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‘The time onstage is easier than the rest of one’s existence. At least for those two and a half hours, you can be quite sure who you are.’

Dame Maggie Smith




Prologue

OF COURSE, I’VE ALWAYS known there’s something wrong with me. As far back as I can remember, there has been this wall, this two-inch-thick pane of glass that no one else seems to have. When I’m behind the glass, I see the world, I interact with it in a vague sort of way, but I never really come close to touching it. Except occasionally, when I get these bursts of feeling, where something takes over, some madness descends, and for a moment everything appears in vivid technicolour. It’s in those moments that I’m afraid, those moments when I don’t know what I might do.

One time I killed a bird. The neighbour’s cat had got to it first. Its wing was hanging on by a single sinewy thread. My parents were late back from work. I was hungry and tired. My uniform stank. I hadn’t yet worked out how to ask my mum for deodorant, too embarrassed to alert her to her little girl’s leaking, pubescent body. Kids picked on me for the smell. One boy worse than others. That afternoon I’d been forced to sit next to him. I was always being asked to sit next to the naughty kids, as if my ‘goodness’ might rub off on them. Whenever the teacher’s back was turned, the boy would lean in and whisper obscenities in my ear, informing me of all the ways he’d like to defile me, the stinky weirdo bitch. These aren’t excuses. I don’t know why I even mention them at all. But that day, standing alone in the garden, seeing the bird’s oily feathers, its pleading bead of an eye, something inside me cracked. I took a brick, lifted it high in the air, and bashed the bird’s skull in . . .

But then the feeling goes.

Punctured by shame, the madness drains away.

Life flattens into 2D. It becomes a movie reel, something everyone else takes part in while I just watch. I follow the plot, laughing and crying at all the right moments; I eat my popcorn, but really, it doesn’t matter who lives or dies. When the credits roll, it’s still just me, sitting alone inside a dark theatre.

I don’t know why I’m telling you all this. It doesn’t change anything. It doesn’t absolve me of what comes next.

Victoria died twelve years ago, and even now I think about her every single day.

Forgive me. I’m getting ahead of myself. These things have an order. A beginning, a middle and an end. But you know that. You’ve had stories bred into you since your mother first peered into your crib and whispered songs of grizzly picnics and twinkling stars, blind mice and carving knives. I’ll return to our beginning. Act One.

Lights.




Act One




One

MY LIFE IS A clerical error. The simple truth is that I’m only here, writing this, because of some mix-up at school with the GCSE classes; too many kids for Art, not enough for Drama.

Every Friday afternoon, in the small black classroom they called a theatre, we – the show-offs, the skivers and me – plodded through the syllabus: Blood Brothers, Shakers, A Taste of Honey, Two. And, much to near everyone’s surprise, not least my own, I did well. It wasn’t long before people wanted to partner with me, and the popular girls wanted me in their scenes. Offstage, I was a mess of hormones and insecurity. But onstage, there was this calm. Onstage, I made sense.

When I moved up to sixth form, my new teacher took me aside after class. She put her arm around my shoulder and told me I was watchable, that I had a spark.

‘Do you have plans for uni, Shannon?’

She told me I ought to think about drama school. I said I didn’t know what that was. She laughed like I was telling a joke.

That night I went home and typed drama school into my laptop, and waited for the screen to load.

>LAMDA

>RADA

I scrolled through page after page of the stuff.

>Bristol Old Vic

>Italia Conti

>Central

Each establishment gloated with ever more bloated pride about their successes; each repeated their commitment to only the finest tutors, the most state-of-the-art facilities, the brightest and best students.

I stared at the screen, transfixed. Suddenly the life I’d pictured for myself – living ten minutes from home, a safe, comfortable job, circling the same bunch of people I’d known since primary school – didn’t seem so certain.

But Mum was calling. Tea was ready. I went and had my chips, egg and beans, and when my parents asked me how school was that day I said fine. I didn’t tell them what the teacher had said. I didn’t tell them about those impressive buildings down south with their acronymic names and blessings from the Queen. Or that my thoughts were distended with that new world, that bright, brilliant world that someone actually thought I had a chance of entering. I didn’t tell them about the pilot light that was tick, tick, ticking inside my belly.

IN SECRET I ORDERED prospectuses. When they arrived, I stowed them in a plastic carrier bag beneath my bed. At night I took them out and ran my fingers over the stiff glossy covers. I touched the faces of lovelorn heroines, their nubile bodies contorted in grief. I stroked the chiselled jawline of the second-year clutching a weathered skull. I read the words of crusty principals, listing the merits of their revered establishments. I absorbed the course descriptions, memorizing the minutiae of each semester, learning by rote the names of graduates who’d gone on to success in the West End, Broadway, Hollywood.

I continued with my studies, with rehearsals. I perfected how I walked, how I spoke, the way I held myself, shoulders back, neck long, pretending. I watched my teacher’s eyes light up from across the room at my final performance and allowed myself a small smile when the A* was slid across the desk two weeks later. A little bit of praise is a dangerous thing. Tick, tick, tick. That weak blue flame again.

AND THEN THE LETTER arrived: creamy, thick, weighted with expectation.

Dear Shannon Bell, I am delighted to confirm—

‘Mum!’ I yelled up the stairs. ‘Dad?’

—an unconditional offer of acceptance.

It didn’t feel real. The audition process had been gruelling, and – to my parents’ dismay – expensive. Fifty quid a pop for the privilege of delivering a two-minute Portia or Juliet to a panel of indifferent tutors, not to mention the small fortune spent on train fares and hotels. I auditioned at five drama schools over four months. At each place, the people there already seemed to know one another. The waiting rooms were crammed to bursting with Tillys and Xanders, Hugos and Veritys, sharing tips, titbits and gossip.

Did you hear that Kitty got accepted at RADA?

I’ve got my second round at LAMDA next week.

They say the head of movement’s a real ballbreaker.

What’s your classical?

What’s your modern?

My final audition was at the Royal London School of Dramatic Arts. I’d been rejected everywhere else, so this was my last shot before an enforced year of waiting tables.

Three rounds; one day. Three rounds doing the same classical and modern speeches to a rotation of different faces; three rounds of wondering if I was too fat, too wiry, too ugly, too plain; three rounds of waiting to be called out; three rounds of asking myself if this was it, if this was the moment they’d realize there’d been a mistake, that this girl shouldn’t be here, that she shouldn’t have made it this far.

But here it was.

—we look forward to welcoming you in the new academic year.

Proof of . . . something. A spark, maybe.

LOOKING BACK, MAYBE THAT was the perfect moment. The letter trembling in my hand. Or maybe it was before then, that teacher’s arm around my shoulder, her hot mid-morning coffee breath in my ear, telling me I had something. I keep looking back for it, the moment, keep fumbling my way through memories to find it. When the future was held, a suspended thing, humming with possibility. I could’ve stopped it all then, before I met her . . . before she—

I could’ve taken that teacher’s kernel of praise and nurtured it, let it grow into something private and perfect. Something no one else needed to know about. Something just for me. I could’ve done English at uni, gone to Durham or Warwick or wherever. I could’ve joined the drama society, performed in some poorly attended Pygmalion and enjoyed the secret knowledge that someone, somewhere once thought I had talent. I could’ve met somebody – some untroubled boy with scruffy hair and a battered pair of Converse who thought he was an artist but was happy to work in marketing. We could’ve dated for three years, got married, had 2.5 children and lived happily ever after, or something like that. I could’ve been normal, a normal person with a family, a job, and an unending cache of blameless days and dreamless nights.

But I didn’t do that.

If I had, maybe she would still be alive.




Two

THE ROYAL LONDON SCHOOL of Dramatic Arts. Although we called it the White Elephant. A mighty beast felled between two tower blocks, a strip club and Marylebone Road. It had been constructed two hundred years earlier as a refuge for performers, a safehouse to cosset their craft. Four towers (the legs) contained the beast, while the theatre huddled in its belly. Over time, more and more sections had been added to its hulking facade: a red-brick building tacked to the left, a Modernist cube dumped to the right. With each century the creature had grown and grown, a hodgepodge of fashions, an ungainly chimera.

I stood before it, awed by its ugliness, cowed by its majesty.

The ground shuddered below me. Later I came to recognize the sound as a train hurtling beneath my feet, but just then, I could’ve sworn it came from the beast, a low rumble, a warning.

I LAY ON MY unmade bed in the halls of residence. The room was small. A bed, a desk, three drawers and a closet. A bluebottle climbed the window. In the courtyard below me was a circle of weatherworn benches. In the bedroom above me was the cast of STOMP.

I knew I should unpack, but the task seemed too arduous to contemplate. I couldn’t be bothered sliding the cardboard out from never-slept-in sheets or clipping the plastic ties off the many utensils Mum – going overboard as usual – had got me from the homewares section of Wilko. But then I felt the familiar sting of guilt my parents always seemed to inspire in me. She’d tried, bless her. They both had. I mean, they’d said yes when I begged them to drive down and move me in the first day my room became available. They’d wanted to make a moment of it; go for coffee, tour the area with me, and size up the school’s grand exterior. But, impatient to begin my new life, I’d made excuses – a headache, exhaustion – bundled them into the car and waved them off.

I got up and pulled back the sheer curtain. It was nearly seven o’clock. The chimney tops were bathed in an orange glow. Rose-coloured clouds daubed the sky. I opened the window its regulation six centimetres (to prevent overwrought freshmen from hurling themselves to their deaths), sat at the desk and opened my laptop. Facebook pinged. Someone had left a comment beneath my Leavers’ Day photo.

Laura Stead

Haha good times. Keep in touch Shannon u star ★

I selected her profile and clicked Unfriend. We wouldn’t keep in touch. I didn’t want to. I wanted to discard the girl I’d been and build someone new.

I then clicked onto the group I’d been invited to a few weeks before, >RLSDA Actors 09. Although I knew them by memory, I read through the comments again.

Obi Njoku posted 1 hour ago

Did anyone get their books second-hand?

2 comments

Jolly McAndrew posted 2 days ago

OMG this reading list is KILLING ME

18 comments

Stefano Bianchi posted 5 days ago

Have any of the guys actually bought a dance belt?

3 comments

Archie Melling posted 7 days ago

Me and my band are doing a gig in Reading this weekend if anyone wants to meet up before term starts? X

No one has commented yet

Maddy McAuley posted 9 days ago

Which audition speech did you guys do to get in btw? ;) xx

12 comments

Hettie Walker-Grant posted 14 days ago

Just got my leotard home aaaaaaand it doesn’t fit . . . X

No one has commented yet

I scrolled down to the bottom of the page.

Jolly McAndrew posted 3 weeks ago

Hey gang, allow me to introduce myself. I’m Jacob McAndrew but PLEASE PLEASE PLEASE just call me Jolly. I’ve set up this group so we can chat/meet/get to know each other before term begins. So excited to get started and meet y’all in the flesh! Wooo! Xxx

12 comments

I hadn’t posted anything yet; I hadn’t commented. Instead, I hovered like a ghost, absorbing what the others were up to, gathering information, plotting how I would present myself before them. These people were vibrant; they were interesting. I wasn’t. Not yet.

My laptop pinged again. A new notification winked in the corner.

Victoria Parker-Tilley posted just now

I’m bored. Anyone in London yet – drink?

Victoria, like me, hadn’t posted or commented before.

I clicked on her profile. It was private. Her picture was black and white, her face turned away from the camera. Beneath the image lay a single word. Actor.

She looked like the sort of girl I’d never dare to approach back home, the sort of girl who knew how to find and wear vintage clothing without looking stupid, the sort of girl who didn’t need makeup to look pretty, the sort of girl who was bound to ignore me.

I gazed out at the pink-orange sky.

But maybe things were different now. Perhaps here, in London, we’d be friends. Perhaps I could be someone else.

I began typing.

Shannon Bell commented just now

I’m here. Tell me when and where. X




Three

THE CITY WAS IN heat. The pub, busy. I’d forgotten it was a bank holiday weekend. Outside, the tables were full. I lurked by the railings for a few minutes, watching a couple pick through the last salty remains of their crisps and drain their pints while a poodle whined hungrily by their ankles.

The Thames lay in front of me. A lazy river, parched and unwieldly. It hadn’t rained in weeks, and the smell of hot sewage filled the air.

The couple left and I grabbed their place.

I waited ten minutes. Then another twenty. The landlord came out and circled my bench, eyeing up my drink-less hand. Finally, just when I was starting to think this whole excursion had been some sort of joke, she appeared.

The first thing you noticed about Victoria was the way she moved. She didn’t clomp through space, a victim of gravity like the rest of us, but seemed to glide effortlessly, like reeds waving in water, changing the density of the air around her. Every rise and footfall seemed to land exactly where it was meant to, her feet blindly confident they’d be lifted, carried – nay, exalted – by the earth.

She approached. I shielded my eyes against the sun.

She had her hands in her pockets. She was wearing creamy denim overalls with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows. On anyone else the clothes would’ve looked ridiculous – shapeless, rough and dry as they were – but she filled them out with an assumed elegance that made me yearn for a pair of my own.

She spoke first.

‘I recognized you from your picture.’

Her voice surprised me. She was posh, yes, but there was something else there.

‘Thanks for meeting me.’ A deliberate slackening of her vowels, but veiled, like she was trying to hide the fact.

‘No problem,’ I said, trying to mirror the easy smile that spread across her lips.

‘I’m Victoria,’ she said, tilting her head. A rust-coloured curl slid from her shoulder.

‘Shannon,’ I replied, extending a hand.

She looked at my outstretched palm. A momentary crease formed in the freckled space between her eyebrows, but just as quickly disappeared. It was then that I knew I’d made a mistake, that I’d broken some impenetrable social code, that I might as well have handed her a banana as have performed this outdated greeting. But it was too late. I waited, my palm hovering in the space between us. Mercifully, she extracted a hand from her pocket and grazed the tips of my fingers with her own.

‘A pleasure,’ she said.

I offered to buy her a drink. At the bar, the landlord eyeballed me as I fumbled for my ID. ‘What do you want?’

I looked at the row of taps, the neat shelves of bottles beyond the counter. He crossed his arms and stared past my forehead. I pointed at the pump nearest to me. Stout. I took the milky black thick-quid back to the bench and handed Victoria her slim-line vodka and tonic.

‘Thanks,’ she said, placing the drink on the table. ‘I’ll get the next one. I love your jacket by the way,’ she added, waving her fingers towards where it had fallen to the floor.

‘Thanks,’ I said, retrieving the limp garment.

‘It looks vintage?’

‘Oh no, my mum got it from the supermarket, I think.’

‘Cute.’

She unfurled herself from the bench and stretched. A moment of eye contact. That easy smile again. She turned her back on me and, grasping the railings, stared out at the river. In profile I noticed her carved cheekbones, the equine structure of her jaw. She leaned forwards. Hair fell about her face. She turned and picked up her drink. As she did so, a dewdrop of condensation dribbled onto her wrist and escaped down the cuff of her sleeve. She wiped her forearm on her thigh and tossed her hair behind her shoulders. Victoria liked touching her hair.

‘How long have you been in London?’ I asked.

She thought for a moment. ‘Oh, I’d say about fourteen years.’

‘Really?’ I said, surprised to learn that anyone actually got to live here for real.

‘Well, my dad has a place in north London.’ She hesitated for a moment. ‘Hampstead. I split my time between there and Mum’s. I’ve been at Dad’s all summer.’

‘What does he do?’

‘Finance.’ She leaned against the railings. ‘He’s abroad mostly, in the US. It’s just me and my brother, Rupert, in the house at the moment. Sometimes his girlfriend. We all just come and go really.’

I nodded. It all sounded so grown up.

‘How old’s your brother?’

‘Thirty-one.’

‘What does he do?’

‘Corporate PR.’

I didn’t know what that was, but made noises like I did. I sipped my pint. It was slimy, warm, too heavy for the occasion. I wiped the white moustache from my lip, hoping she wouldn’t notice.

‘Then there’s Henry, who’s a lawyer, and Lawrence who’s in advertising. They don’t visit much though . . .’ She trailed off. ‘In fact, I’ve mostly been on my own this summer so, as you can imagine, I’m fucking bored out of my mind.’ She laughed, revealing a perfectly formed gap between her two front teeth, and sat down again.

‘Don’t you have friends in London?’ I asked.

‘What? Oh, yeah,’ she said, taken aback. ‘Yeah, I have friends. It’s just, you know, people are travelling, some are back at uni already, people have other things on, different priorities.’ She took another sip of her drink. The ice rattled in the glass. ‘Anyway, what about you?’ she said. ‘Do you have any brothers or sisters?’

‘Erm . . .’ I hesitated, wary of how much to disclose. ‘It’s just me. And my parents, of course.’

‘Hmm.’ She took another sip of her drink.

We both stared at the river and I grasped for something to say. ‘Are you looking forward to the course?’

She thought again. ‘I guess.’ She shrugged. ‘I mean, obviously RLSDA wasn’t my first choice.’

‘It wasn’t?’

‘No. It doesn’t even compare to RADA or LAMDA. But it’s fine, I suppose.’

‘Yeah.’

‘My agent’s making me go.’

‘You have an agent?’

‘Yeah. She says if I go to drama school, I’ll get more theatre. And theatre’s the way into TV and films nowadays. I’m like, whatever. It’s only three years. And I can still do auditions and stuff.’

‘Oh, wow.’ My hands felt clammy; I wiped them on my jeans.

‘I’ve spoken to the tutors. They know about my situation. It’s fine, they’re cool with it.’ She sipped her drink. ‘To be honest, if I get a big job, I might not even finish the whole three years. We’ll see.’

‘Great,’ I said, fixing a smile in place and reaching for my glass.

I already had a dim awareness that part of the course – the grand finale, if you will – was a showcase at the end of our third year, and that it was there that we’d be premiered like debutantes, there that the entire theatre and film industry would be invited to judge, pluck and anoint us. I knew that the holy grail was signing with a big agent. But here was Victoria, one of my apparent equals, already signed, already dismissing the course, already on her way out of the door. Her clear-sighted indifference suddenly made my excitement seem faintly embarrassing. I felt like a child caught playing dress-up in my mother’s lipstick and bras, a fantasist in sagging elastic.

‘Where are you from, by the way?’ she asked.

‘Meltham.’

‘Where’s that?’

‘Up North.’

‘Ooop North,’ she said, her eyes shining wickedly.

‘Yes.’

‘So near Birmingham?’

‘No, that’s the Midlands.’

‘Isn’t that the North?

‘No.’

‘But it’s north of London.’

‘I suppose.’

‘Hmm. Don’t worry.’ She crunched a shard of ice. ‘I like your accent. It’s cute.’

‘Oh, thanks.’

‘It means you’ll be fine. You’ve got a thing.’ She shifted and, reaching inside her back pocket, said to herself, ‘I wish I had a thing.’ She pulled out a crushed box of cigarettes, brought one to her lips, then paused. ‘God, I’m so fucking rude, I’m sorry – do you want one?’

‘Erm, yeah,’ I said. ‘Go on then.’ Although half my family smoked, I’d never taken it up myself. I didn’t like the smell, and the one time I tried it at a party, I coughed until I threw up.

Victoria placed two cigarettes between her lips and thumbed the purple lighter. It wouldn’t take. She fumbled with the cog and I noticed that her nails, in contrast to the rest of her chic exterior, were bitten down to the nub, the skin around them dry and cracked. She shook the thing and tried again. A weak flame leapt in front of her face. She inhaled. The two ends glowed. She handed me one, and I saw her mouth had wet the thin ribbon of paper. I placed it between my lips.

‘I only do this when I drink.’ She took a drag. Smoke curled free with her words. ‘It’s a filthy habit otherwise.’

I nodded and inhaled. The space between my ears buzzed. The pads of my fingers tingled. I wanted to cough but managed to get away with just clearing my throat. She didn’t seem to notice.

Just then, a shadow fell across the table. I turned around and came face to face with a great beast of a man. He had a map of patchy stubble across his chin and yellow, watery eyes. Stinking of piss and booze, he leaned across the two of us.

‘Pretty girls,’ he slurred, slapping his hand down beside Victoria’s drink. ‘Mind if I join you?’

Victoria, flinching, seemed to shrink beneath his gaze. Gone was the blasé confidence of a few moments earlier. Noticing this, I sat up straight and answered on her behalf.

‘No. Go away, please. We’re having a private conversation.’

‘I didn’t mean you,’ the man answered, his eyes fixed on Victoria.

I rested my cigarette in the ashtray and stood up. It wasn’t much of a gesture, but the man seemed to notice my existence then at least. ‘Fuck off now or I’ll go get the landlord,’ I said, with as much dignified rage as I could muster.

Some of the other tables were starting to notice what was happening. A handful of people got up from their benches, ready to step in.

The man, slowly becoming aware of the watchful crowd, shrugged and removed his hand from the table.

‘Ugly bitches anyway,’ he grunted to himself, before disappearing inside the pub.

With my heart racing, I returned to my seat and sipped my pint. I glanced up to see Victoria looking at me curiously.

‘What?’ I asked, wiping my upper lip self-consciously.

She took another drag on her cigarette. I noted the slight tremor in her fingers. ‘So, what shall we do tomorrow?’ she asked.

‘Tomorrow? What do you mean?’

‘I mean, what shall we do? I’m bored. We’ve got a week until term starts. So?’

I felt my skin flush. I had to turn away to hide the inelegant grin that threatened to spread across my face.

‘Whatever you want,’ I said. I picked up my cigarette and took a deeper drag this time. ‘I don’t mind. I’ll do whatever you want.’




Four

WE MET IN HEAVEN. I stood beneath the arches nursing a vodka and lemonade, and peered out at the gyrating mass of bodies. The DJ, shirtless, tipped his head back and spread his arms wide, Christ-like, while the crowd squirmed as one at his feet. I leaned back but then thought better of it. The brick wall was damp with other people’s sweat and breath. Someone tapped me on the shoulder.

‘You came!’ Victoria yelled over the music. She was wearing a tartan mini skirt, Doc Martens and a faded Rolling Stones T-shirt. Her hair was loose, her eyelids heavy with glitter. She pulled me into a hug, then took a step back and looked me up and down. ‘You look gorgeous.’

I smiled, relieved. I’d spent hours that afternoon deciding what to wear. I’d packed a few flimsy bodycon dresses and strappy heels in my suitcase, the sort of things girls wore on nights out back home, but, after meeting Victoria, I sensed a different look was required. I’d finally landed on a green check shirt, denim hotpants and Converse. ‘Thanks,’ I yelled back. ‘So do you.’

‘Sorry I’m late. The tubes were shit.’

I waved her apology away.

‘Thanks for agreeing to come out,’ she said. ‘You know when you just need to dance?’

I nodded, although the urge had never taken me.

The song changed and a cheer went up. Victoria squealed and, taking my hand, dragged me into the crowd. ‘I love this song!’

‘What?’

‘I said I love this song.’

I didn’t recognize it. It sounded just like the last one and the one before that, but when we reached the centre, I jumped and threw my arms in the air like everyone else.

As we danced, I caught glimpses of the people around me. I’d never been to a club like this before, one where men embraced men, women embraced women, and the air felt charged with possibility. It was different from the clubs I’d sneaked into while at college, where two-for-one Apple Sourz and getting groped by some acne-scarred teenage boy to Usher’s ‘Yeah!’ were the hallmarks of a Good Night Out.

The bass hummed in my teeth and one song blended into another. Sometimes I managed to catch Victoria’s eye, at which point she’d smile or pout or beckon me closer. I saw a couple of guys glance over at her approvingly, a couple of girls. I felt proud then, that Victoria had chosen me.

The lights flipped, green to blue. The song changed and the crowd lurched forward, pushing us closer together. Victoria turned to face me.

‘Are you having a good time?’ she shouted in my ear.

‘The best,’ I said, dabbing my forehead with my sleeve.

She looped her arms around my neck. ‘Are you drunk?’ she asked. Her breath was both sweet and vinegary.

‘Not really.’

‘Do you want to be?’ She pressed her hips against my own and swayed from side to side. I felt a dull ache in my pelvis. I laughed nervously and pulled away from her, ashamed.

‘I brought my brother’s credit card.’ She felt inside her back pocket and re-looped her arms, so we were nose to nose. ‘What do you want?’

‘I can pay.’

She shook her head and pulled a face.

‘I’ll have the same as you, then.’

Her fingers lingered a moment on my neck before she removed her hands and disappeared into the darkness. I bopped on the spot, looking to see which direction she’d gone. But it was useless. The music continued and people danced around me. I tried to watch what they were doing, to move in time with the crowd, but without Victoria there to guide me, I felt ridiculous.

After ten minutes, I pushed my way towards the bar, where I saw Victoria talking to an impossibly tall and handsome man in a tight white T-shirt and brown chinos. An unpleasant, unnameable sensation flared up inside my chest. Victoria glanced over and motioned for me to join them.

‘Double vodka and cranberry,’ she said, thrusting a plastic cup into my hand so red liquid sloshed onto my wrist.

‘Thanks,’ I said, not meeting her eye.

‘This is Angus,’ she said, sliding her arm around the man’s middle and resting her head on his chest.

‘Hi.’

He nodded and gave me a bland, disinterested smile.

‘We were at Trinity together,’ Victoria said.

‘Where?’ I asked, unsure whether I’d heard her correctly.

‘Oxford. I only managed two terms.’ She took a slug of her drink. ‘It was not for me. Angus is still on the academia treadmill though, aren’t you?’

The man bent down and whispered something in her ear.

She flashed him a knowing grin. ‘OK, see you later, hun.’

We watched him re-enter the crowd.

‘Isn’t he an absolute darling?’

‘Yeah.’

‘He’s doing Classics.’

‘Right.’

‘Bless him, he came out to his parents last weekend. I don’t think they were too happy about it, so he’s hiding out with some friends in Clapham until term restarts.’

‘Right,’ I said. ‘He’s gay. Of course.’

‘Well, yeah,’ Victoria said, rolling her eyes and gesturing towards the Pride flag emblazoned on the wall. ‘Obviously.’ She took a sip of her drink. ‘It’s not a problem, is it?’

‘What?’

‘Being here.’ Her eyes flicked towards a woman leaning against the wall with another pressed up against her, a hand disappearing beneath her top.

‘No. No problem,’ I said, looking at the floor, my drink, at anyone but her.

‘We can leave if you’re uncomfortable.’

‘I’m not uncomfortable. I’m . . .’ I grasped for the correct thing to say. ‘Comfortable.’

Victoria looked sceptical. ‘OK.’ She brushed her hair behind her ear. ‘Seen anyone you like?’

‘What do you mean?’ I wasn’t sure what she was asking. Did she think I was—?

‘Here – is there anyone you like the look of?’

‘No,’ I replied firmly. ‘You?’

She pursed her lips, considering the question, then, grinning, laced her fingers with my own. ‘Come on, let’s dance.’

WE SAT ON THE floor of McDonald’s, drunk and ravenous. The place was heaving despite the late hour. A gaggle of teenage girls stumbled past us in ankle-breaking stilettos; a homeless man lingered by the door asking for spare change or, if it’s not too much trouble, a Diet Coke; a stag group, all wearing shirts the same shade of salmon, eyeballed us as they swaggered towards the counter. Victoria stuffed a handful of fries inside her mouth.

‘It’s so weird,’ she slurred. ‘My parents have been divorced for years, but there’s still this flirtiness between them. When they see each other – which isn’t very often, I should say – Mum’s like a teenager again; she gets all giggly.’

‘When did they split up?’

‘God.’ She thought for a moment, swaying lightly. ‘I must’ve been six years old?’

‘That’s young.’

‘Yeah.’ She leaned over and swirled a fry in my barbecue sauce. ‘Dad’s a cad. He could never keep it in his trousers.’

‘Do you see your stepmum?’

‘Ugh, don’t say it like that, stepmum. No, I can’t stand her. Or the twins. Nasty little shits. But it’s fine. Dad’s in America mostly, and they almost never come over with him.’

‘What does your mum do in Surrey?’

Victoria grimaced. ‘Not a lot. The official line is, she runs a wine-importing business.’ She slurped her milkshake. ‘What about you? What do your parents do?’

‘Dad sells garden awnings and Mum works as a teaching assistant in a high school.’

‘Fun.’

‘Special educational needs, you know, things like that.’

‘Hmm.’ She sniffed and rummaged in her bag for more chips.

I felt I’d disappointed her in some way, although I wasn’t sure how.

‘I’m probably closer to my grandma though.’

‘Oh yeah?’ she said, still rummaging.

‘Yeah. She’s cool; a bit odd. Mum and Dad . . . ever since I was a kid, I don’t know, it’s like there’s been this distance between us—’

‘My great-grandmother had an affair with a Nazi officer,’ Victoria said, talking over me, her mouth filled with food.

‘Seriously?’ I said, trying to match her animated tone. It wasn’t something I’d brag openly about, but I was starting to realize Victoria came from a different world entirely.

‘Yep. There’s pictures and everything. Dad keeps them locked away though, for obvious reasons.’

‘You’ve had such an interesting life.’

She shrugged. ‘Not really. It’s just my family; they’re a mad bunch.’ She dipped another fry into my sauce. ‘My great-aunt died in a plane crash in the Alps.’

‘Wow.’

‘Now, she did have an interesting life. I think she was involved with a Kennedy at one point. Bless her, the old slag.’ She laughed and clambered unsteadily to her feet. She crushed the brown bag into a ball, then took my hand and pulled me up to standing. ‘Where do you live?’

‘I’m in halls.’

‘Oh, weird.’ She pulled down her top, which had ridden up. ‘I thought everyone house shared at RLSDA.’

‘They do. I just wanted my own space.’

‘Whereabouts?’ she asked, staggering towards the door.

‘Near Baker Street.’

‘Can I stay at yours? It’ll be a pain getting back to mine at this time.’

I hesitated. As much as I’d enjoyed the evening, I wasn’t sure if I could handle being alone with Victoria in my cramped little room. But then I pictured her standing on the kerb, shivering and off her face, desperately trying to hail a cab. ‘Sure. Of course you can.’

I UNLOCKED THE DOOR.

‘You’ve not unpacked much,’ she said, stepping inside.

‘No, sorry – I would’ve tidied up more if I’d known you were coming over.’

Her eyes roamed the blank walls. ‘You should put posters up.’

‘Yeah, no, I will. I’ll get around to it soon,’ I replied, chastened.

‘You know what’ – Victoria edged past my open suitcase – ‘although it’s small, it’s actually kind of cute.’ She placed her hands on the windowsill and peered down at the courtyard. ‘I mean, for you. I don’t think I could live here. But then I have a lot of stuff.’ She reached for the photograph by my bedside – one of the few things I’d unpacked – and turned it over. ‘Julie and Tom with Shannon, aged five. Are these your parents?’

‘Yes. That was taken at my auntie’s wedding.’

‘You look so cute.’ She squinted at the picture, then me. ‘Your hair was a bit redder back then. And your eyes looked bluer.’

I took the photo from her and stared at the girl in the frame, the hopeful expression on her face. ‘Yeah, well, it was a long time ago.’

I let Victoria take the bed. She said she was happy to share, but I wasn’t used to sharing my space with anyone and Victoria’s presence, although flattering, made me feel uneasy. There was something about her manner that was too familiar, too intimate, like she was daring me to cross a line I wasn’t sure I wanted to cross yet. I couldn’t trust myself to lie so close to her, to feel her chest rise and fall beside mine, to have her hair spread across the pillow, mingling with my own.

I went to the bathroom to brush my teeth. When I returned, Victoria was in her bra and knickers, sitting on the bed. She had headphones in and was flicking through my MP3 player. I coughed and tapped on the door, my door.

‘What are you doing?’

Victoria glanced up at me and smiled. ‘What did you say?’ she said, removing an earpiece.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Seeing what you’re into.’

‘Oh.’

She replaced the earpiece and returned to twiddling the dial.

I wanted her to stop, to stop touching and fiddling and looking through my things.

‘I’ve got pyjamas you can borrow, if you want,’ I said pointedly.

‘Hmm?’ she said, looking up.

‘I said I’ve got pyjamas you can borrow,’ more softly this time.

She pulled the headphones out and rolled up the wire. ‘Nah. I’m like a furnace at night.’

‘OK.’ I stood, lingering by the door, trying to look anywhere else but at the porcelain line of her tummy.

‘You’re a dark horse,’ she said, waving the MP3 player at me. ‘Lots of classical music.’ She slid it back inside the drawer. ‘I wouldn’t have expected that.’

I felt my cheeks redden. ‘Yeah, no, it’s dumb.’

‘Babe, I’m not criticizing you. I think it’s cool that you like your own thing.’

‘Oh, OK.’ I dumped the two cushions I’d nicked from the shared living area on the floor. ‘Err yeah, well, it helps me relax.’

‘Oh, absolutely. I get it. Me? I just love jazz,’ she said, sitting forward.

‘You do?’ I kicked my suitcase under the desk and pulled my thickest bath towel from the closet. ‘What kind?’

‘Just like’ – she thought for a moment – ‘just like general jazz.’

There was a pause.

‘Cool. Are you ready for bed?’

‘God yeah, I’m exhausted.’

I flicked the light switch and arranged myself on the floor. Victoria hitched her knees up and scooted down under the covers. She plumped the pillow with her fist and lay on her side to face me.

‘Well, this is cosy,’ she said in a low purr.

‘Yes,’ I replied, shifting my weight to try and get comfortable.

‘Are you sure you’re OK down there?’ she asked, dangling her arm from the bed and pawing at my shoulder.

‘Don’t worry about me.’

She lifted the covers a few inches. ‘There’s room, you know. If you’re cold.’

‘Honestly, I’m fine.’

‘Suit yourself,’ she said, curling into a ball. ‘So . . .’

‘So . . .’

‘Do you think your boyfriend will come and visit you in halls?’ she asked.

‘I don’t have a boyfriend.’

‘You don’t? I thought you said you did.’

‘No.’

‘A girlfriend?’

I buried my face in the cushion at the insinuation. ‘No.’

‘How come?’

I sighed. ‘I don’t know . . . I’ve just never really done all that.’ I paused. ‘What about you?’

‘Are you asking if I’m single?’

‘Yes.’

‘I mean, I guess so, yeah . . . I’ve not been with anyone for a while.’

I waited for her to continue, but she didn’t. I glanced over. She’d rolled away from me and was staring at the ceiling, her eyes glowing white in the darkness.

We lay in silence for a few minutes and I began to drift off.

‘Shannon?’

‘Yes,’ I replied, half asleep.

‘Can I ask you something?’ She sounded different, vulnerable all of a sudden.

‘Go on then.’

‘Are you a virgin?’ Is that what she said? Her voice was so quiet I could barely hear her.

I opened my eyes. There was only one answer, but I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to give it to her. ‘Yes,’ I said eventually, shifting to face her. ‘Are you?’

I watched her snuggle down deeper and then, after a moment, the imperceptible shake of her head.

I BOUGHT TWO COFFEES, two muffins and a fruit salad (in case that was her thing) from the cafeteria and climbed the stairs. I hadn’t slept a wink. All night my mind had been racing, replaying every moment of the evening, wondering if I’d pitched myself right, if I’d given too much of myself away or not enough, whether she liked me. When I re-entered the room, Victoria was dressed in her clothes from last night and picking through one of my still-to-be-unpacked boxes of books.

‘I didn’t realize you were awake,’ I said, placing the coffees on the desk.

‘You read a lot,’ she replied.

‘Err, yeah.’

She lifted a book out. ‘How to Win Friends and Influence People.’

I grabbed it from her and laughed – self-deprecatingly, I hoped. ‘There’s a lot of old shit in there. I just brought everything I could pack.’

‘I can see that,’ she said, raising an eyebrow. She picked out another. ‘Jane Eyre.’

‘Careful, there’re a couple of loose pages,’ I said, taking it from her. ‘It’s my favourite.’

‘I’ve never read it.’

‘I stole it from school. We had to do it in English,’ I said, gazing at the worn cover. ‘We had to read aloud for an assessment.’ I paused. ‘I was so shy. I don’t think I’d ever read aloud to anyone before that point.’

‘Ah, the burgeoning actress. Did you do well?’

I felt my cheeks go red. I placed the book back in the box. ‘Yes and no. I liked it, reading aloud, having all those people watching me. I didn’t expect to, but then, I don’t know . . .’

‘What happened?’

‘I got some weird feedback.’

‘What?’

‘It’s nothing.’

‘Go on.’

I sighed. ‘The teacher said I did really well, that I inhabited the character of Jane and everything, but at the bottom of the assessment page I could see he’d written something and then rubbed it out.’

‘What did it say?’

‘I’ve never told anyone this before.’

‘Go on, what did he write?’

I hesitated. ‘Face disappears.’

Victoria gave a bark of laughter. ‘Face disappears? What does that even mean?’

I hadn’t expected that response. It wasn’t funny, not to me at least. ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I don’t know what it means.’

‘That’s some cryptic bullshit.’

‘Yeah.’

‘What a creep.’

‘Yeah.’

Victoria picked up the book and flipped to a page where the corner had been folded down. ‘There is no happiness like that of being loved by your fellow creatures, and feeling that your presence is an addition to their comfort.’ She closed it. ‘Is that when you knew you wanted to act, reading Jane Eyre out loud to the class?’

I shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I don’t remember making a choice.’

‘Well, did you want to do it when you were a kid?’

‘Maybe. I can’t really remember. My childhood’s a bit of a blur.’ My hand shook as I prised the lid off my coffee. I didn’t want to think about that, not now, not in this new life. I sat on the edge of the desk. ‘What about you? When did you decide you wanted to be an actress?’

Victoria lay back on the bed and puffed out her cheeks. ‘Now there’s a question.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘Well, I suppose I’ve always been a performer. I used to do dressage, ballet and piano. And then when I was eight, I was crowned May Queen in the nearby village. That was pretty cool.’

‘Did you get to wear a crown?’

‘I did!’ She sat up on her elbows. ‘And I had a sash and this big gold stick to wave around, which I enjoyed very much.’ She smiled to herself. ‘And then I think I was around eleven when I got my modelling agent.’

‘You had a modelling agent?’

‘Yes. I got scouted at a friend’s birthday party, in Pizza Express of all places.’ She rolled her eyes and grinned. ‘Oh, the glamour. Anyway, she got me my acting agent after that.’

‘Wait, you’ve had your agent since you were eleven?’

‘Yeah,’ she shrugged. ‘Well, I’ve had an agent since then. I’m with an adult one now obviously. I didn’t get much work when I was a kid. Although I did do this fizzy drink advert—’

‘What for?’

‘Believe me, you wouldn’t have heard of it. I think it got banned in the EU or something. There was a whole lawsuit. I’ve looked for it online, but I can’t find it anywhere. Anyway, then I played Marta in The Sound of Music, which was pretty cool.’

‘Where?’

‘Oh, everywhere. It was the national tour. I got to meet Julie Andrews after the show one evening, which was just insane. But then after that I didn’t really act again for a while.’ She grabbed both her tits. ‘Alas, the awkward adolescent years.’

‘Not a girl, not yet a woman.’

‘You said it, Britney. Then I did some stuff at boarding school, a load of gender-bending because it was all girls and I was unlucky enough to have a husky voice, so I had to play all the old man parts.’

I smiled and scooped a piece of muffin into my mouth. I liked Victoria. I liked her stories.

‘And then, when I was sixteen, I played Gwendolen Fairfax in The Importance of Being Earnest.’ She stopped and her shoulders seemed to slump. She cleared her throat. ‘Sorry, can you pass me that coffee?’

I handed it to her. She took a sip and stared at her lap for a moment. ‘Anyway, it turns out there was this BBC casting assistant in the audience, some relative of one of the girls, and he invited me to audition for Sense and Sensibility. It was just a small role, a maid, but I got the part, and that was the last time I acted. So, I don’t know when I decided to be an actress. I guess it just happened.’

‘Wait, wait, hold on. You were in Sense and Sensibility? You were in a period drama on the BBC?’

She gave me a tight smile. ‘Yep.’

‘That’s huge.’

‘I guess.’ She placed the coffee down and got up. ‘You know what – sorry, Shannon – I’ve got a busy day. I should probably get back.’

‘Do you want to shower?’ I asked, crestfallen. I didn’t want her to leave. ‘You can shower if you want.’

‘No, it’s fine. Thanks. And thanks for letting me stay.’ She grabbed her things and went towards the door. But then, thinking better of it, she stopped and turned around. ‘Although, maybe we could hang out later?’ All of a sudden she looked nervous, like a little girl. ‘If you want to. Only if you want to though.’

‘I do want to, yeah.’

‘Cool.’ Her eyes lit up. She smiled and, despite the hangover and the bed head and the makeup still smeared across her face from last night, just then, my new friend Victoria looked impossibly beautiful to me. ‘I’ll text you.’

WE ENDED UP SPENDING the whole week together. I visited her at her father’s house in Hampstead. We climbed out of the poky attic window and onto the roof, where we settled ourselves on the lichen-covered slate. We drank whatever we could find in the house. We smoked. We stared out across sunsets on the Heath. She told me about the girls she’d been to school with, that they were all bitches, that they were all sweethearts, that she wished she’d been home-schooled, that boarding builds character, that she didn’t want children, that she longed to be a mother. I listened to it all. I ummed and ahhed and cooed at all the right moments, lapping up her stories like a greedy cat, my whiskers covered in cream, enjoying every slick morsel of information, storing away each memory to be taken out and turned over, rattled and cherished.

We went to pubs, we visited bars. She took me to a rooftop in Dalston where we danced until 4 a.m. We caught night buses and rode on the top deck as dawn broke and the city’s cleaners boarded, ready to scrape away the detritus of the previous day. We went to the theatre. We got groundling tickets for Macbeth at the Globe. We gazed up at the wide eye of the sky. My legs ached from standing. My cheeks ached from smiling. Red liquid sprayed the audience when the knife plunged into Duncan’s heart. When we emerged onto the riverbank, she licked her thumb and wiped the blood from my forehead.

One week. That’s how long it took for me to love Victoria completely.

I stopped checking the Facebook group. I didn’t care about the others. I’d meet them when the time came. And until then, I had Victoria. We were going to conquer the school, the stage, the world – together.

REGISTRATION WAS ON MONDAY. On Sunday afternoon I called Victoria. It went straight to voicemail. I left a message. Let’s get a drink. Shall I come over? That evening I still hadn’t heard from her. I called again. This time she picked up. Hi, she said stuffily. She said she was sorry for not calling but she felt like she was coming down with something. She said she thought she’d better rest, that she didn’t want to turn up on the first day feeling ill. I said that was fine, it was fair enough. I offered to come over with a tin of chicken soup. She laughed and said I was sweet, but no. She said she was just going to take a bath and go to sleep, that she’d see me in the morning, bright and early, Shirley.

She said goodbye and hung up. Love you, bye. I lay on my bed. I hoped my friend would feel better by tomorrow. She was right, it was for the best that we didn’t see each other. We’d catch up in the morning. We had a big day ahead of us. I put my phone on the floor and, within minutes, was asleep.




Five

‘CALL ME REX,’ THE third-year in the grey T-shirt said. ‘I’ll be your student liaison for the day. Any questions, just come and find me. We’ll do a quick tour and then I’ll drop you off back at reception, where you can get your ID cards. Sound good?’

The group murmured their assent. I looked around. Victoria wasn’t here yet. Or maybe she was with another cohort. As Rex led us up the stairs, I typed out a quick message.

Monday, 7th September at 10:05

Shannon Bell

Hey, what group are you in? I’m with this Rex guy. Maybe I can meet you for the ID bit? Let me know xx

Rex ushered us through some security doors and down a long corridor. The excited chatter died away, replaced with hushed awe at the vaulted ceilings, the polished marble floor, the gilded portraits that peered down at us.

Rex stopped by a plinth. He reached a hand out and stroked the bronze bust that sat atop it.

‘This is Ollie,’ he announced. ‘Oliver Hewlett-Smith – the founder of the school.’ He smirked at us. ‘All us students stroke his nose before doing a show. It’s good luck.’

A ripple of excitement went through the group as we were let in on this nugget of theatrical lore.

‘Honest to God, it’s not even bollocks. A girl in my class, Annabelle, stroked him before she went on to do her Ophelia, and the next day she got a job at The Nash.’

The group cooed and chattered in response. I wasn’t entirely sure what The Nash was, but it sounded impressive.

‘Go ahead, give him a stroke.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re at RLSDA now. You need all the luck you can get.’

Each member of the group stepped forward in turn and stroked the long nose, worn to a dull copper by years of fraught, ambitious fingers.

I went last. I pressed my thumb to the bust. The head toppled slightly. Rex stepped in front of me.

‘Woah there. I think that’s enough luck for today.’

Monday, 7th September at 10:56

Shannon Bell

Hey, I’m in the queue. You here yet? Xx

The person ahead of me moved.

Monday, 7th September at 10:57

Shannon Bell

The ID queue I mean, haha, just in case you were like, what queue?? Xx

I shuffled forwards. I glanced over my shoulder but didn’t see anyone I recognized. Even Rex had abandoned us.

I looked at my phone. There were no new messages.

I sighed and rubbed my eye, whereupon some dust mote, some speck of dirt got stuck. I blinked a few times, trying to dislodge it, but the thing burrowed deeper.

‘Ow, bastard.’

I wiped my hand on my jeans, pulled back my eyelid, and tried to dig it out with my finger.

The queue moved forward.

I tried again, pinning my eyelid back, rooting around for the lash or grit or demon that was causing my discomfort.

‘Next!’

I looked to the side and caught my reflection in a glass display case. My eyes were streaming. A woman with a clipboard stopped beside me.

‘Name?’

‘Shannon Bell.’

‘Are you OK, sweetheart?’

‘Yes, no, I’m fine – I’ve just—’

‘I know the first day is nerve-racking, but you’ll be all right.’ She squeezed my shoulder and continued moving down the line.

‘Name?’

The queue moved forward again. Now there were only two people between me and the camera’s unforgiving gaze. I dabbed at my face, wiping as much mascara from beneath my eyes as I could.

‘Next!’ the photographer yelled.

I sat down in front of the blue backdrop. My nose was running now too. I stared down the lens, holding my eye open as long as I dared.

The camera flashed.

‘Next!’

One more blink and the grit, with virtuosic timing, dislodged itself.

‘First-years, this way please!’ someone yelled.

I was ushered through a different door and into a new crowd of people.

‘Once you’ve had your photograph taken, please head to the Hewlett Theatre. The principal’s address will start in five minutes.’

I walked through the padded velvet doors and into the crimson five-hundred-seat theatre. Another third-year was directing students to fill up from the front.

That’s when I saw her.

She was sitting three rows from the stage, already hemmed in by students on all sides. She had her feet on the chair in front of
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