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*


The pain is like frogspawn.


Does that sound weird?


Yeah. I know that sounds weird. I so totally know that sounds hella weird. But really, when your insides are suddenly crammed to bursting with one hundred and one feelings of horribleness, clustered together in a tight group somewhere around your belly, that’s exactly how it feels – like frogspawn.


FYI, I don’t mean ‘frogspawn’ in an exciting new beginnings sort of way. I don’t use this term because I expect every single one of these feelings to burst forth and flourish into some fabulous new expression of life. These aren’t the sort of feelings that come when something begins. These are very much the sort of feelings that come when something ends.


‘Rocket, did you hear what I said?’ he asks.


Outside the window the world is whizzing past, clouds and trees, houses and fields falling behind at a speed I can’t comprehend because I need a moment right now. I think I need this train to slow down.


‘I … don’t understand?’ I hear myself say.


He reaches across the table, pushing aside our empty packets of Percy Pigs, to touch me. I stare at his hand on top of mine, stare at how perfect they look together, because we look perfect together. Everybody says it.


‘I think we should take some time out from each other.’ He says it again, smiling. And it’s not a mean smile, but an earnest smile, a sensitive smile, a so-damn-perfect-it-makes-this-entire-situation-ten-times-worse smile. ‘It doesn’t have to be forever – just until we’re settled into our new lives.’


‘But this is supposed to be our dream,’ I begin. ‘We’re supposed to do this together, remember?’


For over a year now we’ve planned how we would move to London together to attend performing arts colleges. This was our life plan, the blueprint of a much bigger picture, a picture that involved lazy Sunday afternoon walks in Hyde Park, and Saturday matinees, and, eventually, a flat on St Martin’s Lane with a pug called Willow Blue (my name choice).


‘We’re going to be miles apart, you know?’ he says. ‘London is huge.’


‘But … we have weekends?’ I say. ‘And holidays. We’ve already discussed this—’


‘You’re suggesting we see each other every single weekend?’ he says. ‘Come on, pumpkin – there won’t be time for that.’


‘I’m not suggesting anything,’ I say calmly. ‘That’s what we discussed. That’s what you said.’


He shakes his head, as if everything I’m saying is so stupid and wrong, and then takes out his phone and begins to read a pre-typed note. And my heart sinks to lower places, because a pre-typed note means he’s thought about this; a pre-typed note means he knew we were over before he even stepped on the train.


I listen as he quickly unravels our plans for the future, disregarding them one by one as if he’s picking raisins out of his fruit and fibre cereal because he hates raisins; raisins are a massive inconvenience to him.


I’m starting to think I am too.


‘We’re supposed to be doing this together,’ I say. ‘The whole reason I’m moving to London – the whole reason I’m sitting on this train right now – is for us, for you.’


‘I understand,’ he says, in a tone that tells me he doesn’t understand at all. ‘And look – I’m a big believer in what will be will be. If we’re meant to be together, we will be. But, for now, we have to take some time out.’


There they are again: the words that mean when this train stops, we do too.


OK.


I need this thing to slow down.


‘You said we could make it work,’ I whisper, as I begin to pick at the skin down the side of my thumbnail, because I’m scared that if I look into his eyes I’ll see something I really don’t want to see.


‘I know, pumpkin,’ he says. ‘But my parents and I have agreed that this term is going to be super intense, and keeping a relationship going on top of everything else just isn’t feasible.’


Feasible.


This sounds like his dad talking. His dad always uses big words. He’d never say feasible. Feasible is a hideous word to use right now.


‘But I … I love you,’ I say.


‘I know you do,’ he says, reaching forward and stroking my cheek.


‘You’re not even going to say it back?’ I ask, leaning into his wrist so I can smell his comforting cologne.


‘I’m … so sorry.’


This time I do look up. This time I brave seeing the thing in his eyes that I was so scared of seeing moments earlier – that he’s over me, over us.


And the really crushing thing is: I already knew it.


Over the past few weeks, since he got back from summer school, the sweet guy I knew, who would take me on Pizza Express dates, and dig through the Celebrations chocolate box to find the Milky Ways because he knows they’re my favourite, and send me at least two love-heart emojis in every Insta message, has changed. The Cruz Jones I knew – the sweetest kid, Newcastle-Cruz – has withered away so London-Cruz can flourish. And it appears I have no place in that person’s life.


I wish I’d never got on this stupid relationship-ending train – a train that’s catapulting me into a life of inconsolable misery. Isn’t there an emergency stop button somewhere?


‘Can’t we talk for a little bit longer?’ I ask, as the sandy brick arches and domed glass ceiling of King’s Cross station roll up alongside us.


‘They have to prepare the train for the next journey,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘Come on – let’s get our bags.’


He takes my big suitcase out of the storage rack and places it on the platform for me. Then we roll along to the main concourse, nobody saying anything, until we come to the entrance for the Tube.


‘I’m going south,’ he says, pointing at one staircase. ‘And you’re … ?’


‘West,’ I mumble, pointing at another.


‘Well … good luck,’ he says, gripping my arm.


I place my hand on his wrist and lean into him, and before I know it, we’re hugging, my head resting on the side of his neck so I can smell his cologne – my all-time favourite smell – for one last time.


‘I don’t think I can do this without you,’ I whisper.


‘You can,’ he says, stroking my hair. ‘I believe in you.’ He pulls away, almost too quickly, like he’s forcing himself to behave in this crazy unnatural way. ‘You’ve got this, Rocket Middleton. Go show them what you’re made of.’


Then he picks up his case and heads down the staircase to the Underground, leaving me to watch the only guy I’ve ever loved walk into his new life without me.









ONE


‘I’ve only ever been in one fight in my life,’ says grungy redheaded guy. ‘It was with cancer last year – and I won!’


I swear the roar from the crowd thumps me right in the chest. All at once people are stomping the ground and fist-pumping the air because, yeah, as interesting facts go this one is pretty bloody untouchable. This guy has basically nailed the brief. Actually, I’d go as far as to say he’s devoured the brief, and then spat it out like some redheaded, interesting-fact-wielding, brief-devouring, cancer’s-arse-kicking badass. He’s amazing, and I wish I’d planned this. Screw that, I wish I’d known I needed to plan anything! I wish someone had mentioned that first years have to stand centre stage in front of the entire school on their very first day and share an interesting fact. That would have been super helpful, people.


I clap my hands together as passionately as I can manage as grungy redheaded guy takes a deep bow, smiling a winner’s smile.


‘Hi, I’m Tabitha Thomas,’ says the next girl, planting herself on the centre stage mark like she belongs there. Right away, I can see this girl has some serious stage presence. She’s tall, blonde, commanding and sexy as hell, with the sort of charisma that would make any captain of the sports team quiver in their boots. I love her already. ‘My interesting fact is – I can fit my entire fist in my mouth.’


The audience begins to chant: ‘Do it! Do it! Do it!’


She throws the room a knowing smile, because she’s got us eating out of the palm of her hand, and then flicks her hair over one shoulder and proceeds to stick her entire hand, and some of her wrist, in her mouth. Wow. OK. It’s really quite a spectacle. She’s somehow managed to take something that’s inappropriate and made it look hilariously cool. Like, how has she done that? I can’t stop myself from clenching my right hand into a fist, wondering if I could do it too.


As I watch her strut confidently back to her chair, I begin to realise that when they said ‘Tell us an interesting fact about yourself’ this morning, what they really meant was ‘Show us why you, out of the thousands who auditioned, deserve to be here’. I should have worked this out sooner.


I take a deep breath and exhale slowly, allowing my shoulders to fall away from my ears.


The sad thing is: this time last week, I would have been all over this. I would have thrived here, showing my outrageous personality to an auditorium full of people. I wouldn’t have needed time to prepare, or felt overwhelmed by nerves and self-doubt. Never mind chewing up and spitting out the brief, this-time-last-week-me would have grabbed it by the horns, swung it between my legs and ridden it out into the sunset while the entire theatre chanted my name.


But this-time-last-week-me hadn’t just had their heart broken, which sort of changes things.


Muscly guy with the cool bird tattoo on his calf, the one who’s sitting right next to me, returns to his seat (interesting fact: he can run up a wall and flip over), which means it’s my turn. OK. So this is awkward. Back-flipping up a wall is so obviously ‘big finish’ material – how can I follow that up? I purposefully placed myself right at the far side of the stage because I thought going last was a smart move. I thought going last would buy me more time to figure something out, but all it’s done is made me question every single one of my life choices right now.


‘Hi, I’m Rocket Middleton,’ I say, sheepishly stepping into the spotlight. There are a few murmurs; I hear a few people say my name back to me in an attempt to mimic my Geordie accent. (I don’t know why people down here think it’s OK to do this.) ‘I’m eighteen, Virgo, curvy, fabulous and fuelled by sass.’ This gets a small laugh. It’s more of a titter really. ‘Um, OK, so, my interesting fact is …’ that I’m in way over my head, that I shouldn’t be here, that I’m about to bomb so bad … ‘I’m petrified of ketchup. Like – really terrified. Like – don’t bring that bottle anywhere near me. I can’t even look at the serve-yourself pumps in McDonald’s. And don’t get me started on those creepy little white plastic pots full of Satan’s own condiment …’


The interesting fact is lame, I know. But I think my little comedy routine about it might have saved me from being the one thing that you absolutely cannot be on your first day of drama school: utterly forgettable.


‘Welcome to Royal Performance Academy, our new first years,’ says Principal Smyth, walking up the steps to the stage, extending his arm to all of us as I head back to my seat.


This is the first time I’ve seen him since I auditioned over eight months ago. He looks no different; his hair is just as greasy, swept across his forehead like liquorice laces, and his smile is just as smarmy, like he knows something about each and every one of us that we don’t know yet. I wonder if I look different to him – I wonder if he can tell what’s happened since I auditioned way back in January. I pull my shoulders back and sit up taller, trying to look alert and confident, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, because I want to show him that I’m still that person – even if I don’t totally feel it at the moment. I want to show him that I’m still larger than life, and all kinds of extra, and worthy of my place here. By my count there are forty-nine people on this stage. I can’t be just another face in the crowd. I’ve never been just another face in the crowd, and I’ll be damned if I start now.


The biggest catcall of the morning rings up through the rafters as the entire auditorium goes wild once again. I feel their whistles and cheers in my guts, and it makes me feel good. Better yet, it makes me feel included. This explosion of sound signifies that we’ve survived the interesting-fact ceremony and we are now officially part of the RPA family. It’s nice. I look around at the other smiling faces on stage and feel like I’m somehow bonded to these people, people I don’t really know at all, already. I guess this is the magic of the theatre world – in one shared experience, strangers all of a sudden become family.


‘Now introductions are out of the way,’ says Principal Smyth, sliding his glasses up his nose and at the same time taking out a folded sheet from his pocket, ‘I have a few announcements to make. Firstly, library cards …’


The entire audience groans as one as Principal Smyth takes care of business, making sure we’re all aware of how to obtain a new library card, how asking for credit in the canteen is a no-no, and that the third floor will be out of bounds this term due to the dance studios being rented out to some production company.


He goes on for much longer than I think necessary, clearly enjoying the sound of his own voice, and my back begins to ache from sitting tall trying to look interested.


And right when I think he’s done, right when I think this little ceremony is over and I can slump back in my chair with relief, he raises his index finger because he has a final point to make.


‘One more thing,’ he begins slowly. ‘Some of you may have heard a rumour going around the building this morning – gossip seems to travel at the speed of light along these corridors – so I’m here to confirm that, yes, there will indeed be a “high-profile” student joining our first years this term.’


I can tell by the same confused expression that’s moving across the stage from face to face, like a Mexican wave, that nobody in my new year group knew anything about this rumour. A high-profile student? What does this even mean? Just how high-profile are we talking here – celebrity, Hollywood, royalty, HOLLYWOOD ROYALTY?


‘I’d like you to remember that within these walls we’re all equals,’ he continues. ‘We’re all here to learn and grow. So, please, no hysterics or inappropriate behaviour in front of our new student. Let’s bear this in mind as we begin a brand … new … year!’


He throws his arms out at his sides like a conductor and the well-trained second and third years in the auditorium follow his command immediately, crescendo-ing into another round of mad applause, with brilliant smiles painted across their brilliant faces. (RPA surely knows how to train ’em up good.)


I clap too, but distractedly, because this news is sort of major. Actually, it’s really bloody major. There’s going to be a celebrity in our year. Like, for real. I wonder who it is? Surely Principal Smyth, with his smarmy grin, has to give us a name. Surely, at the very least, we’re owed that. He can’t just leave us there!


‘Now, off to lessons,’ he says, clapping his hands together twice. ‘First years, please stay behind – I have your timetables here.’


Oh right. Maybe he can.









TWO


‘High-profile means celebrity, right?’ asks Kiki Hamilton, sliding up beside me on the first-floor corridor.


Kiki is my new housemate. He’s also quite possibly the coolest guy I’ve ever met. He’s crazy tall, with beautiful big eyes and the funkiest dress sense around. Today, he’s wearing bright yellow dungarees, with badges of different pride flags on both straps. I see a rainbow flag badge, a black and purple flag badge, and a purple, blue and pink flag badge. I recognise the rainbow flag, but I’ve never seen the others before. He’s also wearing the yellow Gear Geek headphones with cat ears on to match his yellow dungarees – so extra!


‘I hope it’s Timothée Chalamet,’ he says.


‘Do you think it would be somebody that big?’ I ask.


‘I bet they’re coming here to learn how to sing and dance for a film role.’


Kiki is from Durham, which isn’t too far from Newcastle. This was the deciding factor when I took the last room in his house share – I figured we had common ground, as we’re both from the north-east. I turned out to be right; we’ve only known each other for a couple of days now but I already feel like we’re friends. Kiki’s was the kind face I so needed to see the afternoon I arrived in Chiswick, West London, after the worst train journey of my entire existence. I’ve not left his side since.


‘This can’t be right,’ I say, running my finger along my timetable. ‘My singing lesson begins five minutes before jazz class finishes. How am I supposed to be in two places at once?’


‘Or maybe it’s Harry Styles,’ suggests Kiki, ignoring my conundrum. ‘Or that cute guy from Stranger Things?’


‘Which guy?’ I say, not looking up.


‘You know, the super-cute one … I can’t remember his name.’


‘Doesn’t sound high-profile enough,’ I say.


‘Whoever he is, I bet he’s dreamy,’ he sings, clasping his hands to his chest. ‘And we’re going to fall in love. And he’s going to take me to all the fancy London places I’ve dreamt about. I can see it now – The Ivy, Ronnie Scott’s, Annabel’s of Mayfair …’


He dances a waltz around me and then floats down the corridor, swooning and swaying as if possessed by the spirit of Ginger Rogers herself.


‘Who’s falling in love?’ asks a voice behind me.


I turn to see the blonde girl from this morning, the one with amazing stage presence who can fit her entire fist in her mouth, standing right at my shoulder.


‘Oh … um, nobody,’ I say. ‘Kiki just thinks the new high-profile student will be some hot guy from Stranger Things.’


‘Oh. Which one?’


I shrug.


‘Well. I heard a rumour it was Shawn Mendes,’ she says. ‘Could you actually imagine – how would we be able to concentrate with that level of gorgeousness in the room? I don’t think they’ve thought this through at all.’


She throws her head back when she says this last part, her hair flicking about her shoulders. It smells super fresh – like she uses really fancy shampoo. Then she walks ahead and into the acting studio, passing Kiki, who’s holding the door open and bowing to everybody who passes.


‘You’re such a gent,’ I say when I reach him.


‘M’lady,’ he says, tilting his head. ‘Shall we?’


We walk side by side into the studio. It’s surprisingly dark in here; the entire room is painted black, like an empty stage. On the walls there are colourful displays about Shakespeare and Chekhov, and a whole mural dedicated to theatrical superstitions. The room stinks of incense, and I notice there are lots of elephant statues dotted around the place, all of them facing the windows.


‘What was Tabitha Thomas saying?’ asks Kiki, nodding towards the blonde girl, who’s taking a seat in one of the chairs that have been set out in a circle in the middle of the room.


‘She thinks the new student is Shawn Mendes,’ I say.


‘Stop!’ he says, before holding his mouth open so wide I can see that dangly bit at the back (uvula?). ‘Shawn Mendes – how does she know?’


‘Rumour, I think.’


‘There are too many rumours going around this place,’ he huffs, splaying his hands for added drama. ‘I need more than that – I need some good solid evidence before I invest.’


I shrug because I don’t know where he’s going to get good solid evidence; if the teaching staff aren’t prepared to tell us, we just have to wait until the totally dreamy high-profile person arrives.


‘Welcome, new first years,’ says a breathy voice from behind the cupboard door in the corner.


I look at Kiki, who looks right back at me. ‘No idea,’ he says.


The class falls into silence, watching the corner as a very short woman appears. She’s all silk scarves and bangles with the most intense green eyes I’ve ever seen. Right away I can tell that, though the person emerging from the cupboard may be of advancing years and retreating height, she is not to be crossed. The eyes are terrifying. I feel like with one wrong look she could cancel me for all eternity.


‘My name is Charity Hyde,’ she says, striding confidently into the space, ‘and I am your first-year acting teacher.’


‘Do you think she lives in that cupboard?’ whispers Kiki.


She floats towards the circle of chairs, holding her arms out as if beckoning the rest of us to join her.


It’s good to finally put a face to the name. Every new student at RPA has heard the stories about Charity Hyde and her eccentric performances in acting class. There’s the one where she re-enacts losing her dog down a drain to demonstrate improvisational storytelling, and the one where she feigns arthritis of the hip to demonstrate stage limping, and the one where she passes an imaginary bag of hot chips around the room to demonstrate, well, eating imaginary hot chips, I think. I can’t pretend I’m not looking forward to these – they’re an RPA first year’s rite of passage. She’s sort of legendary. She’s also the only teacher who sent us homework over the summer holiday, making sure we knew her name way before term even began. I couldn’t believe it when the envelope landed on the doormat with a serious thud. Along with an extensive uniform list, a reading list and a booklet about Stanislavski, she also sent us a monologue from Hamlet. We were supposed to know it by heart by our first day. I think I know around half.


‘And welcome to first-year acting,’ Charity Hyde continues. ‘Some might say, the most important of the three disciplines.’


This is clearly already a performance. I wouldn’t be surprised if she hid in the cupboard on purpose, just so she could make an entrance. I’m finding it amusing and terrifying in equal measure. Like, I want to laugh, but I know if I do, I’ll probably be doomed, or cursed to never work in theatre again. I discreetly give Kiki the side-eye to see if I’m the only one who finds this all really strange. His eyes are glazed over as if he’s thinking about something else entirely.


‘In this room you will learn the techniques needed to work in the business,’ says Charity Hyde, ‘as well as gain knowledge and understanding about what it means to be an actor. This being said, I will not teach any of you how to act. Alas, this is something that can’t be taught. Simply put, acting is reacting.’ She smiles, looking around the circle, making sure to make eye contact with every one of us. Then she cups her hands and holds them up to her nose, her shoulders rising up to her ears as she inhales a deep breath. ‘I’m holding a bag of hot chips,’ she says. ‘Would anybody like one?’


‘Hot Chips on the first day,’ says Kiki, as we walk down the main entrance steps. ‘Talk about hitting the ground running.’


As I suspected, our first Charity Hyde acting class ended up being all about Charity Hyde. Every time somebody ate an imaginary hot chip it triggered a conversation about her career, including the TV shows she’s had microscopic parts in, and the commercials she’s done (she was once the face of Shreddies cereal).


‘I don’t know how she did it,’ I say. ‘She managed to fill an entire hour and a half talking about herself.’


‘I’m not complaining,’ says Kiki. ‘At least we didn’t have to know our Hamlet monologues. Did you learn it?’


I shake my head. Luckily, Charity Hyde told us the official Hamlet assessment would be later in the term. The reason she sent it to us over the summer was so we could familiarise ourselves with the text as we’ll be working on it all term, which is a massive relief.


‘I know, right?’ he says. ‘Who’s using the summer holidays to do schoolwork? She’s insane.’


We take a left at the Underground station and make our way along Turnham Green Terrace. Our house is only five minutes from school. It’s actually beautiful here in Chiswick – not what I expected at all. I thought London was a concrete jungle, but so far I’ve only seen green parks and red-brick Victorian houses. Still, it feels a world away from the small seaside town I’m from. It even smells different. There’s no fresh, salty wind here, no limestone and seaweed to scent the air. London has this strange smell about it, like springtime, but springtime turned sour, or something. It’s now autumn, and back home I know the air will be cooling, but here the heat of the sun is still enough to warm every rubbish bin we pass. Maybe that’s what I can smell.


‘There’s got to be a reason they’re coming to RPA,’ says Kiki, shaking his head at the pavement.


‘You’re still thinking about the new student?’ I ask.


He takes out his phone and begins to type really quickly.


‘Why do you care who it is?’ I ask.


‘Because it’s sort of fabulous – don’t you agree? High-profile could mean, like, superstar. We could literally be sharing a class with, like, Beyoncé.’


‘Doubtful,’ I say.


‘I just need to find out if there’s a new musical coming to town, or a musical film of some description, or maybe … OMIGOD!’


He stops so suddenly it makes me jump.


‘What?’ I ask.


‘I found it!’ he says. ‘I found it. I found it. I found it!’


‘Found what?’


‘Look!’


He holds his phone up in my face, showing me an article from Variety magazine online. The headline reads:




Sondheim Movie to Start Shooting in the UK in Autumn





‘I’m not following …’ I say, my eyes crossing as I try to read the tiny words on Kiki’s phone screen. Why am I the only one who enlarges the text on their phone?


‘This has to be it,’ he says, hunching over as he reads, ‘Warner Bros. Studios have announced a start date for shooting a new movie musical about the life of Stephen Sondheim. Filming is set to commence at Leavesden, Hertfordshire, in October … this is why the “high-profile” student is coming to RPA!’


My forehead feels heavy as I scrunch it up, because I’m not following.


I mean, it’s true that every musical theatre kid who’s serious about their craft bows down at the altar of Sondheim. The man was a genius, writing some of the most iconic musicals of all time, such as West Side Story, Gypsy, Into the Woods and Sweeney Todd. Secondly, a musical film about his life would be iconic, and definitely something I’d like to see on the big screen. This news is epic and I wonder how I didn’t know about it. But … I have no idea what a film about Sondheim’s life has to do with our new student. Like, literally, none.


‘I reckon the new student is playing Sondheim,’ says Kiki, as if answering my thoughts, ‘and they’re coming here to train before shooting starts. Where else would one learn how to portray the biggest musical theatre genius of all time than RPA, where musical theatre geniuses are born?’


He continues to scroll as we walk, reading aloud more of the Variety article, and I just watch him, half-listening but mostly shaking my head because I think he’s jumping to one almighty conclusion here.


‘According to IMDb,’ says Kiki, ‘the role is going to be split in two – older and younger Sondheim. They’re going right back to his apprenticeship with Oscar Hammerstein. OK here we go – there’s a list of unconfirmed cast members … they have three potential names for Young Stephen. Omigod. Wow.’


‘What?’


‘I don’t know if you’re ready to hear this.’


‘Tell me!’


He takes a moment before he says, ‘Harry Styles, Tom Holland and Emmy Star!’


‘Stoppppp,’ is all I manage to say. I mean, Harry Styles is as big as it gets, Tom Holland is everywhere right now, and Emmy Star? Like, the Emmy Star, the lead actor in Netflix’s hit series Fairy Boys, and the number one recording artist of the past decade? I couldn’t imagine sharing a class with any of these guys. ‘That’s wild.’


‘Tom Holland is a musical theatre kid already,’ says Kiki, shaking his head as we pause at a crossing. ‘He played Billy Elliot on the West End, so he’s out – he wouldn’t need the training – which leaves Harry and Emmy.’ The green person comes on and he dances across the road. ‘God. This is epic. Just imagine – by Christmas I’ll be dating him. Kiki Star has such a ring to it, don’t you think? Or Kiki Styles isn’t bad either.’


We turn the corner on to our street. Our house sits right at the end, where a red-brick wall cuts off the road. I guess this means our road is officially a cul-de-sac, but it looks a little more abrupt than that.


As we approach my new London home, I start to get the frogspawn feeling in my belly, a feeling that’s been a regular fixture over these past few days. My first day at RPA has been a welcome distraction, but now that a whole evening of sitting alone in my bedroom thinking about Cruz sprawls out before me. I’m back to being Rocket Middleton, alone; Rocket Middleton, shadow of former self; Rocket Middleton, broken-hearted.


I’m already looking forward to my alarm going off in the morning.


‘Look!’ says Kiki, holding up his phone in my face.


I recognise the face staring back at me from the TikTok video instantly. I think anybody in the world over a certain age would. The face is beautiful in a non-conventional, interesting-beautiful sort of way. His dark hair is pushed back with a cute hairband, putting the angles of his excellent bone structure on show as he sings from behind his acoustic guitar. I recognise the lyrics to ‘Being Alive’ from the musical Company instantly too, lyrics that are usually sung in a dramatic, second-act-ballad sort of way. Here, they’re being sung in a slowed-down, intimate sort of way.


‘Emmy Star is singing Sondheim?’ I ask.


‘Exactly,’ says Kiki, his brown eyes growing wider. ‘I think it means we have our answer about who the high-profile student is going to be …’









THREE


There’s a hierarchy in the RPA canteen, and if you don’t adhere to it, you’re dust. Or so the third years would have everyone believe. Kiki and I realised this yesterday when we placed our bags on one of the back tables. Huge mistake. The back tables are apparently reserved for third years. Basically, the less important you are, the closer you have to sit to the counter. First years have to sit right at the front, because we’re inferior beings, something a distinctly venomous third-year girl took great pleasure in telling us.


Today, I find Kiki sitting at a table by the salad bar with Tabitha Thomas, and a girl with cropped bleached hair.


‘I’m just saying,’ says Tabitha. ‘Don’t believe everything you read.’


‘Who’s believing what?’ I ask, as I slide into an empty chair.


‘Tabitha says she knows for sure who’s playing Young Stephen Sondheim,’ says Kiki, rolling his eyes.


‘Is this all anybody can talk about?’ I ask. ‘Is there nothing more interesting to discuss?’


Every conversation I heard while queuing for my lunch was about the Sondheim movie. Even the person behind the counter who served me my burger and fries had something to say about it. (‘Imagine, Judith – serving Emmy Star his bacon sarnie in the morning!’) It seems as if the whole of RPA has gone nuts over our new student, even though we were explicitly told not to. I think Principal Smyth may have thought that by withholding information he was in some way taking control of the situation, but all he’s done is added fuel to a fire that’s now blazing so fiercely it’s about to burn the entire school to the ground.


‘Don’t pretend you don’t love it,’ says Kiki, stealing a French fry.


‘How do you know, anyway?’ asks the girl with the cropped bleached hair. I recognise her from the initiation ceremony. She’s a first year too. I don’t have any classes with her, though. One look at her tells me she’s one of the dancers in our year. She’s very poised. This is probably why I don’t have classes with her; dance is not my forte. I mean, don’t get it twisted – for a curvaceous diva I can move, but I got put in the remedial class for ballet and jazz, or ‘the personalities’ as Kiki likes to call us, which means we don’t mix with the dancers of the year. I’m sort of surprised she’s sitting with us.


‘Anthony told me,’ says Tabitha.


‘Who’s Anthony?’ asks Kiki.


‘The guy I’m seeing in third year,’ she says. ‘He has connections – one of the producers is a friend of a friend. I know for a fact they’ve already cast the younger part. And I know who it is.’ She leans in closer, lowering her chin and her voice as she says, ‘It’s Daniel Radcliffe.’


Dancer girl rolls her eyes. ‘It’s not,’ she says.


‘Yeah – definitely not,’ says Kiki.


‘Well, that’s what I’ve heard,’ says Tabitha defiantly.


‘It’s not Dan,’ says dancer girl. ‘He’s a family friend. If he’d been cast, I’d know.’


She throws Tabitha this patronising smile, and then returns to the book she’s reading. I tilt my head to one side to read the title on the cover: The Catcher in the Rye.


Kiki picks up his phone and discreetly indicates for me to do the same.


I do and see he’s sent me a Snapchat.


KikiH:




Her name is Gigi Allen.


She’s one of the Allen sisters.





RocketmanMiddleton:


One of the who?


KikiH:


They’re a famous musical theatre family – mummy was a prima ballerina, daddy is a casting director. Gigi is the youngest of four, and the last to train at RPA. Her three older sisters are all in west end shows right now.


RocketmanMiddleton:


Impressive.


KikiH:


She thinks she’s the shit, the whole shit and nothing but the shit. All the Allen sisters do – they’ve been trained to be that way from birth. How haven’t you seen her TikTok? She’s a total [image: ]


I sit up a little taller so I can look at her properly. She’s wearing a load of eyeliner, which is smudged down her cheeks, and she has two rings in her nose. Also, her nails are painted black. It would be fair to say the whole look she’s going for is very Wednesday Addams. I’m actually not getting princess vibes at all.


‘He’s hardly going to tell you if it hasn’t been announced officially yet,’ insists Tabitha.


Gigi Allen shakes her head, but doesn’t look up from her book. ‘Whatever,’ she says.


‘Anyway,’ says Tabitha. ‘We’ll find out soon enough.’ She points a look at Gigi when she says this. ‘But Rocket’s right – I think we should focus on more interesting things.’


I freeze mid-chew, because I’m not sure how I suddenly got involved.


‘What could possibly be more interesting than this?’ asks Kiki. ‘This is, like, global news right now – and we’re right in the heart of it.’


‘How about the Freshers’ Ball?’ says Tabitha.


Kiki begins to rub his chin, nodding slowly. ‘Not bad,’ he says. ‘I think I’ll give this topic a seven point five …’


‘The posters are literally everywhere,’ says Tabitha. ‘It’s a masquerade ball this year, you know.’


‘OK,’ says Kiki. ‘You’re pushing me towards a strong nine.’


‘There’s a freshers’ ball?’ I ask.


I’d assumed that because the rest of this place is so unlike a university (I know it’s different because my socials have been flooded with stories of my friends’ free periods, which is something I never have) that we wouldn’t have any kind of freshers’ party. I didn’t think such things were allowed at RPA.


‘Of course there is,’ says Tabitha. ‘How else are we supposed to meet our fellow students? I think the masquerade theme is because the third years are performing The Phantom of the Opera for their first showcase.’


‘How didn’t you know about it?’ Kiki asks me.


‘How was I supposed to know about it?’ I retort.


‘Didn’t you even look at RPA’s social calendar? For me, it was a major deciding factor in choosing to come here,’ says Kiki. ‘And I’d heard all about the Freshers’ Ball from one of my music teachers back home. They came here, like, fifteen years ago. They said the parties here are pretty legendary, but especially the Freshers’ Ball because it has the highest attendance rate. Literally everybody will be there – it sets the tone for the rest of the year – your entire social life hangs on it.’


‘I couldn’t agree more,’ says Tabitha, nodding passionately. ‘Anthony says this year is going to be phenom.’


‘Did you just say phenom?’ asks Kiki.


‘… there’ll be a DJ, prizes for best costumes and a burger van in the courtyard. I won’t be eating, of course, because Anthony is taking me out for dinner beforehand. He’s such a babe.’


She smiles happily, and suddenly I get that horrible frogspawn feeling right behind my bellybutton. It comes on so suddenly, taking me by such surprise, that I drop my burger on to my plate. I didn’t expect to feel this here at RPA. I thought RPA was going to be a frogspawn-free zone.


To be clear, it’s not that I’m not happy for Tabitha and her new third-year beau, not at all, it’s just … going out for dinner is exactly what I should be doing before the Freshers’ Ball. Seeing Tabitha looking so flushed and happy has reminded me of all the reasons I have not to be happy, and all at once the idea of a freshers’ ball feels palm-sweatingly terrifying.


‘What are you going to wear, Rocket?’ Kiki asks. ‘I’ve packed a few outfit choices, but I’m not loving any of them right now.’


‘Oh, um, I don’t know,’ I say. ‘I’m not sure I’m going.’


All of them look at me. Even Gigi drops her book for a moment.


‘Excuse me?’ says Tabitha.


‘What do you mean?’ asks Kiki.


‘Haven’t you listened to anything we’ve just said?’ says Tabitha. ‘This party is going to be everything.’


‘Yeah, I have,’ I say. ‘It’s just, I’m not really … feeling it at the moment.’


‘Why not?’ asks Kiki. ‘You can’t be tired. Term has only just begun – we’re supposed to be at peak energy levels right now.’


‘So true,’ chimes Tabitha. ‘Anthony says things only get really crazy after half term when we begin first-year project assessments. Now is the moment to have fun!’


I nod, because, yeah, they’re both so right; I am supposed to be at my optimum right now. I’m supposed to be bursting with a whole load of hella happy and positive energy. And I really want to be. And I usually would be. This-time-last-week-me would be all over the Freshers’ Ball.


‘I’m just not,’ I mumble. ‘I mean – I’m not massively into parties anyway.’


Tabitha sighs. ‘Well, you better start getting into parties, my girl,’ she says. ‘Because this one is going to change your life.’


‘Exactly,’ says Kiki. ‘You have to come. It would be such a shame to miss out – you’re only a fresher once.’


He puts his hand on my shoulder and squeezes, which feels nice. It pulls me out of whatever dark hole I’m about to fall into, dissipating the cluster of feelings in my belly, returning me to me again.


‘I’ll … think about it,’ I say.


‘I’ll take that,’ he says triumphantly. ‘Baby steps for now.’


‘I really hope you come, Rocket,’ says Tabitha.


‘He will,’ says Kiki. ‘Think of me as his fairy godmother. Rocket Middleton – you shall go to the ball!’









FOUR


On Wednesday, I have my first one-to-one singing lesson with Gordon Graham, an older Australian guy. As soon as I meet him, I know he’s going to be my favourite teacher here. Which, granted, isn’t saying much, as the others are all pretty odd. Charity Hyde aside, I have a dance teacher who breathes in oxygen and breathes out insults (‘Is it your life ambition to look like roadkill … ?’), a voice teacher who mutters swear words under her breath when anybody asks a question (which is pretty often because we’re first years and know nothing) and a music teacher who seems so terrified of, well, everything, that he delivered the first half of the class from behind the whiteboard.
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