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For my friend Kitty Aldridge,

who was there on the first day.





Hamlet’s advice to the players.



‘Speak the speech I pray you, as I pronounced it to you trippingly on the tongue. But if you mouth it as many of our players do, I had as life the town crier spoke my lines. Nor do not saw the air too much with your hand, thus. But use all gently. For the very torrent, tempest, and, as I may say, whirlwind of your passion, you must acquire and beget a temperance that may give it smoothness. O, it offends me to the soul to hear a robustious periwig-pated fellow tear a passion to tatters, to very rags, to split the ears of the groundlings, who for the most part are capable of nothing but inexplicable dumb shows and noise. I would have such a fellow whipped for o’erdoing Temagant. It out-Herods Herod. Pray avoid it.’



William Shakespeare



Advice to a young actor starting out.



‘It’s not fair, and don’t be late.’



Michael Simkins
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Part One

1992–1994





The Chosen

Nell dressed in the same clothes she’d worn to the audition. A large blue, cotton-knit top over faded jeans, with her hair tied high, so that when she turned her head the pale ends of it swished against her face. Yes, she thought, as she checked herself in the mirror, smudging a line of black under each terrified eye, that’s good, and she held tight to the thought that however plump and freckled, she was the same girl who, six months before, had stood before the board of Drama Arts and performed a Shakespeare monologue and a modern.

‘You off?’ It was her landlord, leaning over the banister from his rooms above. Nell forced herself to smile up at him, unshaven, a mug of coffee in his hand. It embarrassed her, this unexpected involvement in her life. ‘First day,’ she told him, and heaving her bag on to her shoulder, she swung out through the door.

The bus was packed. Nell squeezed on and spiralled up the stairs, and pushing her way towards the back, she clung to a pole as slowly, haltingly, the bus moved forward along Holloway Road. Beside her a man jammed an elbow into her side as he wrestled with a newspaper, and a woman on a nearby seat struggled with a small boy. ‘Shh,’ the woman said, ‘stay still, why don’t you,’ and she tried to slide the slippery weight of him up on to her knee. No one knows, Nell thought as she looked down on the hurrying heads of the people below. No one knows that I’ve been chosen. And she almost flew forward as the bus came to a stop. The doors swished open, passengers streamed off, and one girl clattered up the stairs, breezy and beautiful, a silk scarf wound round her neck. Nell’s heart clamped tight. What if she’d been chosen, too? Nell knew it was crazy, but this was exactly the kind of girl that should be starting drama school, and she imagined them arriving together and being told, sorry, we’re over-subscribed, only one of you can stay.

The bus swung into the middle lane, and turned right by the prison. Nell watched the open plains of the triple-width road as the engine heaved and churned, and gathering speed, thundered up the hill. Large houses lined the way, flaking, dirty, with makeshift curtains, a sign for bed and breakfast beside one yellow door. Her parents had lived on this road once, right here, at the top of Camden, and then, when Nell was a baby they’d moved to Wiltshire, to a tidy, leaf-green village, where, after only a year, her father had declared that he was stifled. Nell began to count the roads, marking them off on her fingers, straining for the junction with York Way when the bus would slide under a bridge. She glanced at the girl, her face turned into sunlight, and pressed the bell. She didn’t move, didn’t even look round. And flooded with relief, Nell squeezed past her, and ran down the stairs.





The Oracle

Dan wasn’t sure why he packed the letter, but at the last minute, along with black tights, white socks and a pair of flattened, size-eleven ballet shoes, he slipped it into his bag. Maybe he’d need it as a pass to gain entry to the college, maybe he’d be asked to present proof. He imagined a cloaked figure – a highwayman with a scarf over his mouth, leaping out to bar the way. ‘Who goes there?’ ‘It’s me,’ Dan would protest and he’d point to the signatures of the directors of the school. But no one apprehended him. No one tried to keep him from his destiny as he made his way north along the busy road, shortcutting through an estate of flats with narrow, olive-green front doors, into a Victorian terrace, and up the wide, shallow steps of Drama Arts.

The building had originally been a hospital, although now there was nothing left but the façade, and the foyer – with its domed ceiling and stone-tiled floor – still held an air of urgency and panic. Students whispered as they milled about, some watchful of the door as it swung open, while others stood staring in silence at the noticeboard on which was pinned a list of names. Dan scanned the list until he found his own name, and reassured, wandered into the narrow corridor of the canteen where a hectic woman in an apron, grey hair trailing from a bun, was slicing mushrooms for a soup. ‘I’ll be open at first break,’ she told him. ‘Best to have breakfast before you come, I can’t open any earlier, it’s just not . . .’

‘No, it’s fine . . .’ Dan retreated, and catching sight of a girl in a lace dress pulling open another door, he followed her and found himself in a large, oval hall. There was a circle of chairs arranged in the centre, with several people already sitting at odd intervals, alone. Dan and the girl looked at each other, and, shrugging, they sat down.

‘Hi,’ she said. She had dark gold curling hair, and her legs under her dress were bare. ‘I’m Jemma.’

‘Dan.’ He put out his hand, and instantly regretted it. Clumsily their fingers touched. ‘Actually,’ he admitted, ‘I’ve no idea what I’m doing here.’

Jemma smiled, and a dimple dented her cheek. ‘At my audition they asked me to imagine I was a snowman and I was melting, slowly. I nearly didn’t come.’

Dan sank lower in his chair and watched as, one by one, the seats filled up. There was a tall red-headed girl biting her nails, and a boy with unnaturally green eyes. Dan could see, even from across the room, that his face was smeared with beige foundation, ridged in grooves around his nose. He turned to Jemma, hoping to share a smirk, but she was watching a group of long-legged blondes already chatting in a row. He let his eyes linger for a moment on her creamy skin, visible beneath the stretched wool of the dress, but when she turned to him he looked away.

There was one older student, a man in a striped city shirt. He sat with his arms crossed, his face deep red as if already prepared to be embarrassed. Beside him was a black girl of intimidating beauty, her hair cropped short, her cheekbones sharp, her almond eyes half closed with boredom.

‘This free?’ A boy with a Scottish accent slumped down on the other side of Dan.

‘Sure.’

He stretched his legs. ‘I’m Pierre.’ Pierre had a gold hoop in one ear, and on his fingers a collection of tarnished silver rings. ‘You’d think there’d be someone here to greet us, on our first day.’ He tipped back his chair and Dan followed his gaze to a gallery above their heads where lockers stood like sentinels around the edge.

‘They’re probably spying on us from up there.’ Pierre smiled widely to show he didn’t care. ‘Start as they plan to go on, I guess.’

‘What do you mean?’ Dan frowned.

‘They have a theory here. Break them down to build them up.’

‘Really?’ He could feel Jemma listening. ‘Break us down how?’

‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Pierre shrugged. ‘Strip away all our pretensions, get to the raw emotion, the bones. I’ve got a friend who was here a couple of years ago. She said it was intense.’

‘I came and saw a graduation show,’ the red-headed girl on his other side leant over, ‘and how they got there I don’t know, but it was bloody brilliant. As far as I’m concerned it’s the only drama school worth bothering with.’

The door creaked open and a girl looked in. She was wearing a blue jumper that came almost to her knees and her eyes were wide with fear. She spotted the last empty chair, and on tiptoe, as if she could avoid being noticed, she made her way towards it.

Dan looked round. There were thirty students here now, fifteen girls and fifteen boys. They seemed an odd, assorted group.

‘But is it true . . .’ Jemma was leaning over him to get to Pierre, ‘that people get asked to leave, just like that, for no reason at all?’

‘It does happen,’ Pierre lowered his voice. ‘I mean, you know they’re a couple, the men who run this place? Well, if they like someone . . . sometimes they get . . . a wee bit protective. There was one boy who was a real favourite, actually you may have heard of him, Ben Trevelyn, he’s gorgeous, and he’s doing really well, but anyway, every time he got a girlfriend, that was it. Two weeks later, she was gone.’

The room was full of chatter. Students discussing their auditions, their re-calls, what other drama schools they had applied for, whether or not they’d found anywhere to live.

‘They threw them out?’ Jemma looked shaken. ‘Didn’t anyone complain?’

Pierre laughed. ‘My friend said the girls were pretty useless anyway. Actually, I think one of their dads did write a letter, but Patrick Bowery wrote back to say they were doing her a favour. Not encouraging her in this misguided choice of career when she was utterly devoid of talent.’

‘God!’ Jemma snorted. ‘That’s awful.’

‘But I thought . . .’ the redhead whispered, ‘I mean, don’t gay men usually love women?’

‘Sure,’ Pierre agreed, lifting one shoulder. ‘But sometimes they love pretty boys more.’

The door at the far end of the room slammed. Everyone looked up and a hush fell as Patrick Bowery himself, taller and thinner than Dan remembered from the audition, strode across the room. He stopped at the edge of the circle, and slowly and carefully, with raised eyebrows, he looked them over, one by one. When he had scrutinised them all, he drew a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. It was a foreign pack, soft and unidentifiable. He tapped it against his palm and, releasing a cigarette, put it to his lips. He flicked a lighter, and inhaled deeply. There was a relaxing among the students. Pierre grinned, and a slight, fair girl began to rummage in her bag. Patrick exhaled airily. ‘I smoke.’ He said it loudly, cutting into the K. ‘You don’t.’ The effect was startling. Everyone sat up straighter. There were no smiles now. Patrick took two more drags and ground the cigarette out under his foot. ‘So,’ Patrick remained standing. ‘I’m going to start today with the first baby steps of your education, by initiating you into the marvels and sophistication of the earliest documented era of theatre. The reason for this, and I know that it’s not usually considered polite to mention it, but you young people who drift towards acting as a profession usually do so because you’re Goddamn Fucking Useless at anything else.’ There was a thinning of the air as every student in the room breathed in. ‘But here, at this school, I will not, do you hear me? I will Not tolerate ignorance.’ Dan noticed the mature student shift uncomfortably in his chair, and Jemma dipped her hand into her bag for a pen. Dan had nothing to write on except the back of his acceptance letter, and as Patrick Bowery launched into an elaborate description of the sixth-century BC cult of Dionysus, of orgies, outsized wooden phalluses, men who drank so heavily that they passed out on the hillside and were treated to miraculous visions of fornicating gods, Dan scribbled across the worn folds of the paper. Soon he ran out of space and looked round nervously, and Jemma, without meeting his eye, ripped a sheet of paper from her own pad and handed it over. Thanks, he mouthed, and he attempted to catch up.

Patrick talked of the significance of the Greek chorus and the dancers, the musicians and the instruments they played. He talked of his favourite playwrights, Aeschylus and Euripides, and he waited, watchful, as the students grappled with the spelling. ‘Of course,’ he continued, ‘as you know, three tragedies were performed during just one day, followed by a comedy, and the most famous of the theatres where these spectacles took place was the theatre at Epidaurus. Now for any of you, really truly passionate about your craft, a visit to this ancient monument should be at the top of your list.’

Visit Epidaurus, Dan wrote, and the thought of azure skies, of history, of ancient, fallen columns, momentarily distracted him. Where were they? He glanced over at Jemma’s page, her writing, blue and beautiful, spanning out in legible lines. Comedy, he read. Bawdy, satirical, razor-sharp. By the time he’d copied it down, Patrick had moved on to college rules. ‘Punctuality.’ He looked ready for a fight. ‘Is Vital. Anyone who arrives late will be sent home again. Late on more than three occasions during the course of one term and you can expect to be called into the office for an interview. Now,’ he lowered his voice to a more thoughtful tone, and it occurred to Dan that everything he did and said had been rehearsed, ‘not everyone in this room will stay the course. I want to warn you. Not everyone will have what we consider the suitable requirements to enter the third year. And the quickest way to find yourself Out,’ the tempo was lifting again, ‘is to fail to actually come In.’

There was silence while Patrick Bowery looked at the circle of students. Some of their eyes were fixed on him, their pale faces turned up like wilting flowers, while others stared down at their hands, appalled.

‘It’s not a game.’ His mouth was twisted, his own face white. ‘Out there. In the world. It’s ruthless, harsh, competitive, the hardest profession to break into, and if you can’t even manage yourself to be on time, there are no second chances. You’ll be replaced. That’s one of the things that you’ll learn here.’

It was an hour and a half before he set them free. They gathered themselves up and fled to the canteen, where Becky, the grey strands of her hair newly bound up, her polka-dot apron pulled in tight, plied them with tea and sausages hot from the oven.

‘Honestly,’ Pierre rolled his eyes, ‘ruthless, harsh, competitive. Anyone would think we were joining the SAS.’

‘I Smoke. You Don’t,’ someone else tried, not a bad impression.

Dan took his tea and squeezed his long body into a corner, his back to the wall, listening to the shrieks of outrage, the accents, adopted and real, the gasps and splutters of laughter as his fellow students dissected the day so far. He took out his notes and flicked through them, closing his eyes as he imagined himself centre stage in the vast stone auditorium at Epidaurus, his every syllable razor-sharp, his words booming out across the terraces where a thousand stunned spectators sat transported by the power of his voice.



After the break, Patrick Bowery was softer. He asked each student to introduce themselves and then, handing out slips of paper, he told them to choose one person in the room and write down three words to describe them. Keep it secret, he told them, one day we’ll hand them back out, and see if first impressions are really what they seem to be.

‘Is that what you do with us?’ The red-headed girl smiled flirtatiously. ‘Label us, and see if we evolve?’

‘No. It is not,’ Patrick snapped. His eyes were icy. He turned away and to Pierre’s delight asked him to collect the slips of paper. The whole class watched him scamper round the circle, scooping them into a bag.

‘So,’ Patrick adjusted his pose, ‘I’m going to let you into a secret. I’m going to tell you something that you may not know. At Drama Arts you’ll be learning to Inhabit your Characters. You won’t be performing. You won’t be prancing around in fancy dress. There will be no public shows until the third year, and in the first year you’ll only be seen by the staff. In the second year, if we think you’re ready, we’ll let the other students watch your efforts, and no one else, and this is because we want to do everything we can here to rid you of the desire to perform. We want you to learn to Be. To exist in your own world on the stage.’

Patrick shook his head. ‘Now I’ll let you into another secret. At other drama schools, however renowned, they don’t Teach anything. At other drama schools they put on a series of plays and hope that somehow, through pot luck, something will Sink in. But Here, and I hope you all realise how lucky you are to be here, You will Learn. You will be taught Stanislavsky’s method of acting. You will learn to create a fourth wall. When you walk on stage you will have an Objective and a series of Actions, and these will be the secrets of your trade. You will be clothed with these tools, and you will cling tight to them like treasure. Never will you go ahead without them. Just as in life you walk into a room for a reason with all your thoughts and needs, your vices, your weaknesses and strengths. So you will walk out on stage. If you go to the theatre tonight, or on any night,’ he continued, ‘in our famous West End, you will see no end of vacuous performances, actors with no idea where they are, or where they’re going, really just attempting to speak and not bump into the furniture, but a student of Drama Arts will stand out from this colourless troupe. A student from here will have a purpose, an energy, that will drive him forward, so when you are still here, rehearsing late, night after night, complaining you’re cold or hungry or tired, remember how lucky you are. You are actually learning something. You are being Trained!’

Patrick looked around. All eyes were gleaming at him. Every face was on fire. Yes, Dan thought, this is what I came for! And then to his surprise, Jemma put up her hand. ‘I wanted to ask, I mean, I do sometimes see really good plays, with actors, well, not from here . . . and so, is that just luck then, that they’re good?’

Dan saw the girl opposite him – Nell – look up as if she too had seen actors she admired, and might be about to name them. But Patrick Bowery was frozen to the spot.

He took a deep breath and held it like a child in shock. ‘LUCK?’ he bellowed.

Jemma visibly began to shake.

‘No. It is Not luck. It is your inability to tell what is art and what is interpretation. And in future if you have nothing intelligent to say then PLEASE, unless you’re asked, keep quiet.’

There was silence in the room. No one moved or spoke.

‘Right.’ Patrick Bowery had recovered himself. ‘If there’s nothing else, no other questions . . . you are free to go.’



That afternoon Dan changed, with the other boys, into ballet clothes, forcing his legs into the unfamiliar tightness of tights, hopping and laughing, and attempting to avert his gaze from the awkward bulges and dents revealed by Lycra. Eventually when they were all ready, they shuffled out to meet the girls, their ballet slippers scuffling, hoping for camouflage in the matt-black studio at the back of the building. ‘Please,’ Silvio Romano’s voice was gentle, his dancer’s body moulded into muscled planes. ‘Please, tell me your names.’

He nodded as each one spoke, his eyes running over them, drinking them in, gliding in his whispery dance shoes up and down the rows. He was older than Patrick, with a worn face and dusty, dyed brown hair, but when he moved he was agile as a boy. The slight, fair girl with the broad Manchester accent was called Hettie, the quiet Canadian in full make-up was Eshkol. The French girl, one of the three blonde beauties, Dan forgot as soon as she’d spoken. But the redhead was Samantha. Then it was Dan’s turn. Silvio smiled at him. ‘Daniel, of course,’ and Dan felt a melting as if he’d been touched. Jemma was beside him again, defiant in a low-cut leotard, and on the other side was the black girl, Charlie Adedayo-Martin. ‘Ahh, Charlie,’ Silvio paused. ‘I remember you,’ and Charlie, colt-thin and awkward, her skin smooth caramel, held his stare with a wry smile.

To Nell, dumpy, in a T-shirt pulled over her leotard, he simply nodded, perfunctorily, moving on to Susie, Tess, Mikita. The boys were grouped together too. Pierre, whose real name, Dan now knew, was Pete. There was the mature student, Jonathan, newly gay, newly free from a life as an accountant, and Jermaine, lithe and powerful, his hands over his crotch.

‘Now,’ Silvio said, when each student had introduced themselves. ‘I want you to greet our accompanist, Miss Louise Goeritz.’ A tiny, ancient woman was crouched behind the piano, her head nodding rhythmically to music only she could hear. ‘Miss Goeritz, would you play us something? Miss Goeritz?’ But it wasn’t until Silvio touched her shoulder that she came to life, her fingers trilling automatically up and down the keys, running together, crashing down in a crescendo of surprising force. ‘Thank you.’ Silvio bowed, motioning for the students to applaud, and the old lady sank down once more on her piano stool and drifted into a reverie of her own.

Silvio waited for absolute quiet. Not a sigh or a shuffle in all the rows of black. ‘What I am about to teach you will be difficult,’ he looked small and mournful suddenly in his woollen trousers and black top. ‘Impossible even for some to understand, but if you can take it in, then, instead of nothing, there will be something, on which to base your art.’ There was a general stir, a shifting of bodies. It was harder than it looked, standing still. ‘Now, I want you to think about the four concepts,’ Silvio spread his arms as if he might fly, ‘of Sensing. Thinking. Intuiting and Feeling. These four concepts are revealed in our movements by the motion factors of Weight, Space, Time and Flow.’

Dan glanced around him. The faces of his fellow students were expectant, anxious, baffled. ‘There is much to learn,’ Silvio continued. ‘But let me tell you first about character divisions. All humanity,’ he explained, ‘is divided into six character types. And each character is made up of conscious states. Now, I do not expect you to remember everything. There will be many other opportunities to learn . . .’

In front of Dan, Pierre started to droop, and then as if to save himself, he began slowly rotating his head, emitting a series of sharp crunches which made Dan wince.

‘Now, each of these conscious or subconscious states,’ Silvio continued in his silky voice, ‘can be activated by bodily movements. We’ll take one character type at a time, and work on it and by the time we’ve examined them all, you’ll have six basic characters, each with its own rhythm, on which to base any part you’re given.’ He let his eyes peruse them for a minute as if to ensure that they were worthy of his effort. ‘So for example, Number 1, which I call Close . . .’ he roused himself, ‘is light and quick, a not very deep-thinking or complicated person, whose rhythm is made up of quick, dabbing strokes.’ Silvio adopted the voice of a young girl, ‘ “I will not go down to the shops for you.” ’ But his flowery Italian accent blunted the effect. ‘ “You can bog off with your demands,” ’ he continued, jabbing with his finger for effect. And relieved to have something to smile about, the whole class smiled.

‘And now,’ Silvio stretched his body into a star. ‘We will begin our movement. Keep your heads entirely still, and look with your eyes to the right. Only eyes. Now left. Lower left, upper right, right forward, lower right. And left.’

Dan thought he might be going to faint. He’d spent the night before on a friend’s too-short sofa, a boy he’d met at youth theatre. They’d sat up late, toasting his new beginning, his new life, only pausing to jeer at the TV news which showed John Major, white-faced and coldly sweating, reassuring the country that even though billions of pounds had been sold in order to keep Britain in the ERM, interest rates wouldn’t rise above 12 per cent. ‘The man who ran away from the circus to be an accountant,’ Dan’s friend laughed. ‘I bet he regrets it now.’ And then just when he’d been ready to sleep, three flatmates, eager for a party, had come stumbling in and opened up more beer.

‘This is how we mark our thought processes in time.’ Silvio’s eyes were alive with wonder, and he explained how by looking up, and to the right, you could take your audience with you into the future, or back through time into the past. Dan’s body ached. There was nothing to lean against, and he wondered what would happen if he lay down on the floor. And then Silvio was dancing. He bent his knees, his body upright, and stamped his feet fast. The stillness and the force of him was startling. He moved in parallel planes, Cossack style, with his arms crossed, stamping, up and down and side to side. Miss Goeritz, awakening, caught up with him, and Silvio sprang on to his toes. He leapt and twisted, twirled and arced, holding his body, pulling against air, pressing himself into the ground, and then releasing, spinning, free.

How old is he? Dan wondered, and humiliated, he shook his tired limbs.

‘And so you see,’ Silvio came to a gentle stop, unfolding from a perfect pirouette, ‘nothing comes from nothing. Everything in this life, it comes from dedication and work.’

There was an awed silence.

‘We will meet again tomorrow, and the day after, and the day after that.’ Silvio let his gaze wash over them. ‘And in each of you, if it is there to be discovered, we will find the kernel of your talent. Now . . .’ he looked as if he might be about to let them in on a final secret. ‘You may get changed.’ And, an old man again, he shuffled from the room.





The Lesson

Babette’s method acting class took place in the large, oval hall. A stage had been set up at one end, built from hollow wooden blocks, and one by one, the students were expected to step up on to it and present their understanding of Stanislavsky’s Action and Three Activities for her discerning eye. ‘Oh Nell . . .’ Pierre leant over to her and nudged her in the ribs. ‘I have to tell someone . . .’

Nell kept her gaze fixed on the stage where Samantha was shrugging off her coat.

‘It’s agony,’ Pierre tried again, his large eyes threatening to overflow, and Hettie, who was sitting on his other side, hissed, ‘Save it for your improvisation.’

‘I cannae.’ Pierre’s voice rose to cod-Glaswegian. ‘I think I’ll die . . .’

Nell turned towards him and pretended to be stern. ‘What is it?’

Pierre gave a wide slow smile. ‘I’m in love.’

‘Really?’ Nell was unable to resist. ‘Who with?’

‘Shhh.’ A Swedish girl spun round in her seat. Pierre ignored her. ‘Go on,’ he grinned. ‘Try and guess who it is.’

Nell glanced round the room. The students were scattered across the hall, some singly, others in groups. Babette, their teacher, sat at a table in the centre, her possessions strewn around her, coats and scarves, an overflowing bag, a dog with a matching mop of faded yellow hair. She gave the impression that she must be involved in some multi-fabric task, weaving, or knitting an enormous shawl, but she was in fact keenly watching each exercise, making notes, giving her verdicts in a slow, throaty, American drawl. Nell’s eyes settled on Jonathan, who, at thirty-one, had a car and his own terraced house in Fulham, where, last week, he’d invited a group of them to supper, serving up a stew he’d left all day slow-cooking in the Aga. Or could it be Stuart, short and stocky with a perfect alto, who tramped off every evening in his motorcycle boots to seek new thrills, or the same thrills possibly, on Hampstead Heath? These were the only two, apart from Pierre, who were openly gay, although there were others who may well be about to come out – soft-spoken Cecil, who spent extra hours practising his pliés in the movement studio, and Giles and Kevin, who recited poetry at every opportunity in plummy, competing voices. Nell ignored Rick with his leather jacket and quiff. She didn’t linger on Billy or Jermaine, a couple of chancers, both of whose names had gone up on the board for lateness, whose lives at Drama Arts were already under threat, even though Jermaine could triple-flip across the movement studio and had mastered Silvio’s Cossack dance in less than a week. Nell looked over at Dan, dreamy, distant Dan, his dark hair tufted into peaks, but even as she looked, Jemma leant towards him and whispered something into his ear. Nell sighed, a small knot of longing tightening her gut, and turned back to the stage. Samantha had hung up her coat and was standing before an imaginary mirror. Nell knew it was a mirror, because both Hettie and Charlie had already peered into it, but Samantha wasn’t brushing her hair, or applying make-up, Samantha was unbuttoning her shirt. The room fell silent. Every murmur and shuffle cut short as button by button, Samantha’s fingers fumbled, until her shirt fell open to reveal the bright purple lace of a bra. Next she unzipped her skirt. Her knickers were purple too. She must have planned this.

‘Bloody hell,’ Pierre hissed as she unclasped her bra. ‘Typical. That’s upped the ante. Whose turn is it next?’

‘Yours,’ Nell told him.

Samantha turned away and flung her bra on to the bed, and then, in one swift movement, peeled away her knickers. Her body, from behind, was strong and white, with a scattering of orange freckles on each shoulder. Nell held her breath. Would she turn to them? Would she examine herself in the invisible mirror like any normal woman? But no, Samantha was running in a sideways crab towards the wardrobe. She was searching for something she’d hung up, a grey silk slip, which she pulled over her head, where it stuck, just for a moment, but long enough to give the room the luxury of examining her unseen. Her large white breasts with their unexpectedly small nipples, the narrow triangle of flaming orange hair. And then the silk of the slip fell, and with a communal sigh Samantha was covered, her poise regained, and she ran back across the room and slid into bed.

There was a pause, in which Pierre clutched Nell’s arm.

‘Well done, Samantha.’ Babette nodded. ‘So tell me, what was your Objective?’

‘To get a good night’s sleep.’

‘And your Action?’

‘To prepare myself for sleeping. To get undressed. To put on my slip. To get into bed.’

‘Very good. That’s excellent.’ Babette turned and shot a swift look around the class. ‘Next?’

Pierre stood up. ‘Keep guessing,’ he told Nell as he hurried on his skinny legs to the front of the room.

Pierre waited a few moments before leaping on to the stage. He ran forward, almost tripping over a corner of the bed, and set down a cassette player on the floor. Then he turned away, his back to the audience, and struck a pose. The class could hear the grind and hiss of the tape turning, but no sound came. Hettie and Nell exchanged a glance. The tape hissed on. Pierre waited. Eventually, red-faced, he turned, adjusted a dial and suddenly the music burst up to the ceiling, startling everyone, even the dog, who sat up and gave a bark.

Pierre threw himself into the dance, wiggling and strutting, twirling and tapping, striking sudden idiotic poses until the audience of Year 1 was united in compulsive, convulsive laughter and Babette was forced to rise from her nest of wool and call a halt.

‘What are you doing?’

Pierre looked jubilant. ‘Dancing?’

‘And your Objective? Your Action?’

‘To . . . um . . . entertain you all.’

Babette paused. ‘But you’re not telling a story, not showing us anything. Pierre, honey, you’re just showing off.’

Pierre slunk back to his seat. ‘Bitch,’ he hissed, ‘just because I didn’t get my knob out.’ But Nell knew he was ashamed.



The pub adopted by Drama Arts was warm and dimly lit, with tassels on the curtains and heavily upholstered seats.

‘The thing that worries me,’ Hettie said, once they’d slipped in behind the much-coveted corner table, ‘I have to decide who Thea is by tomorrow. Apart from being a wallaby, I mean. Well, obviously, she’s a girl, but the animal I’ve chosen for her is a wallaby. So, anyway, I’ve done her back story, which is fine, but the real problem is, I’m still not sure which of the Inner Attitudes she has, and our scene’s coming up before Patrick Bowery tomorrow.’

‘OK.’ Pierre flipped over a beer mat. He prided himself on being Silvio’s most assiduous student. ‘What’s the first Inner Attitude?’ Nell and Hettie leant forward as if he might be about to perform a trick. ‘It’s Close.’ He sunk his biro into the soft cardboard. ‘Which is sensing and intuiting. And aren’t all children Close? I mean, Thea’s a child really, isn’t she? I mean, more so, say, than Moritz, who’s probably number 6 – Adrift.’

‘Do you think?’

‘Well, Adrift is sensing feeling. With Inner Participations of Intending and Adapting. Motion Factors are Weight/Flow and Inner Quests – What/Why?’

Hettie frowned and Nell caught her breath. ‘I wish I understood it like you.’

‘Yes,’ Hettie agreed. ‘You’re amazing. So, if Moritz is Adrift what are his elements?’

‘Light and strong, free and bound,’ Pierre came back.

‘That’s brilliant.’

‘So if Thea’s Close,’ Pierre said reassuringly, ‘her elements will be light and strong, sustained and quick.’

‘Right.’ Hettie blinked. ‘Sustained and quick. And while we’re on the subject, who fancies another drink?’

‘I’ll get them,’ Nell said. ‘Same again?’

Nell stood on the metal footrail and used her extra height to attract the barman’s attention. But for all her efforts the man beside her, more recently arrived, was served first. He was stocky, dishevelled, in an overcoat and a paisley scarf. No one she recognised from Drama Arts. A paperback novel, the title of which she couldn’t read, protruded from his pocket. He ordered his Guinness and walked over to a table not far from theirs, where he proceeded to roll himself a cigarette.

‘We’re so lucky,’ Hettie was saying, when Nell slid the dented metal tray of drinks on to the table, ‘to have all this to work from. Honestly. I don’t know where I’d start otherwise.’

‘We are lucky.’ Pierre winced at the first bitter taste of beer. ‘My back story has given me so many insights into Moritz’s character, and each time I rehearse, just having my Objective – I know I was bitching about Babette today – but really, it’s like having a coat to keep you warm.’ His eyes went misty. ‘A magic cloak of confidence. To think some people just wander on to the stage, without any idea where they’re going.’

‘Yes.’ Hettie was excited. ‘You know in that skipping scene, with the other girls, well, I’m actually meant to be visiting my Grandma, and then I get distracted, but all the time . . .’ Her face was flushed, and her voice rose in pitch. ‘I’m feeling guilty, I’m actually thinking, shit, Grandma’s waiting for me. And of course none of that is in the script.’

‘Yes,’ Nell agreed. ‘That’s brilliant.’

‘And if Thea is Close,’ Pierre added, ‘then you’ve got her rhythm for nothing. Her Shadow Moves are punching, slashing, floating, gliding, pressing, wringing, dabbing, flicking.’

‘My God.’ Hettie tore open a packet of crisps. ‘Yes. I can work out every single one of her lines. Well,’ she laughed, ‘not that there are that many.’

‘Whereas Moritz,’ Pierre squeezed his hand in for a crisp, ‘is Adrift, and the Shadow Moves for Adrift are punching, pressing, floating, flicking, wringing, slashing, gliding and dabbing.’

‘Bloody hell! Does Silvio know what a genius you are at his work?’ Nell asked. She didn’t know how he’d memorised the lists, especially when so many of them were the same.

‘I’m not sure, but I thought I’d better make an effort. In the third year we have to create whole characters from his Six Tables.’

Hettie looked alarmed.

Pierre sighed. ‘I think I’ll do my Mum, everything she says sounds as if she’s wringing out a sheet.’ He began to twist an imaginary piece of cotton, his face contorting with the effort. ‘For Christ’s sake son,’ his voice was strained, ‘when are you going to get a proper job and stop messing around?’

‘You’re a genius.’

‘Yeah. Well. I thought I’d better start making plans. I mean, what are they going to do? The ones who haven’t bothered really listening? I guess they’ll be out on their arses, doing walk-on parts in Panto, if they’re lucky.’ He drained his glass. ‘Actually, I feel sorry for my mate at Guildhall, not learning what we know. All they teach them there is tits and teeth. Maybe we should try and explain some of Silvio’s theories.’

‘I’m not sure.’ Nell felt doubtful. ‘What if we get it wrong?’ She imagined attempting to reproduce Silvio’s work, the intricate multi-coloured charts, the graphs and tables, the three-dimensional drawing of a cube with abbreviated directions for the angles of your thoughts.

‘True.’ Pierre tore open another packet of crisps. ‘Maybe we’re not ready yet. Anyway, you still haven’t guessed the identity of my beloved.’

‘It’s me.’ Hettie licked her salty lips.

‘Warm.’ He put an arm around her narrow shoulders and laid his head against her fine, pale hair. ‘If you were a boy, you’d be perfect.’

‘I wonder if we’ll ever all work together?’ Nell watched them. ‘I mean in the future. When we get out.’

‘It will be odd to be on stage with people not from Drama Arts,’ Pierre said. ‘I guess we’ll stand out. Or they will. Our training will put us on a whole other level.’

Yes, Nell thought. She took a last sip of her whisky mac and felt entirely happy. There would be actors, acting, and then them, inhabiting their actual characters, an entire psychological life, both physical and mental, all mapped out. ‘It’s going to be so strange. Maybe we should set up our own company. The three of us!’

A shadow loomed over their table. They all looked up. It was the man from the bar, the man in the overcoat and paisley scarf. ‘You lot,’ he gave a little rueful smile, ‘you know something . . .’ He leant further down towards them and dropped his voice. ‘You’re full of shit.’

Nell felt herself flush. Beside her, Pierre’s mouth fell open, but he didn’t say a word. The man raised his eyebrows, in derision, in warning, and pulling on his roll-up, he pushed his way out through the swing doors of the pub.

None of them spoke. There seemed nothing to say. What a horrible, bitter, cynical man, Nell thought. But she felt dirty, as if she’d been caught doing something obscene.

‘He’s probably a failed actor,’ Pierre rallied.

‘Yeah.’ Hettie looked pale. ‘Maybe he trained at the Guildhall.’

Nell laughed, but she felt unnerved, right in the pit of her stomach where up until a minute before the whisky had been.

‘He’s in the second year,’ Pierre said eventually.

‘Who?’

‘My discovery. Look out for him. Gabriel. He’s going to be a major star.’

‘Really?’ Nell glanced up at the clock. She was ready to go home, but the thought of the note, propped as it was most evenings against her door, inviting her upstairs for a nightcap and a chat, dissuaded her.

‘Don’t forget, you heard it here first. The Angel Gabriel. Gabriel Grant.’

‘OK.’ Nell had never even noticed a Gabriel. ‘If you say so, then I’m sure you’re right.’

The door swung open and a horde of students burst in, Dan and Jemma at the head of them, Charlie just behind.

‘Make room for the others.’ Pierre and Hettie shifted along the bench away from her, and Nell lost sight of them in the crush.





The Rehearsal

Charlie Adedayo-Martin was the most beautiful girl in their year. There were other girls, some more obvious, more perfect – the French girl, Marvella, with her sultry, bee-stung mouth, Jemma with her tangle of blonde curls – but Charlie had glamour. She was tall and angular, with toffee-coloured skin and peroxide hair cropped short against her head. There was a rumour she was the daughter of an Abyssinian princess but Nell had discovered she was in fact the child of a legal secretary from Cheltenham and the Nigerian businessman she’d married.

‘That bastard, Rob.’ Charlie’s dark eyes welled up with tears. ‘He’s in love with someone else.’

‘No!’ Nell took her hand and led her out on to the blustery steps of the college, where Charlie told her in gulping tones of outrage that she’d been flicking through her boyfriend’s diary when she’d found a poem – a love poem – in several tortured drafts.

‘No!’ Nell said again, although what she really wanted to ask was whether Rob wrote poems often, and if he’d ever written one for her. But under the circumstances she knew these questions would sound heartless. ‘The bastard,’ she said instead, ‘how could he?’ And she put her arms around Charlie and breathed in the cool, flowery smell of her skin.

‘He’s moving out. He’s borrowing a car this weekend and taking his things.’ Her nose grew red and her eyes, already swollen, spilt over with new tears. ‘I’ll be living on my own.’

Nell looked away. It gave her an unexpected flash of pleasure to see that even Charlie, the enviable Charlie, could look unattractive when crying. When Nell cried her whole face puffed up, her neck turned blotchy, her ears grew red, and she’d do whatever it took to hide herself. Unless, of course, she was acting, when her tears, unreal, were made of lighter stuff and would trickle, just one or two, down the side of her face. This wasn’t always what was wanted. ‘You’re a milkmaid,’ Patrick had bawled. ‘Not a Lady. Get a hanky out. Let’s see some snot!’ Nell had blushed deep red, right down to her cleavage, which was shown to great effect in yet another square-cut bodice trimmed with white. Among the many beauties in their year Nell felt small and plump as a pony, and so far, six months into the course, she’d been given nothing but wenches, children and servants to play, although once when she’d complained, she’d been cast as someone’s aged mother.

‘Nell?’ Charlie had hold of her arm. ‘Listen, I’ve got an idea. Why don’t you move in?’

‘Me?’

‘Please! It will be fun. You can move in on Sunday, right after Rob takes his things. Or before. Or anytime. You can have the spare room.’

Nell bit her lip. She’d have to give notice where she was. Although not much, and at Charlie’s she wouldn’t have to endure those late-night talks outside the bathroom with her landlord, always inexplicably wandering round the house in his open dressing gown whatever time she came home.

‘OK,’ she said. ‘I will. I’ll do it. The week after next.’

‘Thank you.’ Charlie wiped the tears from her face and Nell watched as with one small smile her beauty was restored.



Charlie lived on the top floor of a house in Willesden. From the outside the house looked unexceptional, the window frames peeling a little more than most, the glass in one panel of the front door boarded up, but once you were inside, the full scale of the dereliction hit you. Damp, decay, and a deep heady stench of rotting wood. Charlie ignored it. She kicked shut the front door, swept up the two flights, past the abandoned flats on each landing and on to her own floor, where the radio was playing low, the battered sofa was draped in creamy shrouds of cotton, and bunches of dried flowers stood on low tables among scattered photographs and abandoned mugs and the occasional beautiful object – a blue glass bottle or a carving of a Nigerian god.

Nell had visited several times. Had gone back with Charlie after college to go over lines, had sat on the foam comfort of the armchair, encased in its white throw, with the gas fire blasting and Charlie, even in midwinter, slouching in a pair of combat trousers, her bare feet tucked under her, her smooth brown arms and prominent shoulder bones shown off to their best advantage in a boy’s school vest. Until now she’d never really noticed the spare room – had only seen the room Charlie shared with Rob – its low white bed, always unmade, the layers of antique lace at the windows, the clothes – flea-market dresses and a dun-coloured trench coat, hanging from pegs on the wall. But today Charlie continued up the stairs to a small room in the attic. It had a window that looked out to one side with a view over the garden, and a gas fire built into the chimney breast, cracked across the middle. There was a bed and a cupboard and the raised pattern of the wallpaper just visible through a coat of magnolia paint.

Nell dropped her bag and sat down on the edge of the bed. Charlie crouched on the floor and lit a match and the fire fluttered and flickered and attempted to catch. ‘Are you sure it’s safe?’ Nell asked, remembering vaguely some warning of her mother’s about the dangers of gas, but Charlie blew on it a little to spread the flame and said she’d slept in here often after rows with Rob and she always left the fire on all night.

‘Bastard. Bastard.’ She crawled across the bed and lay stretched out. ‘Thank God he’s gone. You wouldn’t believe what a wanker he was. You know, he was so vain? He was obsessed with his ears. Said they stuck out too much. He was always holding them back and asking what I thought.’

Nell pictured Rob and laughed. She’d met him three or four times but he never remembered her. He was one of those men who only noticed women who were beautiful. ‘Fuckable’ is what he’d probably have said. ‘Now you mention it I did notice his ears,’ Nell said, revenging herself. ‘Has he considered surgery? You could offer to re-set them yourself,’ and they lay on the bed, laughing up at the ceiling, their fingers entwined.

‘So . . .’ Nell added after a while, ‘what now? You’re free and single. It’s been two long weeks. Anyone you’ve got your eye on?’

Charlie sighed and rolled towards her. The flames from the fire threw shadows over her still face and then suddenly she was crying. Her face creased up, her fists against her eyes as if to stop the tears. ‘Bastard,’ she said. ‘How could he? I thought we were so in . . .’ She choked and flicked the tears angrily away, while Nell watched her, intrigued, thinking all the time, if I was a man I’d never leave her. What’s the point of anything if men leave girls as beautiful as that?

‘He’s an idiot,’ Nell said gently. ‘He’ll regret it, that’s for sure.’ And impulsively she put her arms round her friend and kissed her cheek. Charlie, sniffing, pushed herself against her. Her face, still damp, nuzzled into Nell’s neck, her shoulder pressed hard against her breasts, and they lay like that, breathing shallowly, until the room was almost dark. Eventually they got up and moved into the kitchen, where wordlessly Charlie set a pan of water on to boil.

‘Can I do anything?’ Nell looked around.

‘No, no.’ Charlie was chopping an onion. ‘This is your welcome dinner, go and sit down.’

Nell went into the sitting room and waited, listening to the radio, which spun out drifty, catchy tunes, interspersed with a murmur of chatter, too low to catch. The fire was on in here too, hissing soporifically, and Nell sat down in the soft foam of the swathed white armchair and closed her eyes.

After twenty minutes or so Charlie came in with two plates of rice. The rice had been fried with slices of bacon and green pepper and a few scratchy sprigs of parsley. She put the plates on the floor and came back with a bottle of white wine and two glasses.

‘Cheers,’ she said, ‘here’s to freedom,’ and she filled the glasses to the top.

The food was disgusting. Oily, and a little undercooked. ‘I’m so sorry.’ Charlie winced. ‘Please don’t eat any more, I’m the most hopeless cook,’ and she put her plate as far away as she could get it and took a huge gulp of wine as if to drown the taste. Nell ate two more mouthfuls, out of politeness, and also because she was ravenous, and then abandoned hers too.

‘You know who I do quite fancy, if I had to choose someone from college . . .’ Charlie lit a cigarette. Nell lit one too and curled into her chair. This was definitely better than her old room, where, once she was home, there was no one to talk to except the gloomy landlord or his spotty teenage son.

‘Who?’ she said, picturing the entire year seated in a circle.

‘Well, if I had to choose someone, just for a fling . . . I think, if I was forced . . . I’d go for Dan.’

‘Dan Linden!’ Nell felt her stomach falling. ‘You’re joking!’ Heat rushed to her face. ‘But you know how I feel about Dan. You know I’ve been besotted with him since day one!’

‘Oh my God!’ Charlie put her hand over her mouth. ‘Of course. I forgot. I’m so sorry. Forget I said anything. Please.’ She looked at her and creased her eyes, pleading, and just in case that didn’t work, she poured them both more wine.

‘Anyway,’ Nell said gloomily, thinking how Charlie could get Dan with one quick look. ‘He’s back with Jemma. God. Why are there no decent boys in our year?’

Her stomach still felt hollow but the blood had drained away from her face and she was cold. She wrapped her arms round her legs and stared into the fire.

Charlie stretched out on her sofa. ‘I really am sorry.’ She looked over at her. ‘I suppose I’ve spent too much time thinking about myself.’ And when Nell didn’t respond she said, ‘Hey, why don’t we make a plan. To seduce him. For you, I mean?’

Nell frowned. ‘But how? He’s with Jemma. They’re always together.’

‘Well . . . Hang on, I’m going to run a bath. I always think better in water. Come on.’

The bathroom was in the corridor beside the kitchen, and when the bath was full and the strawberry smell of the bubbles had filled the room, Charlie slipped off her vest. She had no bra on and her breasts were small and high, the same smooth colour as the rest of her. She had no knickers on either. She just stepped out of her trousers and kicked them to one side. ‘Ow, ow, ow,’ she said happily as she climbed in, ‘it’s hot.’ And soon a deep red flush had spread across her face and chest and the damp curls of her hair clung prettily around her ears.

Nell sat on the edge of the bath and trailed her hand in the froth of bubbles. Charlie closed her eyes and lay back. ‘Hmmm,’ she said, and when she opened them she caught Nell looking. ‘Get in, why don’t you? It’s lovely in here.’ And she moved her long legs to the side as if to show her how much room there was.

Nell turned away to take off her clothes. She had on tights and a jean skirt, boots and several layers of vests and T-shirts. She struggled with them in the narrow room, the steam making the walls and floor shimmery with wet, until she was naked and uncomfortably aware of the heaviness of her thighs, and the great weight of her breasts as they released from her bra. There seemed so much of her, although she was shorter than Charlie by five inches at least. Charlie bent her knees against the bath edge and Nell slunk down into the water. It felt good. The heat and the pink sweet smell, and the shiny feel of her friend’s thigh up against hers as she slid in. She leant back against the end, propped her head between the taps and smiled.

‘So.’ Charlie grinned. ‘How do you get Dan into your bed?’

Nell didn’t answer. She had no idea. It had never occurred to her that it was up to her. Fate, she’d always imagined, would decree.

‘How about . . .’ Charlie mused. ‘We ask him back here to rehearse a scene. After college. Then we’ll go to the pub to discuss, come back here for supper, I’ll open wine, you can show him round the flat, and when you get to your room . . . pounce! Hang on.’ Charlie rose from the water, her body gleaming, dotted with foam. ‘I’ll be right back.’ She stepped out of the bath, and naked, ran from the room.

Nell heard the music turned up loud from the sitting room and Charlie appeared again with a new bottle of wine. She slipped back in. ‘So?’

Nell lifted her glass and took a quick cold slug. ‘Let’s do it.’ She grinned, and although her head was spinning she raised the glass again and drained it.

‘You know something?’ Charlie was smiling at her. ‘You’re gorgeous.’

‘No!’ Nell protested, disbelieving, thrilled. But she didn’t repay the compliment, because she couldn’t have said it without blushing, couldn’t have watched Charlie while she skimmed the foam off the water and rubbed it gracefully across her neck, under her arms, and up over her chest.



Dan Linden was tall and lanky, with a dark tousled head of hair. He had a slow, lopsided smile – which was his charm really, and the fact he was faced with almost no competition from the other boys in their year, who were either obsessed with perfecting juggling skills or quoting Shakespeare sonnets in low, sonorous voices. Most of the girls had boyfriends in the year above, unfairly populated with heterosexual, effortlessly talented men, or like Charlie, they’d looked outside college for their love affairs. But since the first day of the first term Nell had been in love with Dan. She’d waited, smiling occasionally, brushing past him in the queue for lunch, until one afternoon she realised she’d waited too long, because there was Jemma, holding his hand, standing at the bus stop with him, wearing his scarf. Occasionally, it was true, they split up, but within days there was a stormy reconciliation and there they were again, sheepish, dishevelled, late for college.

‘Dan . . .’ Nell caught him in a corridor.

‘Hello.’ He gave her that wide soft grin, and shuffled slightly. He wore his trousers low on his hips and when he stretched or yawned, which he did often, he showed a glimpse of flat smooth stomach.

Nell spoke fast before she lost her nerve. She told him about the scenes she and Charlie were rehearsing, how they needed a man for the . . . she hesitated, male parts, and she suggested Tuesday. Next Tuesday. After college.

Dan shrugged. ‘OK.’

‘A friend of Charlie’s might be going to film it,’ she threw in, to make it more enticing. Dan nodded as if it was all the same to him. ‘See you then,’ and he moved off along the corridor.

‘The deed is done!’ Nell hissed to Charlie as they stood at the bar for ballet, risking the hawk eyes and vicious tongue of Olinka, the teacher, who’d once tapped Nell’s stomach with her stick and loudly requested that she pull it in. Nell’s cheeks still burnt when she thought of it and she would have liked to have taken that stick and beaten Olinka with it, and shouted into her ear, ‘I want to be an actress not a fucking freak of a ballerina,’ but instead she’d stood at the bar with tears of humiliation in her eyes, dreading the moment when they’d have to leap diagonally across the room.



On Monday night Nell and Charlie lay in the bath. Nell had dotted the room with vanilla-scented candles, and Charlie added some musky essence, twice the recommended amount. ‘So what will we rehearse?’ Nell asked. ‘Shouldn’t we have pages or something?’

Charlie sank under the water and came up sleek as a seal. ‘Oh, we can read a few pages of . . .’ she hesitated. ‘I’ll find something. Don’t worry.’ She rubbed shampoo into her hair and sank down again, pushing her body hard up against Nell’s end of the bath, her legs bent, her thigh against her shoulder. There were tiny bubbles shimmering in the tight curls of her pubic hair and it occurred to Nell she could move her hand a matter of inches and slide it between her legs. No! The thought was painful, sharp as knives, jolting such a spasm through her that she gasped.

‘Sorry,’ Charlie laughed, as she came up, and Nell slid down too to wet her own thick hair and hide her scarlet face. She kept her body pressed against the bottom of the bath but there was nothing she could do to submerge her breasts, which hovered above water. To feel Charlie’s hand just graze against them, she allowed herself to think, to feel her mouth cover each nipple in turn, but she came up as if nothing was different and vigorously rubbed in shampoo. Before she had time to slide down again, Charlie was standing above her, glorious, blazing, steam rising off her thighs as she stepped out. She wound her hair into a towel and left the room. Alone in the bath, Nell felt deflated. She washed under her arms and between her legs, desultory and workmanlike, and with the day looming so close, she began to dread it. The ridiculous idea of the pounce.



Nell and Charlie stood on the steps of college, pretending not to watch, while Dan and Jemma said goodbye. Jemma clung to Dan and Dan whispered, at unnecessary length, Nell thought, into Jemma’s ear. Nell turned her back and shook her head, and wished she could think of something to say to pass the time, when eventually there he was, loping towards them, his bag hanging carelessly from one shoulder, his trousers lower than ever on his hips. Just then a bus swung round the corner. ‘Quick,’ Charlie yelled, and they ran towards it, shrieking and free.

They raced up to the top deck and sat in a row at the front, where Charlie, her dark eyes glittering, began to sing in perfect imitation of Samantha, whose ambition it was to go into musical theatre. ‘I’m just a girl who can’t say no. Can’t seem to say it at all.’

‘Agony.’ Dan was laughing. And Nell reminded them of hulking great Kevin and his rendition of ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow’.

‘I thought I was going to die.’ Charlie clutched her stomach, and they dissected every minute of that afternoon’s music class, every flat note and clumsy move, weaving themselves tight into a net of their own superiority until they were on the corner of their road and they clattered down the stairs. ‘Stop, wait!’ They leapt off the end of the bus as it slowed.

‘A drink first? Or rehearse?’ Charlie asked, and without waiting for an answer she pushed open the door of the pub. They started with lager, a pint each for Charlie and Dan and a half for Nell, who sat between them at a corner table and explained about the scene they would rehearse and how when they were ready, a film school director would film it, and show it, probably, to anyone and everyone who was important in the business, so that basically, the three of them, before they’d even finished college, would be stars! As Nell talked, Charlie pressed her arm against hers, and then as they drank, drink after drink, moving from lager to spirits, she wove her arm around her shoulder and twined her finger in her hair as if to present her to Dan as a tender, longed-for thing of beauty, or possibly, Nell found herself hoping, to claim her as her own.

It was almost eleven when they tumbled out through the door of the pub. ‘Which way?’ Dan said, unsteady, and Charlie linked his arm and snaked her other round Nell’s waist. ‘Isn’t she lovely,’ she whispered to him loudly, ‘isn’t she fucking gorgeous?’ and when Dan stuttered and mumbled she pulled Nell in towards her and kissed her on the lips. Nell’s mouth opened in surprise and Charlie’s tongue slid in, firm and narrow, hot as whisky, her lips as soft as down. As she kissed her, she pulled Dan round to shield them, and used her free hand to slide it up under her jacket and rub it, hard, against her breast.

‘Bloody hell,’ Dan muttered.

Nell was reeling. She wanted Charlie’s hand against her skin, she wanted to unclasp her bra and push her breasts into her mouth, to kneel on the floor and slide her tongue along the length of her perfect thigh, but Charlie had taken control and was leading them both towards the house.

‘Bloody hell,’ Dan said again, as the door slammed shut behind him and the splintered boards and broken banisters revealed themselves. He covered his nose against the smell of damp and gas, and paled a little as he followed them up. At the first landing he took hold of Nell’s hand, but her passion for him had faded, and the touch of his skin, so longed for, felt clammy and foreign.

‘Boys and girls,’ Charlie called from the kitchen, ‘wine or beer?’ and she appeared with both and led them towards the sitting room.

A pale face loomed out at them from the landing.

‘My God.’ Nell started back, pressing herself against the wall.

‘Hello.’ It was a man’s voice, low and amused. ‘What time do you call this?’

‘Rob!’ Charlie stood and stared at him. ‘What . . . I mean . . .’ but with one hand Rob reached out, and taking hold of her wrist, pulled her roughly into the room. The door clanged shut behind them and Nell and Dan stood alone in the hall.

‘My room’s up here,’ Nell said, cold suddenly and nauseous from no supper, and she led him up the small flight of stairs to the attic.

Dan sat on the bed while she attempted to light the fire, blowing on it as Charlie had done while the flame guttered and ran and refused to catch. ‘Is that safe, do you think?’ Dan asked. ‘Gas can be dangerous.’ And Nell threw him a withering look before giving up. Their backs to each other, they took off their clothes, or as many of them as they dared, and climbed into bed, where they lay side by side until eventually Dan said, ‘Do you mind if we don’t . . . it’s just Jem . . . she’ll mind.’

‘No, it’s fine. Sorry.’ And they turned away from each other and tried to block out the moans and cries of Charlie and Rob as they crashed about in the room below.

The next day Charlie’s door was firmly closed when Nell and Dan got up for college, and later when she arrived home – having endured a day of searing headaches and accusing looks from Jemma, and Jemma’s closest friends – Charlie was lounging, smoking, on the sofa. ‘Can you believe it?’ She tossed over her pack of cigarettes. ‘He’s back for good! I hope you don’t mind, I mean you can stay till the weekend, of course, but then, you’re going to have to find somewhere else.’

Nell stared at her. ‘But . . .’

Charlie crawled across the carpet to her. ‘He’s dumped her. Isn’t that great? He’s said he’s sorry.’ She grinned. ‘Said it about ten times in fact. But anyway, how was last night?’

‘Last night?’

‘Dan? How was it?’ Her face was starry with expectation.

‘Great.’ Nell gathered herself. She even smiled. ‘Really good.’

‘So aren’t you going to thank me?’ She put her head on one side. ‘For getting you two together?’

‘Oh yes. Of course. Thanks.’ Hurriedly, Nell got up and went into her room, where, unsure what else to do, she kicked her foot so hard against the fire that the cracked pieces fell out on to the floor, leaving nothing but the gas pipe and two camel humps of wire.
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