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ONE
THURSDAY
‘I can’t do it,’ is what she says. ‘I simply can’t admit students without prior musical training. My teaching methods, Mrs. Henderson, are rather more specific than I think you understand.’ 

A jazzy pulse begins, just drums and double bass. She swirls her spoon and taps it once.
‘The clarinet is tadpole to the sax, can you see that? The clarinet is a black and silver sperm, and if you love this sperm very much it will one day grow into a saxophone.’


She leans forward across the desk. ‘Mrs. Henderson. At present your daughter is simply too young. Let me put it this way: a film of soured breast milk clutches at your daughter like a shroud.’

Mrs. Henderson is looking down, so the saxophone teacher says rather sharply, ‘Do you hear me, with your mouth like a thin scarlet thread and your deflated bosom and your stale mustard blouse?’


Mrs. Henderson nods imperceptibly. She stops fingering the sleeves of her blouse.

‘I require of all my students,’ the saxophone teacher continues, ‘that they are downy and pubescent, pimpled with sullen mistrust, and boiling away with private fury and ardour and uncertainty and gloom. I require that they wait in the corridor for ten minutes at least before each lesson, tenderly nursing their injustices, picking miserably at their own unworthiness as one might finger a scab or caress a scar. If I am to teach your daughter, you darling hopeless and inadequate mother, she must be moody and bewildered and awkward and dissatisfied and wrong. When she realizes that her body is a secret, a dark and yawning secret of which she becomes more and more ashamed, come back to me. You must understand me on this point. I cannot teach children.’

Kiss-kiss-kiss goes the snare drum over the silence.

‘But she wants to learn the saxophone,’ says Mrs. Henderson at last, sounding ashamed and sulky at the same time. ‘She doesn’t want to learn the clarinet.’


‘I suggest you try the music department at her school,’ the saxophone teacher says.

Mrs. Henderson sits there for a moment and scowls. Then she crosses her other leg and remembers that she was going to ask a question.

‘Do you remember the name and face of every pupil you have ever taught?’


The saxophone teacher seems pleased to be asked.

‘I remember one face,’ she says. ‘Not one individual student, but the impression left by them all, inverted like a photographic negative and stamped into my memory like an acid hole. I’d recommend Henry Soothill for clarinet,’ she adds, reaching for a card. ‘He’s very good. He plays for the symphony orchestra.’

‘All right,’ says Mrs. Henderson sullenly, and she takes the card.
THURSDAY
That was at four. At five there is another knock. The saxophone teacher opens the door.

‘Mrs. Winter,’ she says. ‘You’ve come about your daughter. Come in and we’ll discuss carving her into half-hour slices to feed me week by week.’


She holds the door wide so Mr. Winter can scuttle in. It’s the same woman as before, just with a different costume – Winter not Henderson. Some other things are different too, because the woman is a professional and she has thought about the role for a long time. Mrs. Winter smiles with only half her mouth, for example. Mrs. Winter keeps nodding a few seconds too long. Mrs. Winter inhales quietly through her teeth when she is thinking.

They both politely pretend not to notice that it is the same woman as before.

‘To start off with,’ says the saxophone teacher as she hands her a mug of black-leaf tea, ‘I don’t allow parents to sit in on private lessons. I know it’s a bit of an old-fashioned policy – the reason is partly that the students are never at their best in that soft of environment. They become flushed and hot, and they laugh too easily and their posture changes, folding up tight like the lips of a blossom. Partly also, I think, the reason I like to keep things very private is that these little half-hour slices are my chance to watch, and I don’t want to share.’ 

‘I’m not that sort of mother anyway,’ says Mrs. Winter. She is looking around her. The studio is on the attic level, and the view is all sparrows and slate. The brick wall behind the piano is chalky, the bricks peeling white as if diseased. 

‘Let me tell you about the saxophone,’ says the saxophone teacher. There is an alto saxophone on a stand next to the piano. She holds it up like a torch. ‘The saxophone is a wind instrument, which means it is fuelled by your breath. I think it’s interesting that the word for “breath” in Latin is where we get our word “spirit”. People once had the idea that your breath and your soul were the same thing, that to be alive means, merely, to be filled with breath. When you breathe into this instrument, darling, you’re not just giving it life – you’re giving it your life.’ 

Mrs. Winter nods vigorously. She keeps nodding a few seconds too long.

‘I ask my students,’ the saxophone teacher says, ‘is your life a gift without giving? Your normal, vanilla-flavoured life, your two-minute noodles after school, your television until ten, your candles on the dresser and face-wash on the sink?’ She smiles and shakes her head. ‘Of course it isn’t, and the reason for that is that they simply haven’t suffered enough to be worth listening to.’


She smiles kindly at Mrs. Winter, sitting with her yellow knees together and clutching her tea in both hands.

‘I’m looking forward to teaching your daughter,’ she says. ‘She seemed so wonderfully impressionable.’


‘That’s what we think,’ says Mrs. Winter quickly.

The saxophone teacher observes her for a moment, and then says, ‘Let’s go back to that moment just before you have to refill your lungs, when the saxophone’s full of your breath and you’ve not none left in your own body: the moment when the sax is more alive than you are.

‘You and I, Mrs. Winter, know what it feels like to hold a life in our hands. I don’t mean ordinary responsibility, like babysitting or watching the stove or waiting for the lights when you cross the road – I mean somebody’s life like a china vase in your hand –‘ she holds her saxophone aloft, her palm underneath the bell ‘-and if you wanted to, you could just … let go.’
THURSDAY
On the corridor wall is a framed black-and-white photograph which shows a man retreating up a short flight of stairs, hunched and over-coated, his chin down and his collar up and the laces on his boots coming untied. You can’t see his face or his hands, jus the back of his overcoat and half a sole and a grey sock sliver and the top of his head. On to the wall beside the staircase the man casts a bent accordion shadow. If you look closer at the shadow you will see that he is playing a saxophone as he ascends the stairs, but his body is hunched over the instrument and his elbows are close in to the sides of his body so no part of the sax is visible from behind. The shadow peels off to one side like an enemy, forking the image in two and betraying the saxophone that is hidden under his coat. The shadow-saxophone looks a little like a hookah pipe, dark and wispy and distorted on the brick wall and curving into his chin and into his dark and wispy shadow-hands like smoke.

The girls who sit in this corridor before their music lessons regard this photograph while they wait.
FRIDAY
Isolde falters after the first six bars.

‘I haven’t practiced,’ she says at once. ‘I have got an excuse, though. Do you want to hear it?

The saxophone teacher looks at her and sips her black-leaf tea. Excuses are almost her favourite part.

Isolde takes a moment to smooth her kilt and prepare. She draws a breath. ‘I was watching TV last night,’ she says, ‘and Dad comes in with his face all serious and his fingers sort of picking at his tie like it’s strangling him, and eventually he just takes it off and lays it to one side-‘


She unhooks her saxophone from her neck-strap and places it upon a chair, miming loosening the neck-strap as if it has been very tight.

‘-and says sit down, even though I’m already sitting down and then rubs his hands together really hard.’


She rubs her hands together really hard.

‘He says, your mother thinks that I shouldn’t tell you this just yet, but your sister has been abused by one of their teachers at school.’ She darts a look at the saxophone teacher now, quickly, and then looks away. ‘And then he says “sexually”, just to clarify, in case I thought the teacher had yelled at her at a traffic light or something.’


The overhead lights have dimmed and she is lit only by a pale flicking blue, a frosty sparkle like the on-off glow of a TV screen. The saxophone teacher is thrust into shadow so half her face is iron grey and the other half is pale and glinting.

‘So he starts talking in this weird tight little voice about this Mr. Saladin or whatever, and how he teaches senior jazz band and orchestra and senior jazz ensemble, all on Wednesday morning one after the other. I won’t have him till sixth form, and that’s if I even want to take jazz band, because it clashes with netball so I’ll have to make a choice.

‘Dad’s looking at me with this scared expression like I’m going to do something insane or really emotional and he won’t know how to deal with it. So I go, How do you know? And he goes-‘


She crouches down besides the chair, speaking earnestly and spreading her hands wide-

‘Honey, from what I understand of it, he started off real slow, just resting his hand really lightly on her shoulder sometimes, like that.’


Isolde reaches out and touches her fingertips to the upper end of the saxophone, which is lying on its side upon the chair. As her fingers tough the instrument a steady pulse begins, like a heartbeat. The teacher is sitting very still.

‘And then sometimes when no one was watching he would lean close and breathe into her hair-‘


She puts her cheek against the instrument and breathes down its length-

‘-like that, really tentative and shy, because he doesn’t know if she wants it yet and he doesn’t want to get done. But she’s friendly because she kind of likes him and she thinks she has a crush on him, and soon his hand is going down, down-‘


Her hand snakes down the saxophone and trails around the edge of the bell-

‘-down, and she sort of starts to respond, and she smiles at him in lessons sometimes and it makes his heart race, and when they’re alone, in the music cupboard or after school or when they go places in his car, which they do sometimes, when they’re alone he calls her my gypsy girl – he says it over and over, my gypsy girl, he says – and she wishes she had something to say back, something she could whisper into his hair, something really special, something nobody’s ever said before.’


The backing music ceases. Isolde looks at her teacher and says, ‘She can’t think of anything.’


The lights come up again, as normal. Isolde scowls and flops down on to an armchair. ‘But anyway,’ she says angrily, ‘she’s run out of time, it’s too late, because her friends have started to notice the way she is sometimes, the way she puts her chin down and to the side like she’s flirting, and that’s how it all starts to come undone, crashing down on itself like a castle of cards.’


‘I see why you haven’t had time to practice,’ says the saxophone teacher.

‘Even this morning,’ Isolde says, ‘I went to play some scales or whatever before school, but when I started playing she was all like, Can’t you at least be sensitive? And ran out of the room with this fake sob noise which I knew was fake because if she was really crying she wouldn’t have run off, she would have wanted me to see.’ Isolde digs the heel of her kilt pin into her knee. ‘They’re treating her like a fucking artifact.’


‘Is that so unusual?’ the sax teacher asks.

Isolde shoots her a vicious look. ‘It’s sick,’ she says. ‘It’s sick like when kids dress up their pets like real people, with clothes and wigs and stuff, and then make them walk on their back legs and take photos. It’s just like that, but worse because you can see how much she’s enjoying it.’


‘I’m sure your sister is not enjoying it,’ the saxophone teacher says.

‘Dad said it would probably be years and years before Mr. Saladin gets properly convicted and goes to jail,’ Isolde says. ‘All the papers will say child abuse, but there won’t be a child any more, she’ll be an adult by then, just like him. It’ll be like someone destroyed the scene of the crime on purpose, and built something clean and shiny it its place.’


‘Isolde,’ the saxophone teacher says, firmly this time, ‘I’m sure they are scared only because they know the sin is still there. They know it snuck up inside her and stuck fast, wedging itself into a place nobody knows about and will never find. They know that his sin was just an action, a foolish deadly fumble in the bright dusty lunchtime light, but hers – her sin is a condition, a sickness lodged somewhere deep inside for now and for always.’


‘My dad doesn’t believe in sin,’ Isolde says. “We’re atheists.’


‘It pays to be open minded,’ says the saxophone teacher.

‘I’ll tell you why they’re so scared,’ Isolde says. ‘They’re scared because now she knows everything they know. They’re scared because now they’ve got no secrets left.’


The saxophone teacher gets up suddenly and goes to the window. There is a long pause before Isolde speaks again.

‘Dad just goes, I don’t know how it happened, honey, What’s important is that now we know about it, it won’t happen any more.’

WEDNESDAY
‘So they called off jazz band this morning,’ Bridget says.
‘They go, Mr. Saladin can’t come in this afternoon. He’s helping with an investigation.’


She sucks her reed noisily.

‘You know it’s something really serious,’ she says, ‘when they cross between not enough information and too much. Normally, see, they would have just gone, Listen up, you lot, jazz band’s cancelled, you’ve got three minutes to get your shit together, get out and enjoy the sunshine for once, come on, I said move.’


This girl is good at voices. She actually wanted to be Isolde, because Isolde has a better part, but this girl is pale and stringy and rumpled and always looks slightly alarmed, which are qualities that don’t quite fit Isolde, and so she plays Bridget instead. In truth it is her longing to be an Isolde that most characterizes her as a Bridget: Bridget is always wanting to be somebody else.

‘Or,’ she says, ‘they would have gone the other way, and told us more than we needed to know, but deliberately, so we knew it was a privilege. They would have done the wide-eyed solemn holy thing that goes, Come on everyone, we need your full attention, this is really important. Mr. Saladin’s had to rush off because one of his family has fallen ill. Okay, now this could be really serious and it’s really important you guys give him the space and consideration he needs if and when he comes back to class.’


This is a theory that Bridget has been thinking about for some time, and she gleams with the pleasure of it. She screws down her reed and blows an experimental honk.

‘Helping with an investigation,’ she says contemptuously, returning to readjust the mouthpiece. ‘And they all came in together to say it, all in a pack or whatever, breathing together, quick breaths in and out, with their eyes back and forth sideways, and the principal at the front to break the wind, like the chief goose at the front of the V.’


‘Geese usually rotate, I think,‘ the saxophone teacher says absently. ‘I gather it’s quite hard work breaking wind.’ She is rifling through a stack of sheet music. The bookcase behind her is stuffed with old manuscripts and bleeding stray leaves on to the floor.

The saxophone teacher would never interrupt Isolde in such a dismissive fashion: that was one of Bridget’s reasons for wanting the role. Bridget remembers all over again that she is pale and stringy and rumpled and thoroughly secondary, and then flushes with a new determination to reclaim the scene.

‘So they shuffle in,’ she says, ‘in their V formation or whatever, this grey polyester army all trying really hard not to look at anybody in particular, especially not the big gaping hole next to first alto which is where Victoria usually sits.’


Bridget says ‘Victoria’ with emphasis and evident satisfaction. She looks at the saxophone teacher for effect, but the saxophone teacher is busy shuffling papers with her big veined hands and doesn’t flicker.

‘The doors to the practice rooms have little windows of reinforced glass so you can see in,’ Bridget says, trying harder this time. Her voice gets louder the harder she tries. ‘But Mr. Saladin pasted the booking sheet over his, so all you can see is the timetable and little slivers of white light all around the edge if the light’s on inside. When Victoria had her woodwind tutorial all the slivers would go out.’


‘Found it!’ says the saxophone teacher, and she holds up a handful of sheet music.’  “The Old Castle” from Picture at an Exhibition. I think you’ll find this interesting, Bridget. We can talk about why the saxophone never really caught on as an orchestra instrument.’


The saxophone teacher sometimes feels disgusted with herself for baiting Bridget in this way. ‘It’s just that she tries so desperately hard,’ she said once to Bridget’s mother. ‘That’s what makes it so easy. If it wasn’t so obvious that she was trying, I might be tempted to respect her a little more.’


Bridget’s mother nodded and nodded, and said, ‘Yes, we find that’s often the trouble.’


Now the saxophone teacher just looks at Bridget, standing there all stringy and rumpled and trying so desperately hard, and raises her eyebrows.

Bridget reddens with frustration and deliberately skips all the possible lines about Mussorgsky and Picture at an Exhibition and Ravel and why the saxophone never really caught on as an orchestral instrument. She skips all that and goes straight for a line she likes.

‘They treat it like a dosage,’ she says, even louder this time. ‘It’s like a vaccination where they give you a little slice of a disease so your body can get a defense ready for the real thing. They’re frightened because it’s a disease they haven’t tried on us before, and so they’re trying to vaccinate us without telling us what the disease really is. They want to inject us very secretly, without us noticing. It won’t work.’


They are really looking at each other now. The saxophone teacher takes a moment to align the pile of paper with the edge of the rug before she says, ‘Why won’t it work, Bridget?’


‘Because we noticed,’ says Bridget, breathing hard through her nose. ‘We were watching.’

MONDAY
Julia’s feet are always scuffing, and she has a scab around her mouth.

‘They called an assembly for the whole form this morning,’ she says, ‘and the counselor was there, all puffed up like he’d never felt so important in his life.’


She talks over her shoulder while she unpacks her case. The saxophone teacher is sitting in a slice of cold sun by the window, watching the gulls wheel and shit. The clouds are low.

They started talking in these special quiet honey voices like we’d break if they spoke too loud. They go, You’re all aware of the rumours that have been circulating this past week. It’s important that we talk through some things together so we can all be sure of where we’re at.

Julia turns on her heel, fits her sax to her neck-strap, and stands there for a moment with her hands on her hips. The sax is slung across her body like a weapon.

‘The counselor is a retard,’ she says definitively. ‘Me and Katrina went once in third form because Alice Franklin had sex in a movie theatre and we were scared she’d become a skank and ruin her life by having kids by accident. We told him all about it and how scared we were, and Katrina even cried. He just sat there and blinked and he kept nodding and nodding, but really slowly like he was programmed at a quarter speed, and then when we’d run out of things to say and Katrina had stopped crying he opened his drawer and got a piece of paper and drew three circles inside each other, and wrote You and then Your Family and then Your Friends, and he said, That’s the way it is, isn’t it And then he said we could keep the piece of paper if we wanted.

Julia gives a mirthless snort and opens her plastic music folder.

‘What happened to Alice Franklin?’ asks the saxophone teacher.

‘Oh, we found out later she was lying,’ Julia says.

‘She didn’t have sex in a movie theatre.’


‘No.’


Julia takes a moment to adjust the spidery legs of the music stand.

‘Why would she lie to you?’ the saxophone teacher asks politely.

Julia makes a sweeping gesture with her hand. ‘She was probably just bored,’ she says. In her mouth he word is noble and maginificent.

‘I see,’ says the saxophone teacher.

‘So anyway they go, Maybe we could start the ball rolling by asking if anyone’s got something they want to get off their chest? And one of the girls started crying right then, before anything had even happened for real, and the counselor just about wet his pants with joy, and he goes, Nothing anybody says this morning will go further than this room, or some shit. So this girl starts saying something lame, and her friend reaches over and holds her hand or something sick like that and then everyone starts sharing and saying things about trust and betrayal and confidence and feeling all confused and scared… and it’s going to be one fuck of a long morning.’


Julia darts a glance over toward the saxophone teacher to see if the word has any effect, but the saxophone teacher just gives her a wintry smile and waits. Bridget would have baulked and fluttered and turned scarlet and wondered about it for a long time afterwards, but Julia doesn’t. She just smirks and takes unnecessary care in clipping the slippery page to the edge of the music stand.

‘So after a while,’ Julia says, ‘the counselor goes, What is harassment, girls?, looking at us all eager and encouraging like when teachers are torn between really wanting you to get the right answer but also really wanting you to be wrong so they can have the pleasure of telling you themselves. Then he goes, speaking softly and solemnly like he’s revealing something nobody else knows, Harassment doesn’t have to be touching, my darlings. Harassment can also be watching. Harassment can be if someone watches you in a way that you don’t like.

‘So I put up my hand and I go, Does it become harassment because of what they watch? Or because of what they imagine while they’re watching? They all looked at me and I went really red, and the counselor touched his fingertips together and gave me this long look like, I know what you’re doing, you’re trying to sabotage the trust thing we’ve got going here, and I’m going to answer your question because I have to, but I’m not gong to give you the answer you want.’


The saxophone teacher stands up finally and picks up her own saxophone as if to say “enough”. But Julia is already saying it, thrust on by a strange sort of red-cheeked momentum. 

‘I imagine things when I watch people,’ is what Julia says.
FRIDAY
Isole is waiting outside in the hall. She can hear the faint rumble of the saxophone teacher’s voice through the wall as the 3:30 lesson draws to a close. Here in the deserted hallway Isolde takes moment to enjoy the backstage silence before she is cued to knock and enter. She inhales and with her tongue she tastes the calm and careless privacy of a person utterly unobserved.

Normally she would be flooded with pre-tutorial dread, leafing through her sheet music, practicing in mine, her eyes following the music on her lap and her splayed hands moving on the empty air. But today she is not thinking about her lesson. She is sitting still and with all her mind trying to preserve and capture a private swollen feeling in the deep well of her chest.

It is like a little pocket of air has rushed into her mouth and sent a little shiver down her back and tugged at the empty half-basin of her pelvic bone. She feels a prolonged and dislocated swoop in her belly and a yank of emptiness in her ribcage, and suddenly she is much too hot. Isolde feels this way sometimes when she is in the bath, or when she watches people kiss on television, or in bed when she runs her fingertips down the soft curve of her belly and imagines that her hand is not her own. Most often the feeling descends inexplicably – at a bus stop, perhaps, or in the lunch line, or waiting for a bell to ring.

She thinks, Did I feel this when I saw my sister for the first time as a sexual thing? After Dad touched my head and said, This is going to be hard time, these next few weeks, and then left me to watch TV, and after a while Victoria came in and sat down and looked over at me, and then she said, Fantastic, so now everyone knows. And we sat and watched the tail end of some C-grade thriller on the Thursday night special, except I couldn’t concentrate and all I could think was, How? How were you able to turn your head and look hard at him and crane up and kiss his mouth? How were you not paralysed with fear and indecision? How did you know that he would receive you, gather you up and press hard against you and even give out a little strangled moan like a cry, like a cry in the back of his throat?

Here in the hallway Isolde is thinking, Did I feel this feeling then, that night? Did feel this jangled swoop of dread and longing, this elevator-dive, this strange suspended prelude to a sneeze?

Later maybe she will identify the feeling as some abstracted form of arousal, an irregular toll that plucks at her body now and again, like an untouched string vibrating in harmonic sympathy with a piano nearby. Later she might conclude that the feeling is a little like a hunger-stab, not the gnawing ever-present lust of real hunger, just a stab that strikes like a warning – here and gone. But by then that time in years to come when she has come to know her body’s tides and tolls and can say, This is frustration and This is lust and This is longing, a nostalgic sexual longing that draw me back to a time before, by then everything will be classified, everything will have a name and a shape, and the modest compass of her desires will be circumscribed by the limits of what she has known, what she has experienced, what she has felt. So far Isolde has experienced nothing and so this feeling does not mean I must have sex tonight or I am still full from last night, still brimming. It does not mean Who must I be in love with, to feel this pull? Or Again I am wanting the thing I cannot have. It is not yet a feeling that points her in a direction. It is just the feeling of a vacuum, a void waiting to be filled.

You can’t tell any of this from Isolde’s face: she is just sitting in the grey half-light, her hands in her lap, looking at the wall.
MONDAY
‘I am never quite sure,’ the saxophone teacher says, ‘what is truly meant when the mothers say, I want my daughter to experience what was denied to me.

‘In my experience the most forceful and aggressive mothers are always the least inspired, the most unmusical of souls, all of them profoundly unsuccessful women who wear their daughter’s image on their breast like a medal, like a bright deflection from their own unshining selves. When these mothers say, I want her to fully experience everything that was denied to me, what they rightly mean is , I want her to fully appreciate everything that was denied to me. What they rightly mean is, The paucity of my life will only be thrown into relief if my daughter has everything. On its own, my life is ordinary and worthless and nothing. But if my daughter is rich in experience and rich in opportunity, then people will come to pity me: the smallness of my life and my options will not be incapacity; it will be sacrifice. I will be pitied less, and respected more, if I raise a daughter who is everything that I am not.’

The saxophone teacher runs her tongue over her teeth. She says, ‘The successful mothers – musical women, sporting women, literate women, content and brimful women, women who were denied nothing, women whose parent paid for lessons when they were girls – the successful mothers are the least forceful, always. They do not need to oversee, or wield, or pick a fight on their daughter’s behalf. They are complete in themselves. They are complete, and so they demand completeness in everyone else. They can stand back and see their daughters as something set apart, as something whole and therefore untouchable.’ 

The saxophone teacher goes to the window to let down the blinds. It is almost dusk.
TUESDAY
Mrs. Tyke waits in the corridor for ten minutes before the saxophone teacher opens the door. 

‘I just wanted to touch base, really,’ she says once they are inside, ‘in light of this dreadful scandal up at the school. I’m thinking of the girls.’


‘I understand,’ the saxophone teacher says, pouring out two mugs of tea. One of the mugs has a picture of a saxophonist on a desert island and the words ‘Sax on the Beach’. The saxophone teacher returns the jug to its cradle and carefully selects a teaspoon.

‘Mrs. Tyke,’ she says, ‘you would very much like, I think, to sew your children’s hands to your waist-band, just to keep them with you always, their little legs swaying when you hurry and trailing on the asphalt when you stroll. If you turned on your heel very fast your children would fan out around you like a sunburst pleated skirt. You would be a goddess in a corset and a bustle, your children radiating out from you like so many graceful little spokes.’

‘I’m thinking of the girls, that’s all,’ says Mrs. Tyke. She holds out both hands to receive her mug of black-leaf tea. The saxophone teacher lets the silence creep until Mrs. Tyke bursts out, ‘I’m just worried about some of the ideas she’s bringing home. They’re ideas she didn’t have before. They stick in the side of her mouth like a walnut, and when she talks I can see glimpses of these ideas – just a flash every so often when she opens her mouth wide – but it’s enough to make me very nervous. It’s like she’s tasting them, or poking them around her mouth with her tongue. They’re ideas she didn’t have before.

She blinks dolefully at the saxophone teacher, then shrugs in a helpless fashion and ducks her head o sip her tea.

‘Can I tell you what I think the problem is?’ says the saxophone teacher in a special quiet honey voice. ‘I think you feel a little bit as if that horrible man up at the school, that vile and disgusting man, has left a big fat fingerprint on your glasses, and it doesn’t matter what you’re looking at, all you see is his fingers.’


She stands up to pace.

‘I know you wanted your daughter to find out about it all the ordinary way. You wanted her to find out behind the bike sheds, or underneath the bleachers on the rugby field, or in Social Studies, the facts written on the whiteboard with a felt-tipped pen. You wanted her to sneak glances at magazines and at movies she wasn’t allowed to see. You wanted her to start off with some sort of blind sticky grope in her mate’s front room on a Saturday night while her friends are outside being sick into flowerpots. That might happen more than once. It might become a phase. But you’d be prepared for it.’


As Mrs. Tyke watches the saxophone teacher she lets something steal across her face, not something as crude and bold as realization or awakening, but something which registers only as slackening of her features, a tiny release. It’s such a good performance the saxophone teacher almost forgets she’s acting.

‘You wanted her to finally get a boyfriend in sixth form maybe, some prancing, empty sort of boy you didn’t really like, and you wanted to catch her with him eventually, coming home early because you had a funny feeling, and seeing them on the couch, or on the floor, or in her bedroom among her teddy bears and her frilly pink cushions that she doesn’t really like but she’ll never throw away.

‘I respect these things that you wanted for your daughter,’ the saxophone teacher says. ‘I imagine they must be the things that every good mother wants. It’s a terrible thing that this venomous little man should have stolen your daughter’s innocence so slyly, without ever having laid a finger on her, shoving his dirty little secrets down her throat like candy from a brown paper bag.

‘But what you need to understand, my darling,’ she whispers, ‘is that this little taste your daughter has had is a taste of what could be. She’s swallowed it. It’s inside her now.’
TWO
FEBRUARY
‘The first term,’ they said, ‘is essentially a physical and emotional undoing. You will unlearn everything you have ever learned, peeling it off skin by skin, stripping down and down until your impulse shines through.’


‘This Institute,’ they said, ‘cannot teach you how to be an actor. We cannot give you a map or a recipe or an alphabet that will teach you how to act or how to feel. What we do at this Institute is not teaching by accumulation, collecting skills as one might collect a marble or a token or a charm. Here at this Institute we teach by elimination. We help you learn to eliminate yourself.’


‘You may break or be broken,’ they said. ‘This happens,’


The fat one on the end leaned forward and said, with emphasis, ‘A good actor makes a gift of himself.’


‘An actor is someone who offers up this body publicly,’ they said. ‘This can happen in one of two ways. The actor can exploit himself, treat his body as a ready and obedient instrument, a product to be sold. At this Institute we do not favour this approach. We do not breed confectioners or clowns. You are not here to sell your body: you are here to sacrifice it.’


And then they said, ‘You’re not at high school any more.’

FEBRUARY
‘I graduated from the Institute in December,’ said the golden boy, his gaze passing from face to face with calm disinterest. ‘They asked me to come and talk to you guys today about my experience of the programme and where I’m headed now and maybe you can ask some questions if you have any.’


He sat cross-legged on the gymnasium floor like a prophet.

‘God, I envy you guys,’ he said, and then he smiled and smiled. ‘Not too virginal, not too defiled. Sitting there all shiny and pregnant with the best still yet to come.’


The golden boy looked at them, the tight pale ring of nervous faces and black tee-shirts still creased down the middle with newness.

‘The three years I spent at this Institute didn’t just shape me as an artist. They shaped me as a person,’ he said. ‘This place woke me up.’


He flushed brightly as if he were describing a lover he had lost.

‘Everything you’ve ever slammed shut gets reopened here,’ he said. ‘If none of you had auditioned and been accepted you would all have become cemented, cast in plaster and moulded for the rest of your adult life. That’s what’s happening to everybody else, out there. In here you never congeal. You never set or crust over. Every possibility is kept open – it must be kept open. You learn to hold all these possibilities in your fist and never let any of them go.’


There was a silence. The golden boy smoothed the knees of his corduroy pants and said, as if he had just thought of it, ‘Remember that anybody who is clever enough to set you free is always clever enough to enslave you.’

OCTOBER
Stanley was disappointed with his life so far. Here, on the eve of his eighteenth birthday, he stood in the rich dusty quiet of the shuttered foyer in a paralysis of bitterness and dissatisfaction. He was thinking about everything he was not.

Stanley had expected to be savage and dissenting and righteous as a teenager – he had yearned for it, even – and grew more and more dissatisfied as his high-school years passed politely by. He had expected to drink whisky from a paper-bagged bottle by the river, and slip his cold hands up a girl’s skirt in the patch of scrub beyond the tennis courts, and take shots at passing cars with a potato-gun from a neighbour’s garage roof. He had expected to drink himself blind and vandalise the bus shelters in the suburbs, to drive without a license, to retreat from his family, to turn sour, and to frighten his mother, maybe, by refusing to eat or leave his room. This was his entitlement, his rightful lot, and instead he had spent his high-school years playing gentlemanly sport and watching family television, admiring from a distance the boys brave enough to fight each other, and longing for every girl he passed to lift her head and look him in the eye.

Stanley heard the voice of the Institute tutors in his mind. ‘The real thrill of the stage,’ they said, ‘is the thrill of knowing that at any moment something might to wrong. At any moment something on the stage might break or fall over; someone might miss their cue, someone might botch the lighting, someone might forget their accent or their lines. You are never fearful watching a film, because what you are watching is always complete, always the same and always perfect; but you are often fearful watching a play, in case something goes foul and you must then suffer the private embarrassment of watching the actors flounder and repair themselves. But at the same time, in the silky dark of the auditorium, you ache for something to go wrong. You desire it utterly. You feel tender towards any actor whose hat falls off, whose button breaks. You gasp and applaud when an actor trips and rights himself. And if you see a mistake that others in the audience miss, then you feel a special privilege, as if you are glimpsing a seam of a secret undergarment, something infinitely private, like a scarlet bite-mark on the inside of a woman’s thigh.’


Stanley stood in the foyer of the Institute and looked about him. Here was another possible life that was in his power to claim, another life he wanted, just as he had wanted, as a shy and useless teenager, to be unfeeling and disrespectful and casual and vile. Now, as then, he felt the weight of a terrible inertia pin him to the foyer floor. He suffered all over again the disappointing and quotable truth that the world would not come to him, or wait for him, or even pause: if he waited, this life would simply pass him by. Stanley thought about this and felt deflated and terribly short-changed.

In his sixth-form school production he had been cast as Horatio, a part which pleased him – Horatio was a memorable name, at least, the only one he had heard of before he encountered the play. Everyone remembered Horatio. It was a name that stuck. Horatio it was who endured, critical and strident in the cultural memory, as the less resonant, less pronounceable characters peeled off and dropped away. Stanley’s part was pared almost to nothing by the sharp-nosed drama teacher who said, ‘People don’t want to sit here for three and a half hours,’ and in rehearsals remarked, ‘You are a bit of a Horatio, aren’t you, Stanley? You’re a Horatio through and through.’ Stanley nodded and smiled and mouthed ‘Thank you’ and felt a private happy-thrill, and didn’t truly apprehend her meaning until several months later when he realised that the comment had been less than kind. Even on stage as he trotted about in Hamlet’s brooding shadow, flaring his doubler and flexing his hose, he had not really understood that his part existed merely to throw other, more interesting character into greater profundity and sharper relief. His mother called him “Wonderful”, and in the exhilarated line-up of the curtain call he had been close as he could be to the centre: by Hamlet’s side, holding Hamlet’s sweaty hand.

At the end of seventh form Stanley had seen the ragged call for auditions stapled to the pin-board in Careers Advice and simply fished for a pen and written his name. He supposed that he had wanted to be an actor since he was s child. Acting was part of a child’s primary lexicon of adult jobs: teacher, doctor, actor, lawyer, fireman, vet. Choosing to become an actor did not require originality or forethought. It was not like choosing to be a jockey, or a greengrocer, or an events manager for a local trust, where part of the choosing meant seeking and crating the choice; it did not depend on opportunity or introspection. Choosing to become an actor was simply a matter of reaching for one of these discrete and package categories with both hands. Stanley did not think about this as he wrote his name. The auditions sheet was watermarked and heavy, and the emblem of the Institute was stamped in bronze.

Later, wishing to amplify the memory of this unremarkable decision, he imagined that it was this moment, when he lifted his pen up to the paper and pressed hard to unstuck the ink in the roller-ball tip so that for an instant his fingertips were white and bloodless and hard – this moment, he imagined, was the moment when he seized an opportunity to transform from a Horatio into something utterly new.
OCTOBER
‘Welcome to the first stage of the audition process,’ said the Head of Acting, and he briefly smiled. ‘We believe here that an untrained actor is a liar merely.’ He was standing behind the desk with all his fingertips splayed upon the green leather. ‘As you are now,’ he said, ‘you are all liars, not calm persuasive liars but anxious blushing liars full of doubt. Some of you will not gain entrance to this Institute, and you will remain liars for ever.’


There was scattered laughter, mostly uncomprehending and from the ones who would not gain entrance. The Head of Acting smiled again, the smile passing over his face like a shadow.

Stanley was sitting stiffly at the back. He knew some of the boys from high school, but sat apart from them just in case they betrayed or encouraged some aspect of him that he wished to leave behind. The room was tense with hope and wanting.

‘So,’ the Head of Acting said. ‘What happens at this Institute? How do we carve up the strange convulsive epileptic rhythm of the days? What violence is inflicted here, and what can you do to minimize the damage?’


He let the question settle like dust.

‘This weekend is a virtual simulation of the kind of learning environment that students at the Institute encounter daily,’ he said. ‘Today we are holding classes in improvisation, mime, song, movement and theatre history, and tomorrow you will extensively workshop and rehearse a text in collaboration with a small group of others. You are all expected to participate fully in these lessons and to try your hardest to demonstrate to us the level of commitment you are prepared to offer us should you be invited to study here.

‘We will be watching you over the course of the weekend, patrolling the edges of the rooms and taking notes. If you are successful after this first audition weekend, we will invite you back for an interview and a more formal audition. Does anyone have any question about how the weekend will be run?’


They all had paper numbers pinned to their chests like marathon runners. Number 45 raised his hand.

‘Why don’t you just hold ordinary auditions like the other acting schools?’ he said. ‘Like where you prepare two monologues, one modern and one classical.’


‘Because we do not want to attract that kind of student,’ said the Head of Acting, ‘the kind of student who is good at self-advertisement, who will choose two contrasting monologues that perfectly demonstrate the range of their skill and the depth of their cunning. We do not care about the difference between modern and classical. We do not want students who colour-code their notes and start their essays weeks in advance.’


Number 45 blushed, feeling that he had been implicated as a student who colour-coded his notes and started his essays weeks in advance. The other hopefuls looked at him with pity and privately resolved to keep their distance.

‘Acting is a profession which requires a kind of wholeness,’ the Head of Acting said. ‘My advice to you today is this: your ideas about talent count for nothing here. The moment when we decide move you to the Yes list – the moment when we decide you deserve a place at this Institute – might not be a moment when you are actually acting. It might be when you yourself are watching. It might be when you’re preparing yourself for an exercise. It might be when you’re standing by yourself with your hands in your pockets and looking at the floor.’


The strategists among them were nodding gravely, already planning to let themselves appear to be caught unawares as frequently as possible. They made a mental note to remember to stand for a moment with their hands in their pockets, looking at the floor.

Stanley looked around at his rivals, all of them eager and fervent like candidates for martyrdom, the Head of Acting looming above them, swollen with the wonderful honour of choosing the first to die.

‘Let me hand over the Head of Improvisation,’ the Head of Acting said. ‘Good Luck.’

OCTOBER
The longest corridor at the Institute bordered the gymnasium for its entire length. The corridor was glassed on one side with long curtained windows and recessed doors, and on the other side the wall was uninterrupted save for the heavy double doors into the gymnasium that swung out halfway down. On this long wall were fixed a number of costumes preserved and flattened against the high brick, their empty arms spread wide, like ghosts pinned by a sudden and petrifying shaft of light.

Stanley paused to look He supposed that the costumes had been retained to mark notable performances, and he moved forward to read the first brass plaque mounted underneath a pair of limp tartan trousers and a jaunty ruffled shirt. It bore neither the title of the play nor the name of the actor, but merely the name of the character and a date, engraved as if on the side of a tomb. Belville. 1957. The plaques continued neatly down the wall. Stanley walked along the corridor as one paying respects to the dead, looking up at the stiff splayed arms and limp trouser-legs and tattered lace, the older costumes ragged and flecked with mould. Vindici, Ferdinand, Mrs. Alving, The Court Envoy. He paused at a heavy royal costume, brocaded in silver and satin lined. One of the splayed kingly sleeves had fallen away from the wall and hung limply by his side, so the effigy seemed to be pointing toward the foyer, the fabric of the fallen arm dragging his shoulder painfully down. The War Minister. Hal. The solemn procession of costumes down the wall was like an eerie trickle of spirits from a leak in the bounds of the underworld. He shivered. Perdita. Volpone. The Toad.
NOVEMBER
‘They’ll do terrible things to you there,’ Stanley’s father said. ‘You’ll get in touch with your emotions and your inner eye and worse. I won’t recognize you this time next year. You’ll just be this big pink ball of feeling.’


‘Look at all the famous people who’ve come through,’ said Stanley, taking the brochure off his father and pointing to the list inside the back cover, where all the television and film stars were asterisked in red. The pages of the brochure were already soft from being turned and turned.

‘I look forward to seeing you on daytime telly,’ said Stanley’s father. ‘That’s my son, I’ll say out loud, to nobody. There on screen with the airbrushing and the toupee. That’s my son.’


‘Did you see the photos of the grounds?’ Stanley said, flipping back through the brochure until he found them. ‘It’s in the old museum building. It’s all stone and mosaic floors and stuff, and big high windows.’


‘I see that.’


‘Three hundred people audition.’


‘That’s great, Stanley.’


‘And only twenty get in.’


‘That’s great.’


‘I know it’s just a beginning,’ Stanley said.

A waiter arrived and Stanley’s father ordered wine.
Stanley leaned back and looked around. The restaurant was starched and shadowy, full of murmuring and quiet laughter and cologne. The ceiling was strung with little red lanterns glinting back and forth above them.

The waiter bowed and moved off. Stanley’s father shook out his cuffs and smiled his therapy smile. He pushed the glossy brochure back across the tablecloth.

‘I’m proud of you,’ he said. ‘It’s going to be great. But you know, we’re working for opposing teams now.’


‘What do you mean?’ Stanley said.

‘Theatre is all about the unknown, right? Theatre has its roots in magic and ritual and sacrifice, and magic and ritual and sacrifice depend on some element of mystery. Psychology is all about getting rid of mystery, turning superstitions and fears into things that we can understand.’ He winked and speared an olive with a toothpick. ‘We’re practically at war.’


Stanley felt stumped, as he often did when his father said something clever. Each year after this meal was over Stanley lay in bed and thought for hours about what he could have said back that would have been cleverer. He chased the oily bubbles of vinegar around his dish with his finger.

‘Do you disagree?’ his father asked, looking at him sharply as he chewed.

‘Sort of,’ Stanley said. ‘I guess I thought… I guess for me acting seems like a way of finding out about a person, or getting into a person. I mean, you have to understand sadness to be able to act it. I don’t know. That seems kind of similar to what you do.’


‘Ah-ha!’ said Stanley’s father with the unpleasant greedy quickness of someone who likes to triumph in an argument. ‘So do you think actors know more about ordinary people than ordinary people know about themselves?’


‘No,’ Stanley said, ‘but I’m not sure that psychologists know more about ordinary people than they know about themselves either.’


His father burst out laughing and slapped the table.

‘Aren’t you supposed to be giving me life advice and passing on a torch or something?’ Stanley asked, to change the subject.

‘Shit,’ said his father. ‘I would have come prepared. How about you just tell me all the new cuss words, and we can swap dirty jokes. I’ve never been to drama school. Don’t ask me about my feelings.’


‘I don’t know any new cuss words,’ said Stanley. ‘I think all the old ones are still current.’


There was a small pause.

‘I’ve got a joke for you,’ said Stanley’s father. ‘How do you give a priest a vasectomy?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Stanley.

‘Kick the choirboy in the back of the head.’


Stanley laughed and felt disgusted that his own father was more outrageous than he was. He started flicking through the brochure again just in case he’d missed something.

The wine arrived. Stanley’s father made a great performance of tasting it. Rolling it around in the bottom of his glass and inspecting the label on the bottle. ‘That’s fine,’ he said to the waiter at last, nodding briefly at their glasses, and then switching his smile back to Stanley- ‘So, you want some life advice,’ he said.

‘Not really,’ said Stanley. ‘I just thought you were going to do the big “now you’re all grown up” thing.’


‘You want psychobabble?’


‘No.’


‘Kid, you got good blood and a fine pair of shoes.’


‘It doesn’t matter.’


‘Did I tell you about my client who set herself on fire?’


‘I heard you telling Roger.’


‘Life advice,’ said Stanley’s father, holding up his glass for a toast. ‘Right. I’ve got something good and nasty. Stanley, to mark your rite of passage I am going to tell you a secret.’


They touched glasses and sipped.

‘Okay,’ said Stanley reluctantly.

His father stroked his lapel with his fingertips, his glass poised and careless in his other hand. He looked rich and camped and deadly. ‘I am going to tell you how to make a million dollars,’ he said.

Stanley had the hot frustrated feeling again, but all he said was Okay. He even smiled.

His father said, ‘Okay. I want you to think of your time at high school. Five years, right? During those five years, same as during anyone’s five years at any high school, there was one kid in your year who died. Yes’


‘I guess so.’


‘Maybe he drove too fast, drank too much, played with guns, whatever – there is always one kid who dies. Did you know, Stanley,’ he said, ‘that you can take our life insurance on a person without them knowing?’


Stanley just looked at him.

‘And the premiums on school kids,’ his father continued, ‘are really, really low. Provided they don’t have any reasons to think these kids are going to die. You can take out a million dollar life insurance policy on a kid for something like two hundred a year.’


‘Dad,’ said Stanley disbelievingly.

‘All you’d need to do is pick it. All you’d need to do is to get in there and do some research and get some information that would give you the edge.’


‘Dad,’ Stanley said again.

His father put his hands up like an innocent man, and laughed.

‘Hey, I’m giving you gold here,’ he said. ‘Think of your kid. The one who died at your school. Could you have picked it beforehand? If you could have predicted it, then you could have got in there and made something good of it. Here’s your life advice, Stanley: that is how people get rich. That’s the only secret. They see things are going to happen before they happen, and they pounce.’


Stanley’s father was smiling his therapy smile.

‘I couldn’t have picked it,’ Stanley said at last. ‘The boy at my school. He was hit on his skateboard coming home from the shop. Out of all of them, I’d never have picked him.’


‘Shame,’ his father said. He didn’t say anything further. He toyed with his fork and reached for his wine and watched Stanley over the frail rim of the glass as he drank.

Stanley fingered the drama school brochure unhappily. He was hot and uncomfortable in his suit jacket, like a chicken trussed up to roast. ‘What about me?’ he said. ‘Can you see what’s going to happen before it happen?’


His father leaned forward and stabbed the tablecloth with a bony white finger.

‘I can see,’ he said, ‘you are going to have a great year. You’re going to be great.’


OCTOBER
‘Acting is not a form of imitation,’ the Head of Improvisation said briskly, after the hopefuls had assembled in a ragged cross-legged ellipsis on the rehearsal-room floor. Near the door the Head of Acting was hovering with his clipboard, watching with a studied indifference and pinching his pen in his fingers as he measured the worth and quality of each student against the next.

The Head of Improvisation said, ‘Acting is not about making a copy of something that already exists. The proscenium arch is not a window. The stage is not a little three-walled room where life goes on as normal. Theatre is a concentrate of life as normal. Theatre is a purified version of real life, an extraction, an essence of human behavior that is stranger and more tragic and more perfect than everything that is ordinary about me and you.’


The Head of Improvisation plucked a tennis ball from the canvas bag at her side and tossed it across the group at one of the hopefuls. The boy caught the ball in the heels of both hands. ‘Don’t look at the Head of Acting,’ the Head of Improvisation said. ‘Pretend he isn’t there. Look at me.’


She held her palms open and the boy tossed the ball sheepishly back. The Head of Acting made a savage little note on his clipboard with his pen.

‘Let’s think about the ancient world for second,’ the Head of Improvisation said, shifting to tuck her legs underneath herself. ‘In the ancient world a statue of Apollo or Aphrodite did not exist to trick people into thinking that the statue really was the god, or even that the statue really was a true likeness of the god. The function of the statue was simply a site of access. The statue existed so people could approach or experience the god at that site. Yes? Is everyone with me?’


She tossed a tennis ball to another hopeful, who flinched but managed to catch it and lob it carefully back. The Head of Improvisation caught it and held it in both hands for a moment, pushing thoughtfully at the balding fur, indenting the hard rubber of the ball and letting it snap back against her hand.

‘So this statue is definitely not the real thing,’ she continued. ‘The statue is not Apollo himself – anybody would agree with that, right? And it’s not a facsimile of the real thing either. It’s not a likeness of Apollo, a clue to what Apollo might actually look like, or what clothes he might actually wear. It’s neither of those things. The statue is only a site which makes worship possible. It is a site which makes it unnecessary to seek that particular connection elsewhere. That’s all. Why is what I’m saying important?’


She tossed the tennis ball at a girl across the group.

‘Is it because that’s what theatre is?’ the girl said quickly, catching the ball neatly with her fingertips and pausing to answer the question before lobbing it back. ‘Theatre isn’t real life, and it isn’t a perfect copy of real life. It’s just a point of access.’


‘Yes,’ the Head of Improvisation said, catching the ball and slamming it decisively into the palm of her other hand.

The girl smiled quickly and darted a look at the Head of Acting to see if he had seen her triumph. He wasn’t watching.

The Head of Improvisation said, ‘The stage is not real life, and the stage is not a copy of real life. Just like the statue, the stage is only a place where things are made present. Things that would not ordinarily happen are made to happen on stage. The stage is a site at which people can access things that would otherwise not be available to them. The stage is a place where we can witness things in such a way that it becomes unnecessary for us to feel or perform these things ourselves. What am I talking about here?

The question was too specific, and the hopefuls frowned at her in silence and pursed their lips to show they didn’t know. The Head of Improvisation was almost quivering. She scanned their faces quickly but without disappointment, already pursed and half-smiling as if the answer was waiting to bubble up and out of her in a kind of overflow of joy.

‘Catharsis,’ she said at last, crowing out the word. ‘Catharsis is what I am talking about. Catharsis is a word that all of you should know. Catharsis is the thing that makes your job worthwhile.’

OCTOBER
In the foyer there were two porcelain masks rising like glassy conspirators out of a porcelain basin filled with water. Comedy was turned away, staring with gleeful dead eyes down the corridor past the secretary’s office and the trophy cabinet and the loos. Tragedy craned upward. The tragic mask was supported by two brass pipes that ran up out of the water behind the jaw and the cheekbone and into the porcelain under-rim of each staring tragic eye. When the fountain was turned on, these pipes sucked the water up out of the basin and forced the tragic mask to cry.

There was a film of brassy grime around the water-line and at the bottom of the basin a few hopeful silver coins. On the pedestal underneath the basin was a plaque which said:
The Mind Believes What it Sees
And Does What it Believes:
That is the secret of the fascination
OCTOBER

When he saw the pair of masks Stanley’s first thought was that some people turned the corners of their mouth down when they smiled and some people smiled when they were very unhappy. He was not looking at the masks now. He stood by the fountain with his hands in his pockets and frowned into the basin as he tried to dull the sick thump of his heart. The water had not yet been switched on and the surface was tight and smooth like the skin of a drum, the blue-veined porcelain masks dry and discoloured in the still of the morning.

Stanley was almost an hour early, unable to bear any longer the tiny orbit around his bedroom as again and again he flattened his hair and checked over his application form and felt in his bag for the hard laminated edge of his audition number that he would later pin to his chest with a pair of tiny golden safety pins. The foyer was empty. The secretary’s office was closed and shuttered and all the arterial corridors were dark. He stood very still and tried to ride out his nervousness, as if it were seasickness or hypochondria or a phantom chill.

He heard the soft thud of the auditorium door and turned to see a boy approaching, red faced and disheveled and carrying an ancient disk gramophone, the fluted brass horn angled over his shoulder. It looked heavy. He was clutching the gramophone against him with both hands underneath its felted base, peering around it to check his way was clear and stepping delicately as he picked his way down the dark corridor.

‘Hey,’ he called, ‘are you a techie? You don’t have a key to the main office, do you?’


‘Sorry,’ Stanley said. ‘I’m here for the audition.’


The boy peered at him. ‘Oh, you’re one of the hopefuls,’ he said dispassionately. ‘I forgot it was that weekend already. You nervous/’


Stanley shrugged. ‘Yeah,’ he said. He flapped his arms a couple of times and tried to think of something adequately general to say, but nothing came. ‘Are you an actor?’ he asked instead.

‘No, I’m Wardrobe,’ the boy said. ‘We’re just packing out The Beautiful Machine. Closing night last night and they need the theatre tomorrow.’


‘What’s The Beautiful Machine?’ Stanley asked. The boy had halted at the foyer’s periphery, and it felt a little odd, the two of them calling out across such a large and marble space.

‘The first-year devised theatre project,’ the boy said. ‘It’s kind of like providing yourself to the Institute, going off and doing something completely on your own in your first year. The things they come up with would blow your mind. They put it on properly at the end of the year, lights and everything.’


‘Oh,’ Stanley said.

‘You should have gone,’ the boy said. ‘Closing night last night. It was kickass.’ He nodded towards the gramophone he was carrying. ‘Lots of musical guys in the batch this year so we went with a sort of a musical thing, really diverse and abstract. If you’d seen it, it would’ve blown your mind.’


Stanley watched the boy inflate, and noted the shift from they to we. He sensed that diverse and abstract were key words, buzz words that had the power to set the speaker apart and mark him as one of the chosen. This boy was studied in his carelessness, tossing his head like a pony and turning his hip out so he stood like a model in menswear magazine.

‘This your first time auditioning?’ the boy asked. He moved now, walking over to the secretary’s office door and bending at the knee to place the gramophone carefully on the floor below the wall of oiled golden pigeonholes. Stanley heard the voice of his high-school drama teacher: Move as you say your line, not after you say it.

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Should I be worried?’


‘Nah,’ the boy said coolly. ‘Just relax and have fun and don’t try too hard. It’s way less of a big deal than everyone makes out.’


‘Did you have to audition for Wardrobe?’


‘No.’


Stanley waited, but the boy didn’t say anything further. He straightened up and tried the door of the secretary’s office half-heartedly, but it was locked. He looked again at Stanley.

‘The thing that’s strange about this place,’ he said, ‘is that nobody has anything terrible to say. Even the ones who don’t get in – have you talked to the ones who don’t get in?

‘No,’ Stanley said.

‘They always say, I know I want it now. I’ve seen a glimpse of what goes on in there and I might not have got it but I’ve got a fire in me now and by God I’m going to work and work and try again next year and I’m going to keep auditioning until I get in. They say, What an honour and a privilege to have been able to audition with these amazing people, spend a weekend at the Institute and get a glimpse into where real talent comes from. They say, That place is truly a place of awakening. Do you find that weird?’


Stanley shrugged uncertainly. He had stepped back a half-step while the boy was speaking and he could feel the radiating cool of the porcelain basin against the small of his back.

‘Nobody gives the finger as they walk out the door. Nobody says, Thanks a fucking heap. Nobody says, I didn’t want to come to your puissant ugly school for dicks anyway. Nobody says, Bullshit I’m not as good as that guy or that guy, you tell me exactly why I didn’t get in. Nobody says anything terrible at all. Do you honestly not find that weird?’


‘It’s a prestigious school. I guess people just feel really strongly about that,’ said Stanley.

‘Yeah,’ said the boy, contemptuous all of a sudden, and visibly dismissing Stanley as a person with nothing to offer and nothing to say. ‘Anyway, good luck. Might see you round here next year.’


‘Yeah,’ said Stanley. He felt ashamed of his own dullness but he was too preoccupied with his anxiety about the audition to care. He turned back to the fountain and shoved his hands viciously back into his pockets, listening until he heard the boy’s footsteps dwindle away down the corridor and finally the heavy velvet thump of the auditorium door.
THREE
THURSDAY
The morning paper reads Teacher Denies Sex With Student.

‘Poor Mr. Saladin,’ says the saxophone teacher. ‘Poor Mr. Saladin, with his slender hands and his throbbing lonely heart and his face like-‘


‘It doesn’t show his face,’ interrupts Patsy, who is feeling cranky. ‘He’s holding his jacket over his head.’


The Phone rings.

‘They imagine it all the same,’ says the saxophone teacher, ‘the thirsty mothers with their sad black eyes. They imagine sharp little teeth and a wet gulping swallow. They imagine small bluish pouches underneath his eyes.’


Patsy contemplates the article with her head on one side. She dabs her finger absent-mindedly at the crumbs on her plate.

‘I completely understand, Mrs. Miskus,’ the saxophone teacher is saying into the phone. ‘Oh goodness no, I never met the man, but let me tell you something about him all the same.’ (Patsy gets up now, fishes for her coat. The saxophone teacher follows her with her eyes as she talks.) ‘Mr. Saladin left a legacy behind him, a special breed of wide-eyed, fascinated, provocative mistrust which has swept through my students like a virus. The violated girl is shadowed by whispers and elbows and blind aching jealousy everywhere she walks. When the lights go out, the parents cry and ask each other what did he do to her, but the girls are burning with a question of their own what did she do? What does she know now that makes her so dangerous, like the slow amber leak of a noxious fume?’


Patsy wiggles into her coat, waves, blows a kiss. She is leaving.

‘They try to imagine her stroking his face and arching her neck and whispering things, special things that nobody’s ever said before. They try to imagine her up against the wall of the music room, breathing fast and shallow with her eyes closed and her hands clenched in fists on the wall above her head. They try to imagine the ordinary things, like How about lunchtime?, or I couldn’t sleep last night, or I like the shirt with the stripes better. They think maybe now when she clutches her arms across her chest, when she smoothes her hair down at the side, when she suddenly falls silent and bites her lip hard, they think maybe these things mean something now that they didn’t mean before. They try to imagine, Mrs. Miskus. They try to imagine what these things might mean.’


The saxophone teacher is silent now, listening, fingering the phone cord. The door slams in the stairwell.

‘I understand,’ she says after a while. ‘Your poor fragile sensible daughter feels dirty by association and she wants to put as much distance as she possible can between herself and that horrible man. You tell her I have a space on Tuesday at three.’

FRIDAY
A notice goes up to say that rehearsals will resume. A new conductor has been found for jazz band and senior jazz ensemble and orchestra, identified in bold type as Mrs. Jean Critchley. The unnecessary naming serves to emphasise the Mrs. and the Jean.

‘Course they got a woman,’ says first alto darkly. They are standing in the corridor in a bedraggled clump.

‘I liked Mr. Saladin,’ says Bridget in her stringy unfashionable way.

‘Is he in prison already?’ says first alto.

‘Probably under house arrest,’ says double bass. ‘So he doesn’t reoffend.’


‘Bullshit,’ says first trombone. ‘He’ll just be at home in his pyjamas watching daytime telly.’


They run out of things to say and spend a moment regarding the name of Mrs. Jean Critchley, identified in bold type.

‘She sounds like a bitch,’ says first alto, voicing what they are all thinking anyway.
FRIDAY
‘I went to see Mr. Partridge about an extension after school yesterday,’ Isolde says. ‘He was in his office, and when I came in he sort of exploded out of his desk and said, Let’s talk in the hallway, come on, out. They all do that now. They’re afraid of enclosed spaces.’


The saxophone teacher watches her and thinks, This is the dawn of a new Isolde, a hardened deadened Isolde who has witnessed the dirty and perverted glamour of the world but still nurses a tiny kernel of doubt because she has not yet felt what she has heard and seen.

‘Anyway we went out into the hallway,’ says Isolde. She swings her saxophone around so it is hanging limply off one shoulder like a schoolbag, both hands at her shoulder holding the strap. She shifts her weight to the other leg and sticks her hip out and blinks her big eyes, converting in an instant into a sweet and undeserving victim. The lights change, becoming duller and more diffuse, until Isolde is standing in the creamy lilac light of a late-afternoon school corridor with all the lockers hanging empty and open and the chip packets scudding across the floor like silver leaves.

‘So I go, I was just wondering if I could get an extension or whatever, because things have been so hard at home-‘


And she seamlessly slides her sax off her shoulder and into her arms, holding it loosely underneath the bell with both hands, and pressing it flat against her pelvis in a casually protective way, as a man might hold a folder against himself, standing in a corridor with a student in a shaft of creamy lilac light after all the others have gone home.

The saxophone teacher reflects how much she enjoys these changes, when Isolde slips out of one person and becomes another. Bridget is good at voices, but with Isolde the performance is always physical and total, like the unexpected shedding of a skin. The saxophone teacher shifts in her chair, and nods to show she’s listening.

‘And he shakes his head at me,’ Isolde says, broadening now, rocking back on her heels and sucking in her belly so her chest inflates, ‘and he goes, Isolde, I am not the kind of teacher who ingratiates myself with my students in order to gain their love. That is not my style. I am the kind of teacher who gains popularity by picking a scapegoat. I do this in each and every class I teach. If I was to grant you an extension I would be a hypocrite and I would undermine my own methods.

‘He goes, Isolde, when I set out to gain the love of a student, I do not begin by granting them an extension when they don’t really need one. I begin by cultivating a culture of jealousy in my classroom. Jealousy is a key component to any classroom environment, because jealousy means competition and competition means excellence. It is only in a jealous classroom that a true and fervent love can blossom.

‘It is only once I am sure my students are well placed to become very jealous of each other that I pick my scapegoat. Picking a scapegoat is not easy, Isolde. It is not as easy as granting an extension to a student when they don’t really need one. Picking a scapegoat is a very difficult and delicate task. The trick-‘ and she brandishes her saxophone now, jabbing it into the air to emphasise what she is saying ‘-is not to pick the girl that everybody already genuinely dislikes. This will induce the other students to pity the scapegoat, and to become contemptuous of me because I am being cruel. I don’t want to be cruel to my students.

‘The trick is to pick the least original girl in the room. You want someone unoriginal because you want to be sure that they will behave exactly the same way every time you use them. You want someone unoriginal because you need them to be dull enough to believe that they are being singled out on the strength of their own comic merits. You need them to believe that the laughter you generate is inclusive laughter.

‘Isolde, he goes, I am a good teacher who is loved by my pupils. I gain their collective love by choosing a sacrificial victim on behalf of them all, not by currying favour with every individual student. It is a good method and I am a good teacher. I don’t want to give you an extension because your sister had sex and everyone found out that I feel sorry for you. I’ve explained my reason. I’m sorry.’


The lights fade back in. Isolde comes gracefully to an end and re-attaches her saxophone to her neckstrap, ready for the lesson.

‘So you didn’t get an extension,’ the saxophone teacher says as she rises.

‘No,’ Isolde says. ‘He goes, What you need to learn, Isolde, is that life just isn’t fair.’

FRIDAY
It is a new and popular tradition at this secular school to purchase short-snouted plastic Coca-Cola bottles from the tuck shop, and then retrieve with a fingernail the little blue disk with a stiff rim that sits snugly on the underside of the bottle’s cap. The girls hold this blue disk up to their lips and with their front teeth they bite a hole in the greasy plastic centre to pierce the flesh. They are then able to rip out the middle of the disk so that only the rim remains. Gently they tug around in their hands, pulling at it tenderly so it stretches wider and wider and the thin hoop becomes a pale band of ribbon through which they can slip their hand. The girls then wear these plastic ribbons on their wrists.

Popularly they are known as ‘Fuck-me bracelets’. It is a mark of a girl’s daring to fashion such a bracelet for herself from the aqua seal of a Coca-Cola bottle neck, for whoever breaks the bracelet, however accidentally, thereby enters into a contract with the wearer. Sometimes at parties a boy will lean over to kiss a girl and with his free hand he will scrabble at her wrist to try to break the Coca-Cola seal. Most often the girl will feel him trying to snap the bracelet and she will pretend to struggle, knowing what the breaking of the seal will mean: she will feign resistance and twist her wrist away from him to make the bracelet snap the sooner. Once it has snapped they know that they must go through with it to the very end.

It is a shameful thing to break your own bracelet. The girls snicker at the prospect, and alienate anyone clumsy enough to catch the side of the thin plastic band on a doorframe or on the buckle of her backpack so it snaps.

One of the girls says, ‘They found a Fuck-me bracelet in Mr. Saladin’s tutorial room. Under the piano. It was broken. 

This isn’t true.
MONDAY
‘Thanks all for coming in, people,’ says the counselor above the scraping and shuffling, raising his palms like he is a politician or a priest. ‘I’d really like to build on some of the issues that we raised in our last session. I thought that today we could talk about taking control.’


Julia is sitting at the back, low down in her chair, with her arms folded and her ankles crossed and her hair falling across her face. She watches as the other girls trip in from the cold, linking arms with their favourite friends so they advance across the room in a rectangular squadron of favourites. They negotiate seating with whispers and nudges and a desperate narrow-eyed panic, always fearful of one day occupying the terrible seats on the periphery which force you to lean across and be forever asking ‘What? What’s so funny? What did she say?’


Julia watches them slot into place around the current locus of popularity and wit with a feeling of contempt and mild jealousy. Most of the girls are seventh formers, contemporaries of the violated girl and infected only by vague proximity. The rest are the music students, more critically infected and so personally summoned by a solemn pink slip photocopied over and over and signed by the counselor in a delicate whispery hand.

The door opens and Julia sees to her surprise the sister of the violated girl holding her pink summons gingerly in her fist and checking the brass numeral on the plate above the doorknob. Isolde is only in fifth form, too young for jazz band and orchestra and senior jazz ensemble, and as she enters the room she nods at a few of the girls who must be her sister’s friends. The counselor smiles approvingly as she enters, showing them all that he is terribly proud of her, in the way that one might be terribly proud of a mascot or a flag.

Watching Isolde tuck her hair behind one ear and cast around sourly for a seat, Julia feels a flicker of interest in this girl, now thrust for ever into her sister’s arched and panting shadow, and wonders what she’s thinking.

As Isolde sits down, the girl sitting behind her leans forward and gives her shoulders a squeeze, slipping her thumbs into the hollows of Isolde’s collarbones and whispering, You okay? In a hot pitying whisper. Isolde squirms away from the girl’s hands, nodding, and says something in reply that Julia can’t quite hear. The girl shakes her head, gives Isolde a pat and retreats with a motherly sigh. She turns immediately to pluck at the sleeve of the girl on her left, who is already leaning in to listen.

Julia watches the breathy whispers gather and spread up and down the row behind Isolde, and studies the hard impassive look on Isolde’s face.

‘Would you jump off a bridge just because your friends were jumping off bridges?’ the counselor is saying. It’s his favourite question and he asks it routinely, his voice ringing and triumphant as if he has just performed a marvelous checkmate.

Julia watches Isolde shift slightly in her chair. She is staring at the counselor dully, frowning but not really listening, her lips slack and slightly pouted. She has the same round cheekbones and innocent round eyes as her sister, but while Victoria’s roundness is fullness, unapologetic and open and challenging, on Isolde it gives her the plump candied expression of a spoiled child. Isolde wears her own face like it is a fashion accessory that she knows looks better on everybody else.

‘For some people,’ the counselor is saying, ‘seduction is a means of gaining attention. Seduction is a cry for help, a last and desperate attempt to make a real connection with another human being.’ He wags his plump finger at them all, ranged around him in a tartan half-circle with their neckties loose and their smooth velvet legs crossed at the knee. ‘These lonely and damaged people,’ he says, ‘may seek out physical and sexual connections that they do not truly want but they cannot live without. These are the people you must beware of.’ He pauses for effect. ‘Mr. Saladin was one of these people.’


Julia looks over at Isolde but she is still staring at the counselor in same blank way. Julia wonders if it is an act. She tries to think what it would be like to be Isolde, coming home from school each day like an envoy from a forbidden place, stepping around her sister, watching her across the dinner table as she mashes her potato into a glum paste, walking past the closed door of her bedroom, still with its faded peeling stickers and strip of stolen security tape, passing her toweled and dripping in the hall. Julia imagines a pinched weeping mother and a father picking at his tie as if it it’s strangling him. She imagines urgent phone calls and people shouting in whispers and a damp shifting silence. She imagines Isolde in the middle of it all, trying to watch television or polish her school shoes or pick through the funny parts of the newspaper, alone and insulated by a patch of dead air like a ship in the eye of a storm.

Julia watches as Isolde examines her fingernails serenely and nibbles at a cuticle.

‘This terrible case of child abuse,’ the counselor is saying, ‘is a classic case of how seduction can be wielded as a means of gaining control. In preying upon this girl Mr. Saladin destroyed her right to the ownership of her own body. He abused his position of power as a teacher. He wielded his position of power to gain control.’


He has moved the lectern aside, and leans casually against a desk edge, one hand in his pocket balled into a fist so it stretches the fabric across his pelvis and tugs gently at the zipper of his fly. With his other hand he plucks at the air as if he is conducting a piece that is very modern and very moving.

‘My goal for today,’ he says smoothly, ‘is to talk about the ways in which I can help you guys to learn to take control. Does anybody want to say anything before we kick off?’


They all shake their heads and smile at him, shifting in their seats like roosting hens. Then Julia says, ‘I do.’


Everyone except Isolde turns to look at her in a rustling swoop. Julia blinks calmly and says, ‘I don’t agree that Mr. Saladin wanted to gain control.’


The counselor frowns and reaches up to tug a tuft of hair at the nape of his neck. ‘You don’t, he says.

‘No, I don’t,’ Julia says. ‘Gaining control isn’t the exciting part. Sleeping with a minor isn’t exciting because you get to boss them around. It’s exciting because you’re risking so much. And taking a risk is exciting because of the possibility that you might lose, not the possibility that you might win.’


The girls look her up and down, and marvel with a collective disgusted fascination. Their expression is the expression of any popular girl who takes time to regard an unpopular girl while she is speaking. They watch Julia as if she is a carnival act: intriguing, but it might make you feel a little sick.

‘It’s like gambling,’ Julia says, even louder. ‘If you make a bet that you’re almost positively certain you’re going to win, it’s not going to cost you much adrenalin. It’s not that exciting and it’s not that much fun. But if you make a bet where all the odds are against you and there’s just a tiny, tiny glimmer of a chance that you might make it, then you’re going to be pumping. There’s a higher possibility that you might lose. It’s the possibility you might lose that gets you excited.’


The girls start to shift and mutter, but Julia’s gaze stays fixed on the counselor, her eyes shiny and narrowed and hard. The counselor is looking at his shoes.

‘The fact that Victoria was underage and virginal or whatever wasn’t exciting because he could exercise more power over her,’ Julia says. ‘It was exciting because he stood to lose so much more if anyone found out.’ Julia has a way of cocking her head to emphasise the shock value. ‘He wouldn’t just lose her,’ she says, ‘He would lose everything.’


There is a small pause and then another rustling swoop as all the girls turn back to look at the counselor. He looks up, tugs again at his tuft of hair, and sighs.

‘I think we’ve deviated from the point,’ he says. ‘What we’re concerned with here is the power imbalance. We’re concerned with the fact that, as a teacher, Mr. Saladin abused his position of power by seeking out a relationship with a student.’


‘We’ve only deviated from your point to my point,’ Julia snaps. ‘And anyway, isn’t every relationship a power imbalance in some way?’


The counselor quickly turns back to the group before Julia can open her mouth to say more. ‘What do you guys think?’ he asks, trying to make eye contact only with the least combative and least articulate girls in the room. ‘Any thoughts? Agree? Disagree?’


A few girls raise their hands and begin to speak, and Julia loses interest immediately. She scowls at the counselor, and then fishes a biro out of her pocket and begins to doodle on the back of her hand as if she doesn’t care. After a while she looks up, and to her sudden thudding surprise Isolde is looking at her. Her expression is no longer childish and candied. Her head is turned slightly so she is looking half over her shoulder like a cold and careless queen with her neck all standing out in ropes.

Julia flushes under her collar and censors herself too late. Her heart is beating very fast. All of a sudden she feels too big for her own body, clumsy and stupid and lumpish, and the feeling washes over her all at once in a horrible thrill.

They hold each other’s gaze for a moment, and then Isolde looks away.
SATURDAY
Isolde and Victoria are watching television. Isolde is curled in the cat-furred hollow of the armchair with her legs hugged to her chest and her head upon the arm. Victoria is lying on the sofa with one leg cocked and the remote control held lightly between her finger and her thumb. Their father has just come through the room and crumpled Isolde’s toes in his big hand and said, Goodnight, slugs. Their mother has just called out from the stairway, Bed by eleven please. Their counterpointed footsteps, light and heavy, have just dwindled away up the stairs, and they have just shut their bedroom door with a faint and knuckled click.

Victoria says, ‘What about that group of boys you used to hang out with? Are they still pissing about with you guys?’


She speaks with the unrequited prerogative of an older sister’s demand for the whole truth. As the elder, Victoria’s perspective on her little sister’s life is always that of a recent veteran, knowing and qualified and unshockable. It is as if, at each new stage, Isolde merely picks up another hand-me-down costume that Victoria has grown out of and cast behind her, and as she struggles with the arm-holes Victoria is entitled to enter the dressing room and watch. When Isolde gets her first period, fits her first bra, plants her first kiss, chooses a dress for her first ball – at all these milestones Victoria is, or will be, present. If not, the elder sister is then always entitled to ask, Why didn’t you tell me, Issie, why?

By contrast, little Isolde would never dare ask Victoria what really happened behind the tiny pasted window of the rehearsal-room door. She would never dare ask for details-the life under his clothes, his breath, the touch of him. She would never ask, Was he nervous, Toria?, or Who reached out first?, or Did you talk together first, for weeks and weeks – about yourselves, about what you wanted and what you didn’t have? All these are questions Isolde is not allowed to ask. She could not ask, why didn’t you tell me? When Victoria snared her first lover, began her first affair, broke her first promise, or shed, for the first time, tiny blossom-drops of virgin blood, for all of these slender landmarks are part of a terrain in which the younger sister does not yet belong.

Later, when Isolde is Victoria’s age, and Victoria is still two steps ahead, at university maybe, and living elsewhere, smoking her first papered twist of weed, walking home from her first one-night stand with her sandal slung over her wrist, for the first time deciding what, in truth, she is going to be – then, perhaps, Victoria might tell her what really happened. Not every detail, because by then Victoria will be airy and deliberately removed, waving her hand and saying, ‘I just think Mum and Dad were cunts about that whole thing,’ or ‘God, that was ages ago.’ She might say, ‘We were going to run off together, but in the end he went back to his old girlfriend. I ran into him on the street a few months ago. He’s fatter than he was.’


But speaking of it now would be impossible. Isolde thinks that it would be like flipping a chapter ahead in a book that she was reading, to press Victoria for a detail, or an answer, or a map. Victoria’s life will always be two paces ahead, now and for ever, and if Isolde saw the road before she had to walk upon it herself she would simply be a cheat.

Yeah, but it means you’ll never make the same mistakes as me,’ Victoria says, unwilling to let Isolde feel she has the poorer lot.

‘No,’ Isolde says, ‘I will make the same mistakes, but by the time I do they won’t seem interesting because you’ll already have done it, and I’ll only be a copy.’


‘Yah… no,’ says Victoria. ‘You’ve got it better. Mum and Dad were way stricter with me than they are with you. They waste all their energy on me and by the time you come along their standards have dropped and they can’t be bothered any more.’


‘Yeah… no,’ says Isolde. ‘I have to pretend to be the baby, and that sucks.’


‘Yeah, but when I was six I was getting crayons and chalk for Christmas, and when you were six you got a pink tennis racket in a pink glitter sleeve. The older they get, the richer they get. You had way more stuff to play with than I ever did.’


‘Yeah, but that’s just it. I’m always compared to you. You aren’t compared to anybody, because you always do things first.’


‘That’s balls,’ Victoria says. ‘When’s the last time they compared you to me?’


The conversation is a comfort, because underneath it all they know that at least they occupy a place, the older and the younger, a place they each fill as closely and completely as Isolde’s body fills the ancient cat-worn dip in the old armchair by the wall. Underneath it al l they know that it is more a thing of necessary equilibrium than any sort of failed facsimile. Each sister claims not a mirrored copy but a rough-edged ill-formed twisted half of their parents’ attention and command.

‘What about that group of boys you used to hang out with?’ is Victoria’s question now, and Isolde says, ‘Nah, I don’t know. All the St. Sylvester boys are dicks, I reckon.’


‘That’s what I thought,’ Victoria says. ‘When I was your age.’

WEDNESDAY
There is a strange mood in the rehearsal room as the jazz band assemble their instruments and unfold their music stands. It’s the first time they’ve met for practice in three weeks, and privately everyone feels betrayed – not by Mr. Saladin, who was always jovial and tousled and called them Princess or Madam, but by Victoria, who fooled them all by pretending to be one of them.

The girls are silent as the collectively suffer the gross humiliation of being the last to know. They feel a dawning indignation that all along Victoria must have watched them founder and said nothing, that all along she sat among them in silent smug possession of her secret. Now they are compelled to remember with embarrassment their own harmless shy flirtations with Mr. Saladin, every remembered happy-flutter feeling poisoned now by the knowledge that he was already hers and already stolen. They remember their woodwind tutorial when he punched the air and said, That’s what I’m talking about and grinned his boyish grin, in the quad at lunchtime when he briefly joined their game of hacky-sack and then ran off with the hacky when he started to lose, before jazz practice when he strolled over and started talking about the Shakespeare Festival and the chamber music contest and the changes to the summer uniform-

‘He said she looked good in her summer uniform, way back in the first term,’ says first trombone as she empties her spit valve on to the carpet. ‘I was standing right there, as well.’


It is a mark of the depth of their wounding that they are pretending they suspected it all along. Everything that they have seen and been told about love so far has been an inside perspective, and they are not prepared for the crashing weight of this exclusion. It dawns on them now how much they never saw and how little they were wanted, and with this dawning comes a painful reimagining of the self as peripheral, uninvited, and utterly minor.

‘He had this thing he did,’ the percussionist is saying, ‘if they were lying in the dark together, if he was talking into the dark and he wasn’t sure whether she was smiling. He would make his forefingers into little calipers and he would keep reaching over to check the corners of her mouth. Sometimes he would lie on his side and he would keep his fingers there, just lightly, as they talked on and on into the dark. They used to laugh about it. It was a thing he did.’


Bridget is in the corner, lifting her sax out of its grey furred cavity and fitting the mouthpiece together absently. Last week she bought a number of different reeds from different manufacturers to test, numbering each one with a tiny red numeral to remind her which is which. She removes one from its plastic sheath and checks the tiny inked number before screwing it tight. The reed is harder than she has been used to, and probably her tongue will bleed.

‘My gypsy girl,’ says second trumpet. ‘That’s what he called her. My gypsy girl.’


The bell rings. There is a vague flurry of chair-scraping and shuffling and they all aim their half-eaten sandwiches at the wastepaper bin and then settle into their concentric half-circle, ready for the conductor to arrive.

‘They got her to admit that it had been going on since last year,’ says tenor sax. ‘She had to give a statement to the police and everything.’


And then they are silent for a while, dwelling separately on the unhappy realization that they, above all others, are the ones who have been deceived.
WEDNESDAY
‘If you imagined yourself in French plaits and a pressed school kilt, playing ‘Sweet Georgia Brown’ on tenor sax at the seventh-form prize-giving and standing coyly in a pool of yellow light, then I’m afraid you made the wrong choice.’

The saxophone teacher’s fingernails are blood-red today, and gently tapping. ‘The saxophone does not speak that language. The saxophone speaks the language of the underground, the jaded melancholy language of the half-light-grimy and sexy and sweaty and hard. It is the language of orphans and bastards and whores.’


Bridget stands with her sax limp in her hands like a wilted flower.

‘The saxophone is the cocaine of the woodwind family,’ the sax teacher continues. ‘Saxophonists are admired because they are dangerous, because they have explored a darker, more sinister side of themselves. In your performance, Bridget, I see nothing grimy or sexy or sweaty or hard. Everything I see is scrubbed shiny pink and white, sedated and sanitized like a poodle at a fair.’


‘Okay,’ Bridget says unhappily.

Tap-tap goes the bloody fingernail on the side of the mug.

‘What do you think makes a good teacher, Bridget?’


Bridget draws her lips in between her teeth as she thinks. ‘I guess talent,’ she says lamely. ‘Being good at what you’re teaching.’


‘What else?’


‘I guess being patient.’


‘Shall I tell you what makes a good teacher?’


‘Okay.’


‘A good teacher,’ the saxophone teacher says, ‘is somebody who awakes in you something that did not exist before. A good teacher changes you in a way that means you cannot go back even if you might want to. Now you can practice and learn the pattern of the notes and have good control over your instrument and you will be able to play that piece very competently, but until you and I can work together to challenge and awaken and change some part of you, competent is all that piece will ever be.’


‘I was just trying it out how Mrs. Critchley said,’ Bridget blurts out. ‘She’s Mr. Saladin’s replacement. We had jazz band today.’


The sax teacher narrows her eyes briefly, but all she says is, ‘Is that Jean Critchley?’


‘She’s Mr. Saladin’s replacement,’ Bridget says again.

‘I’ve seen her play live. She plays trumpet.’ The saxophone teacher is suddenly withdrawn, her voice cold and calm and careful, looking Bridget up and down as if she is seeking visible signs of treachery.

‘Why didn’t you apply?’ says Bridget, her eyes widening with the thought.

‘I don’t like high schools,’ says the saxophone teacher.

‘She doesn’t look like a Mrs. Jean Critchley. She has red glasses and she wears baggy tee-shirts with leggings and sneakers. First thing she said,’ Bridget says, brightening now, ‘first thing she said was, All right, shut up so I can talk about myself. I’m the teacher who comes after the teacher who had the affair. Let’s blow it all out of the water now so we can get on and make some music and have some fun. And you can all relax right away. They made me promise not to have an affair with any of you.’


Bridget blinks innocently at the saxophone teacher. She is good at voices.

‘Did anyone laugh?’ the saxophone teacher says.

‘Oh, yeah,’ says Bridget. ‘Yeah, everyone likes her a lot.’


‘So they laughed. They laughed at the sheer ridiculousness of it. The prospect that Mrs. Jean Critchley might seduce one of you, might draw any one of you toward her by subtle and insidious means, might push one of you against the music-cupboard door and press her cold cheek against yours so her lips are almost touching the feathered lobe of your ear. The prospect that one of you might want her, even, and pick her out as an object and a prize. That one of you might blush every time she looks at you, might stammer and stumble and take every opportunity to divert through the music block in the hope of brushing past her in the hall.’


‘Yeah,’ Bridget says. ‘She blew it all out of the water, so we could get on and make some music and have some fun.’


‘So you got on and made some music and had some fun.’


‘Yeah,’ Bridget says again.

‘And Mrs. Jean Critchley suggested that you play this piece like an ice-cream jingle.’


‘She didn’t say that.’ Bridget senses she’s winning, in some obscure way, and draws herself up a little higher. ‘She just said, Sometimes it’s not about originality. Sometimes it’s just about having fun.’


The saxophone teacher is frowning. Inside she asks: does she feel jealous? She reminds herself that Bridget is her least favourite student, the student she mocks most often, the student she would least like to be. She reminds herself that Bridget is lank and mousy, with a greasy bony face and a thin hookish nose and pale lashes that cause her to resemble a ferret or a stoat.

She is jealous. She doesn’t like the idea of Mrs. Jean Critchley, who is jovial and flat footed and forever appealing to her student to just have fun. She doesn’t like the idea of Bridget having a basis for comparison, and occasion to see her, the saxophone teacher, in a new and different light. She doesn’t like it.

‘Let’s move on,’ she says. ‘I think it’s time to try something new. Something a little harder, that will make you struggle a little more and re-establish which one of us is truly in control out of you and me. Okay?’


‘Okay,’ Bridget says.

‘Let me find a Grade Eight piece,’ the saxophone teacher says. ‘One that Mrs. Critchley won’t have any cause to comment on.’

FRIDAY
Isolde falters after the first six bars.

‘I haven’t practiced,’ she says. ‘I don’t have an excuse.’


She stands there for a moment, her right hand splayed over the keys and damply clacking. The shifting tendons in her hand make her skin stretch white and purple.

The sax teacher looks at her and decides not to fight her. She moves over to the bookshelf and lifts the plastic hood off the record player. ‘Let me play you that recording, then,’ she says. She selects a record from the pile and says, ‘Tell me what happened at school today.’


‘They wanted to cancel Sex Ed,’ Isolde says gloomily. ‘In light of recent events. They took Miss Clark out into the hallway, and the principal was there and we could hear the whole thing. We’re not supposed to call it Sex Ed. We’re supposed to call it Health.’


The saxophone teacher lowers the needle with a crackle and a low hiss. It’s Sonny Rollins playing ‘You Don’t Know What Love Is’ on tenor sax. The record trembles like a leaf.

‘What is it that you learn in Health?’ asks the saxophone teacher as they sit back to listen.

‘We learn about boys,’ says Isolde in the same flat voice. ‘We put condoms on wooden poles. We learn how to unroll them so they won’t break. Miss Clark showed us how much they can stretch by putting a condom over her shoe.’


Isolde lapses into silence for a moment, remembering Miss Clark struggling to stretch a condom over the toe of her sensible flat-soled shoe, hopping and red-faced and puffing with the effort. ‘There it goes!’ she said triumphantly in the end, and wiggled her foot so they could all see. She said, ‘Never believe a boy who says it won’t fit. You say to him, I saw Miss Clark put a condom over her whole shoe.’


The music is still playing. Isolde is only half-listening, looking out over the rooftops and the chimneys and the wires.

‘We don’t really learn much about girls,’ she says. ‘Everything we learn about boys is all hands-on 3-D models and cartoons. When we learn about girls it’s always in cross-section, and they use diagrams rather than pictures. The stuff about boys is all ejaculations, mostly. The stuff about girls is just reproduction. Just eggs.’


In truth the classes are patched and holey, hours of vague unhelpful glosses and line drawings and careful omissions which serve to cripple rather than assist. Most of the girls now lack a key definition in this new and halting lexicon of forbidden words, some slender dearth of understanding that will later humiliate them, confound them, expose them, because it is expected now that their knowledge is complete. They envisage rigid perpendicular erections and a perfect hairless trinity for the male genitals, groomed and gathered in a careful bouquet. They have not heard of the glossy sap that portends the rush of female drive. They know ovulate but not orgasm. They know bisexual but not blow. Their knowledge is like a newspaper article ripped down the middle so only half of it remains.

‘Is it useful?’ asks the saxophone teacher. ‘Do you learn things you didn’t know before?’


‘We learned that you can only feel one thing at one time,’ says Isolde. ‘You can feel excitement or you can feel fear but you can never feel both. We learned why beauty is so important: beauty is important because you can’t really defile something that is already ugly, and to defile is the ultimate goal of the sexual impulse. We learned that you can always say no.’


The two of them sit in that self-conscious half-profile demanded by music-lesson etiquette. Facing each other squarely feels too familiar and standing side by side feels too formal, as if they are amateur actors onstage for the first time, fearful of turning their faces away from the auditorium lest their performance be lost. So they position themselves always at forty-five degrees, the angle of the professional actor who includes both the stage and the audience and holds in delicate balance that which is expressed and that which is concealed.

The Sonny Rollins track has the thin gritty sound of an old recording.

‘You can take the record home if you think you’d find it inspiring,’ the saxophone teacher says kindly. ‘I really think you’d suit playing tenor.’


‘We don’t have a record player,’ Isolde says.
FOUR

OCTOBER

The gymnasium was not a gymnasium but a fluid space, a space that seemed to inhale and exhale and settle around the shapes and figures on the floor. There was a giant accordion made of steel that compressed the plastic bleachers against the wall, and dusty heavy drapes that could divide the space into thirds and quarters and fifths. The stage was formed of many chalky footprinted podiums that could be rearranged or stacked or upended or tiered, depending. Today the drapes were all pushed to the sides and the podiums stacked against the wall in a hasty barricade. The space was clean and full of light.


‘Mime is literal embodiment,’ said the Head of Movement once the doors had closed. ‘To mime an object is to discover its weight and volume and thus its meaning.’ He was weighing something in his hand as he spoke, something invisible and heavy. ‘If we occupy each other, we begin to truly understand each other,’ he said. ‘The same is true for all things. Mime is a path to understanding.’

He turned over whatever he was holding in his hand.


Everyone was taut and straining and watchful, waiting for an opportunity to say something clever or profound or interesting that would set them apart from the other hopefuls and secure the approval of the tutor. Some of them were nodding slowly with their eyes narrowed to communicate insight and deep reflection. Some were waiting for the tutor to reference something they had a particular knowledge of, so they could snare him afterwards and force a conversation. Stanley was sitting on the outer rim, alert and upright but sneaking careful sideways glances at the other hopefuls whenever he could.


‘The first and most important point,’ the Head of Movement said, ‘is that you must start with a thing itself, not with an idea of a thing. I can see what I am holding in my hand. I can see its weight, its shape and its texture. It doesn’t matter if you can see it yet or not: the important thing is that I can.’

They all strained to see the invisible thing he was holding in his hand. Every pair of eyes followed the Head of Movement as he moved slowly back and forth. He was barefoot, like all the tutors in the Institute, and when he took a step his foot rolled from the heel to the ball in a slow feline movement, lazy and deliberate at once. His feet were milky and lean.


The Head of Movement said, ‘Many of us fear women. We are afraid of woman as woman, longing for her as virgin or as madonna or as whore. It is not by becoming a woman that we will address this fear. It is by becoming the things she touches, the space she moves through, the fractured gestures that are not signs in themselves but are nonetheless hers and thus a part of her. If we discover the weight of these small things, then she will appear not as an idea but as a life and a totality.’

He paused at this, and ran his tongue over his bottom lip. The hopefuls shifted uncertainly, wondering whether they were supposed to argue, and for a moment nobody spoke.


Stanley had gone to an all-boys high school and he felt the presence of the girls in the group acutely. They studded his peripheral vision like scattered diamonds, but when he looked around the room his gaze passed casually over them, in the same way that he might self-consciously pass over a cripple or a drunk and pretend not to notice, pretend not to flinch. He waited uncomfortably for one of the girls to say something, maybe even to object. He looked at the floor.


‘I don’t fear women,’ one of the boys called out at last, and there was a ripple of relieved laughter.

The Head of Movement nodded. ‘Stand up,’ he said. ‘I am going to tell you a little about yourself.’ He folded his arms across his chest suddenly, forgetting about the invisible thing that he had been holding in his hand, and the invisible thing disappeared.


The boy got to his feet. He was thin and freckled, his ribcage peaking a little at his sternum and his hip bones thrusting out above the tight gathered waistband of his tracksuit pants. His shoulders and ankles and knees all looked a little too large, like he was a paper figure held together at the joints with brass pivot pins.


‘Go for a walk,’ the Head of Movement said. ‘Go on. Walk around for a while.’

The boy started walking. The Head of Movement watched him in silence for an entire circuit of the gymnasium, following him with his eyes, his arms folded and his face still. When the boy had lapped the gymnasium completely, the Head of Movement fell into step behind him and began to imitate him. He withdrew like a tortoise into himself, shoving his chest out and his shoulder blades together, keeping his upper body rigid while he walked so his arms fell awkwardly from his shoulders, and paddling with each step as if he were walking underwater. They walked in tandem in this way for a while, the boy looking unhappily over his shoulder and unhappily sideways at the other hopefuls watching from the floor, newly conscious of his big feet and his peaked chest and his stiff paddling arms.


‘You may stop now,’ the Head of Movement said finally. ‘Thank you.’ He turned to the group. ‘Can someone please tell me something about my performance of this young man’s walk,’ he said.


The hopefuls shifted awkwardly but nobody spoke.


‘My performance was a parody,’ the Head of Movement said after a long pause. ‘It could only ever be a parody because I do not know this young man. I am old and comfortable and I don’t really understand his nervousness, or his uncertainty, or his hope. I cannot possibly understand these things just by watching him walk for fifteen seconds. In parodying this young man I disperse all possible complexity. I reduce him and I insult him. Your performances will be insulting too if you do not truly understand what you are pretending to be.’

The gymnasium was very quiet. The Head of Movement said, ‘You cannot mime what you don’t understand. You cannot penetrate death, or God, or a woman. To attempt any of these things is to aim for sincerity rather than truth. Sincerity is not enough for students of this Institute. Sincerity is a word for hawkers and salesmen and hacks. Sincerity is a device, and we do not deal in devices here.


‘Mime,’ he said. ‘We will begin very simply. Everybody up.

FEBRUARY

‘At the Institute we encourage our students to have sex,’ the Head of Acting said. ‘You need to know your body in this profession. You need to know yourself. You need to explore all parts of you. However, graduates of the programme will probably tell you it is not a good idea to sleep with each other. This is a small pool, and in any case, two actors together is always a terrible thing.’

There was a little rustle of delight as the students looked around at each other to compress their lips and roll their eyes and giggle faintly at the prospect, and just for an instant any coupling, any combination of any pair among them, was possible. In this instant they all became potent, latent, cusping, even the ill-formed and sexless ones who would later be shunned or overlooked. Their hearts beat faster.


‘We encourage you to explore the reaches of your body, test its limits and its scope,’ the Head of Acting went on. ‘We encourage you to get fit, to fall in love, to get hurt, to masturbate.’

He enjoyed the collective flinch, manifested in a kind of sudden unmoving sternness, all of them looking gravely forward in silent straining proof that they were mature enough to hear the word out loud. Boys who, four months ago, would have snickered and reached for the collar of their nearest friend to swipe and then shove his head away, who would have yelled out a name at random, and laughed as the named boy scowled and flushed and hunched down further in his plastic bucket-seat, who would be swiftly and silently adding genitals to every conceivable diagram in the fifth-hand textbook spread open on his lap – these boys were silent and respectful and their eyes were wide.


The girls in the crowd were silent too, holding their jaws rigid and their eyes still. Only boys could be wankers and tossers and jerks: boys were exponents of this solitary function by default, a common fact which softened the shaming, and prevented any indicted boy from being truly alienated or destroyed. For the girls, however, this territory remained inexplicably taboo. Four months ago they would have simply frowned, taken on a pinched and nauseated look perhaps, and shaken their heads very faintly, to forever banish the topic from their lunchtime circle on the dusty grass. Now they were uneasy: they heard the Head of Acting speak the word out loud and were suddenly fearful, lest such a flat and prudish denial of the act was somehow – in the eyes of a man they all sought to impress – wrong. Somehow in the short summer between high school and the world beyond, a cosmic dial had turned: self-knowledge was now a quality that lent a girl a kind of husky darkness, a careless self-sufficiency, an appeal that was worldly and yearning and jaded all at once. The girls sat stiff and tense on the gymnasium floor and tried to look as casual and as solemn as they could.


This was the Head of Acting’s method: to make sacred everything these students might regard profane, and then challenge any one of them to blanch, or laugh. It worked. The students looked up at him, all of them without the usual proud mechanisms that would make them need to cry, Everybody masturbates but me.


‘Good,’ the Head of Acting said softly. ‘Now everybody get up and form a circle.’

In their haste to leap up and obey him they were clumsy and flat-footed and gauche. They scrabbled to unknot themselves and form a ring. The Head of Acting watched them fumble, and he smiled.

OCTOBER

‘What do you think, Martin?’ the Head of Acting said, tapping his fountain pen against his cheek. ‘I thought Number 12 was very teachable.’

‘Willing,’ said the Head of Movement. ‘Eager without being impatient. I’d say definitely a Maybe.’

‘Too many on Maybe,’ said the Head of Voice, spinning the whiteboard so the other could see. ‘We need to start making some definite decisions or we’ll be here all night.’

‘It’s because there are more and more Maybes each year,’ said the Head of Acting irritably. ‘The kids are losing something. Twenty years ago, kids were soft and supple and compliant. Now they’re like planks of wood. Everywhere you look you see fucking Maybes.’

He threw himself back into his swivel chair, and the suspension caught him, buoying him back up again so he bobbed crossly for a moment until the momentum died.


At the top of the whiteboard the Head of Improvisation had written Ambition, Teachability, Sociability, Talent in her cramped sideways hand. The words tapered as they advanced across the board, so Ambition was written much larger than the rest, and Talent narrowed to a spearhead against the raised silver lip of the frame. The Head of acting tilted his head back and regarded the petering list down the length of his nose. Sociability was new. It had been Collegiality for a number of years, and Courage for many years before that. It had been Courage when he had first started teaching. The changes marked a devolution, the Head of Acting thought.


‘Teachability,’ he said aloud. ‘For the boys, it means their potential to be taught about themselves, about their own bodies. For the girls, it means their potential to forget, to be able to forget everything they’ve been taught about themselves and about their bodies.’

‘Oh, come on,’ the Head of Improvisation said. ‘You act as if the boys and girls are utterly different species.’

‘I’m just aware that there are differences.’


‘I don’t think the differences are that huge. How about this boy – Number 12. How are this boy’s chances and choices any different from any of the girls’?


She was cross with the Head of Acting tonight, across with the pointed sulky air of profound disappointment that was his by rights, as Director of the Institute and possessor of the casting vote. He was sulking majestically, like a spoiled king.


‘Well,’ the Head of Acting said, ‘he’s not concerned about his beauty, for one thing. He’s not concerned that every role he takes will flatter him, that every photograph will be backlit and soft focused, for ever. He’s willing to be ugly for the sake of his art.’

‘Which is all very convenient,’ the Head of Improvisation snapped, ‘because all the unbeautiful roles, all the character roles, are written for men anyway.’

From across the table the Head of Movement watched them bicker, and wondered at his own stance. He thought he saw a surly vein of misogyny in the older man, swollen over the years into a bluish pucker at his temple that never quite disappeared, and he thought he saw an exposed never in the woman, some hypersensitivity, some indecent raw form of hysteria that made him want to wince and look away. The Head of Movement often felt like this: marooned between two points of view, suspended. He sighed.


‘Let’s not intellectualise this too much,’ the Head of Improvisation said at last, repenting. ‘What’s important is that the boy is humble and receptive enough to be able to try different things, to stretch himself and grow, as an actor.’

‘Humility,’ the Head of Acting said. ‘That’s what it should say then, up there. If that’s what we’re looking for.’

The others were silent. The Head of Movement rubbed his face with his hands.


‘All right. This isn’t helping,’ the Head of Voice said. ‘We agree Number 12 is teachable. What else?’

They observed the photograph of Number 12, affixed to his application from with a paper clip. He looked slightly wistful, wide eyed with long pale lashes and blond hair.


‘My note on Number 12 was Vulnerable,’ said the Head of Improvisation.


‘I saw that too,’ said the Head of Acting. ‘I wrote down Virginal.’

‘Nice,’ said the Head of Improvisation. ‘We can work with that.’

They were being deliberately polite with each other now. They’ll accept him in a moment, the Head of Movement thought. They’ll accept the boy and it will be simply for show: as a show of deference on his part, as a show of graciousness on hers.


‘I’d be prepared to make him a Yes,’ said the Head of Acting. ‘Martin?’

The Head of Movement shrugged. When he was younger this used to excite him, selecting the choicest students from the pool like a gourmand at a spice market, rolling the possibilities around on his tongue, full of hope and ambition for the year ahead. This year as he pawed through the application forms he felt bleak and even a little ashamed of himself, as if he was selling a product he knew to be without use of value. He had been teaching for too long.


He nodded finally. ‘Yes for me,’ he said.


‘All in favour?’ said the Head of Acting, turning to include the others.


They all raised their pens gravely. The Head of Voice nodded a curt satisfied little nod and pulled the whiteboard towards her. She uncapped her pen and wrote Stanley’s name in large square letters at the top of Yes.

NOVEMBER

Stanley clutched his Yes letter as he waited in the Green Room to be called upon. The other hopefuls sat around him, perched upon armchairs or stacked wooden forms, or on the swivel chairs that were fixed at intervals in front of the cracked and dusty mirror. Stanley caught sight of himself and realised how frightened he was, stiff in his pressed shirt with a new haircut and long bloodless hands. His gaze slid to the left and he made unexpected eye contact with the boy sitting next to him. They both looked away quickly, ashamed at having been caught observing themselves in such a private way.


Stanley swung his ankles against the crossbar of his stool and looked about him. There was an even split between boys and girls. The final class of twenty always comprised then of each, so neither the boys nor the girls really regarded the others as a rival: each sex was competing in parallel, vying only against their own. As a result the girls were cautious and deceitful with each other but bright and flirtatious with the boys; the boys, in turn, laughed loudly and publicly when they were addressed but in the meantime they sat apart from each other and watched the girls form their swift bonds of togetherness and false sympathy with something between bewilderment and scorn.


Stanley was watching the girls now. Even as rivals they were pressing together, sowing shallow seeds of friendship and community: ‘I know it won’t happen,’ they said, ‘but I hope we all get in. I hope we all do. Wouldn’t it be amazing, if the tutors came out and said, Let’s take them all?’ The girls said, ‘Even if some of us don’t get in, we’ll stay in touch,’ and some of them said, ‘I don’t have a chance, really. Not against you guys. I cried in the first audition when you did that piece about the hope chest. You’re so much better than me it’s not even funny.’ The girls said, ‘Underneath it all I just want to be liked by everyone, liked and even loved.’ One girl was massaging another’s shoulders. She ground the heels of her hands into the shoulder blades of her rival, her adversary, a girl whom she had only lately met, and in a low voice she said, ‘You’ll get in, no problem.’

Later Stanley would arrive at the opinion that girls were naturally more duplicitous, more artful, better at falsely sheathing their true selves; boy’s personalities simply shone through the clearer. It was that female are of multi-tasking, he would conclude, that witchy capacity that girls possessed, that allowed them to retain dual and triple threads of attention at once. Girls could distinguish constantly and consciously between themselves and the performance of themselves, between the form and the substance. This double-handed knack, this perpetual duality, meant that any one girl was both an advertisement and a product at any one time. Girls were always acting. Girls could reinvent themselves, he later thought, with a sour twist to his mouth and his free hand flattening the hair on his crown, and boys could not.


Which would be harder for the tutors, he wondered now, choosing between the girls or choosing between the boys? Did they have a different set of criteria for each, a different benchmark that took into consideration this fundamental difference between these unitary blunted boys and these many-headed hydras, the girls? He realised with a kind of underwater flinch that all the girls in the room were beautiful, all of them glossy and svelte like variations on a theme. The boys, by contrast, were mostly odd and ordinary, not yet grown into their faces and their shoulders and their hands, some of them greasy and brash, some of them thin and spotted and hoarse. Looking around, it seemed to Stanley as if the boys were here to audition for ten different character parts in a play, and the girls were all auditioning for a single role. He got up and moved away.


The room was a mess: costume racks, painted flats, trunks, scaffolds and ladders, swollen cardboard boxes, paint cans, shrouded furniture. On the auditorium wall there were shelves and shelves of faceless polystyrene heads wearing helmets and bonnets and crowns, and in the corner a rusted suit of armour standing with his pelvis forward and his hands upon his hips.


Every five or ten minutes another number was called. The caller was a sharp grey woman who struck each name off her clipboard with relish, and watched them between strikes with pity and mild curiosity, as if they were gladiators dressed up to die.


‘Number 5,’ she called now.


Number 5 jumped to his feet and trotted nervously out of the room. The others watched him go.


‘What if this is part of the test?’ said Number 14 once the door had shut. ‘What if they’re videoing us now and watching us on live feed just to see how we bond?’

‘What if there isn’t even an audition at all?’ said Number 61. ‘We just get taken out of the room one by one once they’ve watched us for long enough, and then they tell us to go home.’

‘Like rats,’ said Number 14, as if in summary. They fell silent.


A few of the boys were pacing around the room, trying to stamp out their nervousness and peering at the framed photographs on the wall just for something to do. The photographs showed the class groups that had passed through the Institute, year by year, becoming sharper and more focused as the technology advanced, so the most recent groups shone wetly with a crispness and a brightness that the older classes did not possess. Stanley looked at the faces of all these people who had been opened up, awakened, broken and prevented from forming a crust, and wondered how many of them had now surrendered and become ordinary. In the photographs they looked hard and confident, bright in their theatre make-up and their pinned-up costumes, and flushed with the thrill of opening night. He followed the photographs along the length of the wall and saw soldiers, monks, orphans, pirates, housewives, gods, samurai, and a group of silent watchmen in stern feathered masks that for some reason made him shiver.


‘Number 33, you’re up,’ came the call.


When they all had first arrived, the Head of Acting swept in, distracted and tilting his face oddly as if he was used to wearing bifocals.


‘One of the questions we are going to ask you today,’ he said briskly, ‘is why you want to attend this Institute, and why you want to become an actor. I am telling you this in advance so you can think hard about your answer. Let me say that all I am looking for is a truthful answer to this question. I do not want you to tell me that the theatre fills you with a noble and holy passion just because you think that is the answer with which you can win. I want you to tell me the truth.


‘Let me explain what I mean,’ said the Head of Acting, still looking at them down the length of his long nose. ‘I auditioned for a place at this Institute nearly forty years ago. When I arrived for any audition and waited in this Green Room like you are all waiting here now, I was not filled with a noble and holy passion for the theatre. I only knew that drama school sounded like more fun than university, and I thought it would probably mean less work. I was wrong about the work,’ he added, and smiled faintly.


‘The real reason I enrolled in any tertiary education at all was that I knew that teenage girls always like university boys better. I had been a scrawny and awkward and unsuccessful teenager and I wanted a second chance. I thought I would enroll in some college, buy a car and try for a girlfriend.


‘I am telling you this about myself,’ the Head of Acting said in his calm distracted way, ‘because I don’t want you to stand in front of the panel and die. I want you to tell the truth, even if the truth is boring or embarrassing or contemptible. I don’t care what you say, as long as it’s you and as long as it’s real.’ He swept a look over them all, smiled a tiny smile and said, ‘Good luck.’

Stanley moved from the Class of ’61 photograph to the Class of ’62 photograph and suddenly saw the Head of Acting. He was young and a little thinner but wore the same unfocused expression, as if he was watching something over the photographer’s shoulder that none of the others could see. They were all dressed in military uniforms, and the Head of Acting was kneeling at the front with a rifle in his lap, his peaked cap pushed back on his head, showing a darkly oiled curl of hair. Stanley leaned in for a closer look, and wondered if this square-jawed soldier ever found a girl.

FEBRUARY

From the damp-smelling foam-lined pit underneath the trapdoor ran a low reinforced passage left and right, and beyond the orchestra pit was another passage that ran underneath the first rows of the stalls in the audience. These passages invisibly framed the orchestra pit, forming a kind of underground moat that offered two quick and unseen paths between the wings on either side of the stage. The outer passage crawled between the ancient foundations of the auditorium, lit along the floor by a dusty string of fairy lights that sometimes winked on and off if the control box was accidentally knocked. The tunnel was narrow and low, the mortar bleeding thickly from between the cement bricks and brushing rough on either shoulder as you passed, the dry itch candy-floss of under-floor insulation wisping out between the joists. The inner passage was lined with gib-board, and narrower still: if two actors met in the middle they had to perform a quick shuffling rotating embrace, like an animate turnstile revolving in the dark.


The secrets of the auditorium were revealed to the first-years in the second week of the school year. They filed silently through the passages, inspected and tested the trap, hoisted themselves up into the flies, and dropped, awkward and untrusting, both hands clutching at the flying harness and craning nervously to check the winch. They walked across the stippled bridge that connected the fly-floors, looking down at the stage far below and reaching out to touch the thick braided cables that ran back and forth. The flies were at least twice the height of the proscenium arch, and the Head of Acting showed them how an entire panel of scenery could be flown up into the space above the stage to hang there, ready and waiting for the cue to drop. He activated the lift in the orchestra pit and they watched the floor of the pit rise up to meet the level of the stage. He showed them the heavy motorized chain underneath the false stage floor that activated the revolve, and then he switched the revolve on and they let themselves be carried around in silent powerful orbit, standing braced like stiff-legged pawns as the red mouth of the auditorium flashed by again and again.


The Head of Lighting came forward and showed them the templates that could turn light into dappled water and wing, the gauzes that gave the illusion of distance, the lights that could make you beautiful or villainous or old, and the follow-spot with its thick steel handle that could track an actor around the stage. He showed them how to make sunlight and moonlight and counterfeit flames. He showed them how to turn indoors into outdoors and back again.


They stood underneath the steel lighting rig and looked up at the heavy black instruments hanging like a cloud of bats from the pipes, the black barn-doors that shuttered and blinkered the bulbs all folded and unfolded like countless bat-wing membranes settling in sleep. The instruments were each clamped to the rig with a steel yoke which allowed the shuttered beam to be directed anywhere over the stage: Head of Lighting demonstrated, slipping coloured gels expertly in and out of the gel frame holder and pulling the yokes to and fro. He straddled the top of his dented ladder with his ankles hooked around the topmost steps to hold him steady, squinting down at them and plucking at his brown beard with his free hand as he spoke.


The first-years were then shown the lesser secrets: the door-slam, a little wooden box with a heavy sliding bolt that could simulate door-slamming sounds from backstage, and the rain box, a little box filled with dried peas for simulating rain-sounds – ‘Before everything was digitalized,’ the Head of Acting said with a nostalgic gravity, as he shook the box and filled the air with the sound of gentle drumming rain. He showed them up close how the false perspective of the painted flats contrived to make the stage area bigger than it actually was. He showed them the grooves and runnels into which the flats could slip, the ancient pulley that hauled at the red curtain, and the curved cyclorama at the back of the stage that gave the space a never-ending vastness, as if it went back and back for ever.


‘The auditorium is a sacred space,’ the Head of Acting said at last, looking gravely at them as they stood in the middle of the flooded stage and breathed in the sweet dusty smell of hot lights and generated fog. ‘We do not hold classes in here. It is only when we come to dress rehearsal that you are allowed to use this space. You may not come in here alone.’

The first-years all nodded. Stanley was standing at the back of the group, still craning upward into the vast blackness of the flies and trying to remember everything they had been shown. He was a little in awe of the Head of Acting, but underneath it all he wasn’t sure he liked the man very much. There was something cold and pulsing about his manner that reminded Stanley of a lizard or a frog. He had never touched the Head of Acting’s ropy liver-spotted hands, but in his mind he imagined them to be cold and moist and snatching.


They all waited for the Head of Acting to say more, but he just drew his heels together and spread his arm to gesture them off the stage, signaling that the tour had come to a close.


The first-years filed quietly past him and he watched them go, down the wheeled a aluminium steps into the stalls, up the aisle past the rows and rows, and finally out into the marble light of the foyer. When they were gone he moved to the stage manager’s cubicle to kill the lights. He stood with his hand on the cool grey lever, and out of habit cleared his throat and called out a warning up into the flies: ‘Going dark.’
NOVEMBER

Stanley walked out of his final audition feeling light headed. He paused at the fountain in the foyer to steady himself and gripped the basin with both hands. He breathed quietly for a moment, looking past the porcelain masks into the foggy middle-distance of a recent memory, and after a moment he realised he was being observed. He straightened and gave the spectator a rueful sort of smile. She was an older woman, maybe the secretary, framed like a news-anchor behind the high administration desk in the foyer and watching him with her cheek propped upon her palm.


‘You’ll be wishing you brought a hip flask,’ he said. ‘Just had your audition, I guess.’

‘Does everybody look like this?’ Stanley said, emphasizing his already crippled posture with a little jerk of his spine and holding his hands limp. The woman laughed.


‘More or less,’ she said. ‘You have to watch the ones who look too happy. In my experience the ones who look too confident afterwards are the ones who don’t usually get in.’

‘Oh,’ Stanley said, drawing himself up slightly.


‘I suppose it’s your first time auditioning,’ the woman said. ‘Some kids try out three, four, five times. It makes you think what they’re doing with their lives in the meantime, just waiting all those years to finally get in.’

‘Yeah,’ said Stanley. ‘Yeah, wow. It is my first time.’

‘They didn’t shake you up too much?’ the woman said. ‘They can be quite mean, in the beginning. To break you in.’

She seemed bored, sitting there with her head on her hand in the echoing cavern of the foyer. All the surfaces were bare and clean, and the car park was empty through the high wall of glass.


‘Nothing too painful,’ Stanley said. ‘Nothing I didn’t deserve, probably.’

The woman laughed. Stanley watched her laugh. It struck him for the very first time that there were qualities of beauty that were unique to women, qualities that teenage girls could not possess: kindness lines around the eyes and mouth, a certain settling of the body, a weariness of poise and pose that was indefinably sexual, like the old glamour of a dusty taffeta dress or a piece of costume jewellery with a rusted clasp. The thought had not occurred to him before. He had supposed (though never truly consciously) that a woman was only attractive insofar as she resembled a girl; that her attractiveness fell away, by degrees, through her twenties and thirties until it was buried by middle age; that the qualities that woman sought were always the qualities they once had, a backward striving that was ultimately doomed to fail. He had supposed that men slept with women their own age only because they could not snare anybody younger, or because they were still married to the sweetheart of their youth; he had not supposed that weary, veined and pear-shaped women were attractive in and for themselves – they were a second-best, he had imagined, a consolation prize. Now, with a weak stirring in the nerve-wracked cavity of his chest, he saw this woman through a different lens.


She was wearing make-up, a thin line of black behind the lashes of her upper eyelid that must have been straight and uniform when she stretched her eyelid out flat to apply the liner, but when she released the skin to blink and appraise herself the line had puckered, giving her a blurred, slightly clownish look that made Stanley think of an old and kindly whore. As she smiled he saw that her incisor was rimmed with the gunmetal grey of an ancient filling. The skin on the back of her hands was loose enough to frame the tendons and the veins, and her knuckles were pouchy whorls of white. A manufactured tan on her collarbone and on the V-shaped glimpse between her breasts gave the skin a fibrous look: the wrinkle-weave travelled both horizontally and vertically so the skin was soft and infinitely lined, like worn suede.


For the first time in his life Stanley saw that a woman was not simply a failed and hopelessly outmoded girl. She was a different creature entirely from the glossed and honeyed girls in the audition room: those girls, Stanley thought, could never play this woman until the day they became her, and from that day onward they could never play a girl.


‘You’re right about the hip flask,’ he said. ‘I reckon I’ll walk out of here and straight into the pub.’

‘Have one for me,’ the woman said. ‘And good luck. If luck counts for anything.’

Stanley passed through the double doors and out into the drowsy warmth of the late afternoon. As he turned the corner and left the gabled heights of the Institute behind, he thought to himself that he was probably the twentieth student that day to have exited the audition room, passed through the foyer, walked by the administration desk and exchanged words with the secretary before leaving the building. He wondered what she had said to the others, and how she had said it, and what they had thought when they looked her in the eye.

OCTOBER

‘Let’s see some chemistry,’ the Head of Acting said, and nodded for them both to begin.


‘I met him last week on the damp satin dance floor at the inter-school ball,’ she said. The words tumbled out of her too quick, too early, before she had swallowed her nervousness and found her rhythm. ‘Everyone was balled up in a tight knot near the stage, forming a human noose around the girl and the boy in the middle. It’s so the teachers can’t see in. From the outside it looks horrible, all tight and pushing and pushing, like they’re trying to watch a cock fight or a captured bear. They all take turns in the noose. I was down the other end, just watching, and he walked up to me and asked me very quietly if I wanted a drink.’

She was sitting on the edge of the podium, her ankles hooked over each other, kicking out her legs in an idle, gentle way so her heels bounced and bounced. Stanley was standing a little way off with his hands in his pockets, watching her calmly.


‘Soon I will walk you home in the bluish dark and ask if your hands are cold just for a reason to touch you,’ Stanley said.


‘He asked me if I wanted a drink,’ the girl said again. She wasn’t looking at him. She had found her rhythm now, and her eyes were flashing. ‘I thought that meant he had some alcohol so I said, Yes. We’re breath-tested now, at the door before we walk in, we have to say our name and our address, and always there’s that little spasm of fear that you feel, coming out of nowhere, in case it comes up positive. Some of the boys take cameras in, just so they can fill empty film canisters with rum and drink it once they’re inside. Or they strap hip flasks to the inside of their legs. Most of them just bring pills. I thought he meant he had some alcohol so I said, Yes. He disappeared.’

‘Even as I saw you I was disappointed,’ Stanley said. ‘Can anything come of such an ordinary beginning? I asked myself. I looked at you and I thought of all the things you aren’t. Even before I spoke to you I was angry at you for not being more than you are.’

‘He came back,’ the girl said, ‘and I almost laughed. He had gone and bought us both a Coke, still all dewy and frosted from the fridge behind the bar, and he opened mine up for me with this quiet little flush of pride, like he was some black-and-white hero lighting my cigarette and fixing my drink just the way I like it. We talked for a while about leaving school and going to university and he told me he wanted to be an actor, and we watched the noose for a while’

‘I didn’t like you,’ Stanley said. ‘I didn’t like you for detaining me at this never-ending stage of nervous silence and nothing-talk and worry. I didn’t want what you were offering. I stayed because I was angry and I wanted to show you that I thought that you were boring. I wanted to make you feel boring.’

The Head of Acting was watching them impassively. Stanley could see him out of the corner of his eye, holding his head very still.


‘I’d already decided,’ the girl said. ‘He wouldn’t have known that. As soon as I saw him I decided the way it was going to be. He never had a chance.’
NOVEMBER

‘Why do you want to be an actor, my boy?’ Stanley’s father asked. The capillaries were standing out in his cheeks in bold little threads. Stanley could tell he was drunk only by the way he ducked his head slightly every time he blinked.


‘They asked me that in my audition,’ he said. He watched his father refill his wine glass, and suddenly didn’t feel like being honest. ‘I just want to have fun with it, I guess.’

‘Not in it for fame and fortune?’

‘Oh,’ Stanley said, watching as his father reached across the table and emptied the bottle into his own glass. ‘No. It’s more of a … no. I just want to have fun.’

‘Good man,’ said Stanley’s father. ‘I’ve got a joke you might like.’

‘Yeah?’ Stanley said. This was his least favourite part of the evening. He tried to read his father’s wristwatch from across the table. They had already ordered dessert, tiny splashes of cream and colour on vast white plates, and soon his father would be hailing a pair of taxis and slipping fifty dollars into his breast pocket and clapping him on the shoulder and walking away. Outside the street was slick and oily with rain.


‘What’s the most common cause of paedophilia in this country?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Sexy kids.’

‘That’s funny.’

‘It’s good, eh?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I got it off a client. Have I told you about him? The one with the angel voices. You’ll love this, Stanley. This guy is honestly something else.’

Stanley sometimes tried to imagine what it would be like to live in the same house as his father, to see him every day, to walk past him dozing on the couch or brushing his teeth or squinting into the fridge. Their yearly outing was always at a different restaurant, and Stanley could catalogue his relationship with his father in a string of names: The Empire Room, The Setting Sun, Federico’s, La Vista. Sometimes his father rang him on the telephone, but the two-second delay of the international line made him sound distant and distracted and Stanley always worried he was talking too little or too much.


‘You were an accident,’ was how his father explained in it many restaurants ago. ‘Our relationship was casual, respectful, and very brief. She found out she was pregnant and decided to keep you, even though my practice was moving to England and it was likely I’d never come back. I said I would keep in touch and help out wherever I could. And I saved your life – she was going to call you Gerald. I stepped in.’

‘Thanks,’ Stanley said.


‘No problem,’ said his father, waving a piece of squid. ‘But believe me, sperm is a serious business.’

Stanley looked at him now, drunk and flamboyant and mischievous and laughing at his own story. He was a little afraid of his father. He was afraid of the way the man delivered his opinion, afraid of the crafty watchful antagonism that left Stanley uncertain whether he was meant to argue or agree. His million-dollar insurance policy idea was a typical trap, a raw slice of bloody bait laid out with a flourish and a double-crossing smile. Did his father expect him to second-guess the idea? Was he supposed to follow through with it, or admonish his father for being macabre and coarse? Stanley didn’t know. He reached into his pocket and touched the edge of the glossy brochure from the Institute.


‘Well, I think that’s us,’ his father said, returning his glass to the table and reaching up to smooth his lapel with his hand. ‘This time next year, my boy, you will have become a sensitive and feeling soul.’
NOVEMBER

‘Tell us about yourself, Stanley,’ said the Head of Acting. He made an abrupt gesture with his hand. ‘Anything . Doesn’t have to be relevant.’ 


Stanley shifted his weight to the other leg. His heart was thumping in his ribcage. The panel was sitting against a wall of high windows so their faces were all in shadow and Stanley had to squint against the glare.


‘I don’t know whether I’m any good at feeling things,’ he said. His voice was tiny in the vast space. ‘Nothing big has happened to me yet. Nobody has died, nothing terrible has happened, I’ve never really been in love or anything. In a funny way I’m kind of looking forward to something terrible happening, just so I can see what it’s like.’

‘Go on,’ said the Head of Acting when Stanley faltered.


‘I was always a bit jealous of people who had real tragedy in their lives,’ he said. ‘It gave them something to feed on. I felt like I had nothing. It’s not like I want anyone in my family to die, I just want something to overcome. I want a challenge. I think I’m ready for it.’

He was trying to look at them all equally.


‘In high school I kind of tried things on,’ he said, ‘just to see what it was like. Even when I got mad or upset or had a fight with someone, it was like I was just trying it on, just to see how far I could push it. There’s always this little part of me that’s not mad, that stays sort of calm and interested and amused.’

‘Good,’ said the Head of Acting abruptly. ‘Tell us why you want to be an actor.’

‘I want to be seen,’ said Stanley. ‘I don’t really have a bigger answer than that. I just want to be seen.’

‘Why?’ said the Head of Acting, his fountain pen hovering above the page.


Stanley said, ‘Because if somebody’s watching, you know you’re worth something.’
FIVE
MONDAY
‘Thanks all for coming in, people,’ the counselor is saying as Isolde walks in. He raises his palms like he is a politician or a priest. ‘I’d really like to build on some of the issues that we raised in our last session. I thought that today we could talk about taking control’.

The room is almost full. Isolde looks around for a seat, nodding tersely at a few of her sister’s friends who look at her with sad round eyes as if they are imagining themselves in her shoes and feeling very sorry for themselves indeed. Isolde scowls. She slips into a chair and tries to scrunch down as low as possible. The counselor smiles at her, a horrible rubbery proud smile that makes Isolde’s skin creep, and she quickly looks away, down at her fingernails and the worn tatty cuffs of her school jersey. She suffers being questioned and patted and caressed by the girl sitting behind her, a stout motherly figure who was Victoria’s tennis partner in intermediate school and once shared a paper bag of sweets with Isolde under the trees at the end of the lawn.

The girl settles back into her chair like a fat tufted hen, and Isolde can hear her say to the girl sitting next to her, ‘They’re keeping her in the dark I reckon. Makes sense?’


‘Who can tell me what the issue is here?’ the counselor is saying, spreading his arms to include them all. ‘It starts with B,’ he adds, silencing the girls who are about to volunteer possible answers that do not start with B. The girls lean back and think of all the B words they have heard the counselor use.

‘Boundaries,’ the counselor croons at last, and there is a collective exhalation. ‘Boundaries, people.’


Isolde sits very still and gives nothing away, folding into herself and glassing over as if she is pushing her face into a mask. Vultures, she thinks to herself, using her mother’s word. 
Her mother had said it when she saw the contented headlines in the morning paper. Vultures, she said, and then swooped down and ripped off the front page, but ineffectually so the column headline was vertically halved and the piece that remained read Teacher Sex. Vultures, Isolde thinks now, as the whispers eddy around her and the counselor smiles his plump greasy smile.

The counselor is saying, ‘Maybe you might let this sort of thing happen because you just don’t know how else to respond.’


Isolde sighs and wishes she were dead.

‘Why do I have to go?’ she asked her mother last night, slapping the pink form down next to the chopped onions and the flour. ‘It’s seventh formers and music students and then me. I’ll be the only fifth former there and everyone will know and it’s humiliating. They all pity me and I hate it.’


Isolde’s mother chewed at her lip in the way she did when she knew she was out of her depth.

‘I suppose you could refuse to go, honey,’ she said distractedly, ‘but it might end up seeming like you were taking a stand. You might draw attention to yourself, and that might not be what you want. It might be better for you to just go along and put your head down. I’m not sure. You decide.’ She smiled in a vague but encouraging way. ‘Poor lamb,’ was the last thing she said before turning back to the onions, her disinterest settling over her daughter like a damp chemical mist over a household fire.

Isolde snatched back the pink form and stalked out of the room. ‘I have to go to counseling because of you,’ she snapped as she passed Victoria in the hall.

‘Why?’ Victoria asked, stopping and looking thoroughly surprised.

‘Because they want to quarantine,’ Isolde shouted. ‘They want to keep us all in one place so the sickness won’t spread and they can figure out a vaccine. They want to put us in a concrete yard and take our clothes off and hose us down and scrub us with sandpaper and turpentine and rags made from old Y-fronts that have turned grey. It’s like you’ve left big inky handprints on all of us, everyone you’ve ever met, but especially me, I’m the most inky, I’m like dripping ink, it’s running down my legs and arms and off my fingertips and pooling wider and wider on the floor.’


Victoria stood there in the hall with the last of the sunlight slanting across her face and didn’t say anything for a while. Isolde breathed raggedly and glared at her, and stood just inside her bedroom door, her hand on the door edge and ready to slam it on cue. Then Victoria said, ‘Sorry.’


‘You bloody aren’t,’ Isolde said. She slammed the door.

‘Does anybody want to say anything before we kick off?’ the counselor is saying now, and one of the girls in the back row calls out, ‘I do.’


Isolde is still broody and wrapped up in herself and doesn’t turn around when the girl begins to speak. She hears her say, ‘I don’t agree that Mr. Saladin wanted to gain control,’ but it takes a moment before she registers what the girl is actually saying.

The girl says, ‘Sleeping with a minor isn’t exciting because you get to boss them around. It’s exciting because you’re risking so much. And taking a risk is exciting because the possibility that you might lose, not the possibility that you might win.’


Isolde turns around to look at her.

The speaker is a seventh former, a hard-edged ink-spotted girl who smokes lonely cigarettes by the goalposts of the soccer field and sits in after-school detention with a satisfied smirk on her face to show that everything is going precisely as she has planned. She is a loner, too bright for the slutty girls and too savage for the bright girls, haunting the edges and corners of the school like a sullen disillusioned ghost and pursued by frightened vicious rumours that she is possibly probably gay.

The fact that the rumours about Julia are unsupported by witness or report means that Julia’s sexuality remains an elusive property, threatening but not entirely quantifiable, predatory in an unpredictable, unpreventable way. Julia herself, surly and caustic and isolated by her headphones and her paperbacks and the curtain of hair across her face, never chooses to actively dispel the whispers that shadow her. If she is provoked she might scowl and give the finger, but provocation isn’t in fashion right now, so mostly she is simply left alone.

Now, while the girls watch Julia as if she is a carnival act and the counselor tugs nervously at the tuft of hair at the nape of his neck, Isolde becomes aware that the atmosphere in the room is changing. A cold dawning fear is rising from the girls like a scent. The belated threat posed by the now absent Mr. Saladin is plainly diminished in the face of this more insidious and unnameable threat posed by Julia. It is not simply the voicing of the opinion that frightens them. Julia is an infiltrator, a dangerous and volatile mole who might without their knowledge have a crush on any one of them, who might at any moment be imagining any one of them – there are no counseling sessions to prepare the girls against the advances of one of their own.

‘The fact that Victoria was underage and virginal or whatever wasn’t exciting because he could exercise more power over her,’ Julia is saying. ‘It was exciting because he stood to lose so much more if anyone found out.’ She cocks her head to emphasise the shock value. ‘He wouldn’t just lose her. He would lose everything.’


Isolde looks her up and down in fascination. As she contemplates what Julia is saying, she begins for the first time to feel an interest in Mr. Saladin: Mr. Saladin, who saw in her sister something worth pursuing, who whispered things that nobody had ever said before, who risked and lost everything he had.

Why did Mr. Saladin choose Victoria? Isolde finds herself considering the question properly for the first time. She pictures her sister’s round cherry pout and round wide eyes, and the flash of red satin whenever she leans over and exposes the artful low waistband of her school kilt. She pictures Victoria in jazz band, leaning forward to turn the page with her sax slung slantwise across her body, the weight of the instrument pulling the neck-strap downward and tight against her sternum so that the upper end of the instrument lies brightly golden between the blue woolen swell of her breasts. And then Isolde thinks, Why did Victoria choose Mr. Saladin?

In the beginning, watching her parents quarrel over Victoria and clinging to her shoulders like the conscience angels of a morality play, all Isolde could feel was a preemptive stab of injustice as she wondered whether her parents would ever find cause to attend so closely to her. She applied herself gravely to her parents’ distress and watched Victoria from a careful distance, but she did not think to ponder or picture Mr. Saladin as he paced his camel-cream apartment and handed in his hangdog resignation and in shame telephoned his family to confess.

Even now Isolde has only a dim and tangential perception of Mr. Saladin. She remembers him suited and conducting the orchestra at the end-of-year showcase concert, and once she saw him jogging from the music department to the staff car park with his necktie whipped over his shoulder and a sheaf of papers in his fist. She vaguely remembers him slouching on stage at the first assembly, running a hand through his hair and furtively checking his watch as the third formers were welcomed at length into the school. She recalls that he used to call his students Princess, in a teasing despairing sort of way, as if to say that there was nothing to be done.

Isolde tries to imagine Mr. Saladin in a sexual context, and falters. She casts about and tries to place him among his peers. Mr. Horne with the cellulite smear of acne scarring on both cheeks and the chalky fingerprints around his pocket rim. Mr. Kebble who teaches maths and musty French, his underarm sweat-stains blooming like secret bruises. Mr. MacAuley from the bursar’s office who is pert and brisk and shines like an apple from behind the sliding glass. She imagines unbuttoning them and tugging their shirt-tails from their trousers and pushing them hard against the music-cupboard door. She imagines smiling at them in lessons and making their heart race. She imagines saying, How about lunchtime? And, I like the shirt with the stripes better. She imagines saying, I don’t believe you that it doesn’t fit. I saw Miss Clark put one over her whole shoe.

Isolde is lost in this contemplation when Julia looks up and meets her gaze. It takes a moment for Isolde’s trance-glazed eyes to focus, and then she suffers a swoop in her gut, panicking for an instant in case the subject of her thoughts was in some way visible. Her heart begins to pound. Again Isolde thinks about the rumours that shadow Julia everywhere she goes, and suddenly she feels a little frightened, as if she has just made herself terribly vulnerable in a way she can’t quite understand. She panics and turns away. The counselor is talking again, and all around her the girls are nodding, full of contentment and pity and a deep satisfied peace.

Isolde’s heartbeat returns to normal. Julia’s words return to her in a late echo, washing over her with sudden volume like the unexpected slapping rush of a spring tide. I don’t agree, she said, that Mr. Saladin wanted to gain control. Isolde slithers down her seat in confusion and shame, and when the bell rings she slips out of the room without looking back.
WEDNESDAY
‘Bridget,’ the saxophone teacher says, ‘I told you that if you didn’t play that bar perfectly first time I was going to scream.’


‘I know,’ says Bridget unhappily.

‘Did you want me to scream? Did you imagine the sharp edge of each wrong note stuck like a little barb into the side of my face? Is that what you wanted?’


‘No,’ says Bridget.

The saxophone teacher draws out the silence between them for three minim rests, the metronome on the piano keeping dogged time, ‘Are you under pressure at home?’ she asks. ‘Or at school?’


Bridget’s eyes fill with tears. ‘Did my mum call you?’ she asks, dreading the inevitable. ‘She said she wouldn’t. She always says she won’t and then she does.’


The saxophone teacher looks her up and down, and then she asks, ‘Does your mother lie to you, Bridget?’


Bridget falls into miserable silence as she ponders the question.

Whenever she is bullied or short-changed or mistreated in any way, Bridget’s first panicked thought is always that she must make sure her mother doesn’t find out. Bridget’s mother marches into the school administration block almost fortnightly, complaining or querying or demanding on behalf of Bridget, always on behalf of Bridget, who trails in her mother’s righteous wake and once heard the secretary whisper, ‘That girl has got her mother wrapped around her little finger. Wrapped around.’


‘Please don’t come in to school,’ Bridget said in dread alarm last week, when her mother discovered she’d paid twice the cost of her sax rental for the month by mistake. ‘I’ll sort it out at jazz band. Please don’t come.’


‘All right,’ her mother said at last, peering at Bridget in a distrustful, grudging sort of way. ‘But make sure you get a receipt.’ Later she doubled back on her way home from the supermarket and went into the music department after all, before Bridget had a chance.

‘I said I’d sort it out at jazz band,’ Bridget said.

‘Gave me a chance to ask what measures have been put in place,’ Bridget’s mother said. She eased a puffy foot from her shoe and massaged it slowly. ‘After this whole Mr. Saladin ordeal, I said, I just want to know what measures have been put in place.’ She peered at Bridget, brandishing her shoe in her fist. She said, ‘Nothing, that’s what. Nothing is what’s been done.’


‘I asked you not to go,’ said Bridget quietly. ‘They think you’re wrapped around my finger.’


‘Bridget,’ said Bridget’s mother, ‘it’s my money you’re spending on that saxophone. I can manage my money as I please. Plus. It gave me a chance to stir them up a bit. Nothing is what’s been done.’


The saxophone teacher is waiting quietly for Bridget’s recollection to end.

‘I suppose it is lying,’ Bridget says at last. ‘I suppose she does lie to me.’ The betrayal twists sourly in her stomach.

It’s undermining,’ the saxophone teacher says.

‘I suppose so,’ Bridget says. The metronome arm is still swinging back and forth, measuring the space between them.

The saxophone teacher lets Bridget’s misery weigh heavy for a moment, and then she says, ‘Your mum did come and see me last week, actually. Just to catch up. She’d had run-in with one of the teachers at your school.’


Panic floods Bridget’s face. ‘What did she say?’


The sax teacher likes playing Bridget’s mother. She shrinks into herself until she looks pale and stringy and rumpled and slightly alarmed, toying with the end of her scarf in a mincing compulsive fashion, her little eyes darting to the edges of the room as she speaks.

‘Bridget hasn’t had much luck with teachers,’ is what Bridget’s mother said. ‘Teachers just don’t seem to click with her. It’s not that she’s a bad kid – she isn’t a troublemaker at all – and she’s not stupid. But there’s something about Bridget that seems to rub teachers up the wrong way. It seems that she’s just not a likeable girl. It’s not something I understand. How do you make your child likeable? I seem to have missed that opportunity. Somehow it passed me by.’


It is an accurate performance. The saxophone teacher returns to herself with a pleased expectant expression on her face, as if she knows that she qualifies for full marks but she wants to hear it confirmed all the same.

‘She always says things like that,’ Bridget says unhappily. ‘Talking about me like that. Going to see my teachers and telling them I have ideas.  Or asking them why I don’t have enough ideas and what they’re going to do about it.’


‘It’s because she wants the best for you,’ the saxophone teacher says.

‘No, it isn’t,’ Bridget says. ‘It’s because there’s nothing else happening in her life and she has to stick her nose in or she’d be bored out of her brain.’


‘Come on, Bridget,’ says the saxophone teacher in a scolding voice. ‘All that drama at your school – the sex scandal – it really shook her up. She’s worried about you.’


This sea change is characteristic of the saxophone teacher’s conversation with Bridget. A sudden about-face always provokes a satisfying wounded bewilderment that clouds Bridget’s face with shame and with the throbbing irreparable guilt of having said too much. The saxophone teacher watches the effect with satisfaction.

Bridget looks at her music miserably for a moment. Her pigtails are drooping and her ribbons are grey. ‘She said thank God you’re a woman,’ she says suddenly, as if she is contemplating the words for the first time.
Thursday
The school that these girls so reluctantly attend is called Abbey Grange, colloquially known as either Scabby Grange or Abbey Grunge, depending on your mood or point of view. The boys from the high school opposite hang from their armpits along the iron fence and shout ‘Scabby Abbey!’  through the bars, and when the girls take a short-cut through the St Sylvester grounds they always shout out ‘Syphilis!’ or ‘Saint Molester!’, sometimes without an audience, but always with a judicious sense of evening the score.

Today Isolde is picking her way across the balding field towards Abbey Grange, threading a path around the wind-blown litter and the scuffed mud-holes crusted beige with last night’s ice. Steam rises from the netball courts as the sun warms the wet asphalt, and the patched netting behind the soccer goal is bright with dew. The painted divisions on the courts have faded from white to a dirty thread grey. The school is mostly weatherboard, cream and fawn, but there is a clump of newer buildings among the old, recently painted and brighter than the rest, standing out like shiny patches of skin over a new burn. All the trees are restrained with iron collars and ringed by chiseled seats that spell the name and fate of every student once imprisoned there.

Isolde walks slowly, watching the creeping tide-mark of grey mud and lawn cuttings advance over the lip of her school shoes and into the damp wool of her socks. Most of the girls are pouring into the school through the main entrance, and Isolde is thankfully marooned as she makes her way towards home-room. Thus far since Mr. Saladin left the school Isolde has enjoyed a special kind of freedom, all the students awkward and stepping around her as if she is very fragile, all the teachers brisk and absent and clearly trying to treat Isolde in the most ordinary, invisible way. The privacy is welcome but Isolde knows that soon the mileage of this reflected notoriety will run out. She has noticed with a kind of indifferent contempt that none of her teachers now draws comparisons between her sister and herself, not even the netball coach who was once so fond of repeating, ‘I swear, you two – there must be something in the water at your house.’


Isolde aims a kick at a flattened Coca-Cola can and it advances a few metres towards the school. She resolves to kick it all the way to home-room. The first bell rings. Isolde aims another kick at the can, shifting to her other armpit her English project, a hand-drawn poster rolled stiffly into a tube and secured with rubber hands.

For this particular assignment Isolde has drawn a king dead in his bed with a sword through his heart, and the spreading bloodstain on the blanket forms the shape of Scotland. Underneath is the quoted line ‘Bleed, bleed, poor country’. Isolde is good at drawing, portraiture especially, and she is proud of this particular effort, drawn in coloured pencil and charcoal, and sprayed with an aerosol lacquer to prevent it from smudging in the tube.

‘You know whenever the word “country” is used in Shakespeare it usually means something to do with “cunt”,’ Victoria said when she saw the poster, learning her elbows on the back of one of the dining-room chairs and looking down at the drawing with a critical eye. ‘Everyone was way more smutty back then.’


Isolde put down her pencil and pulled the text of the play towards her. She scoured the quoted passage uncertainly, and then said, ‘I don’t think it means that here. There’s nothing in the notes.’


‘Well, it’s a school edition, isn’t it?’ Victoria said. ‘They’re not allowed to put the filthy stuff in. Trust me, country always means cunt. Country matters – that’s Hamlet. And same with the word cunning. O cunning love. Means cunt.’


They spend a moment looking at the picture. Then Victoria adds, ‘You learn it in seventh form. After English stops being compulsory they let you in on all the good stuff.’


‘Do you think I should start again?’ Isolde said, pinching shaving between finger and thumb and looking down at the static image with new eyes.

‘No, I reckon it’s even cleverer now,’ Victoria said generously, putting her head to one side to see the picture better. ‘The bleeding and everything. I bet you get top marks.’


Mr. Horne is standing by the entrance to the car park as Isolde trudges quietly past with her poster under her arm. He is shaking his fist intermittently at the scarved and mittened flood of girls pouring into the school, shouting ‘Get off and walk!’ at the cyclists who stand up on their pedals and weave around their classmates and trail their helmets from their handlebars by a single strap.

‘Morning, Isolde,’ Mr. Horne calls across to her, touching his first two fingers to his forehead in a kind of salute. Isolde smiles and waves and mounts the steps to the music block where she has home-room.

As she enters, one of her classmates swoops down and says, ‘Hey, Issie. You all right?’ She makes a mock-sad face at Isolde, pulling down the corners of her mouth like she is begging, and in her mind’s eye picturing herself as motherly and caring and kind.

Isolde scowls. ‘Today is not a good day,’ she says, because it’s easier to pretend that it isn’t.
SATURDAY
‘A man can be powerful and still be loved,’ Patsy reads aloud, ‘but it’s rare to see a woman loved for her power – women must be powerless. So as women gain power in our society, they also find love more difficult to attain.’ She closes the book and looks at the saxophone teacher questioningly. ‘Do you agree?’


This is a scene from a long time ago. The saxophone teacher looks younger. Her skin is tighter underneath her eyes and the droopy muzzle lines around her mouth have not yet started to show. Patsy is surrounded by books and papers and ballpoint pens. Outside it is raining.

The saxophone teacher leans back in her chair and ponders the question doubtfully. ‘I know a couple with a baby,’ she says at last, ‘a baby boy, maybe fourteen months. The father worked all day, came home every night, and the baby would smile and simper and reach out his little arms and perform for his daddy. But if the mother left for a while, maybe left him with a relation or neighbor if she popped out on her own, when she came back the baby would be furious. He would scowl at her and turn away from her and refuse to be held by her, and howl if she came too close. In the baby’s mind, she had no right to go away and leave him. The father’s love was conditional and it had to be fought for. The baby had to win his father over, and he did. But he saw his mother’s love as rightfully unconditional, and when she took it away he felt nothing but injustice and contempt.

‘At first,’ the saxophone teacher says, ‘I felt sorry for the mother. I thought the baby was being terribly unfair. But then I think I changed my mind.’


‘You changed your mind?’


Yes,’ the saxophone teacher says. ‘She had a kind of power too. She had a kind of influence. That’s what I saw, in the end.’


‘You haven’t really answered the question,’ Patsy says. ‘I asked, do you think that as women gain more power in the world they find love more difficult to attain?’


‘No,’ the saxophone teacher says. ‘I object to the wording of the question. I object to the assumption that power and love are necessarily two discrete things.’


‘You always object to the question,’ says Patsy in mock-irritation. ‘We never arrive at any answers because you are always objecting to the question.’


‘It’s what you learn at university,’ the saxophone teacher says. ‘At high school they expect answers, but at university all you’re supposed to do is dispute the wording of the question. It’s what they want. Ask anyone.’


Patsy sighs and brushes a crumb off the dust jacket with the flat of her hand. ‘Ridiculous,’ she says, but she sounds defeated.

‘I had a friend in first-year,’ the saxophone teacher says, ‘who would begin every essay the same way. Suppose she was set an essay on Images of Violence in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. She would begin the essay, “The problem of violence in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein is twofold.” It was always the same. No matter what she wrote on. “The problem of nationalism in pre-war Britain was twofold.” Always the same.’


‘What if it wasn’t twofold?’ Patsy says, scowling afresh at the textbook on the table.

‘It always is,’ the saxophone teacher says. ‘That’s the secret.’

WEDNESDAY
‘There’s this girl at school,’ Bridget says, ‘who tells these weird lies. The reason I think they’re weird is that I don’t think she even knows she’s lying when she does it.’


‘Which girl?’ the saxophone teacher says.

‘Willa,’ says Bridget vaguely. ‘But you wouldn’t be able to tell. She’s good.’


Bridget fiddles with her reed for a second and then looks up.

‘Like, I always made this mistake,’ she says, ‘whenever I read the word misled I didn’t realize it was mis-lead, to lead somebody astray. I thought that there was a word mizle which meant to diddle somebody, and if you were misled then it meant you’d been diddled. So I always said misled, not miss-led.’


The saxophone teacher’s fingertips are on her saxophone hanging from her neck, and when she moves her hand she leaves grey ovals of damp that pucker and vanish in seconds.

‘This girl, Willa,’ Bridget says, ‘she was in my remedial English last year and heard me say misled out loud and the teacher told me the right way to say it and we all laughed about it, because it was such a stupid mistake. And then last week we were sitting at luch, a whole group of us, and Willa starts telling us about how she always thought mizle was actually a word, and she says misled instead of miss-led. She repeats the whole story back to us as if it’s her own.

‘I watched her really carefully,’ Bridget says, ‘and she was looking at me when she said it, all casual and laughing at herself, and I truly don’t think she knew that she was telling my story. She would have looked guilty or avoided me or something. I think she’d just heard me make the mistake and she liked the sound of it and after a while she made herself believe that the story was hers.’


‘Did you shame her?’ the saxophone teacher says. ‘In front of everybody?’


‘No,’ Bridget says. ‘Everyone would have thought I was lame.’


‘So nobody knew she was lying.’


‘No.’


‘And the next time you say misled by accident, everyone is going to think you only want to be like Willa.’


‘Yeah,’ says Bridget. ‘If I make the mistake again.’


‘And you know that Willa definitely does not read misled in her head whenever she sees the word misled.’


‘No,’ Bridget says stoutly. ‘It’s my thing. And anyway she laughed at me in remedial English.’


‘Well,’ the saxophone teacher says. ‘It’s certainly not the most heroic story to poach from another person and call your own. I’m sure I can think of better.’ She moves her hand again and the grey finger-spots of damp turn to vapour and melt away.

Bridget is flushed, unable to voice coherently the indignation and even rage she feels toward this liar Willa, the plunderer, the unashamed thief. Bridget is never rich in tales about herself, however unheroic, yet she is not a fraction poorer, her life shaved a fraction thinner, her mind a fraction less unique, because of this girl’s theft.

‘But now she’s got this memory,’ Bridget says, struggling on. ‘A real memory of it, of every time she’s ever read that word. And she laughs at herself and says, What an idiot, like she can’t believe how silly she is. And she isn’t. Silly. She knew the right way to say it the whole time.’


‘Maybe she’s just a liar,’ the saxophone teacher says.

‘But if she doesn’t know that she’s lying,’ Bridget says, almost desperately now, ‘and nobody else knows that she’s lying, and she’s got this real memory in her head –‘


Bridget breaks off, working her mouth like a caught fish. ‘Then it might as well be true,’ she says at last, and in her distraction flaps her hands against her sides, once, twice and then she is still.
MONDAY
‘I had Mr. Saladin in fifth form,’ Julia says offhand in her lesson on Monday afternoon.

‘Did you?’ the saxophone teacher says.
‘For School Cert music,’ Julia says. ‘I always thought he was just a bit of a nerd.’

‘Oh,’ the saxophone teacher says in surprise, this concept of a nerdy Mr. Saladin being altogether new to her. She rolls the idea around the inside of her mouth for a moment.

‘She was in my music class that year,’ Julia continues, a little dreamily. ‘Victoria was. That must have been way before they got together – she wasn’t taking woodwind tutorials then. I remembered that the other day, and ever since I’ve been thinking and thinking, trying to recall some incident where I remember the two of them together, some incident that I can extract from the rest of the year and make it mean much more than it actually did.’


‘And?’


‘Once,’ Julia says, ‘once Mr. Saladin said, Victoria, if you touch that recorder one more time in the next hour you are going to meet a swift and untimely death, and don’t you dare test me to see if I mean it.’ Julia erects the flat-edged arms on her music stand that hold her music in place. ‘I should bring it up in counseling,’ she says. She snorts inelegantly. ‘And then I should cry.’


‘What happened in counseling today?’ the saxophone teacher says.

‘Criticism is constructive, comparison is abuse,” Julia says. ‘Like, “I find your attitude hurtful” – that’s criticism, that’s okay. “I think you are so much like your mother” – that’s comparison, that’s not okay. We learned that first, and then we did role-plays. Role-play is a useful tool for exploring a situation from a different perspective.’


The saxophone teacher says nothing, waiting for Julia to continue, and strokes the rough ceramic edge of her mug with her thumb.

‘So I put up my hand,’ Julia says, ‘and I go, But what if it’s a same-sex relationship? I go, Surely comparison plays a much bigger part in same-sex relationships. Like, I’m fatter than you, or I’m more masculine than you, or I’m the mumsy one, or I’m the sugar daddy, or whatever. I said to the counselor, If comparison is abuse, does that mean you reckon same-sex couples are more abusive than ordinary couples?’


Julia rocks back and forth on her shuffling feet, exultant in the pale afterglow of her faulty teenage logic and remembering the fearful disgusted silence of the classroom, the counselor rubbing at his forehead and the girls scowling back at her across the void.

‘The counselor just goes, Julia, we are not discussing same-sex relationships right now. Mr. Saladin was man and Victoria was a girl. Let’s not deviate. And he uses past tense like he always does, as if they’re both dead.’


Julia comes to an end now, picks up her saxophone and begins to play. She has censored the last part of the scene just before the bell rang, as the girls turned back to face front and the counselor frowned and fished for his notes. One of the beautiful girls turned around in her seat and hissed. ‘Why do you always have to bring up things like this? Every class you say something like that, just to watch how uncomfortable we all get. It’s like you can’t get it out of your head and you say it just for kicks. It’s disgusting.’

THURSDAY
Sometimes, for her own amusement, the saxophone teacher tries to imagine what it would be like if the casting were to change. She imagines the girl who is playing Bridget in the coveted role of Isolde, and in her minds’ eye she converts the girl, ironing out her lanky nothing-hair into a glossy sheet that falls sheer from a centre part, rosying her cheeks and transforming her expression into the careless wounded look that has become Isolde’s signature. She adds a silver watch and a delicate silver link necklace beneath the collar of her school uniform. Isolde’s character twists this necklace vaguely around her fingertip from time to time, or else lifts it into her jaw and chews it while she is thinking, the chain link biting into the smooth skin of both cheeks like a fine silver bridle.

Needless to say, Isolde’s part is not coveted because of any qualities inherent in Isolde herself: Isolde’s part is coveted because of her proximity to the scandal surrounding her sister. The resounding echo of dishonor and disgrace renders her powerful, in the same way that the beautiful girls who say ‘I just need to be alone for a while’ are rendered powerful, thereafter attended at all times by grave concerned servants who flap about and whisper to each other, ‘I’m worried she might do something to hurt herself.’ Even dim-witted Bridget can see that Isolde’s proximity counts for a great deal.

It makes the saxophone teacher smile to imagine mousy Bridget in Isolde’s role. It makes her think fondly that maybe there is a glimmer of hope after all for this pale stringy rumpled girl who chews at the end of her hair and wears her kilt just a fraction too high and tries so desperately hard.

For the role of Bridget the saxophone teacher imagines casting the girl who is currently playing Julia, mentally re-dressing her in a school uniform that is musty and overlarge and ever so slightly wrinkled. She imagines the girl’s posture changing, becoming withdrawn and apologetic, withering in the way that a rind of raw bacon shrinks away from the heat of the pan. The role of Bridget would be the easiest of the three, because Bridget is a victim, and victims are easy. After playing Julia, the role of Bridget would be a cinch.

Into the role of Julia the saxophone teacher inserts the round-faced girl who is currently playing Isolde. This transformation is the hardest to picture, because it is the most subtle. The saxophone teacher reflects that the girl behind Isolde is possibly too virginal to play Julia: the perfect vanity of Julia’s self-loathing is something that this girl is not yet sullied enough to grasp.

The saxophone teacher thinks fondly of her students as she sits at the window with her chin on her fist and looks out over the rooftops and the clouds. Then there is a knock at the door and she puts her mug of black-leaf tea to one side. She smoothes her trouser leg and says, ‘Come in.’

MONDAY
The ginkgo tree rises out of a small square patch of earth in the middle of the courtyard. The concrete bulges and crumples in peaks around the base of the trunk where the tree was shifted in the ground. The fallen leaves are trodden by now into a yellow-smelling paste, choking the drains and fouling the cobbles with a dirty sallow film.

She is still early, and dimly she can hear the low honk of a tenor sax playing an ascending scale, the sound drifting over the slate tiles and down into the empty courtyard with its naked ginkgo tree. Rising above the courtyard is the old observatory tower, closed to the public now, the white-ribbed dome stained a patchy lichen green, the stippled wrought-iron staircase waxed over with bird droppings and dirt.

The saxophone teacher’s studio is in a sprawling cluster of buildings that once housed the museum and a few obscure departments of the university. Now the bricked quadrangles and cloisters and narrow unexpected gardens are privately leased, the old exhibition rooms divided into offices and studio spaces and stores.

The tenor sax moves up a semitone and repeats the exercise. Isolde checks her watch: she is almost fifteen minutes early. She swings her sax case idly and looks around the courtyard for something to do. The concrete is blackened and dulled with the recent rain, glum puddles pooling underneath the drainpipes, the birds shrugging off the drips as they hop between the wires. Isolde steers herself vaguely away from the tree and the high observatory tower, and wanders into an alley with the dim purpose of finding a bakery and buying a hot bun.

As she passes through the cloisters she begins to hear the low thump of a far-off drumbeat. Sometimes there is free theatre or performance art by the hot-bread wagons that park on the far side of the cloisters, and she absent-mindedly pursues the sound through a narrow arch and down a wet bricked alley until she comes to an open door.

The door is halved horizontally by a steel bar, and at chest-height there is a shiny patch where the oil from thousands of hands has worn the paint away. At present the door is wedged open with a brick, and from within Isolde can hear shouting and the clear thump of a drum.

She slips in quietly, padding down the corridor and up a small set of white-nosed stairs. She passes several dressing rooms with doors ajar and realises that she must have entered the old auditorium by the players’ door. She hesitates and almost turns back, but the drum-thump is louder now and she can hear voices, and she resolves to go on and at least take a look before slipping back the way she has come. She emerges in the thick velvet blackness of the wings, and inches forward in the dark until she finds a gap in the cloth that will give her a view of the stage.

From the wings the stage looks chaotic, the chalk and pencil lines all visible, the painted flats slantwise and cramped together and unbeautiful, and on the far side the jumbled mess of props and costumes in the wings opposite. Isolde can see a small number of backstage watchers, separated from each other by the quivering upright cloth of the wings, some in costume and standing tense on the balls of their feet as they wait for a cue. She can see past the footlights into the foggy dark underbelly of the two-tiered auditorium, and in the foreground the silhouetted players lit around their edges like the bright thread around the rim of a solar eclipse.

In centre stage there is a boy in a scarlet turban, wearing shabby coat-tails, a torn dirty ruff, and white gloves that are loose at the wrist and soiled. Vertical black diamonds are painted over each eye, spearing down his cheeks and cutting a sticky greasy track through the white powder on his face. They give him an odd haunted look, merry and melancholy at once. From where she stands Isolde can barely see his profile, just the curve of his cheek and the swell of his turban above his temple and a flash of black diamond every time he turns his head.

‘This is a complete deck of cards,’ the boy is saying into the dark, shuffling a deck of cards so they cascade neatly from his right hand to his left. ‘No joker. Aces low. The card you draw from this deck will be yours to keep. You will carry it around with you always like a dirty secret.’


With a flourish the boy fans the cards in an arc on the felt table in front of him. Her eyes are focusing now, and Isolde becomes aware of others on the stage, clothed in red and black and foaming around this central boy like lepers. The boy is tall and proud and glittering, harshly lit as if he is a figure in an overexposed photograph, bright and misted and glassy-eyed against the glare.

‘If you pick a card of a black suit you will be attracted to men. If you pick a card of a red suit you will be attracted to women. The number value on any spot card indicates your sexual prowess. Ten means you’re good; ace means you only think you’re good.’


The boy is whipping the cards out of the pack as he speaks, holding them up between his fingers and his thumb, then puckering his hand swiftly so the card pops out and flutters into the air above him. He catches the fluttering card with his free hand, his other hand already reaching to pick up the next. The effect is rather like he is juggling, the cards tossed up in an explosive little arc and snatched away before they fall.

‘If you pick a court card, your sexual life might get a little more complicated. In general, a queen of any suit forces you to across-dress, a king will give you a sadistic tendency and a jack will give you a masochistic tendency. But there are exceptions.’


The kettle-drum roll is building and building. As the drum roll gets slowly louder, the boy becomes gradually more urgent. His movements get faster and his throat gets tighter and his voice gets more insistent. The black-clothed figures on the stage have begun to writhe.

‘The King of Diamonds is the only king to carry an axe instead of a sword. For this reason he is known as the Man with the Axe. If you draw the Man with the Axe, your sexual appetite may well develop into a perversion.

‘All the court cards are shown in full face except for three: two of the jacks and one of the kings are always in profile. If you draw one of these one-eyed cards, you will be prone to self-deception and dishonesty.

‘But the most import of all the court cards is the Queen of Spades.’


Someone collides heavily with Isolde from behind. She staggers painfully and whips around. A boy has fallen back against the wing-cloth, swearing and clutching a handful of fabric to steady himself, his feet slipping on the worn chalky floorboards and his free arm sawing back and forth as he tries to regain his balance. He fumbles to keep hold of the scepter he is holding, but it falls with a clatter and rolls away under a fold of cloth.

He peers at her sharply and frowns. ‘What are you doing here?’ he hisses, already ducking down to retrieve his scepter.

‘I was just watching,’ Isolde says, taking a hasty step back as the boy scrabbles around in the half-dark. ‘Sorry.’


‘Stanley!’ hisses one of the lepers on stage. ‘Stanley, that’s you!’


There is no time for Isolde to say more. The boy grabs his scepter, jumps to his feet and hurries onstage, righting his crown and flipping his scepter up in the brief half-second before he is illuminated. Isolde’s last glimpse of him before he dissolves into the harsh stage light is of a face in transformation, caught between a natural expression and a caricature, changing from the inside in the way the bathwater skin begins to pucker and depress when the plug is pulled from underneath.

Isolde’s heart is still thumping from the collision and she suddenly feels ashamed that she is watching without invitation. She turns and slips away, retreating down the white-nosed steps she entered by, padding softly down the narrow corridor and finally bursting out into the ginkgo-smelling bright of the day.
SIX
APRIL
‘Masks or faces? That’s what I keep asking myself. Masks or faces.’


The Head of Movement was leaning against the radiator in the staffroom, his thin hands wrapped around his mug, frowning in a glassy sort of way at a faint stain on the linoleum floor. ‘The tall girl,’ he said. ‘Today. Doing that…that piece from… The piece she did today – oh, start me off?’ 

The Head of Acting dipped his newspaper and looked at him over the top of his glasses. ‘Come, you spirits…’


‘Come, you spirits, that tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here, and fill me, from the crown to the toe, top-full of direst cruelty. Yes.’ The Head of Movement stood quivering for a moment. ‘She will never convincingly play that part. She is trapped inside her little round eyes and inside the smooth perfect symmetry of her face. All I could think while I was watching was that she would never think those lines. Not her. Not that face. That face would never dare. If I went and saw her in performance I would walk out and say, Lady Macbeth was all wrong.’ The Head of Movement tossed his head in frustration. ‘I look at them all,’ he said, ‘and I see so much hope and vigour and determination, all trapped inside faces that will never sell, that will never be remarkable – modern, pampered, silken faces that have never known tragedy or hardship or extremity, or even … God, most of them have spent nearly their whole lives inside. That girl – Lady Macbeth, today. It is like she’s made of plastic. She is too smooth and round to be real. She will never escape that smoothness and that roundness. She will never escape her face.’


‘You’re in a very bleak mood, Martin,’ the Head of Acting said, unwrapping an aspirin and dropping it neatly into his coffee. ‘I didn’t think she was that bad. I rather liked her freshness. “Come to my woman’s breasts, and take my milk for gall” – I thought that was marvelously seductive. She wasn’t trying to be evil.’


‘She wasn’t trying to be evil because se didn’t understand a damn word of what she was saying,’ the Head of Movement snapped.

There was a silence. The Head of Movement bent his head and gulped from his mug in an indelicate snatching way, gasping between each hot mouthful, his throat contracting like a reptile’s when he swallowed. The Head of Acting thought, That’s a bachelor’s habit, bred of always eating alone. He felt sorry for the Head of Movement suddenly, and put his paper down.

His dissatisfaction with the world always has such a terribly personal quality, the Head of Acting thought; he is freshly disappointed each time anything falls short of an ideal, and he wears his disappointment like a child. It showed a curious kind of innocence for a man of his age – a foolish self-sabotaging kind of innocence, for he knew that he was going to be disappointed, and still he believed.

The Head of Movement’s instinct inclined toward simplicity and scruple, and yet he was not a scrupulous man: instead he was anxious and undecided and complaining, suspended between points of view. He was forever in the shadow of a principle, forever in the shadow of some floodlit cathedral swarming with bats in the dark, and while he might admire it and worship it and fear its massive contour, he could never bring himself to truly touch it; he would never knock and enter.

The Head of Acting watched him wince and scowl into his coffee and draw his shoulder blades together and toss his head as if his skin had shrunk. The Head of Acting thought, It is as if, in some deep recess of him, he is still a teenager who has not yet lost that selfish blind capacity to fall in love, and fall badly. He wondered if he was jealous of the man’s anxiety, jealous of the agony of his choices, jealous of his tortured sense of failure and the failed justice in the world.

‘Is it a bad batch this year?’ the Head of Acting said. ‘Is that what’s getting you down?’


The younger man flopped into a chair like a punctured balloon. ‘No,’ he said, drawing out the word in a doubtful way.

‘You were asking yourself, masks or faces.’


‘Yes,’ the Head of Movement said, and sighed. ‘I used to believe in faces. I think I might have finally changed my mind.’

FEBRUARY
Whenever a door was closed at the Institute another always opened, popping gently forth invisibly nudged by a draught that could never be contained. The shifty current gave the buildings a muttering, ghostly feel. If Stanley closed a door behind him, he always listened to hear another click open, like a faithful echo, out of the shadows further up the hall. All the doorknobs rattled. Hairline cracks webbed the enamel like dirty lace.

The academic year began with a lavish production of King Lear, directed by the graduating students and starring all the tutors, proud and flashing in burgundy and grey. The title role was played by the Institute’s previous Head of Acting, long since retired, a sinewy man with long teeth and thin white hair scraped neatly forward over his forehead like a monk. About a month after closing night a costume, freshly flattened, was mounted on the peeling corridor wall. The collar was still stained black from the blood that ran down from empty eye-sockets and dripped sticky and scarlet off the Head of Movement’s grey unshaven chin.

The year began in earnest. The production of King Lear had been in part a challenge, presented to frighten the first-years and to show them an inheritance they would have to fight to earn. For a time it worked. In the beginning the first-years looked up at the tutors and older students with a kind of meek reverence, but as the weeks wore on they slowly began to inflate, growing ever larger with purpose and self-belief.

‘I’m an actor,’ Stanley was surprised to hear himself say, and after an initial pause he found that the definition pleased and even empowered him. ‘At the Drama Institute,’ he then added, and waited confidently for his interlocutor to say, ‘Oh, the Institute. That’s supposed to be very hard to get into, isn’t it? You must be rather good.’


The first few weeks of the year seemed to pass in a flurry. Initially the first-year batch appeared tentative and apologetic and bashful with each other, but in fact each student was carefully carving out a place within the context of the group: those who variously wanted to be thought of as comic or tragic or eccentric or profound began to mark out their territory, fashioning little shorthand epithets for themselves and staking claim to a particular personality type so that none of the others would have a chance. One of the girls might drape herself over her classmates as they walked from Movement down the hall to Voice and say, ‘God I love you guys! I love you all!’, just to secure her place as someone who was indubitably sweet. With that place occupied, the others scurried to make known their social or musical or intellectual talents, each defining a little space for themselves that no one else would be able to touch. The other students all said, ‘Esther is so funny!’ and ‘Michael is so bad!’, and just like that each won the double security of becoming both a person and a type.

Stanley wasn’t sure what marked him out as a person. He hung back at the beginning of the year and let the other boys claim the roles of the leader and the player and the clown, watching with a kind of uncertain awe as they worked to recruit admirers and an audience. He guessed he wanted to be thought of as sensitive and thoughtful, but he didn’t pursue the branding actively enough and soon those positions were taken. He found himself thoroughly eclipsed by several of the more ambitiously moody boys, boys who were studied in the way they tossed their hair off their forehead, thin boys with paperback copies of Nietzsche nosing out of their satchels, boys wearing self-conscious forlorn looks, permanently anxious and always slightly underfed. Whenever these boys began to speak, the class would peel back respectfully to listen.

Stanley found himself quietly shepherded into the middling drift of the unremarkable students in the class. Like the rest of them he nursed a small hope that one day he would come into his own and surpass them all, but the hope was half-buried, and in his lessons Stanley rarely bloomed.

‘We’ll make something of you yet,’ the Head of Improvisation said to Stanley one morning, reaching over and tapping his chest with her finger. ‘There’s something in there,’ she said,’ that one of these days is going to just ripen, overnight. You’ll see.’


She walked away and left Stanley with the hot echo of her touch on his sternum and a feeling of joyful arrival that stayed with him for the days and weeks following. He applied himself more vigorously to his technique, spurred on by this germ of confidence that swelled his chest to bursting. He began to believe in his own ripening, waiting for it with a pious kind of expectation like a cleric awaiting a response to prayer. He became more patient with his own failures, safe and confident in the knowledge that one day soon he would surely succeed.

‘It’s a strange thing,’ the Head of Improvisation said later in the staffroom, pausing to count stitches with the pearly edge of her fingernail and tug the woolen square out flat to check her progress. ‘It’s a strange thing, how we caress their egos like we do. I see how much it affects them, lights them up, and I feel so responsible, even guilty, like I am handing a loaded pistol to a child.’


‘All actors are perverted by their profession,’ the Head of Acting replied, shaking out his newspaper and folding it crisply along the existing seam. ‘We inflate their egos to make up for everything about them that gets trampled and broken. You’re not damaging them, Glenda. You’re just softening the blow.’


Most of Stanley’s friends from school had now dispersed, swallowed up by the local university and the polytechnic or packed off overseas to pursue better chances somewhere else. Stanley buried himself at the Institute. The first-years were required for long hours each day, and more and more often Stanley found reason to come into the buildings on the weekends, nosing around the script library or taking a book up to the viewing gallery above the dance hall, where he could watch the weekend school groups take classes in ballet and rope work and basic tissue. He found a flat with two other first-year actors, thin solemn figures who like him, had let all the other bones of their lives fall away. He became consumed by the Institute so totally and wholeheartedly that he sometimes thought about the sour-faced boy from Wardrobe with the ancient gramophone in his arms. He had seen the boy several times on his way to and from the art department, always hauling cans of paint and bags of fabric scraps and half-finished puppets stuck with pins.

At home the boys talked nothing but acting, film and theatre, and street performance and revolution, snug in the shell of their own irrelevance but all of them giddy as if they were standing together and alone on the edge of a new uncharted world. They talked long into the night and drafted plays on greasy scraps of newsprint and imagined what marvelous lies they might one day be paid to tell.

‘When they write our biographies,’ his housemates said, ‘when they write our biographies, all this will be in the opening chapter, the chapter before the big break, before we get famous, before everything starts happening. And this is the chapter that everyone will find really interesting and inspiring, because it will show that we are just people like everyone else, people who started from an ordinary beginning, people who were once poor and struggling and earning an ordinary wage. In that way, this chapter will be the most interesting chapter of the whole book.’


Stanley began to look at himself differently, cherishing the parts of himself that he might be able to use, delicately prodding himself for weaknesses, both fearful and hopeful that he might cause himself to bruise or break. His father, who had never before figured very prominently in his daily life, began to surface as a source of tragedy to be mined and exploited and spent. In class he talked about his father more and more. Gradually and unconsciously Stanley began to regard himself as a tragic figure – not a victim of the ordinary lash of adolescence, but a person more profoundly wronged, a kingly figure, an emotional hero. At night he sighed and pounded his pillow and sometimes cried.

‘Always the arriviste,’ the Head of acting said in the staffroom, with a kind of paternal amusement. ‘We get them too late. That’s the problem. We should have a school for sixteen-year-olds. They’d get their degree at nineteen. They’d have to drop out of high school to audition. It’d do them good.’


‘They’re already formed by the time they enroll,’ said the Head of Voice. ‘Psychically formed. Morally formed. Everything happens so early now.’ 

‘And they love themselves so dearly,’ the Head of Improvisation said. She tugged sharply at her wool and sent the ball rolling away under the table. ‘That’s the hardest thing to break.’


In the students’ cafeteria on the floor below, the first-years were clumped together in a similar debate. Stanley picked thoughtfully at his grey slip of pork as he listened.

‘You have to admire people that come here,’ one of them was saying, ‘people that choose to put themselves on display, people that choose to play with the very aspects of themselves that make them the most vulnerable. These people are the bravest people in the world.’

APRIL
A fine mist of slanting rain was falling, darkening the slate and beading the swollen moss with a thin film like a silver dew. Stanley was sprawled on one of the vinyl couches that lined the corridors of the technical wing, lying on his back with his legs wrapped around the radiator pipe and reading, his thumb spread over the top edge of the spine to hold it open.

‘Are you doing your reading for Early Modern?’ said one of the first-year girls, coming up beside him and flopping down on to the floor.

‘Yeah,’ Stanley said, shifting his thumb slightly to hold his place on the page. ‘I’ve got the Revenger’s Tragedy. What have you got?’


‘The Alchemist,’ the girl said, pulling her bag open and taking out a dog-eared copy of the play. ‘I haven’t started. What’s yours about?’


Stanley thought for a second, and then said, ‘It’s about a man who puts on a disguise in order to avenge the death of someone he loves, but after his revenge is complete he finds out that he can’t take the disguise off. He’s become this person he’s pretended to be for so long.’ He flipped the book around to take another look at the cover, which showed a cloaked man attempting to ravish a skeleton. The skull was brightly painted in peach and scarlet, the cheekbones rouged and the eye-sockets ringed in glossy black.

‘Cool,’ the girl said, thoroughly unmoved. She sighed and stretched out her legs, reaching down to grip her toes with both hands. ‘Dance class yesterday actually annihilated me,’ she said. ‘I hobbled all the way home. Like actually hobbled.’


‘Yeah,’ Stanley said. He stalled a second, trying to think of something to say next. He almost began to say how much the dance class had made him sweat, but stopped himself with the words already in his throat. He almost began to chatter in a self-deprecating way about his fitness. But stalled again and instead cast around for something to say about the dance tutor or the class itself, but he took too long to come up with something and at all once he froze in the compounded panic of realizing he had paused for too long. The girl shifted and began to stretch her other leg. The rough-edged copy of The Alchemist fell sideways off her lap and on to the floor.

‘All the dance tutors at this place are sadists,’ she said. ‘Look at that bruise.’


Stanley looked. Slender fingers of grey and purple carved across her hip and melted into a reddish cloud above the bone. She stroked the bruise impressively with one finger, her other hand peeling back the waistband of her tracksuit to expose the skin.

‘Wow,’ Stanley said.

‘But I do bruise really easily,’ the girl said. She tucked the bruise back under her waistband and resumed stretching her leg.

‘Hey, this play is actually really good,’ Stanley said, loosening his tongue and trying for a second time. He flapped his copy of The Revenger’s Tragedy half-heartedly against his leg. ‘It’s so grisly and sick.’


The girl glanced at the cover briefly. ‘Is that the one where the guy nails the other guy’s tongue to the floor with his dagger?’


‘Yeah!’ Stanley said. ‘And while he’s dying he’s forced to watch his wife having sex with his bastard son.’


‘Yeah, I know that scene,’ the girl said.

Her indifference seemed to close the conversation completely, slamming it shut with a slap that left no echo. She sighed. Stanley tapped his fingers and wondered briefly if he should reopen his book and keep reading. He compromised by turning the book over and re-reading the blurb on the back.

‘Did you bruise after yesterday?’ the girl said after a moment, looking at Stanley with a narrow-eyed interest and flicking her eyes over him, up and down.

‘I just sweated a lot,’ Stanley said, feeling as he said it a wash of resignation, as if he had known he would say it all along. ‘Dance class makes me sweat.’


‘Gross,’ the girl said, and touched her bruise again through the fabric of her waistband, cupping her fingers carefully around her hip.
MARCH
‘Let’s see some chemistry,’ said the Head of Acting, and nodded at them both to begin.

This time Stanley was sitting on a park bench with his feet tucked underneath him, drawing his shoulders up to his ears against the cold. The air was crisp and ginkgo-smelling.

‘I’ve seen you here before,’ Stanley said, ‘on your way to your music lesson, stepping around the leaves.’ 

The girl halted a little way off. She slung her music case down from her shoulder and placed it on its end in front of her, resting her wrists upon it like a teller at a tollbooth. Stanley spoke again.

‘I thought,’ he said, ‘that maybe I could make you feel like you were worth something. If you were interested. Maybe this weekend. I’d kiss you only you were very sure that you could trust me. I’d look out for you. I promise.’


‘Why?’ the girl said.

‘I think you’re interesting,’ Stanley said. ‘I want to know you better.’


The wind caught the edge of the girl’s skirt and tugged at it gently. She moved her knees closer together against the draught.

‘Last year,’ she said, ‘I was standing at the bus stop after netball and one of the boys showed up on his bicycle, and I smiled at him and we talked about the people we knew and then he said, Guess what I got my girlfriend for Valentine’s Day? Pregnant. So I smiled and said, Congratulations. And then he scowled at me and he said, Jesus, we went to the doctor. She’s sixteen.

‘I don’t understand,’ Stanley said.

‘There’s no such thing as innocence any more,’ the girl said, ‘there’s only ignorance. You think you are holding on to something pure, but you aren’t. You’re just ignorant. You are handicapped by everything you don’t yet know.’


‘But I see something pure in you,’ Stanley said quietly. ‘I see something in you that is different from all the others. I see a purity in you.’


‘The only different between me and any of the others,’ the girl said, flatly but with a kind of relish, ‘is at what price and under what circumstances I am prepared to yield.’

APRIL
‘Stage fighting,’ the Head of Movement said, ‘is also known as combat mime.’


Everyone was upright and alert today, hopping up and down on the balls of their feet and shaking out their fingertips. This was the class they had all been looking forward to, underlined on their timetables in red ink and attempted in advance in the secret of their bedrooms at home.

‘Stage fighting is not a form of violence,’ the Head of Movement said. ‘It is a form of dance, a controlled dance that is rehearsed very slowly until it is perfect, and then brought up to speed. Next year you learn basic fencing, épéé and sabre and foil. This year we focus simply on how to slap, punch and kick, drawing on the arts of kickboxing, capoeira and basic acrobatics. By the end of this year you should be able to choreograph and perform a fight that simulates punching, kicking and throwing your opponent, as well as being punched, kicked and thrown yourself.’


He smiled at their eagerness and added, ‘You’ll learn that losing a stage fight is just as difficult and demanding a task as winning one. Now. Who can give me the definition of a special effect?’ He looked around, but the students were blank and distracted, hopping from foot to foot and aching to begin. ‘A special effect,’ the Head of Movement said patiently, ‘is something that does not happen, it only seems to happen. Stage fighting is a special effect. The violence that you simulate does not happen on stage. Anybody who doesn’t understand this will fail this section of the course. In previous years we have had students removed from this class because they do not understand the definition of a special effect.’


He pointed at a chalked rectangle drawn on the gymnasium floor, and said, ‘All right. Everyone get inside the line, please.

He pointed at a chalked rectangle drawn on the gymnasium floor, and said, ‘All right. Everyone get inside the line, please.’


The students moved forward in a crush to get inside the rectangle. The area was small and they had to cluster tightly, shuffling together and clutching at each other to keep their balance and stay inside the line. The girls drew their shoulders together and became ever so slightly concave, carefully bringing their upper arms forward and together from an instinct to protect their breasts. The boys snickered and shoved each other with their shoulders and the backs of their wrists. Stanley found himself in the middle of the crush, uncomfortably pinned between a pair of girls both facing inwards. The girl in front breathed into his collarbone and carefully shifted her feet so they were tucked inside his own. The rough edge of her foot touched his, and she quickly shifted her weight to twitch away.

‘Before we begin fighting I want to start with a few exercises that will get us comfortable with touching each other,’ the Head of Movement said. ‘This exercise is called The Raft of the Medusa. The aim of the exercise is to be the last person standing inside this rectangle. When I say you may begin, you must all start pushing each other. If any part of your body touches the floor outside the rectangle, you must leave the raft immediately. The last person to remain inside wins. Does everybody understand?’


There was a flurry of nodding from inside the cramped rectangle.

‘Pushing only,’ the Head of Movement. ‘No punching. No kicking. Not yet.’


Everybody tensed their elbows and braced their legs, ready to fight. The students on the outer edge realised too late their disadvantage, and all at once they tried to angle themselves better to worm their way into the centre.

‘All right,’ the Head of Movement said. ‘Go.’


The rectangular crowd immediately began to boil. A few of the students were shoved out of the rectangle within seconds; they skipped backwards and retreated with a kind of rueful disappointment to watch. Stanley found himself surrounded by girls, and at first he shoved at them gingerly, careful with his hands lest he touch their breasts by accident, using mostly his shoulders and his hips. The girls were less polite. Little palms were shoving at the small of his back all of a sudden, pushing and pushing, and he found his feet slipping on the floor. He grabbed a fistful of somebody’s sweater in an effort to resist. The whole crowd lurched suddenly sideways; everybody’s bare feet arched and skidding over the floorboards, and half the class tumbled over the western chalked perimeter and off the raft. The disqualified students hopped neatly out of the way and left the rest of the group to fight.

With a large part of the class gone, the winning students could move more freely. The game became more tactical and more deliberately hostile. Stanley had one of the smaller girls in a clumsy underarm headlock and was trying to force her over the line when another student fell sideways on to him and sent all three of them staggering off the raft. The Head of Movement was standing calmly to the side. He checked his watch.

When the raft had been emptied of most of the students, the remainder formed a ring around the final fighters and began to chant and cheer. The winning three were locked in a sweaty embrace in the chalky centre of the raft, skidding sideways and occasionally dropping painfully on to a knee or a hip and tugging the others down as they fell. Their legs were braced and bowed as they grappled with each other, two boys and a girl – a wiry muscular girl with the shapely and decided figure of a dancer.

Somebody on the perimeter set up a stamping rhythm, and soon all the students were stamping and stamping, their bare feet sending up tiny clouds of white dust, the steady beat filling the massive space, rising up to the lofty stippled ceiling where the hooded bulbs hung from their bluish rack unlit. The Head of Movement did not join in the stamping, but his long fingers tapped in time against his forearm and his eyes moved carefully from the ring of cheering watchers to the fighting three, and back again. Every time one of the winning fighters was shoved hard or forced closer to the chalk perimeter there was a whoop of appreciation from the crowd and an explosion of clapping and laughter. The beat got faster and faster. The Head of Movement nodded his head and sometimes smiled a tiny smile.

In a sudden fluent movement the dynamic of the struggling three abruptly changed, the boys turning upon the girl and moving to work in tandem for the first time. The tacit flare of cooperation made the Head of Movement inhale gravely and stroke the corners of his mouth with his finger and his thumb. The girl was finally ousted, hauled over the line by the boys shoving at her in a parallel surge. The boys then turned to face each other, skipping quickly away from the perimeter and back into the safety of the middle of the raft. The girl added her voice to the cheering and the stamping, and the boys were once again locked in a skidding headlock, a weary inching dance that finally ended when the two of them fell across the southern line in a tangled heap.

The first-years performed The Raft of the Medusa six times, repeating the exercise again and again until the students were flushed and sore and strained. As the morning wore on, their posture gradually began to change, hardening and drawing upward and becoming more aggressive and finally losing the curving self-conscious protectiveness that in the beginning had handicapped them all so plainly. The chalked line soon bled out into sticky tracks of grey and white, tearing outward like a dying star.

‘Thank you,’ the Head of Movement said after almost an hour, when the red-faced victor had sent his opponent lurching over the line for the sixth and final time. ‘Now you should all be nicely limbered up and you should have gotten used to touching each other. I want to start with the very basics of stage fighting and build upward. ‘He gestured for them to gather round. He said, ‘We’ll start with learning how to punch.’

MAY
The boy in the mask said, ‘I need a volunteer.’


The mask was cut away around his mouth like a jowl, curving over his upper lip so his chin and his lower teeth were exposed. The hard plastic curve around his mouth made him look a little like a marionette, shiny and rigid and hinged. The surface of the mask was smooth and flesh coloured, with almond-shaped eye-holes, and attached to the boy’s face without elastic.

Several of the first-years in the audience raised their hands, grinning in a self-conscious, defensive way, and the masked boy pointed at one of them. ‘You,’ he said, and beckoned. This was evidently a sound cue: the gymnasium was suddenly filled with the sound of a classic accordion, jolly and scissoring and gay.

The gymnasium door opened and the secretary darted in, trotting over to the Head of Acting and whispering urgently in his ear. The Head of Acting nodded, rose, and followed her out. The door closed behind them.

In the audience Stanley shivered with unknowing delight. He watched the volunteer make his way through the audience and mount the stair to the stage. By now other masked figures were drifting coolly on to the stage from the wings, packing about and looking impassively out at the audience through the fleshy almond holes in their cutaway masks.

‘This is an exercise in the Theatre of Cruelty,’ the masked boy called out above the rising sound of the music. ‘This exercise is a challenge.’


He moved behind his volunteer. The boy stood and smiled uncertainly at them all, waiting for his instructions, listening for sounds of the masked boy’s movement behind him, and rocking back and forth self-consciously on his heels. Then the masked boy knocked him to the ground. As he fell forward on to his knees, the boy’s head was flung painfully backward, his expression hurt and bewildered by the split-second impact but still half-smiling his nervous defensive smile. Swiftly the masked boy darted forward and hit him again, and the boy fell flat on to his stomach, jarring his chin on the floor. In an instant the masked boy was kneeling on his back, pinning him flat on the ground and twisting the boy’s wrists around behind his back so he couldn’t move.

Somebody ran forward with a water-trough, a wide, flat basin filled with slopping water, and shoved it roughly down on to the floor. The attacker grabbed a fistful of his volunteer’s hair, reared up, and plunged him head-first into the water. He held his own breath as he struggled to keep the volunteer’s head submerged, looking at his writhing victim down the length of his stiff veined arms and pinching his lips together in concentration. The victim began to thrash out in desperation and fear, his legs kicking out on the floorboards, panicked and flopping like a bloody gutted fish dying on the edge of a pier.

From where Stanley sat cross-legged in the audience, the pinioned drowning boy looked headless. Stanley could see only his damp collar and the last white knob of his spine over the lip of the water-through as he tried in vain to struggle free. He watched as the boy slapped the floorboards and writhed and the water slopped and thrashed and the accordion kept playing its jolly provincial tune. After almost twenty seconds the audience began to shift and mutter, and someone shouted, ‘Let him go!’ The masked boy looked up with a jerk, as if jolted out of a reverie. He released his victim immediately, jumping up and stepping backwards in a nimble little leap, and the volunteer reared his dripping head, coughing and spitting and taking great savage lungfuls of air. His eyes were streaming and pink-rimmed and his face was white. He sat for a moment in hurt bewilderment, quivering and gasping weakly in the middle of the stage.

The audience watched him regain his breath in silence. They met his gaze with a kind of wary suspicion, all of them thinking that he was probably a plant, a prearranged assistant who any moment now was going to leap up and laugh and cuff them on the shoulder and say, ‘I got you good.’ They regarded him doubtfully. They were not yet convinced.  A few of the students looked around to measure the approval or affirmation of the tutor, but the Head of Acting had gone and they were alone, a baffled motley patch of black in the middle of the gymnasium floor.

On stage the masked boy was standing impassively, his legs apart, his hands together behind his back. Then in one fluid motion he raised his arm, and two other masked boys ran forward, grabbed the gasping volunteer by his arms, and hauled him to his feet. The first boy ran forward and there was a flurried snipping shoving movement, and then the volunteer boy was shoved to his knees once more and slapped hard across his face. The two boys who were holding him began to tug at his shirt, and Stanley realised that the boy’s clothes had been cut off him, sliced from the hem to the collar up the length of his spine. The masked boys tore away the ragged shirt and jumper, and then darted back, leaving him pale and shirtless and shivering in the middle of the floor.

The masked boy looked directly at the audience now, as if in challenge. The first-years looked back in bewilderment.

‘That sucks, man,’ the volunteer boy said suddenly, looking at the torn remains of his jersey and his shirt wadded in a ragged pile in front of him. His voice was thin. ‘That’s my favourite shirt.’


The masked boy didn’t flinch. He kept looking at the audience, as if waiting for somebody to speak. Nobody did. He leapt forward, and the scissors flashed out again, and in a swift careful movement he grabbed a fistful of the volunteer boy’s hair from the top of his head and cut it off with a thick silver snip.

There was a collective intake of breath from the students on the floor. The masked boy stood holding the clump of brown fur aloft like it was a trophy scalp. Nobody moved. There was a long and horrible pause, and then all of a sudden the volunteer boy jumped up and bolted. The masked boys tried too late to grab him – they missed. He jumped off the edge of the stage and ran out of the gymnasium without looking back.

The masked boy watched him leave and drew himself up a little higher.

‘This is an exercise in the Theatre of Cruelty,’ he said. ‘We are here to show you what it means to really feel something.’ He gave an odd little bow and then the curtain fell, whistling swiftly down like a blade. The bottom folds hit the stage floor with a thump and then the first-years were alone in the gymnasium. They could hear the soft apologetic patter of the actor’s feet as on the other side of the curtain they dispersed and then finally disappeared.
MAY
‘Come with me,’ was all the Head of Movement said when Stanley found him, and when Stanley found him, and Stanley followed his sloping barefoot tread all the way from the courtyard to the office upstairs, both of them silent, Stanley falling back as he tried to swallow and mask his tears. He was surprised at the violence of his feelings.


‘I’ve come to complain,’ was all he’d said, standing with his bony knees together and squeezing the blood from his hands. ‘I can’t find the Head of Acting. I want to complain.’


Through his distress Stanley found himself a little relieved that he had found the Head of Acting’s office locked and the staffroom empty. The Head of Movement was infinitely more approachable than the older man, who peered through his glasses at the students with a kind of impassive chill and wore short sleeves even in winter, as if he were cold blooded and felt no difference.

Now, in the still of the office, the Head of Movement placed his palms together in an entreating way. ‘Stanley,’ he said. ‘Stanley, what do you think you would do if you paid to go and see a play which included a rape scene, and during this rape scene the assailant began to really rape his victim?’


‘I’d say something,’ Stanley said. His voice quavered a little and he reached up to rub is cheek with the heel of his hand.

‘You would not,’ said the Head of Movement. He laced his fingers together. ‘You would shift in your chair and you would think that this was terribly avant-garde but still it really wasn’t your thing and you would marvel at how realistic everything was looking and maybe if you were very uncomfortable you would look around you to see what everyone else was making of it. And then if you really started to feel like something was amiss, maybe if the victim was obviously crying out for help, or if everybody in the audience was clearly feeling uncomfortable, then you might stand up and shout something out. But it would take you a very long time. Most likely by the time you got the courage to fight back, the scene would be over.’


Stanley was at a loss for what to say.

‘I know it’s a horrible thing to have to imagine,’ the Head of Movement said, ‘but I’m trying to make a point. I’m just trying to point out that if a person is standing onstage in front of an auditorium full of people then “real” is a useless word. “Real” describes nothing on stage. The stage only cares whether something looks real. If it looks real, then whether it is real or not is immaterial. It doesn’t matter. That’s the heart of it.’


‘That’s not what you told us in Movement class,’ Stanley said, with rising anger. ‘You said what was important was truth and not sincerity. All that stuff you said about mime. I believed all that.’


The Head of Movement sighed and pressed his fingers to his lips. ‘No,’ he said, and paused for a moment, shaking his head and gathering his thoughts together. He drew a weary breath. ‘No. We’re talking about two different thing now.

‘Stanley,’ he said, ‘think how you would feel if you acted in a play in which your character had to die, and after the performance everybody came up to you and said I really believed you, I really honestly believed that you had died. I saw you dead onstage and I felt myself thinking, Oh my God, he’s actually dead. You would be rapt. It would be the best possible compliment anybody could give you: that your pretence, your big game of let’s-pretend, looked so real that somebody actually thought it was real.’


‘But I’m real,’ Stanley said, realizing to his displeasure that he was again on the verge of tears. ‘My performance might be pretend, but I’m not.’


‘That’s exactly it,’ said the Head of Movement swiftly. ‘If you are a good actor, you will be using your emotions, displaying your laughter, your tears, your sexuality, your insecurities. There’s always this doubleness at play. You and the character you are playing both have to be transparent. You have to look through the one to see the other. That is why being an actor is such a difficult job. It really is you up there.’


‘But there wasn’t any doubleness today,’ Stanley cried out. His voice was high and tight and choked. ‘It was just him. It was his shirt they ruined. It was his breath. It was his hair. They were hurting him.’


‘You’re angry because they betrayed you,’ the Head of Movement said simply. ‘They lured you into feeling something truthful and real, and then they destroyed it in front of you.’


‘They betrayed him!’ Stanley shouted.

The Head of Movement sighed and looked down at his hands.

‘Why is this not a problem for you?’ Stanley said after a moment, still breathing quickly. ‘How can it be okay by you that something like this is able to happen?’


‘I understand your anger,’ the Head of Movement said. ‘Please believe that it wasn’t meant to happen in the way that it happened. In fact I don’t think the boys properly understood what they were doing. The manifesto of the Theatre of Cruelty is really a lot more complicated and interesting and life-affirming than its name suggests.’ He closed his eyes, recalling a loved passage to his mind, and said, ‘”I have therefore said ‘cruelty’ as I might have said ‘life’ or ‘necessity’ because I want to indicate that there is nothing congealed about it, that I turn it into a true act, hence living, hence magical.”’ He opened his eyes and smiled sadly at Stanley. ‘Artaud,’ he said, ‘in his own words.’


Stanley sat for a moment, breathing heavily and feeling stalemated. He tried to remember what they had been talking about a few minutes earlier, to renew his argument and try to force the Head of Movement out of this tired apologetic apathy.

‘I like that you had the courage to talk to me,’ the Head of Movement said now. ‘I’ll be speaking to each of those students very seriously so they really understand the emotional impact of what they did.’ He blinked at Stanley and waited. The minute hand moved forward with a solemn thock.

When the Head of Movement was younger he acted for the Free Theatre, a mothy ragged band of minstrels and failed gypsies who squatted in derelict houses and camped in parking lots and travelled around the country each year to perform at prisons and rural schools. On the wall above his head were a few snapshots from those days showing greasepaint and street-side juggling and oil-drum fires and scratched guitars. Now he sat bowed with age and a clinging fatigue, reaching up to stroke his thin hair with a dry wrinkled palm, crisp and graying and faded like a piece of parchment left too long in the light.

‘Has it ever happened to you?’ Stanley said suddenly. ‘Like the rape thing. Have you ever gone to see a play where something real happens and everyone just watches and thinks it’s part of the play?’


‘Yes,’ the Head of Movement said. ‘A long time ago. I saw a man die of a heart attack. He was old. The curtain came down, that’s all. They asked us to leave. Everyone left very quietly.’


‘Who was he playing when he died?’ Stanley asked.

‘Oh, it was an obscure little play that didn’t do especially well, as I recall,’ the Head of Movement said, leaning back in his chair and looking at the ceiling to better conjure up the memory. He was relieved not to have to look at Stanley and more. ‘Everything was rather beautiful, in a funny kind of way. He died in the last scene of the play and on closing night. We didn’t know at the time that he was dead – we thought perhaps a stroke. It didn’t look fatal from where I was sitting. But we read about it the next day in the papers.’


The Head of Movement was rarely asked to recall scenes from his life in this way, and he savoured the feeling.

‘The character he was playing was a man who has become rich by impersonating people and forging things and lying. Late in his life he returns home and finds that his family have no memory of him. It was as if he had never existed as a real man. That was roughly the way the story went.

‘I suspect that his character was going to die anyway,’ the Head of Movement said, ‘in the final few pages. But of course I never saw the ending.’

SEVEN
SATURDAY
The saxophone teacher is waiting for them by the Coke machine. At first Isolde cannot make her out: the Coke machine is the only really memorable landmark in the Town Hall foyer and so it is typically besieged by a throng of waiting strangers who have also arranged to meet friends and family there. Then the crowd thins and Isolde sees her, tall and angular in a brown leather jacket, her hands folded in front of her, studying the people around her with a calm critical up-and-down gaze that Isolde has come to know very well.

‘Hi, Isolde,’ the saxophone teacher says when she sees her, and smiles. ‘Did your mum drop you off?’


‘Yeah,’ Isolde says, feeling strange. She has never seen the sax teacher outside her attic studio, and (the thought registers oddly) never at night. She accepts a programme and bends her head to read it, affecting more interest than she feels.

‘There she is!’ the sax teacher says, waving across the crowd at somebody. ‘That makes three of us.’


A group of young musicians jostle past, edging between the sax teacher and Isolde so for a brief moment they are separately marooned in the crowd. The musicians sweep by in a cloud of cigarette smoke and perfume, nebulous and bubbling and clutching each other at the elbow with their slender musician fingers.

And then the sax teacher says, ‘Isolde, do you know my student Julia? Julia has been my student for three years now.’


Isolde looks up. She suffers a sick abdominal jolt of recognition as their eyes meet. Julia’s eyes widen very slightly and her cheeks flush pink.

‘Hi,’ Isolde says quickly, struggling to mask a dawning bewildered embarrassment, and Julia nods hello, pressing her lips together in a brief and complicated smile.

Out of her school uniform Julia looks older. She is wearing a black cardigan and long black skirt, her hair piled casually at the back of her head and coming loose in wisps around her temples. The dour and surly and willful Julia that Isolde saw in the counseling room is all but gone: somehow now she seems more fragile, as if the care she has taken with her appearance has exposed a sensitivity that she had no cause to exhibit before. Isolde’s heart is beating fast.

‘Do you two know each other from school?’ the saxophone teacher says curiously, looking from one to the other with new eyes, as if the juxtaposition of the two of them together is making her see elements of each girl that she has never seen before.

‘Sort of,’ Julia says quickly. ‘I’ve seen you around anyway.’


‘Yeah,’ says Isolde. ‘But I didn’t know you played sax.’ For some reason the thought of Julia as the saxophone teacher’s comfortable old-time student is strange to her. She startles herself with the realization that the private confidences and successes and failures that she has shared in her lessons each Friday were, for the saxophone teacher, only one recurring episode in weeks and months and years of shared confidences and successes and failures – that she herself is only one among many. Isolde wonders what Julia tells the saxophone teacher when they are alone.

‘Why aren’t you in jazz band?’ Isolde asked quickly. Her shyness makes the question sound accusatory. She is aware of the saxophone teacher’s eyes flicking from her to Julia and back again, as if Isolde is the final piece of a puzzle that will enable her to understand Julia, and Julia is the final piece of a puzzle that will enable her to understand Isolde. It makes Isolde hot and uncomfortable, and inside her shoes she squeezes her toes together in frustration.

‘I don’t really have school spirit,’ Julia says. ‘I’m not that kind of person, I guess. If there was something smaller and more underground I might give it a go. I’ve thought about starting a band.’


‘Oh,’ Isolde says, wondering at this new concept that you might be good at something but not have to prove it by playing for the school.

‘I played in a band in my first year of university,’ the saxophone teacher says. ‘We had some dreadful name. I can’t even remember what we called ourselves now.’


‘Was it the Sax Kittens?’ Julia asks. ‘Was it Sax, Drums and Rock ‘n’ Roll?’


‘We weren’t nearly that clever,’ the saxophone teacher says. ‘God, we were awful. We used to do this thing at the end of each gig that was really easy but it always got the crowd going. I’d stand next to the guy who played tenor and at the end of the song he’d flip his sax around so I’d blow into it while he was still fingering the notes, so we were both playing the one instrument. I suppose it must have looked quite difficult – people always screamed like we were doing something amazing,’


Julia is grinning now, ‘You’ve got a dark jazz past,’ she says. ‘You’ve played gigs.’


‘I’ve done some things in my time,’ the saxophone teacher says, pretending to be haughty.

They both turn to Isolde to let her share in their joke, and Isolde smiles quickly.

‘Oh, I remember,’ the saxophone teacher says. ‘We were called the Travesty Players.’


‘What does the Travesty Players mean?’ says Isolde.

‘It’s a term from the theatre,’ the sax teacher says. ‘A travesty role is a part which is meant to be played by a person of the opposite sex. So if you were going to play Hamlet, the programme would say, “Isolde in the travesty role of Hamlet”.’


‘Oh,’ says Isolde.

‘Why did you choose it for your band name?’ says Julia.

‘We were all into gender back then,’ the saxophone teacher says cheerfully. ‘Ask your mother.’


She is lively tonight, but Isolde finds herself shrinking back, finding the intimacy too forceful and defiant, as if the saxophone teacher is a prisoner released for this night only, drawing the girls close to her in a hard and glittering pincer-grip and demanding they share a part in her slender lonely joy. Julia seems at ease, smiling and pressing the saxophone teacher for more details about her dark jazz part, and Isolde regards her jealously.

Her cardigan is buttoned with gold dome buttons and is unraveling slightly at the hem, giving her a careless scholarly look that makes Isolde feel young and clumsy and naïve. She is wearing a silver turquoise ring on her ink-stained nail-bitten fingers and tight-knit fishnet stockings underneath her skirt. Isolde drinks it all in and then feels oddly disappointed, looking at this newer, more complete version of Julia who is a whole person and not just an idea of a person. She feels jealous and excluded and even betrayed, as if Julia has no right to exist beyond Isolde’s experience of her.

Isolde turns her attention back to the programme. The soloist is a foreigner, photographed in black and white with his chin on his fist and his saxophone gleaming against his cheek. He looks moody and implacable and gifted. He is playing in front of the symphony orchestra tonight, and pictured opposite is the conductor, a plump jolly man with his baton loose in his hand like an idle dagger.

‘A great soloist,’ the saxophone teacher is saying, ‘is never some perfect airtight freeze-dried package who has studied and studied and studied. A great soloist is always born out of a partnership or a group. A great soloist is always someone who has had something to feed on.’


Julia is listening politely but frowning all the same. Isolde notices that her nibbled skepticism, which at school seemed an index of aggression and dissatisfaction and gloom, now seems an index of something different, a carefulness or guardedness maybe, something more instinctive and less hostile.

‘This is the first concert you’ve come to this year, isn’t it, Isolde?’ the saxophone teacher says suddenly, and Isolde nods.

‘This guy is awesome,’ Julia says, flapping the programme. ‘I’ve got all his recordings. Hey, do classical players have groupies? That’s something I definitely need to look into.’


She is trying to be kind to Isolde, but Isolde finds that all she can do is blush and smile and mumble that she’s looking forward to it. She is squeezing her toes together tight.

The gong sounds a gentle arpeggio to remind them to take their seats. The crowd at the Code machine begins to disperse, and the sax teacher smiles at them both in turn.

‘I really hope you find this inspiring,’ she says. ‘This is a special night for me as well – last time I heard this arrangement live I was only a little bit older than you. It woke me up.’

SATURDAY
The orchestra is plush and dazzling against the polished wood of the stage. In the first row of the balcony the sax teacher sits between her two students, calm and matriarchal and silent, the two girls sloping off on either side of her so the three of them seem to form a kind of heraldic crest, a heroic grouping that might be placed above a shield to complete a coat of arms. Julia sits with her hands in her lap, watching the flashing silver and gold with an intent glazed blindness, her eyes unmoving as if she is concentrating on holding something very still in her mind. Isolde is more restless, deliberately leaning away from the saxophone teacher lest their elbows touch, and watching the musicians in a detached, musing way, her gaze drifting from the stage and over the dim unsmiling wraith-faces around her.

As Isolde peers vaguely at the pale faces in the audience she thinks about the different ways you can perform the act of listening. Some in the audience have their eyes shut and their faces tilted slightly upward, enjoying the rain of the music on their skin. Some are nodding in a slow, meaningful sort of way, perhaps every four or five bars, as if something is slowly and majestically taking shape before them. Some, like the sax teacher next to her, are simply sitting still.

Isolde thinks how strange it is, that every person in the auditorium is locked in their own private experience of the music, alone with their thoughts, alone in their enjoyment or distaste, and shivering at the vast feeling of intimacy that this solitude affords, already impatient for the interval when they can compare their experience with their neighbour’s and discover with relief that they are the same. Am I hearing the same thing they are hearing? Isolde wonders half-heartedly, but she is distracted from pursuing the thought any further, turning her attention instead to watch an elderly woman in the stalls flouder noisily in her handbag for a tissue or a mint.

Julia is listening in a dreamy, sleepy way, the music drawing from her one slow, definite impression rather than a slideshow series of impressions that she can cobble together later and divide to find the arithmetic mean. She is thinking about Isolde. She can’t quite see her past the stern unmoving profile of the saxophone teacher, just a flash of her knee every time Isolde crosses her leg, but even so she finds her left-hand peripheral vision is sharpened with a tense hyper-awareness whenever the younger girl shifts in her seat. She thinks about the long look that she and Isolde shared in the counseling class, probing the thought again and again like a bloody tooth and wondering, as she has wondered many times, where the look might have come from, and where it might lead.

Sometimes when Julia’s thoughts circulate like this she becomes stricken by the irrational fear that she might open her mouth and say exactly what she is thinking, just to spite herself. She thinks of what she would say, if she did say something, and then she bites her lip and fights back a cold rush of fear at the thought of actually saying it.

The saxophone teacher is thinking about Patsy. She is thinking about Patsy in the smoky afterwards bar, still with her concert programme tucked in her fist, ordering glasses of wine which they will later refill, in a secret giddy way, from a screw-top bottle in Patsy’s handbag. She sees them both folding themselves into a corner, unwrapping scarves and coats and talking about the crowd and the arrangement and the soloist, and then Patsy saying, ‘What did you imagine?’ and already half-laughing in her eagerness.

‘I imagined the music was pouring out of the saxophone like water,’ the saxophone teacher said, ‘pouring over the lip of the bell and pooling on the floor at his feet, and the water level was getting higher and higher and the tide was churning stronger and stronger and in the end he had to finish the piece just to save his life. And then we clapped and he started a new piece and I imagined that the sax was sucking his breath out of him, instead of him blowing the air in, and that the mouthpiece was pushing and pushing to get further and further in, that the sax was trying desperately to suffocate him, and he had to keep playing to save his life.’


Patsy laughed and clapped and they touched glasses and drank, and the saxophone teacher said, ‘What did you imagine?’


‘I imagined that noise had the power to seriously hurt you, even kill you,’ Patsy said, ‘depending on the quality of the musicianship. The more elegant the playing, the more total the death. The town hall would be like the arena where you were sent if you had done something truly terrible. You’d be marched into the auditorium, strapped down and buckled on to the red velvet seats so tight you couldn’t move. The soloist would be the executioner, playing faster and faster and watching you over the footlights with wet greedy eyes.’


The saxophone teacher laughed and clapped and they touched glasses again and drank, and Patsy said, ‘That concert changed me for ever.’

SATURDAY
On Saturday nights Bridget works at the local video store. She sits glumly on a high vinyl stool and watches the lonely people drift from shelf to shelf, keeping one eye on the black-and-white security television that dimly shows the curtained nook where the adult tapes are shelved. The clock says half-past nine. Bridget watches the inching revolutions of the minute hand and listens for the padded thump of a late tape through the dewy drop-slot.

‘Hello, Bridget,’ somebody says.

Bridget shoves her chewing gum to the side of her mouth and turns her tired head to see Mr. Saladin standing by the door, crisp in beige trousers and a woolen coat. He smiles at her in a boyish way.

‘Hi, Mr. Saladin,’ says Bridget, brightening and slithering forward off her stool. ‘I’ve never seen you here before.’


‘My nephews live in the area,’ says Mr. Saladin. ‘Two blocks over.’


‘Oh,’ says Bridget with genuine surprise, because she has never thought of Mr. Saladin as the type of man to have nephew. She regards him a little shyly.

‘How is it that you’re allowed to work here? You’re not eighteen,’ Mr. Saladin says, folding his gloved hands across his chest. ‘You must not be allowed to watch half the movies here.’


‘I’m not watching them,’ says Bridget, ‘I’m only selling them.’


Mr. Saladin chuckles. ‘And I suppose after I’ve gone you’re going to look up my record for porno,’ he says.

‘Probably,’ says Bridget, with a rush of gratitude at being granted ownership of the joke. ‘And I’ll find out how old you really are.’


‘Now you’ve gone too far,’ Mr. Saladin says, feigning gravity. ‘That is privileged information. Don’t you dare.’


Bridget giggles and then stifles the sound quickly, covering her mouth with her hand. Behind her, the row of mounted television screens flashes its sequence of silent silver car-wrecks and swift untimely deaths.

‘Working on a Saturday night,’ Mr. Saladin says, shaking his head. ‘What happened to drinking and taking drugs and smoking and playing loud music? I must be out of touch.’


Again Bridget’s hand flies to her mouth to smother her laughter. Mr. Saladin smiles, his gaze sliding upward for a second as he is distracted by an image darting by.

The clock moves forward.

Until this precise moment in her life Bridget has understood flirting only as a self-promotional conversation took, wielded with the intention of winning a short-term companion or a grope. Now as she looks at Mr. Saladin, calm and smiling and unruffled in his clean pressed clothes, his scarf knotted neatly around his throat, his elegant triple-veined leather gloves and his windswept hair, Bridget suffers a lusty rush of bewildered wanting that tightens like a fist in her groin. For the first time in sixteen years she feels impelled to flirt for the sole purpose of ruining somebody else, driven to recklessness by the dim and thrilling notion that here, at least, is a man who will se her in only sexual terms. She reaches out and pinches the laminate edge of the counter between her thumb and her fingertips, rocking back on her heels in a flirty way, offering herself as bait just so she might have the pleasure of watching him bite in vain.

‘What are you doing now? Do you have a new job?’ she asks. ‘We miss you at jazz band.’


‘For now I’m painting houses,’ Mr. Saladin says. ‘I’m in between things. So the new conductor is putting you through the paces?’


‘Mrs. Jean Critchley,’ Bridget says. ‘She’s okay.’


‘I know the name,’ Mr. Saladin says. ‘I’ve seen her play live. She’s good.’


‘Yeah,’ Bridget says casually. Mr. Saladin smiles and looks around him, as if he means to amble off, and so Bridget says all in a hurry, ‘We had to go to counseling after you left, in case we were damaged. It was lame.’


Mr. Saladin raises his eyebrows. He doesn’t speak for a moment. Then he says calmly, ‘That doesn’t sound like much fun.’


‘It was lame,’ Bridget says again, and she almost feels inept, but then she remembers that here, at least, is a man who will understand and forgive her naivety: to this man, her clumsy adolescence is not a handicap but a prize. The fist in her groin stiffens again, clenching like a swiftly tightened screw.

‘Victoria still hasn’t come back to school,’ she blurts out before Mr. Saladin can speak again, trying in her gauche and rumpled way to talk casually, like the beautiful girls at school talk casually, tossing their hair over their shoulder and turning out their feet like show ponies. ‘Has she left for good?’


‘No, I don’t think so,’ says Mr. Saladin. ‘I imagine she’ll be back before exams.’


‘That’s good,’ says Bridget. She smiles in what she hopes is an encouraging way, wanting to show that she is on Mr. Saladin’s side.

‘Good to see you, Bridget. Keep on with your music,’ says Mr. Saladin. He smiles at her and strolls off towards the neon wall of new releases. ‘I’ll go and see what you’ve got on offer.’


‘It’s two for ten,’ Bridget calls out after him.

She stands there for a moment before retreating back to her stool. Out of habit she checks the security screen and sees a couple furtively entering the adult nook, clutching each other and giggling as they trail their fingers along the spines. She watches as the woman selects a title and they laugh at the various postures pictured in miniature on the back. The man says something quietly, and the woman pretends to be furious and slaps at him with the end of her scarf. They laugh.

After Mr. Saladin leaves, Bridget looks up his rental history and is disappointed to find no porno. She learns that he is thirty-one.
SATURDAY
After the applause, the three of them sit for a moment in silence. The lights come up over the audience, restoring colour to the wraiths, and all around them the crowd begins to shift and laugh and chatter, reaching down for their scarves and their programmes and their clutch purses as if released from a spell. The saxophone teacher is lost in a memory and doesn’t stir, her hands limp from the applause, her eyes large and vacant and turned toward the stage. Julia sits forward on her seat and turns to Isolde suddenly, and says, ‘Do you want a lift home? I’ve got my car here. It’d be no problem.’


Isolde hasn’t yet learned to drive and Julia’s offer makes her feel young and inexperienced and graceless, as if she is being forced to reveal that she can’t read or that she is still afraid of the dark. The older girl seems impossibly mature to Isolde, like Victoria’s friends always seem impossibly mature, powdered and scented and full of secret and private laughter, contemptuous of little Issie for all that she does not yet know. ‘Thanks,’ is what Isolde says to Julia now, smiling quickly and ducking her head. ‘That would be great. I was going to have to taxi.’


‘I won’t tell your mother,’ the saxophone teacher says to Isolde, returning at last from her memory. ‘I know you’re going to keep the taxi fare she’s given you.’


‘How do you know I don’t charge a taxi fare?’ Julia says.

The saxophone teacher laughs. ‘I’ve seen your car, for starters,’ she says. She starts chatting about the music, speaking mostly to Julia. Her big hands are spread open as she talks, turning her impression of the concert over and over like a potter at a wheel.

Isolde nods and smiles. She darts a look at Julia, and wonders if Julia had been preparing the offer for some time, sitting silent in the grey dusk of the stage-glow and all the while preparing how best to phrase the question. Do you want a lift home? I’ve got my car here. It’d be no problem.

‘It’s not a popular configuration,’ the saxophone teacher is saying. Isolde keeps nodding wisely, trying to mask the shrinking sensation in her pelvis, which registers as part exhilaration and part dread. What did the offer mean? Isolde almost imagines the older girl leaning in across the gear shift and the handbrake and reaching out an ink-stained jeweled hand to tuck a wisp of hair behind her ear. She almost imagines it, but in a fleeting shock of panic she snuffs out the thought.

‘Pretty inspiring stuff,’ the saxophone teacher says in conclusion, slapping the arm-rests in a jolly way and standing up to join the inching exodus. ‘Pretty inspiring stuff.’

SATURDAY
‘Cheers for the concert,’ Julia says to the saxophone teacher after they have shuffled their way out of the auditorium and through the marble foyer into the cold. ‘It was incredible. I’ll be thinking about it all week.’


The saxophone teacher draws the belt of her leather jacket tighter around her waist. ‘I’ll see you Monday, then,’ she says to Julia. ‘And I’ll see you on Friday,’ she says to Isolde. She looks lonely all of a sudden, standing stiffly on the gritty Town Hall steps with the crowd pouring out on either side of her. She is backlit by the reddish velvet light of the foyer behind her, and it strikes Isolde that she is rather pretty. She registers with something a little like triumph that the saxophone teacher is now the outsider, looking down at the girls with a halting expression as if she wants to detain them further but she is uncertain how.

‘Sounds good,’ Isolde says, and gives a little wave. Julia smiles, and then the two of them turn away from her and walk out into the night.
SUNDAY
Mrs. De Gregoria clutches her purse in the crook of her lap while she sips her tea. She sits with her knees together and her thighs elevated a little because she is resting her heels against the crossbar of the chair and only her squarer toes touch the ground. Her breasts almost reach her lap, and as she sits down she wedges her purse into the gap where her body hinges. The saxophone teacher thinks how very strange  it looks, Mrs. De Gregorio curving herself around her purse in this protective way. From where the sax teacher is sitting, she can see only the twin-balled golden clasp peeking out from beneath the soft acrylic bulge of Mrs. De Gregorio’s breast.

She smiles. ‘What can I do for you, Mrs. De Gregorio?’


‘I’ve come about my daughter,’ Mrs. De Gregorio says, and as always the saxophone teacher marvels privately at this woman’s performance, this single unitary woman who plays all the mothers so differently, each performance a tender and unique object like the veined clouding on a subtle pearl. ‘This might seem like a bit of an odd errand,’ the woman says, ‘me marching in here like this to ask you such a personal question, but lately at home we’ve noticed a few changes, and –‘ Mrs. De Gregorio looks down into her lap and sighs. ‘She’s just become impossible,’ she says at last.

‘Let’s start at the beginning, then,’ the saxophone teacher says briskly, tugging down her shirt-tails and smoothing flat the wool of her jersey as if she means business. ‘First of all – why the saxophone? Why did  you choose this particular instrument? The saxophone has connotations, as you know. A saxophone is not a piano or a flute. A very particular type of girl gravitates toward the saxophone, and quite frankly it’s the type of girl who is not very likely to keep the peace. Why did you choose the sax for your daughter?’


‘Oh, it was her choice,’ Mrs. De Gregorio says, but the saxophone teacher shakes her head and swiftly interrupts her – 

‘Let’s not play that game, Mrs. De Gregorio. Your daughter is your project, we both know that. The elements beyond your control are really very few indeed. I can see you’re the type of the mother who likes to hold the reins. The type of mother who regards her children as free agents is a slapdash mother, a vague uncaring mother who simply doesn’t appreciate a job well done. You are not that person.’


Mrs. De Gregorio nods, a little defeated.

‘So you chose this fate for your daughter,’ the saxophone teacher continues. ‘You pushed her towards the instrument of her undoing. You could have had a daughter who played the violin, long-haired and eccentric and quietly confident, but you chose the saxophone. You made that choice.’


‘I wanted to say,’ Mrs. De Gregorio says, fumbling for the words, ‘I wanted to say that we’ve noticed a definite change, that’s all. She won’t talk – well. You know what it can be like. And I just wanted to ask what she says to you each week. Whether you might have any clues. A boyfriend or something. Something we could work through, and understand.’


‘Why do you think that your daughter would tell me the truth?’ the saxophone teacher asks.

‘About her studies,’ says Mrs. De Gregorio weakly. ‘Or her life at school. Something like a boyfriend, a problem that we could work through, and understand.’


The saxophone teacher doesn’t speak for a moment, just so Mrs. De Gregorio feels uncomfortable and wishes she hadn’t spoken so freely. Then she says, ‘But how can you ever know?’ She is more brooding now and less abrupt. ‘How can you ever get to the kernel of truth behind it all? You could watch her. But you have to remember that there are two kinds of watching: either she will know she is being watched, or she will not. If she knows she is being watched, her behavior will change under observation until what you are seeing is so utterly transformed it becomes a thing intended only for observation, and all realities are lost. And if she doesn’t know she is being watched, what you are seeing is something unprimed, something unfit for performance, something crude and unrefined that you will try and refine yourself: you will try to give it a meaning that it does not inherently possess, and in doing this you will press your daughter into some and in doing this you will press your daughter into some mould that misunderstands her. So, you see, neither picture is what you might call true. They are distortions.’


‘Has she said anything?’ Mrs. De Gregorio says. ‘I know it’s an odd question. It’s embarrassing to have to ask. But is there anything we should know about?’ Her hand disappears under her breasts, checking that her purse is still tucked into the vast crux of her lap. Her fingers find the wadded leather lump and touch it briefly.

‘Oh, Mrs. De Gregorio. I’m her music teacher,’ the sax teacher says. She returns her mug to the table and folds her hands.

‘But then what do I do?’ Mrs. De Gregorio asks with a kind of rising panic. ‘What options have I left?’


‘You could ask your daughter,’ the saxophone teacher says. ‘You could sit down and actually talk to her. But you always run the risk that she might lie.’

MONDAY
‘What did you imagine while you were watching?’ the saxophone teacher asks when Julia arrives for her lesson on Monday afternoon. ‘At the concert.’


‘I liked the second half better than the first half,’ Julia begins, but the saxophone teacher waves her arm impatiently and says, ‘No, I meant what did you think about while you were watching? What sorts of things were you thinking about?’


Julia looks at her curiously, as if this might be a test. ‘Why?’ she asks.

‘It’s a game I used to play with an old friend of mine,’ the saxophone teacher says. ‘We had a joke that the better the performance, the more catalytic the effect. A poor performance might only make you think about what you had for dinner or what you were going to wear when you woke up the next day. But a great performance would make you imagine things you would never have been brave enough to imagine before.’


She is speaking eagerly, like a child. Julia unclips her saxophone case and says, ‘I was just thinking about the music.’


‘Yes, but around that. When your mind drifted. What did you imagine?’


Julia slips her reed out of its gated plastic sheath and holds it for a second. ‘I imagined what was going to happen,’ she said, ‘when I dropped Isolde home.’


The lights change. The overhead lights and the bright overcast light from the window are doused; a template falls into place in front of a solitary floodlight and the attachment begins to rotate, so that the yellow light is thinly striped and ever changing, playing over the pair of them like passing streetlights striping the dashboard of a moving car. Julia sits down. The streetlights come and go, streaking over her knees and curving away over her shoulder to disappear, and she is dark for a moment before another streak of light rises up to replace the first, and then another, and another, all yellow and forward bending.

‘I imagined,’ Julia says, ‘that on the way home we would talk about the concert a bit, and what we thought of it, and the teachers that we had in common at school, and we’d keep coming back to you, to talk about you, because you are the only real thread of connection between us. We’d talk about you for a while back and forth, only we wouldn’t be quite honest, because the most important thing would be to create an attractive impression of ourselves, and what we truly thought didn’t really matter. We’d say whatever things would put us in the best light. We’d lie. All the way home we’d lie to each other, back and forth.’


The saxophone teacher is unmoving. She looks Julia up and down with her eyes only. Her face is like a mask.

‘And then I imagined,’ Julia says, ‘that after I killed the engine we would sit there for a moment, not looking at each other, just looking up through the darkness at Isolde’s unlit house. My key ring would still be swinging from the ignition, and we would listen to the sound of the wind whipping the leaves. My mouth would be dry.’


The rotating template has stilled and Julia’s knees are in a square of light which falls through the car window and across her lap. Her face is in shadow. She is sitting stiffly, one leg forward-stretched and cocked at an angle, as if on the brake pedal. Her saxophone is lying on the couch beside her, and she is holding it casually with her left hand, lifting the upper end slightly off the couch, so it looks like her hand is curled casually around the handbrake, her knuckles in the plastic shallow beneath the handle and her wrist loosely arched. With her other hand she plucks at her sternum, testing the tension of an invisible seatbelt strap, lifting it carelessly and letting it slap back against her chest.

‘And I’d go, You know what everybody says about me. At school and everything. It isn’t true.’


Julia wets her lips with her tongue. She isn’t looking at Isolde: she’s looking out the window, peering into the dark silver of the wing-mirror, one hand still plucking at her strap.

‘Isolde goes, I know. She says it really quickly and then she says it again. I know. She’s not looking at me, she’s looking forward, up at the house, and her finger is at her throat, twisting her necklace around and around, cutting all the blood from her fingertip. The end of it has gone grey.’ Julia looks back at Isolde again, quickly, and tightens her grip around the handbrake. ‘And then I go, I was just worried that you might think I was going to come on to you, or jump you when you least expected it or something. I was worried you might think that.’


She reverts to gazing into the wing-mirror, turning her face away.

‘Isolde goes, I don’t think that. And I go, Good. And then we sit for a moment, looking up at Isolde’s unlit house and listen for each other’s breath, and then I go, That’s all. That’s all I wanted to say.’


The lights come up a little, just enough to include the saxophone teacher and bring her into the scene. She shifts and crosses her legs. She looks uncomfortable.

‘What is it that everyone says about you at school?’ she asks reluctantly. Sometimes Julia makes her feel cornered, and she is feeling cornered now.

‘Everyone thinks I like girls,’ Julia says.

‘I see,’ the saxophone teacher says. The lights dip back down again, receding back to the single streetlamp casting its square pool of light across Julia’s lap. The saxophone teacher disappears again into the dark.

‘We parked the car,’ Julia says, ‘and sat there for a while, and whatever we were talking about sort of trickled away like water until there was nothing left and we just sat and waited for something to happen. My mouth was dry. And then Isolde goes, Do you mind waiting here in the car for a while? My mum thinks Victoria came to the concert with me, and we have to walk in at the same time in case she’s still up.

‘And even while she was saying it a car pulled up and stopped a few houses in front of where we were, so both of us were lit red for a moment in the glare of the tail-lights, and then the lights went off but nobody got out. We watched but the car just sat there. And Isolde goes, she doesn’t know we’re here. She hasn’t seen us. Isolde’s watching the car with a hard tight sort of expression and I don’t want to say anything in case it’s the wrong thing, and then she says, We had it all arranged. Mum dropped both of us off at the concert, and I went in to meet you guys and Victoria went off the meet him. It’s the only way she can still see him. She’s grounded most nights, and none of her friends will cover for her now. I don’t mind.’


The saxophone teacher leans forward in the dark. She is frowning.

‘And then Isolde goes, I’d better go. If we sit here for much longer it’ll be weird. I have to go.’


Julia smoothes her knees and tugs again at her seatbelt, nodding.

‘But she doesn’t go. She stays in the car for a moment longer, and through the back window of the car in front we see Victoria lean over and put her head on Mr. Saladin’s shoulder. It looks awkward, stretched across the gearshift with all this space in between them, and he reaches his arm up and strokes her head. He’s saying something but we can only see their silhouettes. It’s like a shadow-play, and all of a sudden my heart is hammering and I look at Isolde and she looks at me really quickly, but then again, and she says, Please don’t tell anyone, and I say I won’t.’


Julia’s voice has become dry and choked, and her tongue keeps darting out to wet her lips. Spots of crimson have appeared high on either cheek.

‘And then she gets out,’ Julia says, ‘and the silhouettes turn around and see her, and then Victoria kisses Mr. Saladin goodbye, not on the mouth. He turns his face to the side so she can kiss his cheek, and then they both smile and maybe even laugh, like it’s a joke. And then the red tail-lights come on again and Mr. Saladin’s car is gone, and Victoria and Isolde go into the house together. Isolde is the one who unlocks the gate, and while she reaches for the latch Victoria steps into the light and looks at me, really gets a long look at me, and then she says something under her breath to Isolde like she’s unhappy. And then they disappear.’


Julia comes abruptly to an end and looks at the saxophone teacher for the first time. Her mouth is twisted and her expression is sour, as if the performance has made her remember an unpleasant feeling that she would rather have forgotten.

‘Was that really what happened?’ the saxophone teacher says, as the lights return to normal and Julia reaches for her sax. ‘Was it Mr. Saladin in the car, Julia? Could you be sure?’


‘I was just telling you what I imagined,’ Julia says, all of a sudden grouchy and withdrawn and peering suspiciously at the saxophone teacher like she is an enemy. And then she adds, ‘It was dark.’ She picks at one of the keys on her sax, just to hear it clack.

‘This could be very important,’ the saxophone teacher says.

‘It’s what I imagined,’ Julia says again, retreating further. She turns away and plays an arpeggio to warm up.

‘Julia,’ says the saxophone teacher. Her eyes are gleaming. ‘Tell me what you saw.’


‘Nothing,’ Julia says, and although she is sullen and inward the saxophone teacher senses in her something like triumph, as if Julia has led her somewhere remote and treacherous only to abandon her. ‘I dropped her home. She said goodbye. She got out. She shut the door. Nothing happened.’

SATURDAY
‘Can you remember losing your innocence, Patsy?’ the saxophone teacher says.

They are in the afterwards bar, Patsy sitting sideways in the booth with her legs up and her brown boots crossed at the ankle. There is a bottle between them, and two glasses, each stained with the pale grey kiss of a woman’s lower lip, like a fingerprint just below the rim.

‘Do you mean a specific event?’ Patsy says. ‘The actual loss of it, do you mean?’


‘Yes.’


‘Losing my virginity?’


‘Not necessarily. Just if there was a moment when you ceased to be innocent. The moment you fell. Can you remember your fall?’


Patsy thinks about this quietly for a second. The saxophone teacher raises her wineglass to her mouth and drinks. Patsy is beautiful tonight. Her hair is swept back into a tumbling handful at the nape of her neck, and her eyes are clear and bright. She wears a heavy brass locket, a gift from Brian, an antique and accidental-seeming piece that suits her perfectly, suits the stout capable breath of her chest and the soft notched hollow of her collarbone. Patsy always suits her clothes, her costume. The image of her is always complete, the saxophone teacher thinks: it is impossible to halve her, undress her, subtract from her. The sax teacher cannot imagine removing the necklace, even in her mind – she can’t imagine Patsy unclothed, Patsy without the trimmings and trappings that she inhabits so completely.

Patsy rolls the stem of her wineglass in her fingers.

‘I was never veiled or misted as a kid,’ she says slowly. ‘You know, Santa Claused, Easter Bunnied, cabbage-patched, euphemized. I can’t remember any illusions. I can’t remember ever not knowing. Sex was never really a mystery. And there was no God in our house, so no mystery there. Of course I had first experiences like everybody else, made mistakes like everybody else, repaired and reinvented myself like everybody does. But I can’t remember ever really falling. I can’t remember if I was ever really innocent. I have no nostalgia for a time before.’


She looks up at the saxophone teacher. ‘Is that terribly sad?’ she says, and laughs.

The sax teacher smiles and says nothing, and they both sit quietly for a while, touching their wineglasses with their fingertips, looking away.

‘Everything had a precedent,’ Patsy says after a time. ‘Everything I have ever done had a template, a formula, a model, something public and visible and known. I knew the shape of everything I would ever meet, before I met it. The template always preceded the reality, the experience, the personal truth of a thing. I learned about the love from the cinema, and from television, and from the stage. I learned the formula and then I applied it. That’s how it happened for me. My whole life.’


She gives another little tinkle of a laugh. ‘Is that terribly sad?’ she says a second time. ‘Is that very sad?’


Up on the little dais next to the piano the double-bassist leans forward and says into his microphone, ‘One last song, folks. Here’s one last song.’

EIGHT
MAY
The day after the Theatre of Cruelty lesson Stanley ran into the victim of the exercise on the main staircase. The boy was walking quickly with his head down, taking the stairs two at a time. His hair was cropped closed to his skull now, to even up the patch on the crown that the masked boy had snipped. The shorter cut didn’t quite suit him. He looked a little frightened, his ears and forehead protruding too obviously from under the shrunken cap of hair. He was wearing a new shirt.

‘Hey,’ Stanley said, reaching out a hand to stall him.

The boy turned guilty eyes up at him and nodded a shy hello.

‘I just wanted to say that I went and complained,’ Stanley said. His voice sounded huge in the stairwell, spiraling up and up to the floors above and ringing clear and hollow in the vertical shaft like the pealing of a bell. ‘About what happened. I went to the Head of Movement and complained.’


‘Thanks,’ the boy said quietly. ‘But it’s all right now. It was just a dumb thing.’ He made as if to continue downstairs, but Stanley stopped him, moving closer and cornering him so he was trapped flat, pinioned against the banister with nowhere to go.

‘I’m going to talk to the Head of Acting as well,’ Stanley said. ‘I can’t believe that nobody else is doing anything about this. It’s disgusting. What they did to you was disgusting. And nobody cared.’


The boy looked at Stanley inscrutably for a moment. He reached back with both hands for the banister, and stood there with his arms behind him, tugging gently on the handrail. Then he said, ‘I was a plant.’


‘What?’ Stanley said.

‘I was a plant. The main guy – Nick, the guy in the mask – he asked me and arranged it all beforehand. I knew they were going to pick me, and I knew what was going to happen, mostly. I knew about the water, and he said they might slap me around a bit. I thought it would be funny. Just for a laugh.’


Stanley was frowning. ‘But you bolted.’


‘I didn’t know they were going to go that far,’ the boy said. ‘My shirt and everything. Cutting my hair. He only told me about the water-trough. I thought it would be okay. I thought I’d help them out or whatever. I sad yes.’


‘Is there always a plant?’ Stanley said. ‘Every year?’


‘I guess,’ the boy said. He jerked his gaze away, past Stanley’s shoulder and down the stairs. ‘They’d never get away with it otherwise.’


‘They shouldn’t get away with it.’


‘Yeah,’ the boy said, and shrugged. ‘It was just an exercise. It was only to make a point.’


‘But why?’ Stanley said. He spoke with more aggression than he intended. He felt the same dawning feeling of helplessness that he had felt in the Head of Movement’s office. In his confusion he was scowling at the boy, and now the boy scowled back.

‘I was just helping them out. They needed someone for their project. It’s no big deal.’


‘What about your shirt?’ Stanley said. ‘Your shirt was a big deal.’


The boy gripped the banister tighter. He was flushing. He clenched his jaw, and his shorn golden cap of hair moved angrily backward on his scalp.

‘Hey look, I appreciate your concern, all right,’ he said, ‘but I’m not like a little bandwagon, you know, or some sort of a just cause that you can fight for. It was my fault, I should have asked them what they were planning on doing. It’s no big deal. You didn’t have to complain.’


‘They hurt you!’ Stanley shouted.

‘Yeah, and came and found me afterwards,’ the boy said loudly. ‘After they’d taken off their masks and it was over, and we talked and everything, and we sorted everything out. It’s not your problem. You weren’t there.’


Stanley looked at the boy for a second and then stepped aside to let him through. The boy ducked his head and muttered, ‘Thanks anyway.’ He slipped past Stanley, bounded down the stairs and disappeared.

Stanley looked up through the high mullioned window that lit the stairwell, and breathed heavily. He found his hands were balled into fists and he vaguely felt like hitting something, but he wasn’t sure what he wanted to hit, or even why. He stepped back as a flood of second-year actors thundered down the stairs, and as the crowd dwindled he looked up to see the Head of Acting descending calmly in their wake, holding under his arm a bundled mainsail, patched and rat-tailed and studded around its edge with reef-point eyelets filmed with rust. He looked preoccupied.

‘Stanley,’ he said as he approached. ‘You’re the man who wanted to see me, is that right?’


‘It’s all right. I sorted it out with the Head of Movement,’ Stanley said, stepping respectfully aside. ‘It’s all sorted out now.’


MAY
‘This is an exercise in control and communication,’ the Head of Movement said. ‘I want you all to divide into pairs and face each other. Starting with your palms together and your feet square, you will begin to move in exact tandem, each the mirror image of the other. You can move however and wherever you like, but I want to be able to walk among you and not be able to tell who is leading and who is following.’


The class lumbered to its feet and Stanley found himself paired with the girl who had been sitting nearest to him. They smiled at each other quickly as they turned to face each other, and Stanley Felt his heart leap. He felt a little stab of self-contempt and frowned to quash the feeling. He turned back to look at the Head of Movement, narrowing his eyes to show the girl that he was listening hard, and that he intended to take the lesson very seriously, and that despite what she may expect or believe he was utterly indifferent to the fact of her sex. In his vague peripheral vision he saw the girl watch him for a moment longer, and then turn back to the Head of Movement herself.

‘Between you,’ the Head of Movement continued, ‘choose one person who will begin as the leader. You must also choose some sort of physical signal to indicate to each other that the leader will change. You can swap between yourselves as many times as you wish, back and forth. Eye contact is essential. We will conduct this exercise in silence.’


The paired students leaned in to confer with each other in whispers. The Head of Movement turned away and pressed a button on the stereo surround system, wiping the dust off the protruding edge with his finger while he waited for the disc to load. The dust was thick and silver-grey, accumulating on his fingertip in a soft feathered wafer. He rolled it into a ball and flicked it away. The disc began to spin, and he twisted the volume knob slowly up and up so the music faded in, swelling larger and larger until it filled the gymnasium completely. He had chosen a cinematic score, instrumental and surging and overblown.

‘Please take your places and begin,’ he called over the opening bars. ‘The music is your pulse. Take inspiration from it. Detach yourself and divide your mind between watching your partner and listening to the pulse. You should feel alert but at peace. You may begin.’


Stanley turned to face his partner and held up his palms for her to touch with her own. They looked clearly at each other, and at first he squirmed and frowned, unsure as to what she might be seeing, looking at him in such a clear frank way. She was a little shorter than him, and her chin was tilted slightly upward to meet his gaze. She had determined grey eyes and a straight thin-lipped mouth. Stanley was close enough to see the down on her cheeks, glowing soft pink in the slanting light, and the fawny scatter of freckles across the bridge of her nose.

The heavier instruments dwindled to let the strings build their own quiet plucking crescendo. Stanley peeled his right palm away from the girl’s and felt her make the same movement, slowly and carefully, lagging perhaps quarter of a second behind. She was frowning slightly, but even as he registered the expression he realised that she was attempting to mirror his own. He relaxed into a more neutral face and saw her do the same, his movements reflected back at him in a delicate feminine echo, like a cave that threw back a finer, female version of his own call. He balled his hand into a fist and brought it up under his chin, trying to move slowly and carefully so she would see the whole trajectory of his movement and be able to replicate it simultaneously. She watched his eyes, not the movement of his hand. They were both wide eyed with the strain of trying to communicate without words. Around them the other paired couples were moving similarly, waving their hands about in a slow and measured way. As he spread his fingers out and laced them through the thin cold fingers of his echo-girl, Stanley thought to himself that from above the class must look like some sort of windswept crop, swelling up and back like tiny quivering blades thrusting up out of the soil and into a stiff and ever-changing breeze.

From the stage the Head of Movement watched them all is silence, his fingertips still resting on the stereo and filmed grey with dust. His gaze drifted over them and came to rest upon one of the boys, standing on the edge of the group and reaching out his hand to touch his partner’s neck with his index finger. The Head of Movement watched the mirrored pair trace an invisible line down each other’s windpipe and into the hollow at the centre of the collarbone, and thought, The boy is leading. He could always tell.

The boy was standing with his chin high and his legs apart and wearing a solemn burning expression on his face that almost made the Head of Movement smile. It was the first time he’d had class with the boy since the teary outburst in his office following the Theatre of Cruelty exercise, and when he had walked into the gymnasium that morning and called for the attention of the class he’d at once spotted Stanley bobbing on the periphery, anxious and desperate to be seen. The Head of Movement had looked away. He did not want the boy to cling to him in such a fearfully filial way, craving attention and recognition and time, unaware that all the trembled first-experiences and thought-dawnings that affected him so wholly were, for the Head of Movement, only the vicarious latest in a long line of the same.

Every year at least one of the students complained about the Theatre of Cruelty exercise. The lesson fell into the Head of Acting’s domain and mostly it was he who took the distressed student into his office and soothed any lasting damage. Some years, as with this one, he contrived a reason to leave the class at the last minute, scuttling up the back staircase to the lighting booth above the gymnasium to watch the students from behind the darkness glass. The view was always different. One year the victim-student had been able to wrestle free and fight back, and several of the students on stage had been seriously hurt; another year, the watching students stormed the stage in a mass rescue. But lately, year by year, the acting students had been losing something – a readiness to act, he thought, without irony. Take this year – a shirt, a bit of hair and the water-trough, and one student crying into his shirtsleeve afterwards from the pain of it.

Sometimes the Head of Movement wanted to strike them, to rush down on to the gymnasium floor and slap them and shake them until they stirred and snapped and fought back; sometimes he felt almost driven mad by this cling-film sheet of apathy that smothered them and parceled them and stopped their breath until they were like dolls in shrinkwrap, trademarked and mass produced.

He tossed his head. They were cushioned, that was all. They needed a wake-up.

Down on the floor Stanley Had invisibly passed the leadership to his partner, who was now drawing away from him and fanning out, the two of them black-tee-shirted against the wooden floor like a symmetrical ink-blot on an aged card. Not quite symmetrical. The male movements could never quite match the female, and vice versa: there was always something missing, some bright edge that gave the deception away. The Head of Movement sighed and looked at them all in panorama for a second, the silken apathetic crowd of sleepwalkers who had watched their classmate get stripped and shorn and nearly drowned, and had done nothing. He thought, How can I possibly wake them up? And then he thought, Who will awaken me?
JUNE
‘I am here to tell you about the end-of-year devised theatre project,’ the Head of Acting said briskly, ‘which is by far the most important event in the first-year calendar.’


The Head of Acting always commanded a fearful unmoving silence whenever he spoke. He did not need to raise his voice.

‘First of all I must stress that you will be completely on your own. The tutors will not oversee rehearsals, scripts, lighting rigs, costume designs or concept discussion. This is your project. When we arrive in the auditorium at eight in the evening on the first of October, we want to be surprised. And shocked. We want to see why we chose you out of the two hundred hopefuls who auditioned. We want to leave feeling proud of our own good taste.

‘I might add that this project has an impressive legacy at the Institute: the work that has been dreamed up as part of this project has many times been later reworked into greater productions, some of which have toured internationally. You have big shoes to fill.’


The Head of Acting brightened now, as he always brightened when talking about past students. His admiration and approval was only ever retrospectively bestowed, a fact which these first-year students did not yet know. In their ignorance they gaze fiercely up at him and champed at this new and shining chance to prove themselves.

‘It is a tradition at the Institute,’ the Head of Acting continued, ‘that on closing night the cast will chose one prop from their production to be handed on. The prop they choose will serve as the driving stimulus for the production the following year. Last year’s production, titled The Beautiful Machine, received from the previous year’s students a large iron wheel. In the original production the wheel had been part of a working rickshaw. In Beautiful Machine the wheel was re-dressed as the Wheel of Fate and became a central visual component of the beautiful machine itself.’


One of the boys was nodding vigorously to show he had seen The Beautiful Machine in production and remembered the wheel very well. The Head of Acting smiled faintly. He said, ‘The cast of Beautiful Machine, last year’s first-year students, have chosen a prop from their production that will become the locus of years. I have it here in my pocket.’


He paused for a long moment, enjoying the tension.

‘Does anyone have any question, before I leave you all to conduct your first meeting?’ he asked.

Nobody could think of a question. The Head of Acting reached into his pocket and withdrew a playing card. It was a card from an ordinary deck, thinly striped on the reverse side, pinkish and round edged. He held it up for them all to see and turned it over in his fingers to show the King of Diamonds, bearded and thin lipped and pensive, holding his axe behind his head with a thick hammy hand. The Head of Acting tossed the card on the ground, inclined his head politely, and left the room.

The gymnasium door closed softly in his wake and sent the King of Diamonds a scudding sideways. The card was ever so slightly convex, shivering on its slim bowed back like a small unmasted ship lost at sea. For a moment there was only silence. Then one of the girls said, tentatively, ‘The King of Diamonds is one of the Suicide Kings. In case anybody didn’t know.’ She spoke in an apologetic way, as if meaning to excuse herself for breaking the silence and speaking first.

‘The King of Hearts is holding his sword so it looks like it goes into the side of his head – ‘ she demonstrated ‘- and the King of Diamonds is shown with the blade of his axe facing towards him. It’s the same on every pack. The two red kings are always called the Suicide Kings.’


Everyone craned to look, and saw that she was right. There was another silence, a different sort of silence this time, a silence ringing with the last words spoken: the Suicide Kings. It’s always a different sort of silence once the first idea has been cast, Stanley thought.

After a few moments more the collective concentration broke. They looked up and grinned sheepishly, and laughed and stretched and shifted and began to chatter and looked around for a leader who would guide them on from there.
JULY
‘Do we get to a stage, do you think, as teachers,’ the Head of Movement said, ‘when the only students who can really affect us are the ones who most remind us of a young version of ourselves?’


The Head of Acting laughed. ‘And always a very flattering version, too,’ he said. ‘Only ever the vigour and the ideals. And the bodies. The supple, fit young bodies that we all imagine we must once have had, before everything else set in.’


The Head of Acting was some ten years older than the Head of Movement, and he had not aged well: his pale eyes were rimmed on their undersides by a wet pink rind that always made him look rather ill.

‘I think it’s sadly true for me,’ the Head of Movement said. ‘There’s this one acting student this year – a boy. He’s very much like how I was, I suppose. How I imagine I must have been. When I’m teaching his class I forget all my doubts about … about everything, really. I watch him so closely and I really delight in his progress – I mean really – I keep seeking him out and watching him change, little by little, and I feel excited and generous and all the things that teachers are supposed to feel.’


As a teacher the Head of Acting had always maintained a deliberate distance from his students, but his withdrawn and profoundly unmoved manner seemed to cause them, strangely, to worship him the more. It was the Head of Acting who most of the students sought to impress, and it was the Head of Acting who most of them remembered in the years that followed. His coldness and his deadness attracted them somehow, like puppies to a master with a whip. The Head of Movement did not possess this gift of indifference, the Head of Acting thought now: he showed too much of himself, wore his skin too plainly; he was too contemptuous of his students when they let him down.

‘The illusion of depth in a character,’ the Head of Acting had said only this morning to his second-year class, ‘is created simply by withholding information from an audience. A character will seem complex and intriguing only if we don’t know the reason why.’


The Head of Movement was stroking his knuckles with his fingertips. He shook his head.

‘And I keep reminding myself that in all probability it’s just vanity,’ he said, ‘my seeking out a younger version of myself and watching so greedily, like someone in a fairy tale bewitched. It’s a sad thing. I don’t think I can connect in the same way with the other students. I just don’t – ‘ He spread his arms and shrugged. ‘I just don’t care enough,’ he said. ‘I don’t care enough in what makes them different. They’d never know. I get up in front of them and teach and it’s like any stage performance, knowing the role back to front and getting on and doing it. But underneath it all it’s just an act.’


‘Maybe you’re being too hard on yourself,’ the Head of Acting said. ‘Putting too much of an expectation on yourself that you actually have to care. Maybe you don’t have to care. Maybe you can not care and still be a great teacher.’


‘Maybe,’ the Head of Movement said.

‘Who is the student who captures you?’ the Head of Acting said. ‘The younger version of you.’


The Head of Movement hesitated, squinting up at the light fitting above the Head of Acting’s head.

‘I’d rather not say,’ he said at last, a little shyly, as if the boy was a crush that he held still too close to his heart.

‘All right,’ the Head of Acting said. ‘But if you let me, I bet I could guess.’

APRIL
‘My dad has this theory,’ Stanley said. ‘He reckons schools should take out insurance policies on the students they think are most likely to die.’


There was a pause, then all six of them put down their forks and turned to look at Stanley properly.

‘What?’ they said.

‘Because there’s always one kid who dies,’ Stanley said. ‘In any high school, right? During your time at high school, any school, you can always remember one kid who died.’


His smile was faltering now. He had intended the remark to be flippant and amusing and slightly shocking, but his classmates were looking nauseated and confused. He tried to let a surprised and disappointed look flit across his face, as if to communicate that his audience was not as debonair and outrageous as he had hoped, that the six of them had let him down somehow by this pinched and prudish outlook, by their backward and unfashionable scope that left no room for wit or scandal. He tried to make his eyebrows peak in the centre and his smile turn down slightly, a worldly look that was contemptuous and cheerful and uncaring. He tried not to care.

‘That’s retarded,’ one of the girls said.

Stanley smiled wider. He could not rightly retreat now. He was committed to voicing, and thus partly owning, a point of view that wasn’t his own. He felt trapped, and so tried to redeem himself by becoming jolly and charming, like his father could be, and amplifying his own part, his own sponsorship of the idea, until it seemed as if the ideal really was his own.

‘You can take out an insurance policy,’ he said, ‘for something like two hundred a year. Insurance policies on kids are really, really low. Making money is all about seeing something’s going to happen before it happens, right? So if you can get in there and make something good of it – if you can pick the kid who’s most likely to die –‘


He spread his hands and shrugged, as if the logic were self-evident.

‘And you reckon the money should go to whoever takes out the policy,’ a boy said. ‘Like, it should go to the school as a reward for being clever enough to spot the kid that was likely to die?’


‘What does it mean, “most likely to die”?’ snapped the girl. ‘That’s retarded. How can you tell if a person’s likely to die?’


Stanley was feeling hot now. He started to feel resentful, not at his father, whom he was instinctively moving to protect, but at this nauseated audience, who were scowling at him across the mirror-glaze of the linoleum tabletop as if he had mentioned something truly dreadful. He forgot that he himself had met his father’s insurance idea with something a little like nausea; he forgot that his father’s deliberate provocations often gave him a tight feeling in his chest and a helpless clenching anger that lingered for days and weeks afterward. He glared back at the six of them and said, ‘Who’s to say something good can’t come out of a death? Who’s to say it’s wrong to make something good out of something terrible like a death? To spot it before it happens, and pounce?’


He was imperfectly paraphrasing, and the words were lopsided and unlikely in his mouth.

‘Something good of it – like making a million dollars off some kid coming off his skateboard on the way home from school?’


‘Maybe,’ Stanley said. ‘Maybe, yeah.’


‘That ‘s the stupidest idea I’ve ever heard of,’ one of them said. ‘Life insurance is all about having a back-up in case the person you depend on dies. Like if my dad died, my mum would be screwed because she needs his salary to survive, to pay the mortgage and the bills and all that. So life insurance would pay out if he died, just so she wouldn’t be screwed for a few years until she found someone else. Why would they let you take out life insurance on a kid? It doesn’t even make sense. They’d know you were up to something.’


‘I’m just talking about the possibility, though,’ Stanley said, slipping into first-person ownership after all. ‘I mean, the idea’s possible. Something to think about. If you could put it off.’


All in an instant he remembered a scene from two restaurant ago, La Vista, the two of them silhouetted against a wall of frosted glass and ivy and an artful water fountain that dribbled and never ran dry. His father wiped his mouth on a bunched handful of linen and said, ‘Want to hear the worst dirty joke I have ever come across in my entire life? I promise you won’t have heard it.’


The restaurant was quiet. The couple opposite were chewing and looking out the window. Stanley dabbed at his mouth. He said, ‘Yeah.’


‘I’m warning you. It’s pretty bad. Shall I tell it?’


‘Yeah.’


‘All right. What do you get if you cover a six-year-old kid with peanut butter?’


‘I don’t know,’ Stanley said.

‘An erection.’


There had been a long pause, Stanley’s father grinning with his eyebrows up , unmoving, like a clown. The woman opposite had looked across at Stanley casually, meeting his gaze and then lazily drawing her eyes away and returning to the silent dissection of her meal. He wasn’t sure if she had heard. He slid his gaze back to his father, his grinning expectant father, and switched on a smile. His own smile felt horribly false, as if the corners of his mouth were clothes-pegged or fish-hooked, and for a second they were both silent, both of them grinning, both of them still. Finally Stanley nodded, and his father said, ‘It’s pretty out there. Right?’


‘Yeah,’


‘That the worst one you’ve ever heard?’ His father’s head was tilted as a jaunty angle, and he was rocking merrily in his chair.

‘Probably,’ Stanley said. ‘Probably the worst.’


The memory came unbidden into Stanley’s mind and he scowled more deeply now, feeling freshly betrayed. His audience was scowling back at him across the mirrored depth of the tabletop which showed them waxy and foreshortened.

‘Nobody would ever let you profit from the death of some kid,’ one of them said. ‘It just wouldn’t happen. Nobody would allow it to happen.’


Stanley shrugged his shoulders and looked away, out over the other tables in the cafeteria, as if the conversation had finished and he didn’t care. ‘You’re taking it the wrong way,’ he said, without looking at any of them. He scratched his cheek carelessly, his eyes roving around the room and his mouth bunched and faintly sneering in the defiant pout of a child. He said, ‘You’re taking it too literally. It was just meant to be a joke.’

JULY
‘What is a taboo?’ the Head of Acting asked, his voice ringing out in the vast room. The group was sitting cross-legged in a circle, clutching their cold white-dusted toes, their faces greyed and ghostly in the diffused light.

Somebody said, ‘A taboo is something you want but you can’t have.’


‘A taboo is something that’s forbidden because it’s disgusting.’


‘Or because it’s sacred.’


‘A taboo is something we’re not allowed to talk about.’


‘A taboo is something that makes people feel uncomfortable.’


‘A taboo is something that we’re not ready for.

This last interjection was from the girl sitting on the Head of Acting’s right-hand side. When she spoke he started in surprise and sought her out with his clear pale eyes, and after a moment he smiled a rare and unexpected smile. ‘Something that we’re not ready for,’ he repeated. ‘Good.’


They talked about magic and ritual and sacrifice for a few minutes, and then the Head of Acting asked, ‘Is death a taboo?’ He looked searchingly at each of them in turn. ‘Once upon a time death was a great taboo. It is still?’


Stanley sat and frowned at the floor. The Head of Acting’s pale darting gaze unnerved him. The tutor asked every question with majesty and a pointed reservation, as if emphasizing the profundity of the issues at the stake and reminding them that none of them was really capable of a meaningful answer. The cold simplicity with which the Head of Acting spoke made something flutter in Stanley’s pelvis, as if the forbiddenness was amplified somehow by the tutor’s detachment: it was as if the Head of Acting was being deliberately casual, Stanley thought, like a veteran reprobate offering a cigarette to a child and pretending not to notice the child’s blush, and shrug, and stammer.

There was something powerfully strange about the conversation as a whole, as if taboo itself was a forbidden subject. Stanley had the vague sense that they were being tempted, and none of them quite understood how. He squirmed and waited for the flutter in his pelvis to pass. Most of the students, like him, were looking uncomfortable, sitting with their eyes cast down and waiting for the tutor to pounce.

‘Stanley,’ the tutor said, pouncing. Is death a great taboo?’


Stanley made his hands into fists and pressed his knuckles into the floorboards as he thought.

‘No,’ he said at last. ‘Not any more.’


‘Why?’


‘Because people pretend to die all the time,’ Stanley said. ‘I watch people pretending to die every time I turn the television on.’


‘So?’ said the Head of Acting, but he looked eager, and his lips were drawn back.

Stanley said, ‘If death was a great taboo, then pretending to be dead would have consequences.’


The Head of Acting gave a brisk satisfied nod and turned back to the group. Stanley drew a breath. He was sweating.

‘Let me tell you about my father’s death,’ the tutor said. ‘He died in his own bed, and after his death my family spent one evening with his body before he was taken away. I had heard about rigor mortis. I found it an interesting concept, but I was also a little suspicious of it, as if it might be an old wives’ tale, something archaic that didn’t happen any more.

‘I sat by my father’s bed and watched over him, and every hour or so I would sneak forward and give him a little poke, just a little poke with my index finger, in the fold of skin underneath his cheekbone where his skin was all pouchy and soft. I kept touching his cheek like this, routinely, waiting for the stiffness to set in. And after a while it did. I leaned forward and poked at his cheek and it was hard as a board.

‘It was the delay that I found frightening,’ he said. ‘He was soft for so long, and then it was like somebody flipped a switch. The delay frightened me. The delay between two of death’s symptoms – rigor mortis and the stopping of the heart. All of a sudden I saw death not as something solitary and final but as an incremental process, a slow accumulation of symptoms, a gradual stepping-down. I had never thought of death in this way before.’


They were watching him warily now.

‘This is a very personal memory for me,’ the Head of Acting said, ‘because I had always imagined that at the death of my father I would feel very great sadness, even hysteria, that I would cry and cry like I’d seen my sisters cry, that afterwards I would feel a deep longing for what was irreplaceable about my father, and I would have to work to rebuild my life as normal. I imagined that after it happened I would take time to think about my own mortality, but with a new appreciation and reverence for the brevity of life.’ The Head of Acting’s voice was steady but his voice was very soft, and somehow intensified by the hush, like the savage clear-blue flame of a gas hob turned low.

‘But that didn’t happen for me,’ he said. ‘I didn’t cry. I didn’t feel a great sadness, and I quickly replaced everything about him that I needed to. My own mortality was just as it had ever been, that was all. I thought I knew how I would react to the death of my father, and I was wrong.

‘Like Stanley,’ the Head of Acting said, quickening and shifting into a new, brisker gear, ‘any one of you can turn on your television set and watch somebody pretend to die. You all will have seen thousands of death which are not death but merely people pretending. If I said right now, “You have been shot!” you would all roll around on the floor and clutch your bellies and twitch and moan, and what you would be doing – all you would be doing – is copying a copy.

‘What I am asking of you for homework,’ he said, ‘is not to prepare a performance of death, for most of you have no first-hand knowledge of what it means for somebody to truly die. Instead I would like each of you to prepare a performance of your most intimate experience. You will place yourself at the mercy of this experience by showing this intimate moment to the rest of the group. The aim of this exercise is to see how we can use these terribly private experiences as a form of emotional substitute when we come to act a scene or a situation that we don’t understand.’


There was a grudging silence. Everybody tried not to look at everybody else. They quickly tried to think up all the relatively unpainful moments of their lives that they would be prepared to recreate in front of the class and pretend that it was the most intimate experience of their lives.

The Head of Acting let the silence gather for a moment. Lazily he thought, What would happen if one of them performed a scene from one of my classes? What if the most intimate moment in one of these kids’ lives was actually a connection with me, some kind of precious moment with me, and they had the gall to recreate it in class in front of the rest of them? He pursed his lips as he weighed the possibility in his mind. He thought, It would never happen. None of them would dare.

‘I myself have used the memory of my father’s death many times in my acting career,’ the Head of Acting said at last. ‘I have recalled it, I have re-imagined it, I have replayed it until the memory is sucked of all useful juice and I have learned something. I used it as Løborg. I used it as Kent. I used it as the Chief Tragedian, believe it or not. I used it as Algie.’


On the floor, Stanley was thinking of his own father: he pictured him with them now, leaning against the barre with his hands in his pockets and winking solemnly at Stanley as he caught his eye above the sea of nodding heads on the gymnasium floor. He would hate the Head of Acting, Stanley thought, and he imagined what his father would say now: that’s right, worship the things that break you down. Worship the deaths and the divorces, and learn to listen to your own sufferings above all other noise. That’ll put everything into a nice healthy perspective for you. Just the ticket. Stanley imagined his father shaking his head and laughing in a disgusted, helpless sort of a way, shrugging his shoulders under the grey piled sports jacket he always wore when he was with a client at work.

But perhaps he wouldn’t. Perhaps his father would jerk his thumb at the Head of Acting and say, I have to hand it to him. It’s people like this guy who eventually give employment to people like me. Like him screw you all up, slowly but surely. After you’ve robbed yourselves of everything that’s spontaneous and good about your lives, after all that, I’ll have twenty new clients to fix. So go ahead. I’m right behind you, son. I’m right behind all of you. Dig deep.

‘If the memory is one of sin,’ the Head of Acting was saying, his voice ringing out now as if he were quoting from a beloved text, ‘afterwards you will be free of this sin. It is a kind of redemption.’


Stanley wondered whether he had done anything in his life that required redemption. He felt ashamed that nothing came to mind. He wished he had secret, a dark blooming ink-stain of a secret that he could brood over and shrug away.

Finally, with the minute hand on twelve o’clock, the Head of Acting said, ‘I have one final question before we close. What is the last taboo? The taboo that is graver and move sacred than all others?’


‘Sex,’ somebody said. The answer sounded cheap, and some of the students frowned and shifted and looked at the floor and thought hard. Stanley felt a stirring in his groin again, and he stiffened, wanting very much to leave the room and disappear. Then the girl sitting on the Head of Acting’s right-hand side looked up and said, ‘Incest is the last taboo.’


The bell rang. The Head of Acting said, ‘You may go.’

AUGUST
It took the best part of morning for twenty students to re-enact the most intimate scene of their lives. Most of them chose a key moment from their parents’ divorce. Some attempted a sexual encounter or a scene of public shame. One of the girls brought a pile of pizza boxes on to the stage. She chewed through each slice until it was mush and then spat it out into a white bowl she held under her arm. She wept and wept, and had chewed her way through three cold pizzas before the Head of Acting finally clapped his hands and said, ‘Good. Thank you. We can work with that.’


A bleakness descended on the class as the morning wore on. Stanley was one of the last to perform, and he clutched his little paper bag of props against him as he watched the performers replace each other, one after another, all of them weeping and shouting and caressing invisible lovers with the backs of their trembling hands.

‘When I was sixteen,’ girl was saying now, ‘I was going through the drawers in my dad’s desk to find a compass for a maths project. I came across this photo of my dad in the bath with a little kid. I didn’t recgonise the kid, or the bath. I flipped it over but there was nothing on the back I showed my mum.’


She yanked down the handle of an old retractable map affixed to the top of a spattered freestanding whiteboard. The map unrolled. The girl had stuck an enormous painted rendering of the photograph to the map-roll. Her father was bearded and laughing, throwing his head back and showing the secret scarlet of his throat. The girl affixed the handle of the map to a hook at the bottom of the whiteboard to hold it open, and stepped back.

‘He had two families,’ she said. ‘That’s how we found out. He’d had this affair with this woman years ago and she got pregnant, and then she got pregnant again, and again, and all of a sudden he had two families, two batches of kids. He divided his time between the two, I guess. When we found out, he didn’t try and explain or anything. He just up and left. I haven’t seen him since. I wouldn’t want to. Mum destroyed the photo so I had to make a copy. So this is him with the third kid of the new batch.’


Stanley stared up at the fleshy father in the bath, grossly out of proportion, with his fingers wrapped thick and pink around the small figure of a baby, laughing in the pale soapy lagoon between his legs. The Head of Acting was nodding and writing furiously on his jotter pad. Stanley watched the girl roll up the giant painting and descend quietly from the stage.

A boy began to describe the worst fight his parents had ever had. He was one of the comedians of the group, cheerfully self-deprecating and witty and successful with the girls, and as he spoke the class visibly relaxed and brightened, and sat up with a new generosity and willingness to laugh. The Head of Acting turned to a fresh sheet and looked up at the boy over his glasses, his head tilted and his finger-pads splayed on the desk in front of him.

‘And that was the point,’ the boy was saying, ‘where Dad goes, You are a neurotic, compulsive woman and one of these days you are going to need to accept that. He really screamed it, and it was a bit frightening just for a moment because my dad’s a really quiet, patient sort of a person. After that something just broke. Mum ran off, she really ran away from him, right down the corridor into her study, and slammed the door. We thought the fight must be over, but ten minutes later or so she opened the door again with her head so high and proud, like this –‘ he demonstrated, holding his arms out like a ballerina ‘-with her arms full of paper, and she’d typed it out, the whole phrase, in thirty-six point, and she’d got fifty copies printed. She put it up everywhere. She hid copies in his briefcase and in all his pockets. She pinned it to the notice-board in the kitchen. Everywhere in our house there were these signs that said, You are a neurotic, compulsive woman and one of these days you are going to need to accept that.’


Everybody laughed. The boy gave them a quick thumbs-up and then made as if to return to his seat on the floor.

‘Stay there a second, Oliver,’ the Head of Acting said. He wasn’t smiling. ‘why did you choose this as your most intimate memory?’


The boy shrugged and shoved his hands into his pockets. ‘I guess because it was the day I learned about revenge,’ he said, and everyone laughed again.

‘Really?’ the Head of Acting said. ‘Or was it because the easiest thing in the world for you is to make everybody laugh? And you chose the easy option, took the easy way out, instead of choosing to actually share yourself in a sincere and honest way?’


The room had gone quiet. Everyone picked at the floorboards with their fingernails and avoided looking at the comedian Oliver, who was still standing with his hands in his pockets and scuffing the soles of his shoes upon the stage. Stanley watched the defensive smile flicker like a flame at the corners of the boy’s mouth.

‘Everyone else here has really shared something,’ the Head of Acting said. ‘They have willingly shown themselves at their most vulnerable. They have relived the most painful and most sacred moments of their lives, and laid them out for us to see. That’s a brave thing to do. There’s been a lot of trust in this room this morning. I don’t see a lot of trust in you, Oliver. Playing to your strengths isn’t brave. You knew everyone was going to laugh, big deal.’


Oliver was nodding now, chagrined and visibly straining to get down off the stage and melt back into the seated crowd so he could ponder his disgrace in private. He had known this was coming. All the first-years endured a breaking-in of this sort, a forcible public fracture of their ego-mould in the interest of rebuilding a more versatile self. About half the first-years had been targeted so far, and the rest sat glumly and waited for their own turn.

‘Do you have a girlfriend, Oliver?’ the Head of Acting asked.

‘Yes.’ She was part of the first-year batch and his eyes sought her out briefly in the crowd.

‘Is there any aspect of your relationship with your girlfriend which you would not want the rest of the group to see?’


The boy turned back to the Head of Acting. He paused and looked at the tutor suspiciously for a brief moment. ‘Yes,’ he said again, but Stanley thought to himself that he could not very say no. The girl looked faintly stricken, as if anticipating some forced revelation that would cheapen or destroy her, but all the same the boy’s admission gave her a rush of pleasure and she almost smiled, looking quickly around at her classmates to see if they were jealous.

‘That is what intimacy means,” the Head of Acting said. ‘Intimacy is all the moments that you would be unwilling to share.’


The Head of Acting looked at the boy Oliver and tapped his fountain pen against his desktop in a disapproving way.

‘You can get down,’ he said at last. ‘But I haven’t finished with you.’


The Head of Acting was sitting behind the students, arranged sideways behind a small writing-desk, with his long legs folded and one palm absent-mindedly stroking his calf as he wrote. He watched the shamed Oliver returned to his seat next to his girlfriend on the floor, and then capped his pen crisply.

‘Stanley,’ he said. ‘Up you get.’

