




[image: ]










[image: ]









Dedicated to everyone who lost the one they loved the most.


And to their friends who helped them through it.









ACT I









SCENE 1


I would like to state for the record that it was never my intention to fall in love.


I was going to stay way away from all that, even after what happened in church. And maybe even after that, but you know Cupid: he’ll get you when you least expect it.


The whole thing was kind of Teddy’s fault, because if it hadn’t been for his ridiculous plan, I’d never even have known about the existence of Katherine Cooper-Bunting.


I’d reluctantly agreed to help Dad clear out the spare room for Grandad, but not five minutes into the endeavour my phone dinged. I put down the bin bag I was holding and squeezed the phone out of my shorts pocket.


‘It’s only Teddy,’ I told Dad somewhat unnecessarily. No one else ever messaged me.




You need to come over pronto and wear a cute dress.


Why are you insane?


I’ll explain.





The thing is, when you’ve been friends with Theodore Booker for ever, you kind of don’t question these things.


‘Teddy is having some sort of emergency,’ I said.


Dad rolled his eyes. ‘Fine. Go. But hurry back, I can’t carry that dreadful filing cabinet by myself.’


‘Why do we even have it?’


‘Everything used to be on paper before the internet. Bills, bank statements – you wouldn’t remember,’ Dad said and started ripping up A4 sheets and putting them in the recycling bag.


I quickly changed into my short florally summer dress (flowers equals cute, right?) and, not bothering to put on shoes, walked over to Teddy’s house.


We’d been neighbours all our lives; our parents are – well, were – literally BFFs, and Teddy and I were born only four months apart. And even though our mothers insist this was merely a coincidence rather than the result of meticulous reproductive planning, we knew the truth.


We were Teddy and Tilly, brother and sister but not.


The moment I walked through the creaky gate, his front door flew open.


‘Come in, come in,’ Teddy said, gesticulating manically.


‘I’m coming. What’s the matter with you?’


‘Here’s the story,’ he said and looked at his phone. ‘It is now sixteen forty-seven. At seventeen hundred hours Katherine Cooper-Bunting is going to arrive for her last piano lesson before taking a summer break, and we have to find out what she’s doing for said break, so we can accidentally-onpurpose run into her, so I can ask her out because I’m fiercely in love with her.’


‘Who the hell is Katherine Cooper-Bunting? And why have you literally never mentioned this fierce love?’ I asked.


‘It was a silent kind of fierce love. Plus, I haven’t really seen her in person for a couple of years, and let’s just say there’s an almost ethereal difference between fourteen-year-old her and the now sixteen-year-old her.’


‘Ethereal,’ I repeated, nodding, hoping he knew how crazy he sounded.


‘I’m also fuelled by testosterone,’ Teddy said, and flexed his biceps as if they had undergone a gigantic transformation since he’d turned sixteen. ‘Why are you laughing, Matilda?’


‘Because you being fuelled by anything apart from Haribo is literally disturbing. Also, you’re wearing a Care Bears T-shirt.’


‘Hey, don’t ever mock the power of the Care Bears. This is Love-A-Lot Bear by the way.’


‘Can you put on a Testosterone Bear one instead, maybe?’


‘Ha ha, hilarious, Tilly, I’m finally a joke even to you,’ he said and led me into their narrow front room. ‘I thought you’d be really pleased at me making a conscious effort to move on from Grace.’


I looked at him.


We hadn’t talked about Grace in the longest time.


‘Why don’t you just ask out this Katherine Cooper-Something? Then we don’t have to stalk her. Because you realize that’s weird, right?’


‘Bunting. Cooper-Bunting. For a number of reasons, all of which I could explain to you if time wasn’t of the essence right now, but it is with – no! – eleven minutes until her arrival. Are you listening to me?’


‘I always listen to you.’


‘Here’s the plan. She’s one of those punctual types, which means that at exactly seventeen hundred hours she’s going to knock on the door. Mum is going to come and open the door, at which point we’ll have approximately fifteen seconds of “Hello, Mrs Booker”, “Hello, Katherine” before the front door will shut, at which point Katherine Cooper-Bunting is going to see me casually leaning against the door frame here, and you’re going to sit in the green chair over there, and you’re going to laugh like I’ve just said the funniest thing you’ve ever heard.’


‘Have you hit your head recently?’


‘Fine, Tilly. Forget about it – you don’t have to stay.’


‘No, I’m staying. Sorry. Continue.’


‘Right, go and sit in the chair. I’m getting Rachmaninoff. You’ll be holding him. I’ll also grab a jumper or something.’


Approximately forty-five seconds later, Teddy, now wearing a lumberjack-style long-sleeved thing I’d never seen on him before, carried the screaming, three-legged Rachmaninoff into the room and plopped him onto my lap. The cat then proceeded to shout at me, like I had something to do with him being torn away from whatever he’d been busy with.


‘Sorry, mate,’ I said, restraining him.


Rachmaninoff growled and tried to bite me.


‘Fuck off!’ I hissed and held him down.


Teddy disappeared again and when he came back, his violin in hand, I knew he’d lost his mind for real this time.


Both of us were born into musical families, but neither of us had inherited the musician gene, which was the cause of unspeakable embarrassment for our parents. Mum and Dad gave up on my musical education pretty early, but only because my older sister Emilin was already a genius on the piano. But because Teddy’s an only child, his parents literally didn’t want to believe how utterly useless he was and made him take Grade 2 violin exams when he was twelve and all the other kids were, like, six. When he couldn’t get through the theme tune of The Flintstones, they took him home and never spoke of it again.


‘Teds, why this set-up?’ I asked, still wrestling with Rachmaninoff who was trying to full-body launch himself off my lap.


‘Girls like guys with cute animals,’ he said, nodding at the still-screaming cat from actual hell.


‘And I’m here because?’


‘Because, seeing me with another woman will make me immediately more desirable. Especially if that woman is clearly appreciating my company, hence why you’re going to LOL.’


I raised my eyebrows at the violin.


‘Every girl likes a musician. Also, it indicates I’m good with my hands, which, you know, is a really good quality. Sexually speaking.’


‘Ew!’


‘And she absolutely doesn’t have to know that I’m not a musician.’


‘What if she asks you to play together?’


Momentary terror washed across his cute little face, but it was all too late, because—


Knock


Knock


Knock.


‘Hell and damnation,’ Teddy panic-whispered and turned around on the spot for no reason. ‘And you have to call me Theodore.’


‘The fuck?’ I whispered back, and then his mum walked past.


‘Hi, Tilly.’


‘Hi, Amanda.’


‘Are you all right, Teddy?’ his mum asked him after spotting his violin.


Then she opened the front door, and the next fifteen seconds played out as predicted, all ‘hello, hello’, as did the closing of the door, Katherine Cooper-Bunting’s sudden presence in the hallway, and us appearing in her direct line of vision.


What happened next happened fast.


Teddy was suddenly frozen to the spot, but being the reliable friend I am, I remembered that I was expected to laugh hysterically, and so I threw my head back and made a noise I’d never made before, which scared the shit out of Rachmaninoff, who screamed, bit me (which was okay because apart from a leg he’s also missing all of his teeth) and threw himself off of me, before hopping out of the room and disappearing down the hallway surprisingly fast for a cat with only three legs.


Everyone kind of stood back to let him pass, but nobody spoke until Teddy’s mum looked at Teddy and went: ‘Why on earth are you wearing my blouse?’


I caught the shortest of glimpse of Katherine Cooper-Bunting, who may or may not have been smirking, but who left the scene quickly with Teddy’s mum, and less than a minute later we heard her limbering up her fingers with a bunch of featherlight sounding scales.


Teddy still hadn’t moved.


His eyes looked enormous.


He didn’t blink.


‘I feel like this could have gone better,’ I said quietly, so as not to startle him.


He cradled his violin like a doll and slowly slid down the door frame until he was sitting on the floor.


‘Why me?’ he asked and then looked up. ‘What if there’s literally only that one person out there for us? And what if it was Grace? I’m too young to know I’m going to die alone.’


‘Teddy—’


‘I actually think about that a lot.’


‘I don’t believe that. And not all is lost,’ I said. ‘Maybe catch her after her lesson, hey?’


‘Or maybe I’ll just go to my room and never come out again.’


‘I don’t think you should do that,’ I said and got off the green chair. ‘I’m sorry I ruined it.’


‘You didn’t. I’m stupid. I’ve completely forgotten how to behave in real life. I mean, it’s not TikTok is it? You can’t kind of just do it again and post it when it’s perfect. Real life really sucks . . . You look nice by the way.’


‘Thanks. And you should at least say hello to her. I mean, if your love is still fierce.’


‘I’m such a joke.’


‘Blame the hormones, I always do. I better go. Dad and I are doing up Grandad’s room.’


‘Oh shit, I knew that. Sorry for dragging you away. You okay?’


‘Yeah, I’m okay,’ I lied. ‘See you, Teds.’


‘She’s beautiful, though, isn’t she?’ he whispered and looked up at me as I stepped over him.


‘I didn’t really get a good look at her; I was too busy laughing at nothing. But she’s probably not beautiful enough for you to have an existential crisis.’


‘Does she remind you of Grace?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know.’


‘Life’s so hard,’ he said again and plucked the strings of his violin. ‘And this is unbelievably out of tune. Like my insides.’


In the background Katherine Cooper-Bunting played something entirely too cheerful.


‘On that note,’ I said. ‘See ya.’


I left him moping and went home where I changed back into my shorts and T-shirt.


Dad and I proceeded to take the filing cabinet apart and eventually carried it down the narrow stairs, one heavy drawer at a time. I was literally sweating, and every time I bumped my shins against the metal, I resented the whole situation a bit more.


We also got rid of a couple of chests of drawers and some mouldy suitcases. We’d booked for the council to pick everything up, and when all was outside and on the kerb Dad printed off a reference number that I had to stick to the furniture. I was sellotaping it to one of the drawers of the filing cabinet, when I saw Katherine Cooper-Bunting leave Teddy’s house, turn right and walk towards me.


She looked at me, recognized me even though at that point I looked like my normal scruffy DIY self again, and said: ‘Hi.’


Then she stepped into a ray of the early evening sun that shone through the narrow gap between our houses and I watched it fall like a golden caress across her perfect face.


She blinked and smiled, then kept walking.


‘Hi,’ I said, but she was already gone.









SCENE 2


The next day was a Saturday, which meant that Mum was teaching ballet at Arts Ed, Dad had a matinee and an evening performance at the Royal Opera House to conduct, and Teddy’s mum was teaching piano in their living room while Teddy’s dad taught violin lessons via Zoom in the bedroom.


Teddy’s dad used to play the violin at the Royal Opera House, and he and Dad would usually have breakfast in town together before work, but then there were loads of job cuts, and Teddy’s dad was made redundant, and he and my dad completely fell out over it, which is kind of understandable, but also really stupid because it’s not like it was my dad’s fault. Anyway, Teddy’s dad was so furious about it that he stopped speaking to my dad, and because my dad hates this song called ‘Lark Ascending’, Teddy’s dad would literally play it at all hours just to piss him off, and then my dad would run through the house raging, going: ‘Fucking David, fucking lark, fucking Vaughan fucking Williams.’


Mum would watch him with her neutral face and do a little demi plié or something.


She and Dad met when they both worked at the English National Opera. Like, over twenty years ago. Mum was a principal dancer and danced the role of Coppélia in a ballet of the same name, and it was Dad’s first conducting job, and when asked how they ended up together Mum always answers: ‘Well, you know what they say. The only way to get the orchestra to play the right tempo is by sleeping with the conductor.’


Big laughs.


Always.


Cringe.


Legend has it that Emilin is a direct result of their tempo-driven union, because she was conceived in my mother’s dressing room seconds before the half-hour call for Swan Lake that Christmas.


Which is why she got the musical gene, I reckon.


I was conceived in my parents’ marital IKEA bed five years later, which explains a lot about a lot.


When I tell people about my family, they’re always like: ‘It must be amazing growing up in such a musical household’ – but let me tell you: amazing it is not.


It’s weird. Because we literally don’t speak the same language.


For example, when you ask a normal person how they are, they’re usually like: ‘I’m well, thank you.’ Even when they’re not.


In my family, when you ask, for example, my mum how she is, and she’s feeling good, she’ll do a casual double pirouette then breathe the gentlest of kisses against your forehead before floating out of the room, sometimes backwards, and on tiptoes.


My dad will hum something relevant and look into your eyes either enthusiastically or annoyed, or with whatever emotion the piece he’s humming is supposed to convey.


In short, these people aren’t normal.


Which is why they can’t do normal things, like unblock a drain, or wire a plug. I, however, being a normal person, can do all of that. I mean, it’s all on YouTube, and not exactly rocket science, but when Mum and Dad were kerfuffling around the spare room earlier that week and contemplating whether or not it needed to be painted, I was like: ‘Let’s just paint it. I can paint it.’


And then, justifying their shortcomings as both humans and parents they were like: ‘That’s great, Tilly, because that way you’ll have something to do, and you won’t have to spend your summer like the passionless, planless loner you are.’


My parents genuinely believe that people who don’t dance or play an instrument have nothing going on in their lives and therefore simply can’t wait to do shit like pull giant clumpy hairballs out of the drain of the family bathroom, or paint the spare room for Grandad, who’s only moving in because Dad’s guilt about having been absent for his mother’s untimely death is so great that he can’t see the truth, which is that we won’t be able to cope with looking after an old man with Alzheimer’s.


But nobody ever listens to me.


Dad took me to B&Q first thing to buy paint, where he was being no help at all because he literally doesn’t even know the difference between a matt paint and a gloss, even though the clue is one hundred per cent in the title.


‘Tilly, just be careful with it. The fumes are poisonous,’ Mum said, not even looking at me on her way out of the house and throwing a pack of particle filtering masks that we still have stacks and stacks of in my direction.


An hour into the endeavour and Teddy was sitting in the middle of the floor, drinking a cup of tea, wearing a mask like a party hat.


‘Does she not realize paint is no longer toxic?’ he asked, and I knew it was a rhetorical question, because, as I said, our parents know nothing about normal things. ‘When’s your grandad coming?’


‘As soon as the paint’s dry, and they’ve delivered the bed.’


‘Oh man.’


‘I know.’ I sat down on the floor opposite him and took a sip of his tea. ‘Did you come to help? Because I’ve got another roller.’


‘I came to tell you the good news, actually.’


‘There’s good news?’ I asked, and looked around the room that would soon be my grandad’s new home. Possibly his last home. Except it wasn’t his home at all, it was just a room. And he’d have to sleep in it all by himself, which must be so odd after you’ve shared a bed with the same person for forty odd years. Not that he’ll know. I mean, at the beginning, yes, but at the end, he won’t. At least that’s what I read about dementia and Alzheimer’s. In the end, people know nothing and no one.


Teddy reached for my hand and squeezed it.


‘I’m sorry, Tills.’


‘Yeah, me, too. Anyway, what’s the good news?’


‘Forget it.’


‘No, tell me. I’m sorry for being all negative.’


‘You’re not negative – you’re sad. It’s different.’


‘I’m okay.’


He smiled his cutest, full-dimpled Teddy smile at me, then lifted up his eyebrows in the most idiotic way, which made me laugh.


‘It’s about Katherine Cooper-Bunting.’


Ethereal in the evening sun, I thought, and then realized that this was what made her completely unlike Grace, who’d been the world’s greatest goofball.


‘Let me guess. You’re getting married,’ I said.


‘You’re so funny. No, but I found out from Mum that Katherine Cooper-Bunting is going to do amdram this summer and apparently everyone can try out for it, which means we’re going.’


‘Why would we want to do amdram?’ I asked. Because the last time we were on stage was in the Year One nativity play, where Teddy played the donkey and I was a shepherd, wearing a tea towel for a beard, and when we sang ‘Little Donkey’ Teddy cried.


‘Because we have to get in with Katherine Cooper-Bunting.’


‘I don’t.’


‘No, you do. Because if you’re there, too, me declaring my undying love for her won’t be so awkward.’


‘I’m thinking it’ll be more awkward,’ I said, but he wasn’t listening to me.


‘The auditions are at the Clapham Social Club on Thursday, and Katherine Cooper-Bunting told Mum that you have to prepare either a monologue or a song.’


‘I’m not doing it.’


‘Tills, all we have to do is learn a few words. Or you can sing, I guess.’


‘Read my lips,’ I said, taking his hand and squeezing it. ‘Nooooo. I’m not doing it. You can do what you want, but I have no desire to be an actress.’


‘I think it’s called actor now.’


‘And what happened to us vowing to never date a creative?


Do you want to turn into our parents?’


‘Well, actors aren’t really creatives, are they? I mean, they just say words other people have written for them, and they go and stand where they’re told to go and stand. They’re idiots, actually.’


‘And you want to be fiercely in love with an idiot?’


‘She’s a beautiful idiot.’


I just looked at him.


‘I’ll help you find a girlfriend in exchange,’ he said.


‘I don’t want a girlfriend.’


‘Fine,’ Teddy said. ‘But you obviously don’t have to try out. Just sit with me, okay?’


‘No.’


‘Please, Tilly, pleeeease,’ he said, and made sad puppy eyes at me, and I wondered what Grace would want, and so I was like: ‘Fine!’


‘I owe you, Tills,’ Teddy said, and we high-fived.


‘You can grab the second roller now and help me paint,’ I told him.


‘Yes, ma’am,’ he said, literally bouncing to his feet. ‘I’m going to have to do some reading and learn a monologue.’


‘Just do the one you studied for drama GCSE.’


‘I don’t know. It was about masturbation.’


‘Ew! Was it?’


‘Yeah, the character wanted to cover the whole world in his jizz.’


‘Ew, ew, ew! Don’t ever speak to me about that again.’


‘I should learn something romantic. You know, in case we have to audition in front of each other. Not that jizz isn’t romantic.’


‘EW!’


‘Well, you’re a lesbian, so you would find that gross. I wonder if anyone’s ever written anything romantic about jizz. Like, “Ode to Jizz” or something, you know, like that poet guy. Keats?’ Teddy asked.


‘Stop it!’ I said, and pressed the saturated roller against his arm, leaving a huge splatter of paint.


‘Whyyyy?’ Teddy cried.


‘Because I said to stop it. I think testosterone is eating your brain,’ I said. ‘Maybe puberty is like Alzheimer’s, except you recover.’


‘I just can’t stop thinking about her, you know?’


I watched him dip his roller in the puddle of paint on the tray.


Then, in perfect rhythm with the up and down of the roller on the wall, he kept saying: ‘Kathe-rine. Kathe-rine. Katherine.’


I dipped my roller in the slushy paint and listened to the moist, squelchy sound it made.


Katherine, my brain thought, and I literally jumped.









SCENE 3


‘And that’s why, no matter what happens, you’ll always come first,’ Teddy stage-whispered to his imaginary co-star. ‘And I mean that in every possible way, Saffi. You –’ dramatic pause – ‘are always going to come –’ dramatic inhalation followed by held breath – ‘first.’


Teddy stared into the silence, and just when I thought he may have forgotten his lines again after all, and I glanced down at the script, he stood facing the imaginary audition panel (me, sitting cross-legged on my bed), nodded his head and said: ‘Thank you very much.’


‘No, thank you, Mr Booker,’ I said, and clapped. ‘Don’t call us, we’ll call you.’


Teddy shook himself like a wet dog and plopped down next to me.


‘Why am I so bad at this? Honestly, what if I forget, like, every other sentence? Tills, you’re going to have to read along and prompt me.’


‘Why did you choose this if you can’t remember it? And, seriously, “You will always come first”?’


‘It’s all part of my genius plan. I’m going to kill two birds with one stone. I’m going to impress the director so I can get a part, and at the same time I’m giving Katherine Cooper-Bunting the opportunity to fall in love not only with me, but also with this character – what’s his name – Darren. Who is also me.’


‘So this is, like, some monologue mating ritual in which you, disguised as Darren, promise to always make Katherine Cooper-Bunting come first?’


‘It’s an immediate confession of the depth of my love and devotion.’


‘It’s disturbing.’


‘Just FYI, Tilly, when you’re a man having sexual relations, the woman coming first is literally the most important thing.’


‘Please stop talking.’


‘And I need Katherine Cooper-Bunting to know that I know that. And that it will be my pleasure to always make her come first.’


‘Please leave.’


He smirked at me.


I rolled my eyes. ‘And where did you gain this knowledge?’ I asked, because he so clearly wasn’t done talking about it.


‘Well, Matilda, where do you gain this knowledge when you haven’t been allowed to leave the house because a global pandemic coincided with your sexually formative years?’


I looked at him.


He looked at me.


‘Fanfiction,’ he said.


‘Ew,’ I said, because: Ew!


‘No, Tilly, don’t be so judgmental. Fanfiction is –’ he opened his arms and looked up at my ceiling like he was looking for the words – ‘everything.’


‘Ew! What kind of fanfiction? And if you say Care Bears I’m never going to speak to you again because that’s just wrong.’


Teddy held up his index finger.


‘No, but let me say that there is Care Bears fanfiction, and I have read Care Bears fanfiction and I may even have written Care Bears fanfiction, but I’m only into the adventure stories in that universe and would never indulge in Care Bears porn.’


‘Oh God, that’s so distressing.’


‘I said no Care Bears porn!’


‘So, what, then? Elves and dwarves? OMG, Lord of the Rings, right? You’ve always fancied the pale woman. Isn’t it all a bit, like, wrong?’


‘They were all pale. And, okay, guilty as charged, and I’m not gonna lie, I did stumble across one where Gandalf did the most unspeakable thing to Frodo Baggins, but that’s why you should never just search for “Lord of the Rings”. You have to set filters.’


‘You read it, though, didn’t you?’


He spread himself out on my bed like a starfish.


‘EW!’


‘Why are you shocked, Tills? Everyone’s doing it. Besides, you can choose whatever pairing you like. It’s even, like, cross-genre. If you want, I don’t know, Arwen – her name is Arwen by the way – to have sexual relations with Batman, you could probably find that. And I don’t know who writes these stories, but let me tell you that the woman always comes first. And if there’s a scene where two people are having sex and they orgasm not only simultaneously but literally two seconds into it, the comments are savage, because that happening the first time you’re with someone is apparently an urban sex legend made up by men who don’t know how to make a woman come and don’t really care either, and so everyone usually makes the woman come first, and usually with cunnilingus.’


I literally snorted then and burst out laughing, because Teddy was the absolute last person on earth I’d ever expected to ever say ‘cunnilingus’.


‘Who’s going to come first when I have sex?’ I enquired after wiping tears of hilarity off my face.


‘That’s a really good question, Matilda. Let me read up on it and get back to you.’


‘Please don’t.’


‘Oh, come on, it’s fun. And no one’s hurting anyone, and besides, everyone’s fictional. And, let me tell you, some of the sex scenes are really well choreographed. Like, you can imagine exactly how it’s done. Which is why Katherine Cooper-Bunting is a very lucky woman. And I need her to know that.’


Ew, I thought.


‘Good for you,’ I said.


Teddy got up, stretched and picked up his monologue.


‘Right. I’m just going to say it again and again and again. Maybe I’ll remember it by tomorrow. Actors are like parrots.’


‘You’re in fierce love with a parrot?’ I asked.


‘I’m actively trying to move on from Grace,’ he said. ‘I thought you’d be pleased for me.’


‘I’m very pleased for you,’ I told him. Because I was.


‘We have to be there at twelve tomorrow,’ Teddy informed me. ‘I tried to find out more about it online, but there’s nothing. I hope Katherine Cooper-Bunting wasn’t lying.’


‘Why would she lie? Also, it’s just amdram.’


‘It’s not too late to prepare a monologue yourself,’ he said, and winked at me.


‘Over my dead body. Do you know where the place is? Are we bussing it?’


‘Battersea Rise.’


‘Fine. We should probably leave at eleven thirty.’


‘Eleven fifteen,’ he said. ‘I’ll meet you outside.’


‘All right. See you, stud.’


‘See you, loser. And you really should read some lesbian fanfiction. Maybe that’ll get your juices flowing.’


‘My juices are flowing; I just don’t fancy anyone.’


‘Tills, you have to get over Mrs Pearson. Because you can’t marry your English teacher.’


‘I don’t want to marry anyone. And I was only in lust with her for, like, two weeks in Year Nine. You’re the one who’s not over it.’


‘Well, so let’s look forward not back,’ Teddy said. ‘I don’t know about you, but I want a fulfilled sex life that includes another person. It’s all well and good fancying someone in silence, but I’m not willing to just masturbate for all eternity. Anyway, I better go. See you tomorrow.’ He winked at me from the doorway and waved goodbye.


‘You’re so gross, Teddy!’ I shouted after him, and I heard his chuckle from halfway down the stairs.


‘It’s okay to just want sex, you know, but you don’t have to be all dramatic about it,’ I shouted, just in case he was still in earshot, which I don’t think he was.


‘Besides,’ I added quietly, looking at my reflection in the mirror, ‘isn’t cunnilingus a bit personal?’


I didn’t actually mind masturbating.









SCENE 4


Turned out they were going to deliver Grandad’s special bed the next day, which made me so glad I’d agreed to go to the audition with Teddy, because I really didn’t want to be in the house for it.


And I know it sounds stupid, and it’s just a bed, but it felt like all the things I’d dreaded were finally happening, and if you could get away from your worst nightmare even if it was only for another minute, wouldn’t you?


The paint was kind of dry, but I told Mum and Dad to have the people not put the bed up against the wall just yet, and Mum was like: ‘It’s got wheels anyway, it’ll be easy to move around.’


I don’t know why it hadn’t occurred to me that it would have wheels, because hospital-style beds always have wheels for obvious reasons, but suddenly the thought of being in charge of the person in a bed like that made me feel all vomity.


I as good as ran from the house, and luckily Teddy was early as usual, which was why we got an earlier bus and got to the place in Clapham half an hour before it was supposed to start.


Now, I’d never been inside one of those social clubs, and I’m not sure what exactly I was expecting, but the place looked like a lovechild of a church hall and one of those local old man pubs that fly the England flag.


It smelled like the toilets in the changing rooms on the athletics field at school: a mixture of wee and feet and bleach, cheap air freshener and stale cigarette smoke, and of course Teddy had an episode about it all straight away, like: ‘This was a huge mistake, and we have to leave immediately.’


‘Is this OAPs only?’ I asked, because Teddy and I lowered the average age by at least sixty years.


‘This was clearly a cruel joke,’ Teddy said and tried to turn me around by my elbow.


‘How was it a joke? It’s not like Katherine Cooper-Bunting told you about this. She told your mum, and why would she lie to your mum?’


‘People lie for the stupidest reasons. Oh my days, is that bust Winston Churchill? . . . What I meant was, it’s a cruel joke by the universe.’


‘You think the universe has time for this? With everything else that’s going on?’


‘I don’t know, Tilly, but the universe hasn’t exactly been kind to me,’ Teddy said, and kind of powerwalked us back towards the exit and past the toilets. Seconds before we cleared the threshold, Katherine Cooper-Bunting strode in, and the only way to avoid a head-on collision was for me to hold my arms out and physically stop her.


‘Whoa,’ she said, and came to a standstill.


Her eyes were blue, and I watched her pupils contract.


‘Sorry,’ I said, looking at the faintest cluster of freckles on the bridge of her nose.


She looked first at me, obviously, because I was touching her. Then, when I let go of her, she looked at Teddy, and she suddenly clearly figured out who we were, and she was like: ‘Oh, hi.’


Teddy stood there like an idiot, not like a hero in a sexy fanfiction mash-up, and my hands were tingling from touching her.


‘You’re Teddy, right?’ Katherine Cooper-Bunting asked, but it clearly wasn’t actually a question. ‘We’ve never officially met.’


‘It’s Theodore, actually, and yeah, I know, it’s my mum – she likes to keep work and home separate even though she obviously works at home, which makes it a bit tricky, but you know what I mean.’


‘I’m Katherine,’ she said, and Teddy went: ‘Oh, are you? I mean, I had no idea. This is Tilly by the way, but we’re not together.’


I shrugged, and Katherine Cooper-Bunting looked as if she was about to say something when—


‘Thespians! Listen up!’ a voice boomed through the hall, and all three of us jumped. ‘First of all, welcome, and thank you for coming out today. For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Brian, and I am the director. I’m also a professional actor.’


‘In his dreams . . .’ Katherine Cooper-Bunting whispered, and snorted quietly. ‘He’s done nothing since playing Toad in the national tour of The Wind in the Willows thirty years ago.’


‘Harsh,’ I whispered back.


Katherine Cooper-Bunting shrugged. ‘Tragic truth more like. It’s not his fault. He’s a character actor. It’s limiting,’ she continued, still whispering and gesticulating like she was desperate for me to get the point she was trying to make.


‘Please, everyone, come to my desk and write down your name and contact details, and I will arrange’ – and when he said ‘arrange’, he rolled the ‘r’ ridiculously – ‘you all in alphabetical order, for your audition.’


‘I resent that,’ Teddy said to us. ‘What if I’m first?’


‘Maybe now’s the time to adopt a stage name,’ I suggested.


‘I don’t mind going first,’ said Katherine Cooper-Bunting. ‘But you’re Booker, aren’t you, and I’m Cooper-Bunting.’


‘Are you?’ Teddy asked.


‘What’s your last name?’ Katherine Cooper-Bunting asked me, and I was just like: ‘Oh, no, I’m not auditioning. I’m only here for emotional support. Why is everyone else so old?’


Katherine Cooper-Bunting shrugged again and put her bag on one of the knackered-looking plastic chairs.


‘I guess all the theatre kids are down at Stagecoach,’ she said. ‘And who else has the time to come to rehearsal every day for a month in the middle of the day? Normal people are working.’


‘Good point,’ I said.


‘Everyone!’ Brian shouted and clapped three times. ‘We’ve lost our pianist, so for those of you who’ve prepared a song, I’m terribly sorry but you’re going to have to do it “a cappella” today. That means unaccompanied.’


I looked at Katherine Cooper-Bunting.


‘I don’t do musical theatre,’ she said, like it was an abomination.


‘What do you mean we’ve lost him?’ asked a severe-looking Irish woman, who was leaning on the cordoned-off bar. ‘I’ve brought you a song, Brian. We need a pianist. What’s happened to Gordon?’


‘I thought you’d heard,’ Brian said. ‘It was in the paper, Maeve. Gordon’s dead.’


Teddy clutched his chest, Katherine Cooper-Bunting looked at me and I looked at her, and I was trying not to laugh, which was literally just awful, because poor Gordon, but you know when your body has some sort of hysterical reaction to unexpected information?


‘No!’ Maeve exclaimed and crossed herself. ‘He was only at the shop a few weeks ago. What happened?’


‘Oh, daaaaaarling,’ Brian said three times louder than strictly necessary. ‘You’re going to think I’m joking, but I’m not joking. He had a bad case of food poisoning.’


‘Food poisoning?’ Teddy whispered.


‘Who gave him food poisoning?’ Maeve cried, and when no one said anything, she shouted: ‘Well, he sure as hell didn’t get it from anything he bought from me!’


‘They reckon he had a dodgy prawn cocktail at the Stag,’ Brian informed her. ‘You know he always ate fish on a Friday.’


‘Bloody Catholic stubborn old fool!’ Maeve shouted. She looked up at the heavens, crossed herself again, and rushed over to Brian to hear more.


‘Who eats actual prawn cocktail?’ Teddy whispered.


‘At a pub,’ Katherine Cooper-Bunting added.


‘One down already,’ I whispered. ‘Poor Gordon,’ I quickly added.


‘What a stupid way to go,’ Katherine Cooper-Bunting said.


‘And all because he was a good Catholic.’


‘Death by prawn cocktail.’


‘Life’s literally so cruel,’ I said.


Katherine Cooper-Bunting rummaged around in her massive shoulder bag. I watched her pull out a tube of Carmex, unscrew the red top, squeeze a blob onto her fingertip and apply it to her lips.


I licked mine.


She screwed the top back on, threw the Carmex back into the bag and smiled at me.


I swallowed.


I looked at her freckles again.


And then I thought about their future children. Her freckles and Teddy’s dimples.


Heartbreak Central.


Katherine Cooper-Bunting did a double take over my shoulder and wrinkled her perfect nose.


‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ she mumbled, and narrowed her eyes. I looked behind me and saw that two girls had just walked in. ‘That’s Olivia. She’s Stagecoach’s poster child. She’s also my nemesis. Why is she here?’


I didn’t know which one Olivia was, but because Katherine Cooper-Bunting had said Stagecoach and poster child, I could pretty much guess she didn’t mean the one wearing a pair of worn-out Converse, shorts, and a My Little Pony T-shirt, but the one who’d rocked up in nothing but a black sports bra and matching leggings, who had perfect hair and the longest fake eyelashes in the observable universe.


‘I didn’t know she frequented the library,’ Katherine Cooper-Bunting said.


‘The library?’ I asked and leant a bit closer to her because I could, and I looked at her lips that were still glistening in the awful fluorescent light and smelled of cherries.


‘I thought the library was the only place this was advertised,’ Katherine Cooper-Bunting said. ‘Why, how did you hear about it?’ she asked, and looked at me, then Teddy, who was smiling at her like a stupid puppy instead of a man on a mission who had fierce love and a sexual masterplan.


‘We actually heard about it from a mutual friend,’ Teddy bullshitted, finally joining the conversation. ‘Who isn’t here today,’ he continued, and because he sucks at lying, I knew immediately this would escalate. ‘Because he’s dead,’ Teddy concluded.


Katherine Cooper-Bunting and I looked at him, and he huffed a nervous laugh.


‘I’m obviously joking,’ he said and flapped his arms like he didn’t know what to do with them.


‘This was advertised at the library,’ Katherine Cooper-Bunting said. ‘And I obviously wanted to do it because of the West End thing. I also wanted to do real theatre for once in my life and not Stagecoach.’


Teddy and I looked at each other and he shrugged, but with his eyes only.


‘I thought this was only amdram?’ I asked.


‘Yes,’ Katherine Cooper-Bunting said, suddenly so surprisingly in my face that I took a step back. ‘But if you’re rubbish you won’t get a part. Not like at Stagecoach where everyone gets a part even when you suck, because your parents have paid for it.’


Teddy looked at her like he’d never seen her before in his life, and I wondered if his fierce love was being tamed by her somewhat strong opinion on something boring.


‘What?’ she asked. ‘If you want to be a successful actor, you’re going to have to put yourself out there. And at our age we really can’t waste any more time.


‘Yeah, I totally agree with you,’ Teddy said. ‘I mean, that’s exactly what I said. Isn’t that exactly what I said, Tills?’


‘That’s exactly what you said, Theodore,’ I replied and nodded violently. ‘Which is also exactly why we’re here, isn’t it? Which is why you two should go and put your names down, and I’m going to find somewhere so I can just sit and look pretty.’


‘You’re always pretty, Matilda,’ Teddy said.


When he walked off with Katherine Cooper-Bunting, I heard him say: ‘Tilly’s basically my sister.’


I rolled my eyes at no one.









SCENE 5


Okay, so you know how you sometimes see something on telly, and it’s so unspeakably cringe that you have to actually either change the channel or leave the room?


Like the first few rounds of Britain’s Got Talent. Imagine that, but worse, because no one has edited it to make it in any way watchable.


Brian decided to go in alphabetical order by first names because ‘we’re all friends here, daaaahlings’, and an old man called Charles performed a song called ‘Some Enchanted Evening’, and it was not only severely out of tune but also grossly out of rhythm, due to the lack of musical accompaniment – something the next people, a geriatric husband and wife duo called Daniela and Thomas, were more cross about than was strictly necessary.


Brian kept saying: ‘I’m not here to judge your singing but the way you perform your song,’ but I think we all knew he was just saying it because he didn’t want people to hate him.


Anyway, Daniela and Thomas had prepared the main song from the musical The Phantom of the Opera, you know the dramatic one, like, daaaaaaaaaa-da-da-da-da-daaaaaaaaa, and they insisted they could absolutely not do it without the music, and so they ended up playing the song on her phone and singing along to it while acting out the scene.


And let it be said that I have never felt that degree of vicarious embarrassment ever in my life, and if Teddy had as much as looked at me or breathed in my direction I would probably have never stopped laughing.


I think everyone else was also too mortified to even snicker, and when it was finally over Teddy grabbed my hand and did not stop squeezing it until Brian called the next person to the stage: Katherine Cooper-Bunting.


The silence in the room when she took the stage was electric.


Or maybe my ears were still ringing from ‘The Phantom of the Opera’.


She shook a strand of hair off her face, zeroed in on Brian and went: ‘My name is Katherine, and I will be performing Lady Macbeth from Macbeth.’


Teddy grabbed my hand again and squeezed, but so suddenly that two of my bones knocked against each other.


‘Ouch!’ I whispered, and then he told me to be quiet.


This much was clear even before she opened her mouth: Katherine Cooper-Bunting had not left the house that morning to get over a lost love, or with cunnilingus on her mind, or to get away from her grandfather’s actual deathbed arriving.


She hadn’t even come to have fun.


She’d come to perform Lady Macbeth, and she was going to do it well, and she was going to get a part in whatever this was, because she was going to do ‘the West End thing’ and become an actor.


I hadn’t even ever seen this level of determination in Emilin, who won, like, every piano competition, and the one time she came second she had an absolute meltdown on the tube, where she ripped up her certificate in a blind rage and threw it in front of an approaching Northern Line train when we changed at Kennington.


‘Out damn spot, out I say!’ recited Katherine Cooper-Bunting in a voice that aged her ten years at least, and the room collectively leant forward in their shabby chairs.


When she was done, everyone clapped, and I watched her walk off the stage and back towards her seat like she hadn’t even done anything, when, only moments earlier, I’d absolutely believed she’d killed a man in cold blood and had lost her mind over it. And you know how you never understand anything anyone is saying when you read Shakespeare? Well, it sounded like English when she said it.


Teddy gave her a thumbs-up, and she pulled a funny face at him and blushed a blush I followed all the way down her neck and chest, and which then continued to run down my own body, and I think I must have looked at her like a thirsty person who’d just discovered water.


Katherine, I thought and wondered if I could ever call her by just her first name, before coughing my heart back into its normal rhythm.


‘You alright?’ Teddy asked.


I nodded, but I couldn’t look at him.


Next was a tone-deaf woman who sang a song called ‘Three Coins in a Fountain’, then came the loud Irish woman, Maeve, who performed Helena Bonham Carter’s song from Sweeney Todd about bad pies, and despite not having a piano, she sounded really great. Halfway through it, Katherine Cooper-Bunting looked back at us and whispered: ‘She’s a butcher in real life,’ and Teddy and I went: ‘Eek!’ at the same time.


Next was a guy I’d clocked when we walked in, but had since forgotten about, mainly because I thought he wasn’t there to audition, but because he was someone’s grandson.


He looked like he was probably our age.


He wore skin-tight black jeans despite the absolute heat, and a black T-shirt that had the arms cut off, and his hair was long and blond and unbrushed.


‘Hello,’ he said in an Eastern European accent. ‘I am Miroslaw. I am Polish, and I am doing Lithium.’


And then he launched into this monologue that kind of rhymed and was about a person who had mental-health issues, and it was so amazing, and so completely weird, and because of his accent, which was not only Eastern European but also American, I couldn’t really understand everything he was saying, but it didn’t matter, because it was all in his face and in the way he said the words.


Katherine Cooper-Bunting, who was sitting one row in front of us and to my right, clutched her chest, and I was like, maybe she’s actually a perfect match for Teddy, because he’s always been, like, compassion central, which is why I reckon he identifies so much with the Care Bears.


The girl Katherine Cooper-Bunting hated, Olivia, even wolf-whistled at Miroslaw, and I think he was really pleased, but you know when people are trying really hard to not show it, and they kind of have to fight their own smile?


Olivia was next.


She strode confidently onto the stage, faced Brian, and went: ‘My name is Olivia, and I’m going to perform Lady Macbeth.’


Katherine Cooper-Bunting didn’t move in her seat, and Olivia actually looked over at her and laughed, and then was like: ‘Only joking, mate. LOL, as if. I’m going to be singing a few bars from ‘As Long as You’re Mine’ from the musical Wicked.’


And for a moment I’m thinking, OMG, help, this is going to be really awful again, but it was anything but, because Olivia could sing.


You know when you hear people, and you know they’re professionals? Like, it was insane. I’d never heard the song before, but at the end she went into some fancy riff and really opened her mouth and it was just astonishing, and even as she was still singing we were literally clapping and whooping, even the old people.


Teddy just went: ‘Yeah, I mean, that was flawless.’ And then he slow clapped and nodded his head until Olivia was back at her seat.


‘No wonder she and your girlfriend are rivals,’ I whispered in his ear.


‘I know,’ Teddy whispered back, still looking at the stage which was by now empty, ‘At least they won’t hate us because we’re literally no competition. I don’t even think we’re the same species. Compared to them we’re, like, plankton.’


Next, we had to endure a monologue by a man called Steven, and because he said his memory wasn’t so good any more he’d written it down, but the reading wasn’t very good either, because as well as bad memory Steven also had bad eyesight and couldn’t read his writing.


Then it was Teddy’s turn, and he grabbed my arm for a second, and his hand was all cold and clammy.


‘Kill me,’ he whispered.


‘Remember that you’re doing it for love,’ I said, which obviously didn’t make it at all better, because he kind of glanced at the back of Katherine Cooper-Bunting’s head and audibly dry-swallowed.


‘I want to say for the record that this is literally the worst moment of my life,’ he said to me, and gave me his phone with the text for the monologue.


‘Grace-face would be so proud,’ I said and smiled at him.


‘I know,’ he replied and walked forward and onto the stage.


The thing was, the way all his limbs are generally gangly kind of really helped the performance, and when he forgot his words twice, all I had to do was throw in the next word or two and he was back on track, so all in all I have to say it definitely could have been a lot worse.


He chickened out of doing the dramatic breathing thing he did when we rehearsed it in my room, but it was really good anyway, and everyone clapped, but there was no wolf-whistling.


Teddy bowed so dramatically that his nose almost hit his kneecaps before walking off the stage like an overexcited puppy.


Brian was like: ‘Thank you, thank you, thank you, everyone. I will have a think and then I’ll let you all know by Sunday. Please give yourselves a huuuuuge round of applause.’


On our way out, Katherine Cooper-Bunting smiled at Teddy and gave him the thumbs-up, which made him literally trip over his own feet.


Then she said goodbye to me and touched my arm, which made my pulse literally trip over itself.


I imagined Grace linking arms with me, shaking her head gently, whispering: ‘Don’t even think about it.’
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