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"There are stages, and there are stages.

Only one of them is wooden."

— Louisa Ivybridge, undated

Chapter 1

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Horatio, and Other Things I Did Not Volunteer For
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🔍  how to be the side character in a play and also in your own life simultaneously


Horatio, I learned in the first week of November, is the friend in Hamlet who does not die.

This is, statistically, an excellent role to be cast in. By the end of the play, of the eight characters whose names you can remember the morning after the performance, six of them are dead. Hamlet — dead. His mother — dead. His uncle — dead. Ophelia — dead. Her father — dead. Her brother — dead. Two minor characters named Rosencrantz and Guildenstern — dead, although off-stage, which Tommie says is the “coward's death” and which Mr. Bartlett, when she said this, looked at her for a long quiet moment and then said: “Tommie. There are people in the world who would pay good money to die off-stage.”

And Horatio? Horatio survives. Horatio is the one who, at the end, holds the dying Hamlet and is asked to tell the story. Horatio is, in a word that Mr. Bartlett used in our first rehearsal and that I, Lola Vance, have not been able to stop thinking about since: the witness. The character whose job is not to act but to remember.

This is, I want to record, a slightly strange role to be cast in when you are eleven years old and have spent the last two months trying to figure out whether your grandmother is, or has ever been, a witness to anything.

Mr. Bartlett, when he announced the cast list on Monday morning, did not, of course, mention any of this. He simply tapped the list with his finger and said: “All right. We rehearse Wednesday afternoon. Get the scripts. Read everything. I am, as you know, a director who reads. I expect you to be readers. We will have, at any one time, eight people on the stage and one of you in the booth at the back, and we are going to make, I want to be clear, a real piece of theater. Not a school play. A piece of theater that happens to involve a school. Is that understood?”

Tommie said, very seriously, with both hands flat on the desk: “Sir. We will not let you down.”

Mr. Bartlett said, “Tommie. Please. Do not promise things. Just rehearse.”

◆  ◆  ◆

The first rehearsal was on Wednesday at three-fifteen, in the auditorium, which is on the third floor of our building, in the wing that, until the fall of last year, used to also be where the senior chemistry lab was.

The auditorium itself is — and I have been here for only two months, so I want to write down what it looked like to me on that Wednesday, before I knew it well — the auditorium is a long room with a stage at one end and twelve rows of fold-down red velvet chairs at the other. There are heavy curtains at the back of the stage that I am pretty sure have not been cleaned since the previous century. There is a small wooden booth at the back of the room, raised up half a meter on a platform, with a window cut into it, and inside the booth there is a desk with one ancient laptop and a small slider board for the lights. Rae, on Monday afternoon, had already gone up into the booth and informed us, on her return, that the sound system was “held together with electrical tape and prayer” and that she would, in her words, “need a weekend to make it acceptable.”

Around the stage and the booth and the velvet chairs, the auditorium is panelled in dark wood that goes nearly to the ceiling. The ceiling has paintings on it — three plump women in long dresses, with a small angel that I think used to be holding a wreath but is, in 2026, just holding the smudge of where a wreath used to be.

There are two doors out of the auditorium. The main one, at the back, leads to the third-floor corridor. The other one, down by the stage, leads to a narrow back-stage hallway that runs the length of the building, with two small dressing rooms on the right side, a costume closet on the left, and a fire door at the far end with a faded EMERGENCY EXIT sign that is, in November of 2026, half a century old.

It is this corridor that I, on the first afternoon of rehearsals, walked down to find a coat hook for my jacket, and which, on the way back, I noticed runs almost directly past a small unmarked door, just before the costume closet, with a brass plate that has been painted over many times in many different colors of paint but on which you can still, if you bend your head to the side and look at the right angle, faintly make out the number 17.

I did not stop and look at the door.

I walked past it as if it was an ordinary door, on my way to a costume closet that I, technically, had no business being in.

But I noted it.

My grandmother had said, on the night I came back from the lake, that the auditorium was one floor up and twelve meters to the right of Room 17.

My grandmother, I now realized, had been wrong by twelve meters and one floor.

Room 17 was, in fact, on the same floor as the auditorium.

Twelve meters to the right of where I was standing at this exact moment.

And nobody, in eight weeks of rehearsals to come, was going to be able to keep me from walking past it three times a day, twice a week, for the next six weeks.
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Mr. Bartlett, As Director
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🔍  what does it mean when a teacher you thought you knew turns out to be a different person at three fifteen on a wednesday afternoon


Mr. Bartlett, in the classroom, was a man in a worn jacket who corrected our essays in red pen and sighed exactly twice per lesson.

Mr. Bartlett, in the auditorium at three fifteen on a Wednesday afternoon, was a different person.

This Mr. Bartlett did not wear the jacket. He had, when we arrived on the first day, taken it off and hung it on the back of a chair in the front row. This Mr. Bartlett wore a dark thin sweater that I had never seen on him at school. This Mr. Bartlett pushed his glasses up into his hair and left them there for two hours at a time. This Mr. Bartlett spoke very quickly, with his hands, in a way that no Mr. Bartlett of any morning classroom had ever spoken — gesturing at angles, sweeping at the air, sometimes literally walking from one end of the stage to the other while he was talking, to demonstrate where a character should be.

Tommie, after the first rehearsal, walking back across the second courtyard in the early dark of the November afternoon, said in a small wondering voice: — Lola. I have known Mr. Bartlett for two years. I did not know he was THAT person.

Rae said, beside her: — He used to write plays. He had one staged at the Vígszínház in 1999. I looked him up after the audition list went up. The play closed after two performances. It was, by every contemporary review, terrible. He gave up writing the next year and started teaching.

Tommie said: — Rae. That is the SADDEST thing you have ever told me.

Rae said: — Tommie. I am, in this instance, giving you a fact. The fact is, on its own, neither sad nor not sad. You are interpreting the fact.

Tommie said, more slowly: — Rae. He WANTED to be a writer. He had ONE play. It FAILED. He spent twenty-five years teaching SIXTH GRADERS about adverbs.

Rae said: — Yes. That is, statistically, what most failed playwrights end up doing.

Tommie said: — RAE. NO. We are not allowed to be casual about this. We are going to make this play the BEST. We are going to make this play so good that Mr. Bartlett at the curtain call thinks, just for one second, that maybe the Vígszínház was wrong. We are going to give him, in his thirtieth year of being a teacher, one beautiful Tuesday night. Are we all in agreement.

Rae said, slowly: — Tommie. That was the most articulate sentence you have ever delivered in my presence.

Tommie said: — RAE. THANK YOU. THAT MEANT A LOT.

◆  ◆  ◆

The first read-through was — and I want to write this carefully, because it was, in retrospect, the moment when I realized this was not going to be a normal school play — the first read-through was the most serious afternoon I have spent in any school building in my life.

We sat in the front three rows of the velvet chairs. Mr. Bartlett, on the stage, in his thin sweater, with his glasses in his hair, paced back and forth and explained the play to us.

Hamlet, he said, was not a play about ghosts. It was a play about a young person who finds out, very suddenly, that the adults around him have been lying to him about something important, and who has to decide what to do with the information.

(He did not, when he said this, look at me. He did not look at any of us. He looked, instead, at a small water stain on the back wall of the auditorium and kept his face perfectly still.)

Hamlet, he said, was also a play about a young person who hesitates, and the question of the play was whether to hesitate is, in fact, always the wrong thing to do. He said — and I am writing this down because I want to remember — that there are, in his thirty years of teaching, exactly three sentences in the play that he believed every student should know by heart, even if they remembered nothing else. He said them out loud, slowly, three times, in the front rows of the auditorium, with no irony at all in his voice:


"To thine own self be true."

"The play's the thing wherein I'll catch the conscience of the
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