the house, our chubby cat was sitting on the wall, seemingly waiting for us.

      ‘Malvolio, you fat little bastard!’ cried Hannah as she got out of the car. He padded towards her lazily and I noticed that when she stroked him, she discreetly balanced herself against the gatepost with her other hand.

      I had delayed her theatrical debut for a number of years, but the truth is, she had always been an excellent actor.
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      This morning, still feeling slightly mortified about passing out on stage during the encore, I did a Google search for ‘great theatrical disasters’. I found out that during a 1948 production of Macbeth, the actor Diana Wynyard attempted the Lady Macbeth sleepwalking scene with her eyes closed and fell fifteen feet into the orchestra pit. This made me feel slightly better about myself.

      She was fine, by the way.

      I feel like I should explain why I fainted. As an exciting subplot to my main medical condition, which I’m not going to go into right now because it’s Saturday, I suffer from an arrhythmia. This means that sometimes my heart skips a beat or two; in fact, sometimes it skips several, like the drummer in a shitty indie band. Then I feel woozy, and sometimes I faint. It hasn’t happened in ages, so it’s bloody annoying that it should happen while I’m on stage. I also know that it freaked Dad out – even if he pretends it didn’t. I expect he’s been lying in bed, working out the best thing to do to protect me and I’m fairly certain that will mean the end of my starring role in Carry on Being A Sexist Prick.

      Sure enough, the little director–daughter chat I’ve been waiting for happens at 9.38 a.m. I’m sitting at the kitchen table eating a thick slab of toast and listening to Regina Spektor. Dad slopes in, switches off the CD and sits down opposite me.

      ‘Hannah,’ he says brightly, slapping his hands down on the table top. ‘I’ve been thinking…’

      ‘You’ve been thinking that I shouldn’t do the play tonight,’ I say, taking a bite out of the toast and pretending to study text messages on my phone. ‘Or tomorrow night. You know, just to be on the safe side.’

      ‘It’s just…’

      ‘Dad, don’t.’

      ‘… it’s hot up there on stage, and it’s stressful, and there’s a lot of chucking you about and locking you in cupboards, and there’s the bit where we shove your face in a pavlova.’

      ‘I know,’ I say, glancing through endless incomprehensible messages from Jenna who has evolved her own form of txt speak in order to confuse her parents. ‘I was there.’

      He reaches out and gently takes my phone out of my hand and puts it on the table. I hate it when he does that.

      ‘The next production is autumn. We’ll make sure you get a bloody good role – just one that’s a little less manic. How’s that?’

      I sigh heavily, and look at him. I used to do what he said when he gave me his concerned-parent look, but lately it was beginning to grate.

      ‘No,’ I say. ‘No deal.’

      ‘Huh?’

      He is not expecting this. He even does a comedy double take.

      ‘I’m doing the play. You cast me and I’m doing it.’

      ‘But Hannah…’

      ‘Dad, I fainted in the curtain call – that’s all. I’ll drink more water tonight, I’ll take it easy. But you can’t just pull me out. Don’t you get it? You can’t do that any more.’

      He looks crestfallen. We don’t argue often, hardly at all. And I mean, this guy has just seen his daughter take a nosedive in front of eighty-five people – that’s got to be tough. Also, I haven’t told him this, but lately I’ve begun to feel tired a lot. I struggled through the last few weeks of the school term, almost drifting off to sleep in the afternoons, stabbing myself with a compass to stay awake in double maths (although I’m not alone there, to be honest). But I’m not budging. I’m too pissed off. I’ve got to take a stand.

      We’re both opening our mouths to speak at the same time, when another text comes in. I grab my phone, relieved at the distraction. It’s from Jay, Sally’s son, asking if he can come round. I’ve known Jay since I was four; we went to nursery school together, and then every educational stage since then, trapped into a friendship we couldn’t escape. Sally and Dad are BFFs and when your parents are friends, you tend to get lumped together whether you like it or not. Fortunately, Jay is all right. He’s this big, dumb teenage boy, bounding about the place like a Labrador. We’re not as close these days, but we still hang out. He plays video games, I read comics and we’re both comfortable occupying the same sofa for hours on end. Lately though, he’s become really sensitive and I don’t know why. He spends waaaay too much time worrying about whether or not he is a gross social leper. I mean, he could definitely work on his personal hygiene at times, and his ridiculously long grunge hair is about ten years out of style, but people like him – they like him because, in this deeply cynical world, he’s a bundle of energy and enthusiasm. He’s also sort of good-looking I suppose, but I have trouble thinking of him in ‘that way’ – partly because, well, we’ve grown up together, so yuck, but also because he has this tendency to treat me like some sort of sickly heiress in a Victorian melodrama. There is literally nothing sexy about that – unless you have some sort of weird fetish for petticoats or consumption. Which I don’t.

      ‘Jay wants to come round,’ I drawl.

      ‘That’s great!’ says Dad, glad of the change in topic and already pinning his hopes on the restorative power of hanging around with boys. ‘I’m going out to Sainsbury’s so I’ll get you two some snacks!’

      I decide I’m not going to let him off the hook that easily.

      ‘Did you know,’ I say, ‘that during a 1948 production of Macbeth, the actor Diana Wynyard fell fifteen feet into the orchestra pit during the sleepwalking scene? She was back on stage the next night. Just putting that out there.’

      ‘The Scottish Play,’ replies Dad.

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘You called it Macbeth, you must call it the —’

      ‘Oh piss off,’ I say.

      He smiles and, despite myself, so do I.

       

      I decide to have a bath, and while I’m lying there, trying not to feel or listen to my heartbeat, trying not to obsess over its staccato rhythm, I hear Dad yell goodbye and the front door slams behind him. For almost an hour, I stay submerged beneath heavily perfumed bubbles, wondering about the summer ahead and what I’ll do. Dad will probably insist on a series of ad hoc road trips, usually to places of theatrical interest. While other families are off to Spain and Italy, we’ll be visiting Aldwincle in Northamptonshire to see the birthplace of John Dryden, or watching the York Minster Mystery Plays. It’s fine, it’s the way things have always been. But it’s not… normal, I guess. I wonder when I should start telling him to go on his own.

      I’m getting dressed when I hear Dad return from the supermarket. For twenty minutes he clatters around the house doing god knows what, and then he’s gone again. When I wander downstairs I find a note:

      
         

        Hidden a few treats around the house for you and Jaybo. Have fun. See ya later – I am at the theatre, investigating the flood with Shaun – don’t worry I have goggles and a snorkel. Papa x.

      

      Treats? ‘Jaybo’? ‘Papa’?! He’s such an unbearable dork.

      A few minutes later the doorbell rings, then there’s a loud series of knocks, then two more rings. It’s Jay. I trudge through our tiny living room with its wobbly coffee table covered in newspapers and its sagging shelves filled with Faber and Faber play texts and Penguin Classics. The gaudily patterned sixties-era wallpaper is peeling off, and there are spots of mould in the corners, but Dad never gets round to doing anything about it. ‘It’s Joe Orton chic,’ he says. So I remind him that Joe Orton was bludgeoned to death by his flatmate.

      When I open the door, there is Jay, dressed in cargo shorts and a Blink 182 T-shirt, with his NY baseball cap on backwards. I usher him in quickly to spare him further public humiliation.

      ‘Heyyy,’ he says, holding up a tattered backpack. ‘I’ve brought my PlayStation 2 – let the games commence!’

      ‘I am not playing “Medal of Honor”,’ I say. ‘Or fucking “FIFA”. Dad says he’s left “treats” around the house for us. I don’t know what he means, but I suppose we should have a look.’

      ‘Wicked,’ he says. ‘Your dad is cool. Weird but definitely cool.’

      ‘I guess so.’

      ‘The only things my dad ever leaves around the house are these little Post-it notes reminding Mum about chores that need doing.’

      ‘Nice.’

      ‘How are you feeling, anyway? God, that must have been pretty scary last night.’

      ‘I’m fine, Jay. Don’t ask again.’

      ‘Got it.’

      We search through the living room, upending sofa cushions and peering behind the books and under the armchair. We find two tubes of Pringles, a giant bag of Haribo Tangfastic and a two-litre bottle of Cherry Coke. We run into the kitchen, yanking open the cupboards and rummaging through the packets of pasta and jars of passata that make up our staple diet. In the fridge we find a huge meat feast pizza and some garlic bread – and also a DVD copy of the eighties movie Mannequin. Jay spots a bag of Revels in the washing machine, but when he leans into the drum to retrieve them, a stray pair of knickers drops onto his hand, causing him to scream and yank his arm out, flinging my rogue underwear across the room. We burst out laughing.

      ‘Jesus,’ he says. ‘Your pants were all over me.’

      ‘You wish,’ I say.

      And then it’s really awkward for a few seconds.

      Once he’s recovered, I put the disc in the DVD player and we sit at opposite ends of the big saggy sofa, the coffee table loaded with our ultra-calorific spoils. I must admit, I’m not really that into films; they’re too fast and noisy for me. Maybe it’s something to do with my condition. But Mannequin is a goddamn masterpiece. We discover to our considerable surprise that it’s about a guy who falls in love with an Ancient Egyptian princess who is trapped inside the body of a shop window dummy. It is totally random. The princess is played by Kim Cattrall from Sex in the City, which I used to watch with Daisy when her parents weren’t looking – largely as a form of sex education.

      ‘They don’t make films like this any more,’ says Jay, between handfuls of sugar-coated dummies.

      ‘That’s because we’re not completely deranged,’ I say. ‘What the hell was happening in the eighties? What was wrong with these people?’

      ‘Mum was like a punk or something. I’ve seen photos; her hair was stuck out everywhere – it was mad.’

      ‘Did she look cool?’

      ‘She looked like a zombie.’

      ‘Jesus. The eighties were terrifying.’

      We’re having fun, making all these bitchy comments about everyone’s clothes, which are really hilarious, and I put my head on his shoulder laughing. But when the film’s over, Jay plugs his console in, and ends up playing this new military shooting game, which is exactly like every other military shooting game I’ve ever seen. While he’s throwing grenades at a seemingly indestructible helicopter, I storm out into the kitchen to put the oven on for pizza. Straight away, I hear him pause the game, and he follows me through like a sad puppy.

      ‘Is anything wrong?’ he says, with a grating tone of genuine concern.

      ‘No, I’m just not into that game.’

      ‘But Official PlayStation Magazine gave it nine out of ten.’

      ‘I don’t care, Jay.’

      ‘I’ve almost beaten the helicopter boss battle.’

      ‘Jay, seriously. I don’t want to just sit there and watch all that… death and dying.’

      The words hang in the air like a curse.

      ‘Oh god,’ he says. ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t think.’

      I slam the fridge shut in frustration.

      ‘Oh for fuck’s sake, Jay, I didn’t mean that! It’s got nothing to do with me, I’m just not interested in gung-ho army guys blowing stuff up and shouting “I’ve got your six” at each other, whatever the hell that means.’

      ‘All right,’ he says, ‘just calm down.’ He goes to touch my shoulder, and I recoil from him, furious.

      ‘Don’t!’ I seethe.

      ‘What?!’ he yells, clearly hurt.

      It’s just a tiny insignificant exchange, but Jay’s cloying, suffocating concern reconfirms to me that nothing is ever going to happen between us. Not in that way. It’s acceptable to get that crap from Dad, he’s contractually obliged to look after me, but I really do not need two men treating me like a china ornament – especially when they can barely look after themselves. I walk away from him, into the living room, where I slump across the whole sofa so he can’t sit next to me.

      As if on cue, the front door opens and in walks Dad. He’s wearing an old hoodie and some torn jeans – both are covered in oil and grime. I remember that I’m still pissed off with him about the play, so offer an unsmiling wave instead of hello.

      ‘Hey,’ he says. ‘Where’s Jay?’

      ‘In the kitchen. What happened to you?’

      ‘Ah, just working on the boiler with Shaun. It’s bad news I’m afraid.’ He looks like he has been rehearsing this all the way home. ‘It needs some new parts that we can’t fit until Monday, so the water is off, which means we can’t open to the public – it’s against health and safety. We’re having to cancel.’

      ‘Oh really?’ I say. ‘How fucking convenient.’

      ‘Hannah!’ This time he’s not apologetic, he’s mildly angry – which for Dad, is actually very angry indeed. ‘This is an expensive decision. I haven’t done it because of you.’

      ‘Of course not.’

      Jay appears at the door.

      ‘Hello, Mr Rose.’

      ‘Ah Jay! How are you?’

      Silence and tension. The guys are trying to read each other, and also me, in a crossfire of awkward stares. It’s like that scene at the end of Reservoir Dogs when they’re all pointing guns at each other – except we’re middle class and British so it’s just a lot of unspoken anxiety. For a few seconds I really wish there was an adult woman around to sort the pair of them out.

      Finally, I sigh loudly, restart Jay’s game and blow the absolute shit out of the helicopter.
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      On Monday morning I drove to the theatre, singing along with a Bobby Darin CD. Pulling into the empty car park, I got that familiar frisson of excitement. Even after a flooding disaster, the sight of that place lifted my heart.

      If I’m completely honest, it is not a beautiful building. In fact, it’s a 1970s concrete monstrosity of almost spiteful ugliness. If a multi-storey car park shagged an old people’s home, the Willow Tree Theatre would be their hideous love child. Nevertheless, there is something magical and transformative about a live performance – even in a carbuncle like this. The proximity of actor and audience; the tension in the air between them – no flat-screen TV or broadband-connected computer can contend with it. People used to come to be shocked, challenged and educated. Now they mostly come for Disney adaptations and modern musicals, cobbled together from the greatest hits of long-gone pop acts. But that’s fine. If people want to see Reflex: The Duran Duran Story, we’ll put it on. And every time I walked into our little auditorium, whether we were showing Shakespeare or a Shakespeare’s Sister tribute act (there isn’t one, obviously, but if there was I’d probably have booked it) I felt the sheer buzzing potential of the empty space.

      Tonight would see our over-thirty-fives breakdancing masterclass with MC Neat Trix, who is actually called Greg and works in a refrigerated warehouse in Shepton. Lovely guy. Later in the week, as long as the boiler could be repaired, we would be welcoming Broadway Bonanza, a selection of favourite scenes from classic musicals performed by a local dance company. Box office gold. Once in a while we’d do a classic or some acclaimed masterpiece of modern theatre, especially if it had cropped up on the GCSE syllabus – that always got us a wodge of funding – but we’d never be sure anyone would turn up beyond thirty bored teenagers snogging or text-messaging their way through the evening. It was getting harder to book interesting theatre companies. The county council was slyly cutting its support for the arts, so we had to keep our heads down and do the best we could. Apparently, when this place was built in the 1970s, they had actual famous actors here. Margaret told us she’d been in a production of Mother Courage and Her Children with Brian Blessed. It sounded unlikely, but then most of her showbiz anecdotes did. She claimed to have appeared in several television shows of the late sixties and seventies, but I looked up Margaret Wright on Internet Movie Database and there was nothing. We didn’t know if she was sharing actual memories or making really dirty jokes. She’d say things like, ‘Dennis Waterman once slapped me on The Sweeney’ and then pretend to be mystified when we all dissolved into laughter.

      I headed through the sliding glass doors into the lobby. With its garish plum-coloured carpet and bare grey walls it looked like a leisure centre reception area circa 1978. On the walls there were framed photos of previous performances, including an abridged Hamlet (nonsensical but all over in seventy-five minutes) and a disastrous musical version of The Woman in Black. There was a little bar area with a few cramped tables; it doubled as a café on the days we had enough staff to run it. The box office, which resembled a nuclear bunker, housed a Cold War-era computer that could just about handle internet bookings. My office was upstairs, along from the toilets. It was effectively a physical representation of my brain: a chaotic jumble of theatrical paraphernalia and family memories. Every surface was piled with touring company directories, well-thumbed copies of The Stage and lever-arch folders stuffed with I don’t even know what. I kept eight framed photos of Hannah on my desk, tracking her life from toddler (sitting on the stage in a tutu) to teenager (sitting on the stage in a Joy Division T-shirt). I felt very comfortable here, partly because of all the memories, and partly because of the expensive back-supporting swivel chair the council bought me when I convinced them I had acute lumbago. That was two hours of form-filling well spent.

      My contact with the council was actually minimal. As long as I attended budget meetings and didn’t put on any all-nude productions of Romans in Britain, they let us be. The Willow Tree was a tiny theatrical outpost on the other side of the galaxy – like Star Trek: Deep Space Nine but with a slightly lower make-up budget.

      As my laptop powered up, I looked out of the small window by my desk, just in time to see Ted cycling up to the entrance in his corduroy trousers and checked blazer like a local Labour politician or Open University lecturer. He had been an accountant at a plastics firm in Bristol for his whole working life before retiring three years ago. His two sons had long since grown up and left home, and he harboured grand plans to travel through Europe with his wife Angela. In his garage, draped under sheets, he kept an old Triumph motorbike and sidecar that he’d always intended to restore; the dream was for them to ride it up into Finland to see the Northern Lights. But Angela’s sister developed dementia and they needed to be nearby. So, instead of zooming towards the horizon on a classic piece of British engineering, he started volunteering for the theatre, keeping the books in some semblance of order. It got him out of the house, he’d say. When Henry David Thoreau wrote ‘The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation’, I’m certain he was picturing Ted in his bicycle clips.

      ‘Good day,’ he said as he bumbled into the office and sat down, immediately retrieving a laptop from the battered leather satchel that his father had bought him forty years ago. Ted is good at saving worthless artefacts – that’s why he’s proved so useful in local theatre.

      ‘So,’ he continued in a let’s-get-down-to-business sort of way. ‘What did Shaun say about our biblical flood?’

      He was acting casually, but I knew he was not expressing polite curiosity. This was very much Serious Accountant Ted. This was Money Ted. And I knew that what I was about to say would disturb him.

      ‘Well,’ I started. ‘He and his mate managed to pump the excess water out on Saturday, then set up dehumidifiers, so most of the water is gone. But the boiler is out of action for now, and there’s water damage to the flooring in the corridor and on the stage.’

      ‘I’ll get the insurance claim forms started,’ he said. ‘Did they say what caused it?’

      ‘Well, Shaun’s plumber friend said he was no expert on 1970s industrial boilers – which sounds like the worst Mastermind specialist subject of all time, doesn’t it?’

      Ted was not having any joviality.

      ‘But,’ I continued, ‘he said it might have been a build-up of pressure. He asked if it had been knocked or if anyone had been fiddling with it, but I said no of course not – who would fiddle with a boiler? I mean, does it matter?’

      ‘The insurance company will ask,’ Ted said.

      ‘Really? Won’t they just pay out?’

      He looked at me with a mixture of strained patience and pity. ‘No, Tom. They never just pay out. They’re looking for reasons not to pay out. That’s how insurance works.’

      ‘Really? What a swindle!’

      ‘Tom…’ He removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes, like a frustrated parent trying to explain quadratic equations to a slightly dim child. ‘We need as much information as we can get. I mean, is it possible that someone went in and tried to change the setting? Margaret was complaining that she was cold during the technical rehearsal. I wouldn’t put it past her to go at the boiler with a wrench.’

      ‘Let’s not turn this into an investigation. I don’t want to start drawing up a list of suspects, for heaven’s sake.’

      Now there was a weird tension in the air so I switched on Radio 4. Ted reached for his satchel and lifted out a packet of chocolate digestives. He was just putting them down on the desk when he noticed a small Post-it note stuck to the packet. It said Love you, Teddy. A x. He blushed and removed it selfconsciously.

      ‘It’s from Angela,’ he clarified, somewhat needlessly. ‘We’ve been having some issues lately. We’re making an effort.’

      Ted seemed to be on the verge of uncharacteristically opening up about his marriage, so I reached over to turn the radio down in case he was put off by Melvyn Bragg asking a historian about the 1833 Factory Act and its effect on Victorian industry.

      ‘Marriage is a form of accountancy isn’t it?’ he said. ‘You balance the good and bad, and everything works out. We’re definitely in profit.’

      I waited, expecting more detail, but apparently none was forthcoming.

      ‘That’s good, I’m glad,’ I replied. ‘And also, well done for leveraging in an accountancy metaphor.’

      We turned back to our computers. Ted tapped away at his keyboard for a few seconds, but then looked up with a quizzical expression.

      ‘Do you miss her?’ he asked. ‘Elizabeth, I mean.’

      To be honest, the question caught me by surprise, coming out of nowhere like that. It was uncharacteristically direct of him. I had to think it through.

      ‘I don’t really miss her,’ I said. ‘But, you know, I miss… something. I miss someone. Does that make sense?’

      Just then, Hannah burst in, a backpack slung over one shoulder and a gigantic pair of headphones around her neck.

      ‘Hey losers,’ she said. ‘What’s going on? Ooh, chocolate biscuits.’

      She made a grab for the packet but Ted playfully swiped them away.

      ‘Have you eaten lunch yet, young lady?’ he said.

      ‘I have, but he hasn’t,’ she said, pulling a sandwich box from her backpack and sliding it onto my desk. ‘That’s why I’m here. You forgot your packed lunch again. You’re completely useless. I swear you’d starve to death if it wasn’t for me.’

      ‘I’ll go and fetch us some tea,’ said Ted

      He went off to the little kitchen area next door and Hannah grabbed three biscuits then slumped into the worn armchair in the corner of the office. She often stopped by on her way into town, usually concocting some excuse for her visit, but secretly, I think, just wanting to be here for a while. She’d start reading comics or text-messaging her friends until she got bored, then she’d go. Today though, she sat there staring at me. I tried to ignore her, pretending to read some emails, but while the kettle boiled and Ted noisily gathered mugs and tea bags, she kept staring. And munching on biscuits. And staring.

      ‘Hey, Dad,’ she said finally. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘Yes, fine. Just trying to get this flood business sorted.’

      ‘No, I mean, are you okay?’

      At last, I knew what was going on. I swivelled my executive chair to face her, my hands clasped together like a Bond villain.

      ‘Did you hear what we were talking about just then?’ I said.

      ‘Just when?’

      ‘Just before you burst in. You heard Ted ask about Elizabeth and I.’

      ‘Elizabeth and me,’ she corrected. ‘But yeah, I heard it all.’

      ‘Everything is fine,’ I said. ‘I was just humouring the old swine.’

      She screwed up her face into an expression of disbelief and was clearly about to interrogate her sad dad further when Ted returned with three cups of tea. He then got straight on the phone to the insurance company. It was a long and interminable conversation, in which the subject of human error and liability, and the exact nature and extent of the damage seemed to keep coming up – but at least it halted Hannah’s inquisition. She eventually left in a huff.

      ‘Thank you for bringing my lunch,’ I called after her.

      ‘This conversation is not over,’ she yelled back.

      Ted spent the rest of the day silently labouring over the online claim documents. I had a recurring mental image of water cascading through the stage doors like that scene in The Shining with the blood coming out of the elevator. I was not thinking about Elizabeth. Not at all. And I knew that by the time I got home that night, Hannah would have forgotten about it too.
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