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MONDAY: Day One of the Project


‘I really do not want to be doing this.’


‘Neither do I.’


‘Mum only made me do it so that I could check up on you.’


‘Why don’t we both bunk off then?’ said Tark, my twelve-year-old brother, his face lighting up.


I pondered the idea. But I’m not in the habit of lying, and the thought of inventing dramas about what we’d done every day for a week was almost as bad as going on the drama course itself. ‘Nah. We’ll give it a try. And then if it’s rubbish we’ll bunk off tomorrow.’


Tark didn’t put up a fight. Instead he yawned and shrunk down into his seat as the bus trundled on towards the Centre and a whole week of precious summer holiday devoted to the Community Theatre Project.


I have to admit I was ever so slightly curious. Curious about who did this sort of thing when they could be lying in the sun, down at the lido, reading, trawling the shops, or any one of a million preferable summer holiday activities. And just a little curious to see if there might be some seriously cool guys who’d spent their entire lives up to this point waiting to meet a girl precisely like me, Zoe Shaw … I had a bit of a project myself, you see. And it had started like this …


We’d had a sleepover at my friend Holly’s the other night – Holly, Josie, Alex and me. It was nice to see the others because I’d been in Italy with my family and I wanted to tell them about it. Holly had been away too, in Barbados (lucky thing) with the cricket team (doubly lucky) from the school where her dad teaches. Her family doesn’t usually even go abroad, so it was a big deal for her. Josie had done some music course, and only Alex had been stuck at home the entire time. Now, I complain about my one twelve-year-old brother, but Alex has twin twelve-year-old brothers and two older ones as well! Tark is friends with the twins, and I suppose I have him to thank indirectly for introducing me to Alex – my great and hilarious mate.


When I first met her, Alex was a beanpole with short hair – she looked like a boy. We met up again when we both started at secondary school and I really liked her, because she was different from all the others and because she’s such a laugh. We’re both taller than average, I’m dark-skinned and she’s fair (her hair’s not quite so short now) – we probably make quite an odd pair. People tell me I should be a model, but that’s just a Naomi Campbell thing – you know, if you’re tallish and darkish-skinned you tend to get typecast. I can’t quite see it, myself. Alex would be much better, but the fact that she isn’t interested in clothes and never wears make-up could just be a drawback.


There are loads of things we don’t have in common – Alex doesn’t do particularly well at school (I do, I’m afraid, bit of a geek, me) but she’s brilliant at sports – well, tennis, anyway (and I’m not). I’m argumentative and question everything. She just turns everything into a joke. I like acting and debating: Alex doesn’t like either. I’ve had boyfriends – usually older than me – and Alex can’t stand boys (on account of all the brothers), or not in that way, anyhow.


Boyfriends were what the conversation turned to at the sleepover (now there’s a surprise). Holly, who’s incredibly pretty, had found herself a boyfriend in Barbados. An English boyfriend, dead posh and rich, and she’s off to stay with him in his stately home this week. Holly was so thrilled by the boyfriend thing that she wanted the rest of us to get hitched up too! It’s all very well for her, but I spent three weeks in Tuscany without a single gorgeous bloke falling at my feet. (I choose to think it was because our villa was two miles from the nearest village.) Alex wouldn’t know what to do, I don’t think, and Josie’s just had train-tracks fitted on her teeth and doesn’t fancy her chances.


We mumbled and grumbled but Holly wouldn’t let it go, so we ended up all promising to have a holiday romance and report back on it. And if the others are going for it I suppose I’d better too.


And now I’m here, on a bus that has crawled through the morning rush-hour traffic but is just pulling up at the stop nearest the Centre, even though it’s still a five-minute walk away. Tark skipped into the road to zigzag through the slow-moving stream of cars, leaving me standing, feeling all big-sisterish and wanting to make him hold hands for crossing the road like we had to when we were little. I’m nearly fifteen and Tark is twelve, but he still looks like a kid. Gingerly I stepped off the kerb and made my way across to where he stood laughing at me on the opposite side.


We walked past the tacky shops on the busy main road. The pavement was heaving with people, all head-down on their way to work. It was nine-twenty a.m. I couldn’t believe I wasn’t still in my nice warm bed in the basement of our house with at least an hour to go before waking up, any more than I could believe that I’d allowed Mum to talk me into sacrificing a whole week of my holidays.


We turned left into a bleak, treeless side street, where the front doors opened almost straight on to the litter-strewn pavements. All this was because Tark (Tarquin, I’m afraid, but the name does kind of suit him) was at a loose end and Mum, who’s a psychologist as well as being American, decided that it would be good for him to have something positive to do before boredom forced him into bad company. Tark’s excellent at sport, but the football and basketball courses all took place when we were in Italy, and Mum simply doesn’t want him hanging around with some of his less desirable friends while she’s at work. Actually I don’t have a problem with any of his friends – they seem OK to me, all except for about one, but Mum thinks otherwise. Twelve-year-old boys are impressionable and easily led, she says. Normally Dad’s at home a lot of the holidays because he’s a university lecturer, but right now he’s in Finland, of all places, at a conference.


Tark was beginning to lag behind. ‘Do we really have to do this, Zo?’


‘Might as well now we’ve got this far. Hang on—’ I pulled him back dramatically against the wall on the corner. ‘Look, there’s all the other people going in. Let’s watch them.’


The Centre was in a Victorian school building with high wire-netting round the brick walls of the playground and a high iron gate with spikes – just like our old primary school in fact. ‘It’s a bloomin’ school!’ said Tarquin, disgusted. ‘I thought it might at least look like a theatre.’


‘Maybe we’ll see someone we know.’ I tried to sound enthusiastic. A group of high-spirited kids about my age were bouncing in. They obviously knew each other.


A pair of boys, probably Tark’s age, dribbled a ball between them as they went through the gate. They disappeared from view but we could hear the ball biffing against the walls as they kicked it inside the playground. Tark brightened. ‘OK. Let’s do it,’ he said, sounding like a low-budget movie hero, but at least his curiosity had finally got the better of him.


As we headed for the entrance a group of studenty grownups came round the corner after us. I heard them laughing and turned to look at them. Two girls were in front, one skinny with spiky hair, dyed scarlet, the other Asian and very beautiful with short hair and huge eyes. Behind them came a Kenneth Branagh clone in trainers – and, running to catch up with them and panting – wowee! I caught a tantalising glimpse of Mr Gorgeous himself, the man of my dreams: tall, fit, black … Things were looking up. But the four of them turned off up an echoing concrete staircase while Tarquin and I followed the other kids through to the hall and joined the queue to register.


We were all given forms and everyone sat down on the floor around the hall to fill them in. Tark and I sat together, trying to concentrate, but glancing round whenever we heard giggles or an interesting snatch of conversation. (I was dying to get another look at that guy – or any other talent for that matter.) The form was quite encouraging. We had to fill in our name, address, age etc, but then they wanted to know about our experience, including dance and sport, and backstage stuff, like make-up or scenery design, mixing music, filming and recording. I saw Tarquin chewing his biro and frowning before ticking all sorts of boxes. Maybe I would be able to keep him here after all.


I still didn’t have a clue what we were going to do, and it seemed as if it was going to be a while before we found out.


‘Jackets off, everybody!’ The spiky-scarlet-haired girl had appeared in the middle of the hall, and she had a surprisingly loud voice. ‘Hand your questionnaires in if you haven’t already. Strip down so you’re comfortable and we’ll do some warming up.’ Sixty kids started milling about. If it had been school, someone would have shouted at us, but Minna, as she turned out to be called, just stood in the middle and smiled. She held the ball which the boys had been carrying earlier, and bounced it from time to time, as if to chivvy us along.


‘Circle!’ she yelled. ‘Form a huge circle round me and quieten down, so I don’t have to completely ruin my voice. Right.’ She counted us off into five groups of twelve. ‘Five circles!’ she shouted, and found a ball for each group.


I’d been separated from Tark and found myself in a mixed group of a dozen kids who all looked about my age or older. They seemed to know what to do, but Minna reminded us anyway at the top of her voice – it was getting noisy in there. Then we started a sort of game. The first guy stood in the middle of our circle holding the ball. He had to say a few words about himself and then throw the ball to someone else. ‘I’m Lee Ashton,’ he said. ‘I live near Albert Park, go to Albert Park School. Been here three times before. Chose to come. Into dance and drums.’ He threw the ball to a beautiful but grumpy-looking girl and swapped his place in the centre for hers in the ring.


‘Androulla Conios,’ she said. ‘I live on the other side of the park. You don’t want to know where I go to school. Here because my mum made me – again. And I like …’ She paused. ‘Nothing really. I’m no good at anything. Dunno why I’m here.’


And so it went on, with kids from different schools and all with different reasons for being on the Project, some enthusiastic, some not and lots in between.


A girl called Parminda threw the ball to me. I’d hardly heard what she said, I was so busy rehearsing my spiel. It’s amazing how keyed up you get, waiting for your turn. The ball thudded against my chest as I caught it. I walked into the centre of the ring. I was aware of all eyes on me.


‘Zoe Shaw,’ I said. ‘I live near Albert Park. Beechcroft School. First time here – because my mum made me’ (this reason raised a laugh every time now because so many people gave it) ‘and I’m into drama and – anything but singing. Can’t sing to save my life!’ I’d planned to say something more mature and impressive, but that’s how it came out. Relieved that my turn was over, I chucked the ball to a guy I liked the look of – big nose, big smile, big personality, I guessed.


‘I’m Stelios,’ he began. ‘Greetings, Minna!’ he said, seeing the scarlet-haired student eavesdropping at the edge of our circle.


‘Hi, Stelios,’ she smiled. ‘If you don’t know Stelios already,’ she said to the rest of us in the circle, ‘you will by the end of today. You make it your business, don’t you, Stel?’ she said, with a laugh that was friendly, not patronising. ‘Now carry on, don’t let me stop you.’


‘Albert Park,’ he said. He spoke incredibly fast. ‘Albert Park School. Fourth time here, because it’s cool, and Lennie is a top guy. And Minna of course. And I’m into everything and I’m going to be a film director.’ He mucked around with the ball for a bit before throwing it hard and fast at his mate and they exchanged places at a sprint.


The new guy in the middle was dark like Stelios but he was part Japanese and good-looking. Very good-looking. ‘Simon,’ he said. ‘And I’m only here for the beer.’ Which was great, because the circle game degenerated slightly after that and everyone began to loosen up. All intentional, I learnt later. And of course, it did the trick. Parminda, Stelios, Simon and I became an instant foursome.


We all sat on the floor again when we’d finished. I looked over to the last and noisiest group on their feet – Tark’s. It consisted of the two footballers, Tark, another lad and an assorted bunch of girls, some large and stroppy, others obviously dance-trained and beginning to turn their toes out and look self-righteous. I was glad it wasn’t my job to sort them out.


‘What happens next?’ I asked Parminda.


Stelios cut across us. ‘Watch this space,’ he said. ‘Each time it starts as chaos – and ends as—’


‘ART,’ said Simon. ‘We always end up quoting Lennie, you see.’


‘And what’s the catalyst?’ quoted Parminda.


‘ENERGY,’ they all said together.


‘OK,’ I said. I was slightly taken aback. It was as if they’d got religion or something. ‘You’re claiming,’ I said, somewhat loftily, ‘that with a bit of energy the total chaos of sixty kids aged eleven to sixteen can be transformed into a work of dramatic art?’


But the three of them looked smug. ‘Yup,’ said Stelios. ‘As I said, watch this space. Have a little faith.’


‘None of us lot would come back if it wasn’t quite so special,’ said Parminda. ‘Minna and Lennie know what they’re doing.’


‘I know that’s Minna over there, but who’s this Lennie guy you all keep going on about?’


‘You’ll meet him soon enough,’ said Simon.


Tark’s group had finished and Minna was calling for hush so she could explain the next warm-up exercise – another running around and shouting game, a bit like musical chairs. It was fun once you got into it: ‘Anyone with a cat – run around … Anyone who had Sugar Puffs for breakfast.’ And then it gets a little more risqué: ‘Anyone who’s wearing yesterday’s underpants … Anyone who …’ Stelios and Simon came up with some unrepeatable ones but we had a good laugh and got to know each other a bit better.


After the break we did still more of the same. This is all very well, I thought, as we trooped off for lunch. We were definitely warmed up, but what on earth were we going to perform in less than a week’s time? I mean, I’m used to drama club at school, where at the first meeting we hear about the play, the second we do auditions and the third is a read-through.


This Lennie had better be good.




TWO
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The four of us sat round a table in the Turkish caff over the road. Tark was more than happy to stay in the Centre with his new-found mates.


‘So have you three known each other for ages?’ I asked, dipping pitta bread into hummus (it was great, this place), ‘or did you just meet up at the Project?’


‘Stel and I met on a film course a couple of years ago,’ said Parminda. ‘That’s where I first met Lennie.’


‘I’d already met Lennie here,’ said Stel. ‘It was him who suggested the film course. And Simon and I—’


‘We’re just good friends, aren’t we?’ said Simon putting his arm round Stel.


‘Ah!’ cooed Parminda. Together we regarded the two boys, Stel all big features and personality, Simon all good looks and charm. Quite a pair. I liked them both. They pretended to schmooze with each other, tipping back their chairs so far that they both fell over. The other customers looked a bit alarmed, but Simon, when he had dusted himself down, apologised to the owner while Stelios grinned sheepishly over at Lee and Androulla, the two in our group who’d been the first to introduce themselves.


‘I thought Androulla wasn’t very keen to be here,’ I said, ‘judging by what she said this morning.’


‘Oh, I know Androulla,’ said Stelios. ‘She’ll moan about anything. She always says she’s useless and that she didn’t want to come, but this is her third year, isn’t it, Mindy?’


‘Don’t call me Mindy.’


‘Isn’t it, Parminda?’


‘I think so. We did that dance routine together last year. She wasn’t bad at that.’ Parminda didn’t sound hugely enthusiastic about Androulla.


Simon fixed me with his gaze. ‘So what are you good at, Zoe?’ He encouraged me with a lazy smile. Boy, he was good-looking! I was struck all over again and found it difficult to think straight.


‘He’s doing it!’ said Stelios loudly. ‘Look Mindy, he’s at it again!’


‘Don’t call me Mindy! At what again?’


‘Simon’s doing that smile. Don’t succumb to his oily wiles, Zoe!’


‘I’m not oily!’


‘All right – winsome wiles then.’


‘Winsome’s OK. Winsome, losesome,’ said Simon, still with the indolent smile. ‘Ignore them, Zoe. What are you good at?’


They were all waiting for me to answer. ‘I don’t know really. I do drama at school – usually get a speaking part in the play. Dance. Can’t sing, though.’


‘Lennie says everyone can sing,’ said Parminda. ‘It’s one of his things.’


‘Huh! I’d like to see him get me singing,’ I said.


‘Don’t let him hear you say that. He’ll take it as a challenge,’ said Parminda. ‘We get to sign up for workshops this afternoon.’


‘Please, someone, tell me how this Project goes,’ I said. ‘Everyone’s so vague and secretive. I don’t want to “wait and see”. I want to know how we progress.’


‘Ooh,’ said Stelios. ‘I’m beginning to see the sort of person you are, Zoe. Bit of a control freak, huh? Don’t like letting go, going with the flow?’


‘How can you possibly say that! You don’t even know me!’ I felt quite angry. The trouble was, he was right. Ever since I was little, I’ve wanted to know what was going to happen next. I’d drive everyone nuts when we watched films, by asking ‘What’s going to happen now? Why are they doing that?’ all the time.


‘Don’t be so mean, Stel.’ Parminda leapt to my defence. ‘It goes like this, Zoe. First morning – get to know each other, warm-up exercises, lose a few inhibitions. First afternoon – get to know each other a bit better with trust exercises and a bit of singing and dancing. Don’t worry – we’ll be told exactly what to do. Then, during tea, we get to choose our workshops, which might or might not have a bearing on the final performance, and THEN, only then, do we get the talk from Lennie about his vision of the Community Theatre Project, blah blah, and how we might go about choosing what we want to do. And that’s only after we’ve sat through the Colonel’s tedious welcoming speech.’


‘The Colonel?’


‘Lionel Saunders. You’ll soon see why he’s nicknamed the Colonel,’ said Simon. ‘Then on the morning of Day Two – tomorrow, after the warm-up, we start coming up with ideas.’


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘That was all I wanted. Just some idea of what we’ll be doing. Otherwise I might have decided not to turn up tomorrow.’


‘Course you’ll turn up,’ said Simon. ‘You’ll want to see me again.’


‘And me,’ said Stel.


Lee and Androulla came past our table on their way back. ‘You’d better hurry up,’ said Lee. ‘We’re quite late already.’


‘OK, man,’ said Stel, and we followed them out. I eyed up Lee’s back view as we went. I hadn’t quite taken him in before, because he was the first one to introduce himself. But he wasn’t bad – in fact he looked a bit like Mr Gorgeous himself. Just younger. And not quite so gorgeously black. More like me, in fact. Still, he was into dancing and drumming. I didn’t think we’d be spending much time together. And droopy ’Droulla was never far from his side.


We were back in the hall again. I wished it wasn’t quite so like a school hall. ‘We’ll get into the Theatre soon,’ said Parminda. ‘I think we go there to sign up for workshops. I’ll show you round if you like.’


Minna made us get into smaller groups for some trust exercises – you know, the sort where you have to let yourself be led around blindfold, and the one where you allow two people to push you backwards and forwards between them without dropping you. I ended up trusting Simon and Stelios, but I still didn’t feel any closer to finding out what we were doing.


Minna’s voice really was beginning to go, so she called on her friend Asha to take us through the dancing. Asha seemed tinier than ever when surrounded by sixty kids. She climbed up on to the stage at the end of the hall to direct us. ‘This isn’t going to be difficult!’ she yelled. ‘But I do want absolute quiet while I explain what to do.’ And she stood there, hands on hips until there was silence. She had terrific presence. ‘Now, we’re going to start with a polka.’


Everyone turned to their neighbour to ask what the hell that was, but Asha just stood with her hands on her hips again until we were quiet. ‘Watch me,’ she said. ‘This is how it goes.’ She went to one side of the stage and stood with her hands clasped behind her back. ‘Step-slide-step-hop, step-slide-step-hop, step-slide-step-hop!’ she demonstrated, calling as she went.


‘Now, go to the back of the hall and stand in a row with your big group, one row behind the other.’ We obeyed. We stood in five rows of twelve. ‘When I tell you to, I want you all to polka to the front. It won’t be very good the first time, but by the fourth time it will be something like. OK? Here we go. Now! Step-slide-step-hop!’


We all polkaed to the front. It was a shambles. ‘Back! Back! Try again.’ It was still quite a shambles as we all talked ourselves through it. You could hear people muttering ‘step-slide-step-hop’ as they moved. Third time, it was a lot more coordinated. Fourth time – wow! We were really moving all together. We were all congratulating ourselves when Asha quietened us down again. ‘Now we’re going to do it to music,’ she said, and flicked on a good dance song. ‘Watch me,’ and she step-slide-step-hopped in time to the music. ‘Think you can do that?’ she said. ‘Go back up the hall again, then.’


And we did it. It was an incredible feeling doing this all together. The floor vibrated to our shuffling step-slide-step-hop rhythm. For the last try, she made us hold hands along our rows and swing them forwards on the beat. I found myself holding hands with Stelios and Simon. Stel’s hands were cold and clammy. Simon’s were warm and dry. ‘Brilliant!’ Asha called. ‘Try it backwards now, and if you can do it I’ll get the others in to watch.’ Back we went. I looked over my shoulder to Tarquin’s row, anxious that he might think this was embarrassingly awful, but there he was, tongue between teeth with concentration, getting on with it like everyone else.


Asha hopped down off the stage and we heard her calling Minna, Lennie and Algy (the Branagh clone I presumed) to come and watch. Minna and Algy soon joined her, but no Lennie. That was a disappointment. ‘OK?’ said Asha again. ‘I’m going to start the music and you are going to move forwards and backwards twice in your very own version of the – let’s call it the – People’s Polka!’


When we’d done it and collapsed laughing on to the floor, Asha looked at her watch. ‘You should have had a bit of a sing-song with Lennie now,’ she said, ‘but I’m afraid he’s been called away. Go and have your tea and then make your way over to the Theatre. That’s where the lists are posted and you can sign up for your workshops.’


‘Must use that polka in a crowd scene sometime,’ said Stel as we made our way over to the Theatre. ‘Think how it would look with a cast of thousands, somewhere like Red Square!’ Already I was beginning to appreciate how the Project might alter my way of looking at things. On the bus this morning I could never have imagined I might be discussing a cast of thousands polkaing their way across Red Square with a fifteen-year-old Greek kid.
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