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PROLOGUE

2018

BROOKE, 22

‘I would describe your tendencies as codependent,’ Sanjay said.

I looked up. He was sitting on one of those big, comfy armchairs in front of the window, silhouetted by the light behind him. I had to squint to try and make eye contact. All his clients must struggle when the sun comes through, I thought. Maybe someone should tell him.

‘Codependent?’ I said.

He nodded slowly. All his movements were measured, his words too. There was something reassuring about them, even if I couldn’t make out his face. ‘Do you know what that means?’

‘No. I’ve heard of it, but not really.’

‘It means a one-sided relationship. In simple terms, you’ve got the needy codependent, and the narcissist or addict. I’m not saying that Charlie is a narcissist or an addict, that’s just a typical example. But there’s a dynamic, one where you are dependent on external sources of love in order to be okay. Would you say you were dependent on Charlie’s love?’

I paused for a second. ‘Yes. To an extent.’

I expected him to fill the silence, and as usual, he didn’t. Do therapists get all these qualifications and charge all this money just to sit there and not say anything?

‘But aren’t most people in relationships a little bit dependent on each other?’

‘Absolutely, otherwise we’d all walk out of a breakup unscathed. There’s practical dependence, perhaps where one partner is a homemaker and the other earns the income; take one away through death or breakup and you’re left with a person who isn’t able to look after themselves properly. And then there’s also emotional dependence, which I think is relevant to you, Brooke. The goal is to keep things at a healthy level, enough to say, “I love you, but if I had to be alone, I know I’d be okay”.’

I looked down at my hands, my fingers twisting around themselves. ‘I’d die if Charlie left me.’

‘That’s what I’d like to work on with you. I’m not saying we have to be in a situation where you are alone. But I think it would be useful to work on your self-esteem, and draw it from yourself, rather than from things outside of you.’

I looked up at him again. The sun was blazing. I could just make out his legs crossed lazily, his hands dangling over the arms of the chair. I looked back down at my fingers. ‘That would be nice,’ I mumbled.

‘You said your parents separated when you were young.’

‘Ten. Divorced by twelve.’

‘And after that separation, how involved was your father in your life?’

‘About as involved as he was before they split. Which is to say, not very.’

‘That must’ve been hard,’ Sanjay said. ‘I wonder if that left you with space that requires filling, so when you enter a new relationship, you already enter needing. Which makes it hard for you to leave, even when it’s not working out, because you’re relying on this other person to give you love. You’re not giving it to yourself.’

More silence. I kept my eyes fixed on my hands. He kept his fixed on me. At least, I thought so. That damn window.

‘I would be interested to know about any significant relationships that you had prior to Charlie, if that’s okay for you to talk about. Maybe we’ll see some patterns emerging.’

I stiffened.

‘You seemed to have a reaction to that,’ Sanjay said.

‘It’s just…’ I sighed. ‘I never… I’ve never talked to anyone about this before.’

‘Therapy is—’

‘I’ve done therapy before. I’ve talked about… my feelings.’

‘An old boyfriend?’

I nodded.

‘Would you say you were dependent on his affection?’

‘Very,’ I said.

Sanjay paused. ‘Well, when you’re ready.’

I didn’t say anything for a long time. How am I supposed to talk about what happened? ‘I was a teenager. I was fourteen.’

‘Uh huh.’

‘He was… seventeen, I think. When I first… when we first…’

Sanjay nodded. ‘What was his name?’

I looked up. ‘His name was Matt.’


ACT 1: 14 | 17

2010


SCENE 1: MATT, 17

‘He’s gonna get ID’ed,’ Fliss whined.

‘I’m not gonna get ID’ed,’ I said.

‘I just don’t want to get kicked out. We’ve drunk tinnies in my living room one too many times now.’

‘He’ll be fine,’ her twin brother Simon said, swinging open the door to The Anchor.

‘You won’t go up to the bar, will you Matt?’ Fliss looked worried.

‘I won’t go up to the bar,’ I repeated.

She led me to a secluded booth in the far corner while Simon flashed his perfectly valid ID at the barman. A minute later, he deposited three ciders on the table. ‘So, did you say you had an audition today?’

I nodded and took a sip. ‘I kind of want a big part. It’ll be my last Stagefright show before uni.’

‘I’ll never understand how you can do all that without getting nervous,’ he said. ‘Get on stage, say all those lines and shit.’

‘Well, when you put it like that, there’s not much to it,’ I laughed.

Fliss checked her phone. ‘Ellie and Georgia are on their way.’

I glanced at my phone too. I had a new email.

‘Oof, cast list is out,’ I said. Fliss and Simon looked at me as I opened the attachment. The top line read the words ROMEO: Matt Williams.

‘What did you get?’ Fliss asked.

‘I got Romeo,’ I said, trying not to sound too pleased with myself.

Simon said, ‘Waheeey,’ at the same time Fliss said, ‘Well done!’

‘Thanks.’ I put the phone down and sipped my drink.

‘Who’s Juliet?’ Fliss asked.

‘Erm…’ I picked the phone back up. ‘Brooke Tyler.’

‘Who? Is she in our year?’

‘No, she’s a bit younger,’ I said. ‘She only joined a few months ago. I think her sister’s the year below us.’

Simon nodded. ‘Amy Tyler.’

‘Jesus, you really do know every girl in sixth form, don’t you?’ Fliss rolled her eyes.

Simon raised his glass quickly. ‘Let’s toast to the fact that we’re gonna have to pretend we don’t hate Shakespeare for three months and then pay seven quid to watch Matt die on a church hall stage.’

‘Cheers to that,’ I laughed.

*

That Wednesday was the first full-cast rehearsal in the Connell Complex, a glorified community hall. In this small town there wasn’t a lot to do other than amateur theatre, so Stagefright was just one of many drama groups that had popped up over the years. Several people had already arrived by the time I walked up the stairs and into the rehearsal room. My friend Lewis, a huge rugby player who’d been cast as Romeo’s father, greeted me with a clap on the back that almost winded me. ‘My son! Congrats, leading man!’

‘Hi Lewis.’

‘You’re officially my child now. Prepare for some serious patronising.’

‘You’re, like, two years older than me.’

‘And don’t you forget it,’ he grinned, then leaned in so his voice wouldn’t carry. ‘I’ve gotta say, I’m surprised at Juliet. Brooke Tyler? Against, like, Tilly?’

‘Was Tilly upset she didn’t get it?’

‘I dunno, mate. I just thought Brooke was an outside shout. She seems so shy. Tilly’s older, been in loads of shows, we all know she can act.’

‘Yeah, and now she’s got to act with you. No wonder she’s upset.’

Just then, Brooke walked in wearing denim shorts that were a little too large for her. She was tall and slim, with pale skin and long, brown hair. Lucy, a girl in her year, greeted her with a hug. Over Lucy’s shoulder I saw her glance at me, then look away quickly.

When everyone had arrived, we pulled up chairs while the directors handed out copies of Romeo and Juliet. I glanced around and saw Brooke, safely shielded next to Lucy. Despite being one of the taller girls, she seemed to shrink into herself.

‘Do you see what I mean, mate?’ Lewis whispered to me. ‘She’s so quiet. If she doesn’t loosen up, she’s gonna be a ballache for you to act with.’

‘Give her a chance,’ I hissed.

‘We’ll end up doing Romeo and,’ he went on. ‘Just Romeo and, no Juliet. I suppose we could have Romeo and Friar Laurence—’

‘Today,’ the director Stephen began, ‘we’re just going to talk about your characters and build up a background for them. What are their traits? What’s their favourite food? Do they have an accent?’

‘Oui oui!’ said Callum, Lucy’s older brother, who was playing Count Paris. ‘My guy’s French, isn’t he?’

‘Actually, everyone’s Italian,’ Meg, the second director, explained. ‘But you can be French if you want.’

‘We’ll get to characters in a minute. For now, pair up with someone you’re acting with. So Romeo with Juliet, Mr and Mrs Capulet, that kind of thing. You’ll be working together a lot over the next three months, so come up with five facts about yourself and get to know each other. Off you go, then.’

I looked at Brooke, but she was avoiding my eyes, watching Lucy wander off with someone else. As I picked up my chair and moved to sit by her, I saw her looking around, looking at her phone, looking anywhere but at me. When I finally put my chair down, her eyes reluctantly slid onto mine.

‘Hi,’ I smiled warmly.

‘Hi,’ she said, her voice cracking.

‘Five facts,’ I said. ‘I hate this game. We do it in lessons all the time.’

She attempted a laugh, but it came out more as a cough.

I carried on. ‘Normally I just say I was a Christmas pudding in a school play.’

She smiled. ‘I normally go with the fact I’ve never had salt and vinegar crisps.’

‘You’ve never had salt and vinegar?’

She shrugged.

‘Huh,’ I said, and the conversation died. Lewis was right, I thought, this is going to be a ballache.

Finally, she said, ‘Are you doing A-Levels?’

‘Maths, Chemistry, and Drama. Does that count as three facts?’ I spoke with performed enthusiasm, trying to put her at ease.

‘I’m taking Drama too.’ She lit up. ‘For GCSE next year, with Sociology and Art. That’s two facts each. And I’d like to be an actor one day, that’s my third. What about you? What do you want to be?’

‘Erm,’ I sighed, not wanting to think about my conditional university offers. ‘Something in Chemistry. That’s what I’ve applied to do at uni.’

‘So, a scientist?’

‘I have no idea. I just picked something I’m good at.’

‘Okay, so your third fact is that you maybe want to be a scientist, but not for definite.’ She seemed to have relaxed a little.

‘And my fourth is that I’m not very good at explaining things!’

She laughed. ‘Yeah, me too. I’m not very good at talking. That’s my fourth.’ She retreated into herself a little. That confident moment I’d been nurturing coming to an abrupt end.

‘I think you’re easy to talk to,’ I said, even though I didn’t.

Her face brightened, and she looked at me for a long moment. I jumped to break the silence.

‘And five… um… what’s your middle name?’

‘Maria.’

‘Mine’s James. Good! Five facts all done.’ I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile.

The silence hung for a little too long, and again I saw her look down. I extended my hand. ‘Nice to meet you, Brooke Maria Tyler.’

‘Nice to meet you, Matthew James Williams.’ She shook it, brightening again.

‘Now talk about your character’s details,’ Stephen called out over the volume of discussion. ‘Accents, age, family, hobbies, anything you can think of.’

I looked at Brooke, eager to keep her chatting, to keep her from getting shy again. ‘So, an accent for Juliet?’

‘Probably English. Romeo?’

‘English too. I can’t do any others.’ I laughed, and she smiled.

After a pause, she added, ‘I don’t know how to act older than I am.’

‘Juliet’s fourteen, well, thirteen, in the real play.’

‘Oh, okay. I thought she was meant to be a lot older than me.’

‘There’s a line where the nurse said she’s not quite fourteen, and Romeo could be anything from sixteen to, like, twenty-five. So, you’re perfect for the part. Here, I’ll show you.’

I opened the script in my hand, flicking through in search of the line. When I gave up and turned back to her, Brooke had been studying my motions and was now looking at me expectantly.

‘Family,’ I went on, for something to say. ‘That’s easy, Capulets and Montagues. Hobbies…’

‘I guess mine could be standing on a balcony wondering where Romeo is,’ she laughed, and I laughed too, a little harder than expected.

‘Fun fact: “wherefore” doesn’t actually mean “where,” it means, “why.” So, when she says, “wherefore art thou, Romeo,” she’s saying, “why are you Romeo, why are you a Montague?” Common misconception.’

‘That’s what I said!’ Brooke was suddenly animated. ‘But Callum kept saying I was wrong—he’ll believe me now that a guy agrees with me.’

‘Callum, as in, Lucy’s brother?’ I glanced over at the lanky sixteen-year-old chatting away in French to his partner, who didn’t look impressed.

‘Yeah, so he’s basically my brother too. A sexist one,’ Brooke laughed.

‘Don’t let him wind you up,’ I smiled. ‘He doesn’t deserve the satisfaction.’

When the session ended, Lewis invited me to Bristol. ‘Rugby night out. We’re going to Thekla. You wanna come?’

‘Can’t, mate. They ID everywhere in the city. I’ll have to settle for sitting at the back of The Anchor and keeping my head down.’

‘Ah, not long now dude. I’m gonna give you an eighteenth to remember—or one you can’t remember at all, more like. How was your session anyway, chatting to Juliet?’

‘Yeah, it was fine. Y’know, I think you’re wrong about her. She just needs a little encouragement to come out of her shell.’

‘If you say so. See you next week, bro—unless you want to go out tomorrow night?’

‘Still seventeen, Lewis.’

‘I’m just messing.’

I followed him towards the door, jacket in hand. Brooke was chatting with Lucy, but turned to me as I passed.

‘Nice one, Juliet,’ I said, offering her a high five. ‘See you next week.’

‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘see you next week, Romeo.’


SCENE 2: BROOKE, 14

‘Younger zan she are ’appy mothers made,’ Callum was saying.

‘This will be the death of me,’ Lucy whispered. ‘At breakfast. At dinner. In his bedroom. He’s always doing a French accent. And not even a good one.’

‘What are you girls whispering about?’ Callum spun back to us.

‘Nothing,’ Lucy said quickly.

‘Rien,’ I said, and we both snorted.

We were walking to rehearsal, and I felt my stomach squirm with every step I took. I don’t know what it was about Stagefright that gave me… well, stage fright. I’d had big parts in school plays before, but I’d always been one of the oldest people in those casts. At Stagefright I was the youngest, by a long shot. Some of the people there were in sixth form, and a few were even in their twenties. When I’d got the part, I’d been so excited, and started learning my lines right away. But that first rehearsal, I’d walked in and shrunk. They all seemed so confident, like they knew everyone else, and I had barely spoken to anyone other than Lucy and Callum. It felt like a lot was expected of me, but Matt had helped. He’d said I was perfect for the part, he’d laughed at my jokes, and he seemed to like me.

We walked in and I felt my arms close around myself again. Callum shot off to chat to Kyle, and Lucy and I hovered at the edge of the room. I told myself I had to be braver today and dropped my arms to my side.

Matt walked in behind me. When I turned to look at him, we locked eyes, and my heart pounded. He was tall and slim in his T-shirt and jeans, with light skin, bright blue eyes, and messy curls that tickled the tops of his ears. ‘Hi,’ he said, giving me a big smile.

‘Hi,’ I said brightly, trying to find my confidence, and before I knew it, he was hugging me. I had to get up on my toes to reach around his neck. As I drew back, he smiled, and my stomach flipped.

The session started as usual with some warmup games, but then Meg took me and Matt over to one side.

‘We know we didn’t ask you to sing in the audition, but we want you to do Taking Chances in the show, when Romeo and Juliet meet. How does that sound?’

We spent the next twenty minutes downstairs with Stephen going through vocal warmups, looking at sheet music, and practising harmonies. Singing in front of Matt made me self-conscious and I was aware that I wanted to impress him. I’d heard him sing in the Easter showcase we’d done right before I auditioned for Romeo and Juliet, but I’d never heard him sing so close to me.

I realised how much the lyrics related to us as well as to our characters. I was singing about how little I knew him; he was singing about how his future was unplanned, with his university options and uncertain career. Together we sang about how Romeo and Juliet were taking a leap of faith in pursuing an unlikely romance. And as we sang, as he looked at me with those bright blue eyes, I couldn’t help but imagine it was about me and Matt instead. It was just a daydream while we sang, but I was lost in it, imagining some dramatic, passionate love affair against all the odds, against all the people who would say we shouldn’t be together, just like Romeo and Juliet.

I looked at Matt, and he smiled as we sang together, and I thought about how it felt when I hugged him, and how he’d managed to get me to open up in our first ever conversation, and how I’d been excited to see him again. I felt so different around him: more relaxed, more confident. He was having an effect on me. Am I having an effect on him?

Right then and there, I fell for Matt Williams.


SCENE 3: MATT, 17

On Thursday evening, my friends and I decided to have a night off from stressing about our upcoming exams and went to see a movie instead. I really needed a break, so much so I’d got my shift covered at the corner shop. The five of us were all going to meet at the cinema in Bristol city centre, but Fliss and Simon had to take their mother to the hospital because a frozen leg of lamb had fallen on her foot, and Ellie, who had a thing for Simon, didn’t want to go without him. It was just me and Georgia, who had come straight from a shift at a clothing store nearby.

We had been friends since primary school, but I’d always been closer with Fliss and Simon, and Georgia had always been in a pair with Ellie. If we had known it would only be the two of us, we probably would have rescheduled. But it was too late now: we were in the city, so we may as well watch the film.

There was a slight awkwardness about the situation. We had known one another for so long, but in thirteen years, I couldn’t have been alone with her for more than ten consecutive minutes. But I smiled and took the lead, like I had done with Brooke, and worked hard to make Georgia laugh as we queued up for tickets. It was a comedy Simon had chosen, and I got two-for-one because of some car insurance website my mum had used.

‘I don’t really want to see this film, but it’s nice to have a break from revision,’ Georgia said, as I punched in my PIN.

‘We can see something else if you like?’

‘You’ve just paid! Besides, there’s not much on. I’m sure it’ll be fine.’

It wasn’t. The film was boring, plotless, and not funny. Half an hour in she whispered that we should leave and get some food instead. I agreed and followed her out of the auditorium. Laughing about how terrible the actors were, we made our way down towards a strip of chain restaurants and chose a pizza place.

It wasn’t until now that I really clicked with Georgia. I knew everything about her, but it was like I was meeting her for the first time. She told me about her A-Levels, and how she was hoping to get into Durham uni. I talked about my exams, and Stagefright. We had more in common than I’d realised. We chatted about our friends, and whether Simon would ever notice how much Ellie liked him, and about the rubbish film we’d just endured thirty minutes of. We spoke about how we rarely spent any time together alone, and why that might be, and to my surprise, addressing the elephant in the room wasn’t awkward—it was exciting.

The waiter clearly thought we were a couple, and when we ordered a pizza to share, he said, ‘How romantic.’ I caught Georgia’s eye and her mouth curled into a smile.

By the end of the starter, Georgia’s foot was sitting on top of mine beneath the table, which hurt because she was wearing clunky sandals. Her eyes were glued to mine, holding my gaze, as if she was scared I’d look down and realise our feet were touching. I couldn’t have not noticed, the way her heel was digging into me. But I was enjoying being kind of flirty, so I responded to her questions with enough enthusiasm to assure her I was having a good time. She was already eighteen, so she bought us a small glass of wine each, which I pretended to like the taste of. Everything we shared—the two-for-one tickets, the pizza, the advantages of her ID—was drawing us together. By the end of the main course, we’d somehow ended up holding hands beneath the table, as if it was a secret that our hands were hiding from our eyes. My pulse was racing, but I worked hard not to let on.

I guess this was my first proper date, even if it wasn’t meant to be a date in the first place. I’d had one not-very-serious girlfriend for a couple of months when I was sixteen, and I had no trouble talking to girls at concerts or parties, but I never pursued anything beyond a kiss at the end of the night. And now here was Georgia, who’d been there all along, yet was suddenly someone new. Her long hair was up in a ponytail, her skin looked soft and clear, and her eyes were huge. She was cute and petite, and very, very pretty.

When the waiter returned with the dessert menus, we let go of each other’s hands and turned to look at him. I ordered ice cream and she ordered some fancy strawberry thing. I wanted to touch her hand under the table once I’d finished eating, but she kept hers firmly on its surface, obviously within my reach. You want me to hold your hand in sight? I thought for a moment. I took a deep breath and wiped my hands on my jeans, worried their sweat would betray my calm exterior.

She was talking about something funny that happened to her sister at work. I held her gaze as tightly as I could while watching my hand in my peripheral slowly making its way over to touch hers, while trying to circumnavigate the wine glasses. She took my hand, and I felt a rush of relief, but then I realised we were both silent, not knowing what to do next.

‘So, where does your sister work?’ I said with an ease that was not genuine, hoping she hadn’t already told me.

But she smiled, and said, ‘She’s a hairdresser on the High Street.’

‘Oh yeah? How old is she?’

‘Twenty-three. Just.’

Silence.

‘Oh, right,’ I said, running my free hand through my hair for something to do. ‘Cool.’

Thankfully, Georgia was happy to keep talking until the bill came, at which point we argued.

‘I’m the guy, I should pay for it.’

‘I should pay—you’re giving me a lift home.’

‘I’m driving myself anyway.’

‘But you paid for the tickets!’

‘Yours was free.’

‘Then I should pay for half of yours.’

‘We didn’t even watch the film!’

‘Okay,’ she said, standing up. ‘When I get back from the loo, we’ll pay half each. Deal?’

I nodded, and she left. I breathed deeply, wondering how a casual cinema night with my lifelong friends had escalated into wining, dining, and date-night-ing. It was exciting, but a small twinge of worry hung in the back of my mind: how could I backtrack from this if I didn’t want another date? How can I do that when we sit together every lunchtime?

Georgia’s brief absence gave me a chance to realise I hadn’t done anything to prepare for a date. I hadn’t shaved in a couple of days and was still wearing the jeans and T-shirt I’d chucked on for sixth form that morning. I tried to smell my breath to check if it was okay, but all I could smell was pizza. I paid the bill before she got back, and I noticed she’d put some shiny lip balm on, and her breath smelled of Tic Tacs when she spoke. I cursed myself for not having any mints. Could I ask her for one?

She rolled her eyes when I told her I’d paid, and we walked to Mum’s car as the early summer sun started to fade. When I drove her home, I tried to achieve the ideal balance of driving safely while not looking like a wuss. When we got to her house I walked her to the door, even though I’d usually drop her off at the bottom of her driveway and disappear without a second glance. Our pleasant conversation melted into a tense moment of silence as we both recognised the impending goodbye. Georgia took her keys out of her handbag and said, ‘We should do this again.’

‘Sure,’ I grinned, and joked, ‘next Thursday.’

She seemed to take it seriously. ‘Okay,’ she smiled.

And then she leaned in.

This time I was ready for her, and my hands moved to her elbows while hers sat lightly on my shoulders. Her eyes closed before mine did, and she kissed me lightly on the lips. After a moment, she drew back and smiled.

‘See you tomorrow,’ I said calmly.

‘Bye,’ she grinned, and disappeared into the house.

When the door closed, I could finally drop the confident act. I turned, stunned, trying to comprehend what had just happened. I grinned as I walked back to my car, my hands in my pockets, and a little added spring in my step.

Lying on the passenger seat was a twenty-pound note. Well played, Georgia. I drove home, elated and amazed that I’d thought I was just going to the cinema, but instead had my first proper date. And got my first proper girlfriend too, apparently.

I was nervous when I walked into sixth form the next day, though I hid it well. I wondered if I should hug her or kiss her or ignore her. But she made the decision for me, greeting me with a peck on the lips. Fliss gave me a thumbs up.

Again, the little niggle was back. I thought we would go on another date on Thursday, and then maybe decide if we were “seeing each other”, and then maybe progress to actually being in a relationship. I didn’t know if I properly liked her yet, since I hadn’t even had twenty-four hours to process the whole thing. I mean, if we broke up, it could tear the whole friendship group apart. But Georgia was pretty, funny, and smart. She held my hand and called me her boyfriend, and Simon said, ‘Nice, bro—she’s super hot.’ So I guess we were going out, and it was… well, it was nice.

At rehearsal that night, Brooke sat next to me, and we chatted quietly when other scenes were going on. She seemed to be growing in confidence, complaining about Callum winding her up with sexist jokes and grilling me on every subject she could think of—what I was doing in school, what football team I supported, what TV shows I was watching. It was a little annoying to be honest, but I smiled and answered her questions, glad she was no longer feeling shy with me. I always clapped at the end of her scenes.

When I got home from rehearsal, I checked Facebook to find a notification from Georgia asking me to accept that I was ‘in a relationship’ with her. I guess that made it official.


SCENE 4: BROOKE, 14

I was going to kiss Matt for the first time.

I had known we’d have to kiss when the cast list came out, but that hadn’t seemed like a big deal at the time. Actors often had to kiss each other, and I was priding myself on how mature I was at Stagefright. I told myself it would be fine, I would be calm, I wouldn’t be nervous. But by the time I was walking to school on Wednesday morning, I was already thinking about that night’s rehearsal. We were scheduled to do the scene where Romeo and Juliet first meet, so I knew we would have to pucker up.

But it was also the first time I would see Matt after he had started dating that Georgia girl, and every time I remembered that I felt a pang of jealousy. I had found myself checking his Facebook profile, memorising the few photos on there, nearly every day in the two weeks since we’d sung Taking Chances. When I saw the update on my computer screen, my heart plummeted. I felt like an idiot. He would have never been interested in you, I thought.

‘Ooh, it’s the big kissing scene today,’ Callum said, as we walked to rehearsal with Lucy.

‘It’s no big deal.’ My voice was a million times calmer than I felt inside.

‘Ooooh, Romeo I looooove you,’ he teased, making a bunch of kissing noises. I tried my best to give him a disgusted look as he led us towards the supermarket.

‘Can we stop here?’ he said. ‘I want to grab some chocolate. Anything for you? Lip balm? Breath freshener?’

I rolled my eyes as he disappeared into the shop. Lucy leaned against the glass storefront and looked at me. ‘But for real,’ she said gently, ‘are you nervous about it?’

‘Uh,’ I swallowed, ‘A little. I’ve never kissed anyone before.’

Lucy could tell I was lying, that I was a lot more than a little nervous. She was my oldest friend and could read me like a book. I usually told her about any fleeting crush of mine, but not this time. I was too embarrassed by how impossible it all was. Matt was older, he was going to uni, he’d never look at me twice, and now, he had a girlfriend.

‘I’d be nervous, too,’ she said, telling me exactly what I needed to hear. ‘Maybe Callum’s right about the lip balm. Just remember that you’re acting, it’s strictly professional. If you stick to that, it shouldn’t be too awkward.’ I nodded, even though she didn’t know that, for me, it wouldn’t be professional at all. For me, inside, I’d be melting.

When we got to the Complex, the butterflies were back. I scanned the room and saw that Matt hadn’t arrived yet. Callum left to talk to Kyle, Tilly came over to say hi. Everything was normal. No reason to be anxious, I told myself.

Then Matt came up the stairs behind me, and before I could get nervous his arms were around me.

‘Hello,’ he said, hugging me as if it was something normal, something routine that needed to be done. And it did need to be done. I was so happy to see him, to be in his arms for a brief moment. I’d missed him. I missed how he listened when I talked, how he made me feel special when I was with him.

‘Are you alright?’ he asked, as if he suspected I wasn’t.

‘Yeah,’ I smiled, trying to hide what I would give to be Georgia Russell for a day.

After the warmup we began the scenes. This is it, I thought. Lucy winked at me from the other side of the hall and blew me a kiss. Stephen put me and Matt in position, holding hands and facing each other. I could barely look him in the eye.

ROMEO: Oh, then, dear saint, let lips do what hands do. They pray, grant thou, lest faith turn to despair.

JULIET: Saints do not move, though grant for prayers’ sake.

ROMEO: Then move not, while my prayer’s effect I take.

They both tense up a little, because they know it’s their cue. ROMEO leans forward and JULIET leans forward, and he puts his hands awkwardly on her shoulders, and hers hang limply at her sides, and their lips meet briefly, and they pull back, and it was the crappiest kiss ever.

ROMEO: Thus from my lips, by yours, my sin is purged.

JULIET: Then have my lips—

STEPHEN: Okay, okay, hold up. It was great until the end.
    Let’s do that again, from “Then move not.”

ROMEO and JULIET resume their positions. Having just kissed terribly, JULIET is looking down at her feet. That was her first kiss ever. She had been dreaming that it would be romantic, and perfect, but it was a huge disappointment.

ROMEO: Then move not, while my prayer’s effect I take.

ROMEO and JULIET lean in once more.

STEPHEN: Brooke, put your arms around his neck.

JULIET tentatively joins her hands together at the nape of ROMEO’s neck. His skin is warm against her skin. She is self-conscious, knowing that if she sweats or twitches even the tiniest bit, ROMEO will feel it. She concentrates on keeping her hands as still as possible.

STEPHEN: Matt, put your hands on her back.

ROMEO carefully places his hands on her back, not too high, not too low. JULIET’s stomach flips at the touch.

STEPHEN: Much better. Okay, pucker up.

Laughter. JULIET is grateful for the lift in mood. She tilts her head and ROMEO leans in. Their eyes close, and he presses his warm, soft lips gently against hers, and her stomach floods with butterflies, and she hopes he cannot somehow feel her thundering pulse. They hold the connection for just a moment, and she breathes in his scent, spellbound. He pulls away. Her eyelids flutter. She realises she has come up onto her tiptoes and drops back down to her normal height.

ROMEO: Thus from my lips, by yours, my sin is purged.

JULIET: Then have my lips the sin that they have took.

ROMEO: Sin from my lips? Oh, trespass sweetly urged! Give me my sin again.

The room is deathly silent as the star-crossed lovers lean in once more. JULIET is grateful it was only two lines she had to wait to feel ROMEO’s lips again, to feel his whole body stepping into hers. She swears to herself she will memorise the feeling this time, but it only lasts a second and then it’s over. There’s silence.

MEG: Brooke, your line.

JULIET: Oh sorry, mind blank.

MEG: You kiss—

JULIET: You kiss by the book.

NURSE: Madam, your mother craves a word with you.

STEPHEN: Good. Run it again—no script this time, Lucy.

And I couldn’t wait to do it again. It had been terrifying the first time, but now every second with his arms around my waist and his lips against mine was magic. He never moved his lips when he kissed me, and he never held me particularly close, and he never let it go on for more than the briefest second, but I yearned for his kiss. In that moment, I wanted everyone in the room to disappear and for us to remain frozen in time, rehearsing Romeo and Juliet, forever.

But then rehearsal ended, and we said our goodbyes, and he went home, and I remembered a guy like him would never fall for a girl like me.


SCENE 5: MATT, 17

I’d never had a real girlfriend before Georgia. In the last few weeks of sixth form, she’d plant a kiss on my lips to say ‘Hello,’ and we would walk around the corridors holding hands, and Fliss grinned her arse off when she saw us together.

We were preparing for our exams, but as study leave approached, everyone became excited for their summer, university, and their freedom—all except me. I was scared. Even though I tried to appear calm and confident, I felt insecure, unprepared for moving away and living alone and being in the real world. I kept worrying about the future, and how I didn’t have much “normal” time left.

But when I was with Georgia, I stopped worrying. When we were having dinner, or going to the cinema, or kissing in my car, I felt fine. We weren’t talking about exams, or uni, or about any of those stressful things. Georgia slowed everything to a stop.

On our last day of sixth form, we had to dress up as what we hoped to be in ten years’ time. My friends ran out of ideas, so we just wore hats and surf shorts and said we were Australians. Most of the sixth formers had known each other since secondary school, so it was meant to be a big goodbye for everyone. My friendship group had been together since primary school, so it would be an even bigger goodbye. Fliss cried, and we promised we would all meet up in the holidays, and we went to The Anchor.

Still not eighteen, I hid in the corner of a booth next to Simon while the girls got the drinks.

‘School’s over,’ he said. ‘It’s so weird. We’re grown-ups now, I reckon.’

‘Yeah.’ I swallowed the lump that rose in my throat. Simon was scrolling through his phone. I looked at his pale, unbothered face. ‘Does it ever freak you out?’

‘What?’

‘Leaving school. Moving away. The real world.’

Simon shrugged. ‘Not really.’ He kept scrolling. I couldn’t believe how easy he found it; how indifferent he could be to it all.

‘Freaks me out a bit,’ I said quietly.

‘It’ll be fine.’ He spoke without looking up.

Georgia returned with the drinks. She sat next to me and evaporated my worries with a kiss on the cheek. We drank and chatted, and she made us all get up and dance to the DJ’s questionable playlist.

‘Do you want to come to my house on Saturday?’ she called out over Teenage Dirtbag.

I hesitated. ‘To meet your parents?’ I hadn’t meant to sound shocked, but I felt, after not even a month together, it was a bit fast to be meeting parents—though I’d probably already met them at some birthday party or parents’ evening.

‘No, no,’ Georgia laughed, and I eased up. She looped her arms around my neck and spoke into my ear. ‘It’s their anniversary, and they’re going away for the weekend, so I thought you might want to stay over.’

‘Stay over?’ I repeated, as if she’d spoken another language. She nodded, smiling at me, her gaze telling me something her mouth wouldn’t.

‘I mean, yeah,’ I said.

I hadn’t really thought about having sex with Georgia. Well, I had, of course I had. I’d thought about it a lot—but I hadn’t actually thought about it as if it was something that could or would happen. I guess she went and did that for me.

‘Bro, get in,’ Lewis said, when I told him at Stagefright the next day. ‘But it’s not your first time, though.’

‘Yeah, it is,’ I said, a little uncomfortably.

‘Oh.’ Lewis looked surprised.

‘What made you think that?’

‘I dunno, mate, you just seem,’ Lewis punched my arm playfully, ‘popular with the ladies. Anyway, you nervous?’

‘Uh, I dunno. Haven’t thought about it. Should I be?’

‘No, nononono,’ Lewis backtracked. ‘You’ll be great. Just make sure she’s actually down with it, yeah? Sometimes girls change their minds, or only want to go part way, y’know.’

‘Of course,’ I said.

‘And buy some condoms. Obviously.’

After Stagefright, I stopped at the supermarket and picked up some condoms. I didn’t expect to be nervous walking to the checkout, but with the box in my hand, I was. My eyes darted around, worried I’d bump into someone I knew. Lots of my classmates worked on self-service, so I went up to an older woman behind the till and hoped she didn’t go to Zumba with Mum or something.

‘That’s ten ninety-nine, please,’ she said kindly.

My hands shook as I took the money out of my wallet and handed it to her. I dropped a coin on the floor. Jesus, what’s gotten into me?

I left without a bag and immediately regretted it, attempting to position the box in my hand with my wrist covering the packaging. I marched out towards the car, got in, and drove away.

When I got home, my phone vibrated. I had a Facebook message from Brooke.

Brooke Tyler: Hey, saw you at the shop.

Fuck. I opened my phone and replied straight away.

Matt Williams: Hiya, yeah I was there, sorry I didn’t see you.

I hoped that sounded like I was playing it cool. I kept staring at the screen, waiting for her to reply, praying she hadn’t seen me in the chemist aisle. The little speech bubble telling me she was typing kept appearing and disappearing on the screen. I wiped my palms on my jeans. What was taking her so long?

Brooke Tyler: It’s cool, I think you drove past us on your way out.

What were you getting?

Relief flooded me. I’d been in the car. She couldn’t have known what I was buying. I typed back.

Matt Williams: Just some bits Mum asked me to pick up for her.

What about you?

I saw the ellipsis appear and disappear several times before she replied again.

Brooke Tyler: Same, just going with my mum.

Relaxed, I replied quickly.

Matt Williams: Cool! Well have a good weekend.

I put the phone down and went to watch TV with Mum and Dad. When I picked it back up on my way to bed, I had three more messages from Brooke.

Brooke Tyler: You too, you doing anything nice?

An hour later she had sent an identical message. Same words, same phrasing, probably copied and pasted. Then she added: Sorry, it sent twice.

I sighed. I didn’t mind being nice, or friendly, or even supportive to Brooke at Stagefright, but I knew that if I acted too much like her friend, she might start to follow me round like a puppy.

Matt Williams: Not much, just seeing my girlfriend. You?

The next morning, I saw she had replied again.

Brooke Tyler: Nice! Seeing my mates.

Matt Williams: Cool. Have a good one!

I hoped that sounded conclusive.

Brooke Tyler: Yeah you too x

I spent Saturday morning helping Mum clean the house as I had promised her the night before. In the back of my mind, I kept thinking about what would happen later that evening, and I was surprised once again to find myself feeling nervous. Georgia had been with guys before. This would be my first time. What if I’m not as good as them?

We’ll talk about it first, I reassured myself. We’ll build it up slowly and take our time. Maybe we won’t go all the way tonight. I pushed away the worries and spent the afternoon preparing for our date. I shaved, showered, brushed my teeth, combed my hair, and put on a nice shirt. Dad saw me inspecting my teeth in the mirror and laughed at me for obsessing so much. I ended up revising to pass the time, which is what I should have been doing anyway.

When seven o’clock finally came, I drove to Georgia’s house, feeling much calmer now. She looked gorgeous when she opened the door and gave me a peck on the lips. See, nothing to worry about. She led me into her house, pulling me eagerly by the hand, reminding me of an excited child in a toy shop.

She had made pizza from scratch—dough, sauce, all of it. We sat around her kitchen table, a tealight flickering at its centre. For dessert, she put ice-cream in a sundae dish and stuck in two spoons, and I started to feel connected with her as we talked and ate from the same bowl. It wasn’t particularly exciting, but it was nice, and she was nice. Maybe this is what relationships are meant to be like?

‘Do you want to watch a film?’ she asked.

‘Sure,’ I smiled.

The thirty-minute process of choosing something on Netflix showed just how different our tastes were. She ended up convincing me to sit through Friends with Benefits, which I immediately regretted once I realised the film was just about the characters shagging. But Georgia was laughing loudly, and I took it as a good sign that Justin Timberlake and Mila Kunis talked about sex before having it. I suppose I could learn a thing or two from this, I thought, noting that mouthing the alphabet wasn’t deemed good oral, at least by Mila Kunis.

We were an hour into it when Georgia started kissing me. And it was good. I liked kissing her, and I knew what I was doing. Her body twisted so that she was no longer facing the screen but practically climbing on top of me. She pressed into me, and I could feel her breasts against my torso. I caught my breath, and a mixture of nervousness and excitement shot through my veins. I put my hands on her back and pulled her closer to me. We’d made out in my mum’s car before, but not like this, not without handbrakes and gearsticks between us. This is so hot, I thought, let’s just do this all night.

We made out for ages, and I felt more and more confident the longer we kissed. The credits were rolling by the time she broke away and turned off the telly.

‘Want to go upstairs?’ she said, and anxiety dropped into my stomach like a bowling ball.

‘Erm,’ I said.

She grabbed my hand and led me upstairs, excitement flooding out of me with every step I took. I suddenly felt very cold.

She closed her bedroom door behind me and was on me again, kissing me fiercely, and I was gasping for air. How do I start a conversation? I thought frantically. How do I bring this up?

Without removing her face from mine, she pulled me to sit on the end of her bed. I put my hands on her back again, but she peeled one of them off and replaced it on her hip. I didn’t know if I should move my hand away, or stroke her figure, or just leave it there. After a minute, she took my other hand and put it on her left breast. I felt like I was being puppeteered, my hands and legs manipulated in ways they didn’t want to go. I wasn’t sure if I could feel her heartbeat through her top or if I could just hear my own pulse in my head. My hand froze with nerves, unable to move at all, just sitting gently on top of her shirt. All the times I’d thought about touching a girl’s breast, I hadn’t pictured it like this. Something in me was telling me this wasn’t right. I’d thought we would go slower; we’d be talking while trying stuff out. I didn’t feel calm, I didn’t feel connected to her, but I did feel an unwavering sense that she expected me to be really good at something I’d never done before. This was all going way too fast.

She finally stopped kissing me and left me waiting for her as she unbuttoned her blouse. It took a long time; her eyes were focussed on her hands, her neck bent into a double chin. I didn’t know what to say or do. I looked straight ahead of me, at a poster of the Eiffel Tower she had on her wall. You’ve got to lose your virginity sometime, I thought.

Georgia slipped her arms out of the sleeves and let the blouse fall behind her on the bed, revealing a plain white bra with a little bow in the middle. She reached over to kiss me again, but I didn’t move.

‘Matt?’ she said.

I didn’t say anything. My cheeks were flushing, I was sure of it, and my heart was still pounding. I didn’t know what to say but I knew I couldn’t let her kiss me again.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.

‘Nothing,’ I said.

‘Okay, then.’ She reached across me, trying to pull me round to her, but I stayed facing the wall, not responding to her touch.

‘Matt?’

‘It’s just, uh… I feel sick.’

‘You feel sick?’ she said.

I nodded.

‘Do you want some paracetamol?’

‘Uh. Maybe. Maybe I should go home.’

‘Really?’ she said. ‘Now?’

I didn’t answer. For a moment I tried to forget she was beside me, sat there in her bra waiting for me to… to…

‘Aren’t you enjoying this?’ she asked tentatively.

‘I am. I am enjoying this. But…’

‘But what?’

‘I thought we should talk about it first. We haven’t even talked about protection.’

‘Don’t worry about that.’ She slid open her bedside drawer to reveal a box of condoms identical to the one in my rucksack downstairs. I wondered if we’d been in the shop at the same time. She had a small smile on her face, as if she thought that contraception was the only problem, and it had been solved.

‘I’m just not sure I’m ready,’ I said, trying to sound confident.

‘But… you’re a guy?’ She looked confused. I didn’t know what to say. I just kept staring at the poster, trying to imagine I was in Paris, trying to imagine I was anywhere else but here.

‘It’s okay if you’re nervous,’ she went on, wrapping her arms carelessly around me. ‘That’s normal for your first time.’

‘It’s not just that,’ I said, but she was slipping her hand under my collar and down my back.

‘Look, Georgia, I…’ She wasn’t listening. I spoke more firmly. ‘I said no.’

Her smile vanished. She peeled away from me. ‘I don’t get it. Aren’t I attractive?’

‘Of course you are.’

‘Don’t I turn you on?’

‘You do, yeah, of course.’

‘But not right now?’

I sighed. My head was spinning, the words weren’t coming. The poster had a small rip in one corner.

‘Are you gay?’ she said.

‘No,’ I said.

‘Then I don’t get why you don’t wanna.’ She clambered off the bed and snatched up her blouse. She turned to me, and when I said nothing, she pulled it across her chest.

‘I’m sorry if this upsets you,’ I said, ‘but I just don’t think we’re ready.’

‘I thought we were,’ she whined. She looked both disappointed and embarrassed. That made two of us.

‘Maybe we have to wait for, like, our connection to build up,’ I said.

‘You sound like a girl,’ she snapped.

Her words stung. ‘I should go,’ I said.

‘Sure, okay.’

‘Maybe see you soon.’

‘Yeah, maybe.’

I walked towards her bedroom door and saw she wasn’t following me. I guess I was meant to see myself out.

I didn’t text Georgia after that night. And she didn’t text me. And I didn’t get any messages from Fliss, Simon, or Ellie, so I guessed that Georgia hadn’t said anything. I was grateful. I was trying to forget that night had ever happened.

At the next rehearsal, Lewis ambled over to me, raising one eyebrow and grinning. He nudged me with his elbows. ‘Hm? Hm? How did it go?’

‘It didn’t,’ I said, and felt my cheeks flush.

‘Oh, shit.’ He stood upright and lowered his voice. ‘Why, what happened?’

I shrugged. ‘Didn’t happen.’

‘Oh dude. Uh. Okay. Um. Wanna talk about it?’

I shook my head and looked down at my script.

‘Y’know,’ he whispered, ‘my first time, I couldn’t get it up for like, an hour. Too nervous.’

I looked at him.

‘It’s super common—’

‘That’s not what happened,’ I said, a little too defensively. I looked around to check no one could hear us, then whispered, ‘I just changed my mind.’

‘What, she did?’

‘No, I did.’

‘Oh,’ Lewis said. ‘Oh. Right.’

I flicked through the script, trying to find today’s pages.

‘Do you think you’re asexual?’ he said.

‘What?’ I turned back to him.

‘I mean, like, that’s a thing, y’know. One of my mates—’

‘I’m not,’ I said quickly.

‘Not everyone has a sex drive—’

‘Dude!’ I snapped. My eyes darted around the room, checking no one had heard what he’d just said. I stepped closer to him and hissed in his ear. ‘That’s not what it was, okay? That night wasn’t the night, I felt expectation, I felt pressured—’

‘Pressured?’ Lewis said.

‘Not by her. Maybe by her. No, not by her. By myself. I dunno. The vibe just wasn’t right, okay? Now, can we stop talking about it?’

I wasn’t needed for the first scene, so I sat at the side, still hot with embarrassment. Brooke sat down next to me. ‘You okay?’ she asked quietly.

I smiled and nodded. As she began her usual chatter, I felt something comforting about the way she saw me: a big brother, calm and confident, taking her under my wing.

‘How far away is Lancaster uni?’ she whispered, as Callum proclaimed, ‘And zerefore, I ’ave leetle talked of love.’

‘Like three hours in the car,’ I replied. ‘I chose it specifically so Mum won’t visit every weekend.’

She giggled. ‘Why didn’t you pick Drama?’

I shrugged. ‘It’s fun, but it’s not my favourite subject. I like science more.’

‘Oh. It wasn’t because your dad made you choose Chemistry?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Your dad doesn’t think arty subjects are a waste of time?’

‘No, no, not at all. My dad would support whatever I wanted to do.’

She broke my gaze and looked down at her shoes.

‘Does your dad think the arts are soft subjects?’ I asked.

‘Yeah. He doesn’t like me spending so much time acting. He wants me to be a doctor or a lawyer or something.’

‘Ah, he shouldn’t be thinking about that now. That’s way off for you. Wish it was further off for me.’

‘What, choosing what you want to do with your life?’

I nodded. ‘The future is…’

‘… scary?’ she finished my sentence.

‘Yeah.’ She’d said what no one seemed to be acknowledging. My parents, teachers, friends, were all talking about leaving school and moving away like it was totally normal, like they weren’t all freaking out inside. I was freaking out inside.

Brooke smiled. It was nice to feel like someone else got it.


SCENE 6: BROOKE, 14

If I’m being completely honest, I was thrilled when I found out that Matt wasn’t going out with Georgia anymore. I knew I was being stupid, and that his break-up didn’t mean he had feelings for me, but I was smiling for hours when I saw he’d changed his relationship status back to ‘single’.

I chatted to him on Facebook, saying I was sorry that they’d broken up. He said it was okay because he had exams for the next few weeks to focus on, and it was bad timing from the start. I was a little disappointed, hoping it was more than just bad timing that went wrong, that there was someone else on his mind—even if I knew it was impossible.

Dad phoned, which was rare. He used to call every Saturday evening. Then every other. Now it was somewhere round the monthly mark, with visits even less often since he’d moved to London. Mum answered and insisted we talk to him. Amy went first, then me.

‘Hi, Dad.’

‘Hi Brooke,’ he said in his broad American accent. It used to make him seem warm, but now it was unfamiliar. ‘How are you?’

‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘How are you?’

‘Good, thanks.’

‘Good.’

There was a long silence. Finally, he said, ‘How’s school?’

‘Fine. Boring. I’ve chosen my options for GCSE though.’

‘Haven’t you already started your GCSEs?’

‘No. I’ll start in September.’

‘Oh, okay. What are your options?’

‘Drama, Sociology, and Art.’

‘Hm. Not the most academic subjects.’

‘Well, they make you take French, and Double Science, and all the rest.’

‘You didn’t want to take Triple Science?’

‘Not really.’

‘Okay. Is it too late to change them?’

‘Yes,’ I lied through gritted teeth. He doesn’t call for a month and then has a go at my options?

‘Okay, well. When you get to—what is it Amy’s doing, O-Levels?’

‘A-Levels,’ I corrected him.

‘When you get to A-Levels, you’ll want to consider the harder subjects. Colleges and employers will prefer science to art.’

‘I find drama harder than maths,’ I said defensively.

‘Well, you’re very good at math,’ he said. The conversation faltered.

‘I’m in a play,’ I said, to break the silence.

‘Oh yeah?’

‘Mhm. Romeo and Juliet. I’m Juliet.’

‘That’s great. Is this at school?’

‘Stagefright.’

‘What’s Stagefright?’

‘The drama group I joined. Just after Christmas.’

‘Oh, right.’

‘You couldn’t make it to the Easter showcase because you were working in Sheffield.’

‘That’s right. Yes, I remember now. I’ll try to make it to the next one. I’ll make time for it.’

I felt my chest warm up. ‘That would be good,’ I said.

I began feeling that Stagefright was the centre of my world. It gave me something to look forward to, to save my favourite clothes for. I’d get butterflies before rehearsals, and Matt always seemed pleased to see me. The days got happier and longer and sunnier, and we became friends. He kept talking about his exams, how stressed and busy he was, yet he still came to every rehearsal when others missed sessions to revise. After Stagefright, we would continue chatting on Facebook, and I felt myself opening up to him, and him to me.

We were texting so much I started to worry that I was annoying him. Sometimes I’d send a message, hear nothing back, and my head would spiral. He’s getting sick of you, I’d think. Of course he doesn’t want to talk to you. But then my phone would buzz, and seeing his name light up my screen, lit up my smile. I couldn’t be that annoying if he was replying. I told that part of my brain to shut up and just enjoy it.


SCENE 7: MATT, 17

‘We can’t give him Best Actor, that’s way too obvious,’ Lewis was saying. He’d spent most of the rehearsal break whispering to Liam in the corner of the room.

‘Oi oi,’ I said, ‘what’s happening over here?’

‘Go away, we’re talking about private stuff,’ Liam grinned, jokily pushing my shoulder.

‘Specifically about not giving you the Best Actor award this year.’

‘You’re doing the awards already?’ I raised my eyebrows. ‘The play’s not for two months.’

For every show, it was traditional for some of the older cast members to dish out awards. They’d usually present them on the first session back after the performance, which could make things awkward, especially last year when Liam won the award for Best Kiss at the After Show Party with Kelly, who didn’t stay long after that.

‘We’re just commencing nomination procedures,’ Lewis said, ‘and you shouldn’t be listening.’

‘At least nominate Brooke for Best Actress, would you?’ I suggested. ‘She’s worked so hard, and she used to be so nervous.’

‘I’ll take your recommendation into consideration. Now, Little Ray of Sunshine has got to go to Lucy. She’s just so happy all the damn time.’

‘What about Most Annoying and Terrible French Accent?’ Liam suggested, typing a list out on his phone.

‘Are you doing the awards?’ Deepak came over, fiddling with a prop sword. ‘Can you put Kyle down for Best Bum?’

Kyle, a boy in Callum
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