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      			ONE

 		 	Thursday
I cant do it, is what she says. I simply cant admit students without prior musical training. My teaching methods, Mrs Henderson, are rather more specific than I think you understand.
A jazzy pulse begins, just drums and double bass. She swirls her spoon and taps it once.
The clarinet is tadpole to the sax, can you see that? The clarinet is a black and silver sperm, and if you love this sperm very much it will one day grow into a saxophone.
She leans forward across the desk. Mrs Henderson. At present your daughter is simply too young. Let me put it this way: a film of soured breast milk clutches at your daughter like a shroud.
Mrs Henderson is looking down, so the saxophone teacher says rather sharply, Do you hear me, with your mouth like a thin scarlet thread and your deflated bosom and your stale mustard blouse?
Mrs Henderson nods imperceptibly. She stops fingering the sleeves of her blouse.
I require of all my students, the saxophone teacher continues, that they are downy and pubescent, pimpled with sullen mistrust, and boiling away with private fury and ardour and uncertainty and gloom. I require that they wait in the corridor for ten minutes at least before each lesson, tenderly nursing their injustices, picking miserably at their own unworthiness as one might finger a scab or caress a scar. If I am to teach your daughter, you darling hopeless and inadequate mother, she must be moody and bewildered and awkward and dissatisfied and wrong. When she realises that her body is a secret, a dark and yawning secret of which she becomes more and more ashamed, come back to me. You must understand me on this point. I cannot teach children.
Kiss-kiss-kiss goes the snare drum over the silence.
But she wants to learn the saxophone, says Mrs Henderson at last, sounding ashamed and sulky at the same time. She doesnt want to learn the clarinet.
I suggest you try the music department at her school, the saxophone teacher says.
Mrs Henderson sits there for a moment and scowls. Then she crosses her other leg and remembers that she was going to ask a question.
Do you remember the name and face of every pupil you have ever taught?
The saxophone teacher seems pleased to be asked.
I remember one face, she says. Not one individual student, but the impression left by them all, inverted like a photographic negative and stamped into my memory like an acid hole. Id recommend Henry Soothill for clarinet, she adds, reaching for a card. Hes very good. He plays for the symphony orchestra.
All right, says Mrs Henderson sullenly, and she takes the card.

Thursday
That was at four. At five there is another knock. The saxophone teacher opens the door.
Mrs Winter, she says. Youve come about your daughter. Come in and well discuss carving her into half-hour slices to feed me week by week.
She holds the door wide so Mrs Winter can scuttle in. Its the same woman as before, just with a different costumeWinter not Henderson. Some other things are different too, because the woman is a professional and she has thought about the role for a long time. Mrs Winter smiles with only half her mouth, for example. Mrs Winter keeps nodding a few seconds too long. Mrs Winter inhales quietly through her teeth when she is thinking.
They both politely pretend not to notice that it is the same woman as before.
To start off with, says the saxophone teacher as she hands her a mug of black-leaf tea, I dont allow parents to sit in on private lessons. I know its a bit of an old-fashioned policythe reason is partly that the students are never at their best in that sort of environment. They become flushed and hot, and they laugh too easily and their posture changes, folding up tight like the lips of a blossom. Partly also, I think, the reason I like to keep things very private is that these little half-hour slices are my chance to watch, and I dont want to share.
Im not that sort of mother anyway, says Mrs Winter. She is looking around her. The studio is on the attic level, and the view is all sparrows and slate. The brick wall behind the piano is chalky, the bricks peeling white as if diseased.
Let me tell you about the saxophone, says the saxophone teacher. There is an alto saxophone on a stand next to the piano. She holds it up like a torch. The saxophone is a wind instrument, which means it is fuelled by your breath. I think its interesting that the word for breath in Latin is where we get our word spirit. People once had the idea that your breath and your soul were the same thing, that to be alive means, merely, to be filled with breath. When you breathe into this instrument, darling, youre not just giving it lifeyoure giving it your life.
Mrs Winter nods vigorously. She keeps nodding a few seconds too long.
I ask my students, the saxophone teacher says, is your life a gift worth giving? Your normal, vanilla-flavoured life, your two-minute noodles after school, your television until ten, your candles on the dresser and facewash on the sink? She smiles and shakes her head. Of course it isnt, and the reason for that is that they simply havent suffered enough to be worth listening to.
She smiles kindly at Mrs Winter, sitting with her yellow knees together and clutching her tea in both hands.
Im looking forward to teaching your daughter, she says. She seemed so wonderfully impressionable.
Thats what we think, says Mrs Winter quickly.
The saxophone teacher observes her for a moment, and then says, Lets go back to that moment just before you have to refill your lungs, when the saxophones full of your breath and youve got none left in your own body: the moment when the sax is more alive than you are.
You and I, Mrs Winter, know what it feels like to hold a life in our hands. I dont mean ordinary responsibility, like babysitting or watching the stove or waiting for the lights when you cross the roadI mean somebodys life like a china vase in your hand she holds her saxophone aloft, her palm underneath the bell and if you wanted to, you could just  let go.

Thursday
On the corridor wall is a framed black-and-white photograph which shows a man retreating up a short flight of stairs, hunched and overcoated, his chin down and his collar up and the laces on his boots coming untied. You cant see his face or his hands, just the back of his overcoat and half a sole and a grey sock sliver and the top of his head. On to the wall beside the staircase the man casts a bent accordion shadow. If you look closer at the shadow you will see that he is playing a saxophone as he ascends the stairs, but his body is hunched over the instrument and his elbows are close in to the sides of his body so no part of the sax is visible from behind. The shadow peels off to one side like an enemy, forking the image in two and betraying the saxophone that is hidden under his coat. The shadow-saxophone looks a little like a hookah pipe, dark and wispy and distorted on the brick wall and curving into his chin and into his dark and wispy shadow-hands like smoke.
The girls who sit in this corridor before their music lessons regard this photograph while they wait.
Friday
Isolde falters after the first six bars.
I havent practised, she says at once. I have got an excuse, though. Do you want to hear it?
The saxophone teacher looks at her and sips her black-leaf tea. Excuses are almost her favourite part.
Isolde takes a moment to smooth her kilt and prepare. She draws a breath.
I was watching TV last night, she says, and Dad comes in with his face all serious and his fingers sort of picking at his tie like its strangling him, and eventually he just takes it off and lays it to one side
She unhooks her saxophone from her neckstrap and places it upon a chair, miming loosening the neckstrap as if it has been very tight.
and says sit down, even though Im already sitting down, and then rubs his hands together really hard.
She rubs her hands together really hard.
He says, your mother thinks that I shouldnt tell you this just yet, but your sister has been abused by one of the teachers at school. She darts a look at the saxophone teacher now, quickly, and then looks away. And then he says sexually, just to clarify, in case I thought the teacher had yelled at her at a traffic light or something.
The overhead lights have dimmed and she is lit only by a pale flicking blue, a frosty sparkle like the onoff glow of a TV screen. The saxophone teacher is thrust into shadow so half her face is iron grey and the other half is pale and glinting.
So he starts talking in this weird tight little voice about this Mr Saladin or whatever, and how he teaches senior jazz band and orchestra and senior jazz ensemble, all on Wednesday morning one after the other. I wont have him till sixth form, and thats if I even want to take jazz band, because it clashes with netball so Ill have to make a choice.
Dads looking at me with this scared expression like Im going to do something insane or really emotional and he wont know how to deal with it. So I go, How do you know? And he goes
She crouches down beside the chair, speaking earnestly and spreading her hands wide
Honey, from what I understand of it, he started off real slow, just resting his hand really lightly on her shoulder sometimes, like that.
Isolde reaches out and touches her fingertips to the upper end of the saxophone, which is lying on its side upon the chair. As her fingers touch the instrument a steady pulse begins, like a heartbeat. The teacher is sitting very still.
And then sometimes when no one was watching he would lean close and breathe into her hair
She puts her cheek against the instrument and breathes down its length
like that, really tentative and shy, because he doesnt know if she wants it yet and he doesnt want to get done. But shes friendly because she kind of likes him and she thinks she has a crush on him, and soon his hand is going down, down
Her hand snakes down the saxophone and trails around the edge of the bell
down, and she sort of starts to respond, and she smiles at him in lessons sometimes and it makes his heart race, and when theyre alone, in the music cupboard or after school or when they go places in his car, which they do sometimes, when theyre alone he calls her my gypsy girlhe says it over and over, my gypsy girl, he saysand she wishes she had something to say back, something she could whisper into his hair, something really special, something nobodys ever said before.
The backing music ceases. Isolde looks at her teacher and says, She cant think of anything.
The lights come up again, as normal. Isolde scowls and flops down on to an armchair. But anyway, she says angrily, shes run out of time, its too late, because her friends have started to notice the way she is sometimes, the way she puts her chin down and to the side like shes flirting, and thats how it all starts to come undone, crashing down on itself like a castle of cards.
I see why you havent had time to practise, says the saxophone teacher.
Even this morning, Isolde says, I went to play some scales or whatever before school, but when I started playing she was all like, Cant you at least be sensitive? and ran out of the room with this fake sob noise which I knew was fake because if she was really crying she wouldnt have run off, she would have wanted me to see. Isolde digs the heel of her kilt pin into her knee. Theyre treating her like a fucking artefact.
Is that so unusual? the sax teacher asks.
Isolde shoots her a vicious look. Its sick, she says. Its sick like when kids dress up their pets like real people, with clothes and wigs and stuff, and then make them walk on their back legs and take photos. Its just like that, but worse because you can see how much shes enjoying it.
Im sure your sister is not enjoying it, the saxophone teacher says.
Dad said it would probably be years and years before Mr Saladin gets properly convicted and goes to jail, Isolde says. All the papers will say child abuse, but there wont be a child any more, shell be an adult by then, just like him. Itll be like someone destroyed the scene of the crime on purpose, and built something clean and shiny in its place.
Isolde, the saxophone teacher says, firmly this time, Im sure they are scared only because they know the sin is still there. They know it snuck up inside her and stuck fast, wedging itself into a place nobody knows about and will never find. They know that his sin was just an action, a foolish deadly fumble in the bright dusty lunchtime light, but hersher sin is a condition, a sickness lodged somewhere deep inside for now and for always.
My dad doesnt believe in sin, Isolde says. Were atheists.
It pays to be open minded, says the saxophone teacher.
Ill tell you why theyre so scared, Isolde says. Theyre scared because now she knows everything they know. Theyre scared because now theyve got no secrets left.
The saxophone teacher gets up suddenly and goes to the window. There is a long pause before Isolde speaks again.
Dad just goes, I dont know how it happened, honey. Whats important is that now we know about it, it wont happen any more.
Wednesday
So they called off jazz band this morning, Bridget says. They go, Mr Saladin cant come in this afternoon. Hes helping with an investigation.
She sucks her reed noisily.
You know its something really serious, she says, when they cross between not enough information and too much. Normally, see, they would have just gone, Listen up, you lot, jazz bands cancelled, youve got three minutes to get your shit together, get out and enjoy the sunshine for once, come on, I said move.
This girl is good at voices. She actually wanted to be Isolde, because Isolde has a better part, but this girl is pale and stringy and rumpled and always looks slightly alarmed, which are qualities that dont quite fit Isolde, and so she plays Bridget instead. In truth it is her longing to be an Isolde that most characterises her as a Bridget: Bridget is always wanting to be somebody else.
Or, she says, they would have gone the other way, and told us more than we needed to know, but deliberately, so we knew it was a privilege. They would have done the wide-eyed solemn holy thing that goes, Come on everyone, we need your full attention, this is really important. Mr Saladins had to rush off because one of his family has fallen ill. Okay, now this could be really serious and its really important you guys give him the space and consideration he needs if and when he comes back to class.
This is a theory that Bridget has been thinking about for some time, and she gleams with the pleasure of it. She screws down her reed and blows an experimental honk.
Helping with an investigation, she says contemptuously, returning to readjust the mouthpiece. And they all came in together to say it, all in a pack or whatever, breathing together, quick breaths in and out, with their eyes back and forth sideways, and the principal at the front to break the wind, like the chief goose at the front of the V.
Geese usually rotate, I think, the saxophone teacher says absently. I gather its quite hard work breaking wind. She is rifling through a stack of sheet music. The bookcase behind her is stuffed with old manuscripts and bleeding stray leaves on to the floor.
The saxophone teacher would never interrupt Isolde in such a dismissive fashion: that was one of Bridgets reasons for wanting the role. Bridget remembers all over again that she is pale and stringy and rumpled and thoroughly secondary, and then flushes with a new determination to reclaim the scene.
So they shuffle in, she says, in their V formation or whatever, this grey polyester army all trying really hard not to look at anybody in particular, especially not the big gaping hole next to first alto which is where Victoria usually sits.
Bridget says Victoria with emphasis and evident satisfaction. She looks at the saxophone teacher for effect, but the saxophone teacher is busy shuffling papers with her big veined hands and doesnt flicker.
The doors to the practice rooms have little windows of reinforced glass so you can see in, Bridget says, trying harder this time. Her voice gets louder the harder she tries. But Mr Saladin pasted the booking sheet over his, so all you can see is the timetable and little slivers of white light all around the edge if the lights on inside. When Victoria had her woodwind tutorial all the slivers would go out.
Found it! says the saxophone teacher, and she holds up a handful of sheet music. The Old Castle from Pictures at an Exhibition. I think youll find this interesting, Bridget. We can talk about why the saxophone never really caught on as an orchestral instrument.
The saxophone teacher sometimes feels disgusted with herself for baiting Bridget in this way. Its just that she tries so desperately hard, she said once to Bridgets mother. Thats what makes it so easy. If it wasnt so obvious that she was trying, I might be tempted to respect her a little more.
Bridgets mother nodded and nodded, and said, Yes, we find thats often the trouble.
Now the saxophone teacher just looks at Bridget, standing there all stringy and rumpled and trying so desperately hard, and raises her eyebrows.
Bridget reddens with frustration and deliberately skips all the possible lines about Mussorgsky and Pictures at an Exhibition and Ravel and why the saxophone never really caught on as an orchestral instrument. She skips all that and goes straight for a line she likes.
They treat it like a dosage, she says, even louder this time. Its like a vaccination where they give you a little slice of a disease so your body can get a defence ready for the real thing. Theyre frightened because its a disease they havent tried on us before, and so theyre trying to vaccinate us without telling us what the disease really is. They want to inject us very secretly, without us noticing. It wont work.
They are really looking at each other now. The saxophone teacher takes a moment to align the pile of papers with the edge of the rug before she says, Why wont it work, Bridget?
Because we noticed, says Bridget, breathing hard through her nose. We were watching.

Monday
Julias feet are always scuffing, and she has a scab around her mouth.
They called an assembly for the whole form this morning, she says, and the counsellor was there, all puffed up like hed never felt so important in his life.
She talks over her shoulder while she unpacks her case. The saxophone teacher is sitting in a slice of cold sun by the window, watching the gulls wheel and shit. The clouds are low.
They started talking in these special quiet honey voices like wed break if they spoke too loud. They go, Youre all aware of the rumours that have been circulating this past week. Its important that we talk through some things together so we can all be sure of where were at.
Julia turns on her heel, fits her sax to her neckstrap, and stands there for a moment with her hands on her hips. The sax is slung across her body like a weapon.
The counsellor is a retard, she says definitively. Me and Katrina went once in third form because Alice Franklin had sex in a movie theatre and we were scared shed become a skank and ruin her life by having kids by accident. We told him all about it and how scared we were, and Katrina even cried. He just sat there and blinked and he kept nodding and nodding, but really slowly like he was programmed at a quarter speed, and then when wed run out of things to say and Katrina had stopped crying he opened his drawer and got a piece of paper and drew three circles inside each other, and wrote You and then Your Family and then Your Friends, and he said, Thats the way it is, isnt it? And then he said we could keep the piece of paper if we wanted.
Julia gives a mirthless snort and opens her plastic music folder.
What happened to Alice Franklin? asks the saxophone teacher.
Oh, we found out later she was lying, Julia says.
She didnt have sex in a movie theatre.
No.
Julia takes a moment to adjust the spidery legs of the music stand.
Why would she lie to you? the saxophone teacher asks politely.
Julia makes a sweeping gesture with her hand. She was probably just bored, she says. In her mouth the word is noble and magnificent.
I see, says the saxophone teacher.
So anyway they go, Maybe we could start the ball rolling by asking if anyones got something they want to get off their chest? And one of the girls started crying right then, before anything had even happened for real, and the counsellor just about wet his pants with joy, and he goes, Nothing anybody says this morning will go further than this room, or some shit. So this girl starts saying something lame, and her friend reaches over and holds her hand or something sick like that, and then everyone starts sharing and saying things about trust and betrayal and confidence and feeling all confused and scared  and its going to be one fuck of a long morning.
Julia darts a glance over toward the saxophone teacher to see if the word has any effect, but the saxophone teacher just gives her a wintry smile and waits. Bridget would have baulked and fluttered and turned scarlet and wondered about it for a long time afterwards, but Julia doesnt. She just smirks and takes unnecessary care in clipping the slippery pages to the edge of the music stand.
So after a while, Julia says, the counsellor goes, What is harassment, girls?, looking at us all eager and encouraging like when teachers are torn between really wanting you to get the right answer but also really wanting you to be wrong so they can have the pleasure of telling you themselves. Then he goes, speaking softly and solemnly like hes revealing something nobody else knows, Harassment doesnt have to be touching, my darlings. Harassment can also be watching. Harassment can be if someone watches you in a way that you dont like.
So I put up my hand and I go, Does it become harassment because of what they watch? Or because of what they imagine while theyre watching? They all looked at me and I went really red, and the counsellor touched his fingertips together and gave me this long look like, I know what youre doing, youre trying to sabotage the trust thing weve got going here, and Im going to answer your question because I have to, but Im not going to give you the answer you want.
The saxophone teacher stands up finally and picks up her own saxophone as if to say enough. But Julia is already saying it, thrust on by a strange sort of red-cheeked momentum.
I imagine things when I watch people, is what Julia says.
Friday
Isolde is waiting outside in the hall. She can hear the faint rumble of the saxophone teachers voice through the wall as the 3:30 lesson draws to a close. Here in the deserted hallway Isolde takes moment to enjoy the backstage silence before she is cued to knock and enter. She inhales and with her tongue she tastes the calm and careless privacy of a person utterly unobserved.
Normally she would be flooded with pre-tutorial dread, leafing through her sheet music, practising in mime, her eyes following the music on her lap and her splayed hands moving on the empty air. But today she is not thinking about her lesson. She is sitting still and with all her mind trying to preserve and capture a private swollen feeling in the deep well of her chest.
It is like a little pocket of air has rushed into her mouth and sent a little shiver down her back and tugged at the empty half-basin of her pelvic bone. She feels a prolonged and dislocated swoop in her belly and a yank of emptiness in her ribcage, and suddenly she is much too hot. Isolde feels this way sometimes when she is in the bath, or when she watches people kiss on television, or in bed when she runs her fingertips down the soft curve of her belly and imagines that her hand is not her own. Most often the feeling descends inexplicablyat a bus stop, perhaps, or in the lunch line, or waiting for a bell to ring.
She thinks, Did I feel this when I saw my sister for the first time as a sexual thing? After Dad touched my head and said, This is going to be hard time, these next few weeks, and then left me to watch TV, and after a while Victoria came in and sat down and looked over at me, and then she said, Fantastic, so now everyone knows. And we sat and watched the tail end of some C-grade thriller on the Thursday night special, except I couldnt concentrate and all I could think was, How? How were you able to turn your head and look hard at him and crane up and kiss his mouth? How were you not paralysed with fear and indecision? How did you know that he would receive you, gather you up and press hard against you and even give out a little strangled moan like a cry, like a cry in the back of his throat?
Here in the hallway Isolde is thinking, Did I feel this feeling then, that night? Did I feel this jangled swoop of dread and longing, this elevator-dive, this strange suspended prelude to a sneeze?
Later maybe she will identify the feeling as some abstracted form of arousal, an irregular toll that plucks at her body now and again, like an untouched string vibrating in harmonic sympathy with a piano nearby. Later she might conclude that the feeling is a little like a hunger-stab, not the gnawing ever-present lust of real hunger, just a stab that strikes like a warninghere and gone. But by then, that time in years to come when she has come to know her bodys tides and tolls and can say, This is frustration and This is lust and This is longing, a nostalgic sexual longing that draws me back to a time before, by then everything will be classified, everything will have a name and a shape, and the modest compass of her desires will be circumscribed by the limits of what she has known, what she has experienced, what she has felt. So far Isolde has experienced nothing and so this feeling does not mean I must have sex tonight or I am still full from last night, still brimming. It does not mean Who must I be in love with, to feel this pull? or Again I am wanting the thing I cannot have. It is not yet a feeling that points her in a direction. It is just the feeling of a vacuum, a void waiting to be filled.
You cant tell any of this from Isoldes face: she is just sitting in the grey half-light, her hands in her lap, looking at the wall.
Monday
I am never quite sure, the saxophone teacher says, what is truly meant when the mothers say, I want my daughter to experience what was denied to me.
In my experience the most forceful and aggressive mothers are always the least inspired, the most unmusical of souls, all of them profoundly unsuccessful women who wear their daughters image on their breast like a medal, like a bright deflection from their own unshining selves. When these mothers say, I want her to fully experience everything that was denied to me, what they rightly mean is, I want her to fully appreciate everything that was denied to me. What they rightly mean is, The paucity of my life will only be thrown into relief if my daughter has everything. On its own, my life is ordinary and worthless and nothing. But if my daughter is rich in experience and rich in opportunity, then people will come to pity me: the smallness of my life and my options will not be incapacity; it will be sacrifice. I will be pitied more, and respected more, if I raise a daughter who is everything that I am not.
The saxophone teacher runs her tongue over her teeth. She says, The successful mothersmusical women, sporting women, literate women, content and brimful women, women who were denied nothing, women whose parents paid for lessons when they were girlsthe successful mothers are the least forceful, always. They do not need to oversee, or wield, or pick a fight on their daughters behalf. They are complete in themselves. They are complete, and so they demand completeness in everyone else. They can stand back and see their daughters as something set apart, as something whole and therefore untouchable.
The saxophone teacher goes to the window to let down the blinds. It is almost dusk.
Tuesday
Mrs Tyke waits in the corridor for ten minutes before the saxophone teacher opens the door.
I just wanted to touch base, really, she says once they are inside, in light of this dreadful scandal up at the school. Im thinking of the girls.
I understand, the saxophone teacher says, pouring out two mugs of tea. One of the mugs has a picture of a saxophonist on a desert island and the words Sax on the Beach. The other mug is white and says Lets Talk About Sax. The saxophone teacher returns the jug to its cradle and carefully selects a teaspoon.
Mrs Tyke, she says, you would very much like, I think, to sew your childrens hands to your waist-band, just to keep them with you always, their little legs swaying when you hurry and trailing on the asphalt when you stroll. If you turned on your heel very fast your children would fan out around you like a sunburst pleated skirt. You would be a goddess in a corset and a bustle, your children radiating out from you like so many graceful little spokes.
Im thinking of the girls, thats all, says Mrs Tyke. She holds out both hands to receive her mug of black-leaf tea. The saxophone teacher lets the silence creep until Mrs Tyke bursts out, Im just worried about some of the ideas shes bringing home. Theyre ideas she didnt have before. They stick in the side of her mouth like a walnut, and when she talks I can see glimpses of these ideasjust a flash every so often when she opens her mouth widebut its enough to make me very nervous. Its like shes tasting them, or poking them around her mouth with her tongue. Theyre ideas she didnt have before.
She blinks dolefully at the saxophone teacher, then shrugs in a helpless fashion and ducks her head to sip her tea.
Can I tell you what I think the problem is? says the saxophone teacher in a special quiet honey voice. I think you feel a little bit as if that horrible man up at the school, that vile and disgusting man, has left a big fat fingerprint on your glasses, and it doesnt matter what youre looking at, all you see is his fingers.
She stands up to pace.
I know you wanted your daughter to find out about it all the ordinary way. You wanted her to find out behind the bike sheds, or underneath the bleachers on the rugby field, or in Social Studies, the facts written on the whiteboard with a felt-tipped pen. You wanted her to sneak glances at magazines and at movies she wasnt allowed to see. You wanted her to start off with some sort of blind sticky grope in her mates front room on a Saturday night while her friends are outside being sick into flowerpots. That might happen more than once. It might become a phase. But youd be prepared for it.
As Mrs Tyke watches the saxophone teacher she lets something steal across her face, not something as crude and bold as realisation or awakening, but something which registers only as a slackening of her features, a tiny release. Its such a good performance the saxophone teacher almost forgets shes acting.
You wanted her to finally get a boyfriend in sixth form maybe, some prancing, empty sort of boy you didnt really like, and you wanted to catch her with him eventually, coming home early because you had a funny feeling, and seeing them on the couch, or on the floor, or in her bedroom among her teddy bears and her frilly pink cushions that she doesnt really like but shell never throw away.
I respect these things that you wanted for your daughter, the saxophone teacher says. I imagine they must be the things that every good mother wants. Its a terrible thing that this venomous little man should have stolen your daughters innocence so slyly, without ever having laid a finger on her, shoving his dirty little secrets down her throat like candy from a brown paper bag.
But what you need to understand, my darling, she whispers, is that this little taste your daughter has had is a taste of what could be. Shes swallowed it. Its inside her now.








    
    
 			TWO

 		 	February
The first term, they said, is essentially a physical and emotional undoing. You will unlearn everything you have ever learned, peeling it off skin by skin, stripping down and down until your impulse shines through.
This Institute, they said, cannot teach you how to be an actor. We cannot give you a map or a recipe or an alphabet that will teach you how to act or how to feel. What we do at this Institute is not teaching by accumulation, collecting skills as one might collect a marble or a token or a charm. Here at this Institute we teach by elimination. We help you learn to eliminate yourself.
You may break or be broken, they said. This happens.
The fat one on the end leaned forward and said, with emphasis, A good actor makes a gift of himself.
An actor is someone who offers up his body publicly, they said. This can happen in one of two ways. The actor can exploit himself, treat his body as a ready and obedient instrument, a product to be sold. At this Institute we do not favour this approach. We do not breed confectioners or clowns. You are not here to sell your body: you are here to sacrifice it.
And then they said, Youre not at high school any more.
February
I graduated from the Institute in December, said the golden boy, his gaze passing from face to face with calm disinterest. They asked me to come and talk to you guys today about my experience of the programme and where Im headed now and maybe you can ask some questions if you have any.
He sat cross-legged on the gymnasium floor like a prophet.
God, I envy you guys, he said, and then he smiled and smiled. Not too virginal, not too defiled. Sitting there all shiny and pregnant with the best still yet to come.
The golden boy looked at them, the tight pale ring of nervous faces and black tee-shirts still creased down the middle with newness.
The three years I spent at this Institute didnt just shape me as an artist. They shaped me as a person, he said. This place woke me up.
He flushed brightly as if he were describing a lover he had lost.
Everything youve ever slammed shut gets reopened here, he said. If none of you had auditioned and been accepted you would all have become cemented, cast in plaster and moulded for the rest of your adult life. Thats whats happening to everybody else, out there. In here you never congeal. You never set or crust over. Every possibility is kept openit must be kept open. You learn to hold all these possibilities in your fist and never let any of them go.
There was a silence. The golden boy smoothed the knees of his corduroy pants and said, as if he had just thought of it, Remember that anybody who is clever enough to set you free is always clever enough to enslave you.
October
Stanley was disappointed with his life so far. Here, on the eve of his eighteenth birthday, he stood in the rich dusty quiet of the shuttered foyer in a paralysis of bitterness and dissatisfaction. He was thinking about everything he was not.
Stanley had expected to be savage and dissenting and righteous as a teenagerhe had yearned for it, evenand grew more and more dissatisfied as his high-school years passed politely by. He had expected to drink whisky from a paper-bagged bottle by the river, and slip his cold hands up a girls skirt in the patch of scrub beyond the tennis courts, and take shots at passing cars with a potato-gun from a neighbours garage roof. He had expected to drink himself blind and vandalise the bus shelters in the suburbs, to drive without a licence, to retreat from his family, to turn sour, and to frighten his mother, maybe, by refusing to eat or leave his room. This was his entitlement, his rightful lot, and instead he had spent his high-school years playing gentlemanly sport and watching family television, admiring from a distance the boys brave enough to fight each other, and longing for every girl he passed to lift her head and look him in the eye.
Stanley heard the voice of the Institute tutors in his mind. The real thrill of the stage, they said, is the thrill of knowing that at any moment something might go wrong. At any moment something on the stage might break or fall over; someone might miss their cue, someone might botch the lighting, someone might forget their accent or their lines. You are never fearful watching a film, because what you are watching is always complete, always the same and always perfect; but you are often fearful watching a play, in case something goes foul and you must then suffer the private embarrassment of watching the actors flounder and repair themselves. But at the same time, in the silky dark of the auditorium, you ache for something to go wrong. You desire it utterly. You feel tender towards any actor whose hat falls off, whose button breaks. You gasp and applaud when an actor trips and rights himself. And if you see a mistake that others in the audience miss, then you feel a special privilege, as if you are glimpsing a seam of a secret undergarment, something infinitely private, like a scarlet bite-mark on the inside of a womans thigh.
Stanley stood in the foyer of the Institute and looked about him. Here was another possible life that was in his power to claim, another life he wanted, just as he had wanted, as a shy and useless teenager, to be unfeeling and disrespectful and casual and vile. Now, as then, he felt the weight of a terrible inertia pin him to the foyer floor. He suffered all over again the disappointing and quotable truth that the world would not come to him, or wait for him, or even pause: if he waited, this life would simply pass him by. Stanley thought about this and felt deflated and terribly short-changed.
In his sixth-form school production he had been cast as Horatio, a part which pleased himHoratio was a memorable name, at least, the only one he had heard of before he encountered the play. Everyone remembered Horatio. It was a name that stuck. Horatio it was who endured, critical and strident in the cultural memory, as the less resonant, less pronounceable characters peeled off and dropped away. Stanleys part was pared almost to nothing by the sharp-nosed drama teacher who said, People dont want to sit here for three and a half hours, and in rehearsals remarked, You are a bit of a Horatio, arent you, Stanley? Youre a Horatio through and through. Stanley nodded and smiled and mouthed Thank you and felt a private happy-thrill, and didnt truly apprehend her meaning until several months later when he realised that the comment had been less than kind. Even on stage as he trotted about in Hamlets brooding shadow, flaring his doublet and flexing his hose, he had not really understood that his part existed merely to throw other, more interesting characters into greater profundity and sharper relief. His mother called him Wonderful, and in the exhilarated line-up of the curtain call he had been close as he could be to the centre: by Hamlets side, holding Hamlets sweaty hand.
At the end of seventh form Stanley had seen the ragged call for auditions stapled to the pin-board in Careers Advice and simply fished for a pen and written his name. He supposed that he had wanted to be an actor since he was a child. Acting was part of a childs primary lexicon of adult jobs: teacher, doctor, actor, lawyer, fireman, vet. Choosing to become an actor did not require originality or forethought. It was not like choosing to be a jockey, or a greengrocer, or an events manager for a local trust, where part of the choosing meant seeking and creating the choice; it did not depend on opportunity or introspection. Choosing to become an actor was simply a matter of reaching for one of these discrete and packaged categories with both hands. Stanley did not think about this as he wrote his name. The auditions sheet was watermarked and heavy, and the emblem of the Institute was stamped in bronze.
Later, wishing to amplify the memory of this unremarkable decision, he imagined that it was this moment, when he lifted his pen up to the paper and pressed hard to unstick the ink in the roller-ball tip so that for an instant his fingertips were white and bloodless and hardthis moment, he imagined, was the moment when he seized an opportunity to transform from a Horatio into something utterly new.

October
Welcome to the first stage of the audition process, said the Head of Acting, and he briefly smiled. We believe here that an untrained actor is a liar merely. He was standing behind the desk with all his fingertips splayed upon the green leather. As you are now, he said, you are all liars, not calm persuasive liars but anxious blushing liars full of doubt. Some of you will not gain entrance to this Institute, and you will remain liars for ever.
There was scattered laughter, mostly uncomprehending and from the ones who would not gain entrance. The Head of Acting smiled again, the smile passing over his face like a shadow.
Stanley was sitting stiffly at the back. He knew some of the boys from high school, but sat apart from them just in case they betrayed or encouraged some aspect of him that he wished to leave behind. The room was tense with hope and wanting.
So, the Head of Acting said. What happens at this Institute? How do we carve up the strange convulsive epileptic rhythm of the days? What violence is inflicted here, and what can you do to minimise the damage?
He let the question settle like dust.
This weekend is a virtual simulation of the kind of learning environment that students at the Institute encounter daily, he said. Today we are holding classes in improvisation, mime, song, movement and theatre history, and tomorrow you will extensively workshop and rehearse a text in collaboration with a small group of others. You are all expected to participate fully in these lessons and to try your hardest to demonstrate to us the level of commitment you are prepared to offer us should you be invited to study here.
We will be watching you over the course of the weekend, patrolling the edges of the rooms and taking notes. If you are successful after this first audition weekend, we will invite you back for an interview and a more formal audition. Does anyone have any questions about how the weekend will be run?
They all had paper numbers pinned to their chests like marathon runners. Number 45 raised his hand.
Why dont you just hold ordinary auditions like the other acting schools? he said. Like where you prepare two monologues, one modern and one classical.
Because we do not want to attract that kind of student, said the Head of Acting, the kind of student who is good at self-advertisement, who will choose two contrasting monologues that perfectly demonstrate the range of their skill and the depth of their cunning. We do not care about the difference between modern and classical. We do not want students who colour-code their notes and start their essays weeks in advance.
Number 45 blushed, feeling that he had been implicated as a student who colour-coded his notes and started his essays weeks in advance. The other hopefuls looked at him with pity and privately resolved to keep their distance.
Acting is a profession which requires a kind of wholeness, the Head of Acting said. My advice to you today is this: your ideas about talent count for nothing here. The moment when we decide to move you to the Yes listthe moment when we decide you deserve a place at this Institutemight not be a moment when you are actually acting. It might be a moment when youre supporting someone else. It might be when you yourself are watching. It might be when youre preparing yourself for an exercise. It might be when youre standing by yourself with your hands in your pockets and looking at the floor.
The strategists among them were nodding gravely, already planning to let themselves appear to be caught unawares as frequently as possible. They made a mental note to remember to stand for a moment with their hands in their pockets, looking at the floor.
Stanley looked around at his rivals, all of them eager and fervent like candidates for martyrdom, the Head of Acting looming above them, swollen with the wonderful honour of choosing the first to die.
Let me hand over to the Head of Improvisation, the Head of Acting said. Good luck.
October
The longest corridor at the Institute bordered the gymnasium for its entire length. The corridor was glassed on one side with long curtained windows and recessed doors, and on the other side the wall was uninterrupted save for the heavy double doors into the gymnasium that swung out halfway down. On this long wall were fixed a number of costumes preserved and flattened against the high brick, their empty arms spread wide, like ghosts pinned by a sudden and petrifying shaft of light.
Stanley paused to look. He supposed that the costumes had been retained to mark notable performances, and he moved forward to read the first brass plaque mounted underneath a pair of limp tartan trousers and a jaunty ruffled shirt. It bore neither the title of the play nor the name of the actor, but merely the name of the character and a date, engraved as if on the side of a tomb. Belville. 1957. The plaques continued neatly down the wall. Stanley walked along the corridor as one paying respects to the dead, looking up at the stiff splayed arms and limp trouser-legs and tattered lace, the older costumes ragged and flecked with mould. Vindici, Ferdinand, Mrs Alving, The Court Envoy. He paused at a heavy royal costume, brocaded in silver and satin lined. One of the splayed kingly sleeves had fallen away from the wall and hung limply by his side, so the effigy seemed to be pointing toward the foyer, the fabric of the fallen arm dragging his shoulder painfully down. The War Minister. Hal. The solemn procession of costumes down the wall was like an eerie trickle of spirits from a leak in the bounds of the underworld. He shivered. Perdita. Volpone. The Toad.
November
Theyll do terrible things to you there, Stanleys father said. Youll get in touch with your emotions and your inner eye and worse. I wont recognise you this time next year. Youll just be this big pink ball of feeling.
Look at all the famous people whove come through, said Stanley, taking the brochure off his father and pointing to the list inside the back cover, where all the television and film stars were asterisked in red. The pages of the brochure were already soft from being turned and turned.
I look forward to seeing you on daytime telly, said Stanleys father. Thats my son, Ill say out loud, to nobody. There on screen with the airbrushing and the toupee. Thats my son.
Did you see the photos of the grounds? Stanley said, flipping back through the brochure until he found them. Its in the old museum building. Its all stone and mosaic floors and stuff, and big high windows.
I see that.
Three hundred people audition.
Thats great, Stanley.
And only twenty get in.
Thats great.
I know its just a beginning, Stanley said.
A waiter arrived and Stanleys father ordered wine. Stanley leaned back and looked around. The restaurant was starched and shadowy, full of murmuring and quiet laughter and cologne. The ceiling was strung with little red lanterns glinting back and forth above them.
The waiter bowed and moved off. Stanleys father shook out his cuffs and smiled his therapy smile. He pushed the glossy brochure back across the tablecloth.
Im proud of you, he said. Its going to be great. But you know, were working for opposing teams now.
What do you mean? Stanley said.
Theatre is all about the unknown, right? Theatre has its roots in magic and ritual and sacrifice, and magic and ritual and sacrifice depend on some element of mystery. Psychology is all about getting rid of mystery, turning superstitions and fears into things that we can understand. He winked and speared an olive with a toothpick. Were practically at war.
Stanley felt stumped, as he often did when his father said something clever. Each year after this meal was over Stanley lay in bed and thought for hours about what he could have said back that would have been cleverer. He chased the oily bubbles of vinegar around his dish with his finger.
Do you disagree? his father asked, looking at him sharply as he chewed.
Sort of, Stanley said. I guess I thought I guess for me acting seems like a way of finding out about a person, or getting into a person. I mean, you have to understand sadness to be able to act it. I dont know. That seems kind of similar to what you do.
Ah-ha! said Stanleys father with the unpleasant greedy quickness of someone who likes to triumph in an argument. So do you think actors know more about ordinary people than ordinary people know about themselves?
No, Stanley said, but Im not sure that psychologists know more about ordinary people than they know about themselves either.
His father burst out laughing and slapped the table.
Arent you supposed to be giving me life advice and passing on a torch or something? Stanley asked, to change the subject.
Shit, said his father. I would have come prepared. How about you just tell me all the new cuss words, and we can swap dirty jokes. Ive never been to drama school. Dont ask me about my feelings.
I dont know any new cuss words, said Stanley. I think all the old ones are still current.
There was a small pause.
Ive got a joke for you, said Stanleys father. How do you give a priest a vasectomy?
I dont know, said Stanley.
Kick the choirboy in the back of the head.
Stanley laughed and felt disgusted that his own father was more outrageous than he was. He started flicking through the brochure again just in case hed missed something.
The wine arrived. Stanleys father made a great performance of tasting it, rolling it around in the bottom of his glass and inspecting the label on the bottle. Thats fine, he said to the waiter at last, nodding briefly at their glasses, and then switching his smile back to Stanley. So, you want some life advice, he said.
Not really, said Stanley. I just thought you were going to do the big now youre all grown up thing.
You want psychobabble?
No.
Kid, you got good blood and a fine pair of shoes.
It doesnt matter.
Did I tell you about my client who set herself on fire?
I heard you telling Roger.
Life advice, said Stanleys father, holding up his glass for a toast. Right. Ive got something good and nasty. Stanley, to mark your rite of passage I am going to tell you a secret.
They touched glasses and sipped.
Okay, said Stanley reluctantly.
His father stroked his lapel with his fingertips, his glass poised and careless in his other hand. He looked rich and camp and deadly. I am going to tell you how to make a million dollars, he said.
Stanley had the hot frustrated feeling again, but all he said was Okay. He even smiled.
His father said, Okay. I want you to think of your time at high school. Five years, right? During those five years, same as during anyones five years at any high school, there was one kid in your year who died. Yes?
I guess so.
Maybe he drove too fast, drank too much, played with guns, whateverthere is always one kid who dies. Did you know, Stanley, he said, that you can take out life insurance on a person without them knowing?
Stanley just looked at him.
And the premiums on school kids, his father continued, are really, really low. Provided they dont have any reasons to think these kids are going to die. You can take out a million-dollar life insurance policy on a kid for something like two hundred a year.
Dad, said Stanley disbelievingly.
All youd need to do is pick it. All youd need to do is to get in there and do some research and get some information that would give you the edge.
Dad, Stanley said again.
His father put his hands up like an innocent man, and laughed.
Hey, Im giving you gold here, he said. Think of your kid. The one who died at your school. Could you have picked it beforehand? If you could have predicted it, then you could have got in there and made something good of it. Heres your life advice, Stanley: that is how people get rich. Thats the only secret. They see things are going to happen before they happen, and they pounce.
Stanleys father was smiling his therapy smile.
I couldnt have picked it, Stanley said at last. The boy at my school. He was hit on his skateboard coming home from the shop. Out of all of them, Id never have picked him.
Shame, his father said. He didnt say anything further. He toyed with his fork and reached for his wine and watched Stanley over the frail rim of the glass as he drank.
Stanley fingered the drama school brochure unhappily. He was hot and uncomfortable in his suit jacket, like a chicken trussed up to roast. What about me? he said. Can you see whats going to happen before it happens?
His father leaned forward and stabbed the tablecloth with a bony white finger.
I can see, he said, you are going to have a great year. Youre going to be great.
October
Acting is not a form of imitation, the Head of Improvisation said briskly, after the hopefuls had assembled in a ragged cross-legged ellipsis on the rehearsal-room floor. Near the door the Head of Acting was hovering with his clipboard, watching with a studied indifference and pinching his pen in his fingers as he measured the worth and quality of each student against the next.
The Head of Improvisation said, Acting is not about making a copy of something that already exists. The proscenium arch is not a window. The stage is not a little three-walled room where life goes on as normal. Theatre is a concentrate of life as normal. Theatre is a purified version of real life, an extraction, an essence of human behaviour that is stranger and more tragic and more perfect than everything that is ordinary about me and you.
The Head of Improvisation plucked a tennis ball from the canvas bag at her side and tossed it across the group at one of the hopefuls. The boy caught the ball in the heels of both hands. Dont look at the Head of Acting, the Head of Improvisation said. Pretend he isnt there. Look at me.
She held her palms open and the boy tossed the ball sheepishly back. The Head of Acting made a savage little note on his clipboard with his pen.
Lets think about the ancient world for a second, the Head of Improvisation said, shifting to tuck her legs underneath herself. In the ancient world a statue of Apollo or Aphrodite did not exist to trick people into thinking that the statue really was the god, or even that the statue really was a true likeness of the god. The function of the statue was simply a site of access. The statue existed so people could approach or experience the god at that site. Yes? Is everyone with me?
She tossed a tennis ball to another hopeful, who flinched but managed to catch it and lob it carefully back. The Head of Improvisation caught it and held it in both hands for a moment, pushing thoughtfully at the balding fur, indenting the hard rubber of the ball and letting it snap back against her hand.
So this statue is definitely not the real thing, she continued. The statue is not Apollo himselfanybody would agree with that, right? And its not a facsimile of the real thing either. Its not a likeness of Apollo, a clue to what Apollo might actually look like, or what clothes he might actually wear. Its neither of those things. The statue is only a site which makes worship possible. It is a site which makes it unnecessary to seek that particular connection elsewhere. Thats all. Why is what Im saying important?
She tossed the tennis ball at a girl across the group.
Is it because thats what theatre is? the girl said quickly, catching the ball neatly with her fingertips and pausing to answer the question before lobbing it back. Theatre isnt real life, and it isnt a perfect copy of real life. Its just a point of access.
Yes, the Head of Improvisation said, catching the ball and slamming it decisively into the palm of her other hand.
The girl smiled quickly and darted a look at the Head of Acting to see if he had seen her triumph. He wasnt watching.
The Head of Improvisation said, The stage is not real life, and the stage is not a copy of real life. Just like the statue, the stage is only a place where things are made present. Things that would not ordinarily happen are made to happen on stage. The stage is a site at which people can access things that would otherwise not be available to them. The stage is a place where we can witness things in such a way that it becomes unnecessary for us to feel or perform these things ourselves. What am I talking about here?
The question was too specific, and the hopefuls frowned at her in silence and pursed their lips to show they didnt know. The Head of Improvisation was almost quivering. She scanned their faces quickly but without disappointment, already pursed and half-smiling as if the answer was waiting to bubble up and out of her in a kind of overflow of joy.
Catharsis, she said at last, crowing out the word. Catharsis is what I am talking about. Catharsis is a word that all of you should know. Catharsis is the thing that makes your job worthwhile.
October
In the foyer there were two porcelain masks rising like glassy conspirators out of a porcelain basin filled with water. Comedy was turned away, staring with gleeful dead eyes down the corridor past the secretarys office and the trophy cabinet and the loos. Tragedy craned upward. The tragic mask was supported by two brass pipes that ran up out of the water behind the jaw and the cheekbone and into the porcelain under-rim of each staring tragic eye. When the fountain was turned on, these pipes sucked the water up out of the basin and forced the tragic mask to cry.
There was a film of brassy grime around the water-line and at the bottom of the basin a few hopeful silver coins. On the pedestal underneath the basin was a plaque which said:
 			The Mind Believes What It Sees 
and Does What It Believes: 
that is the secret of the fascination

 		 	October
When he saw the pair of masks Stanleys first thought was that some people turned the corners of their mouth down when they smiled and some people smiled when they were very unhappy. He was not looking at the masks now. He stood by the fountain with his hands in his pockets and frowned into the basin as he tried to dull the sick thump of his heart. The water had not yet been switched on and the surface was tight and smooth like the skin of a drum, the blue-veined porcelain masks dry and discoloured in the still of the morning.
Stanley was almost an hour early, unable to bear any longer the tiny orbit around his bedroom as again and again he flattened his hair and checked over his application form and felt in his bag for the hard laminated edge of his audition number that he would later pin to his chest with a pair of tiny golden safety pins. The foyer was empty. The secretarys office was closed and shuttered and all the arterial corridors were dark. He stood very still and tried to ride out his nervousness, as if it were seasickness or hypochondria or a phantom chill.
He heard the soft thud of the auditorium door and turned to see a boy approaching, red faced and dishevelled and carrying an ancient disc gramophone, the fluted brass horn angled over his shoulder. It looked heavy. He was clutching the gramophone against him with both hands underneath its felted base, peering around it to check his way was clear and stepping delicately as he picked his way down the dark corridor.
Hey, he called, are you a techie? You dont have a key to the main office, do you?
Sorry, Stanley said. Im here for the audition.
The boy peered at him. Oh, youre one of the hopefuls, he said dispassionately. I forgot it was that weekend already. You nervous?
Stanley shrugged. Yeah, he said. He flapped his arms a couple of times and tried to think of something adequately general to say, but nothing came. Are you an actor? he asked instead.
No, Im Wardrobe, the boy said. Were just packing out The Beautiful Machine. Closing night last night and they need the theatre tomorrow.
Whats The Beautiful Machine? Stanley asked. The boy had halted at the foyers periphery, and it felt a little odd, the two of them calling out across such a large and marble space.
The first-year devised theatre project, the boy said. Its kind of like proving yourself to the Institute, going off and doing something completely on your own in your first year. The things they come up with would blow your mind. They put it on properly at the end of the year, lights and everything.
Oh, Stanley said.
You should have gone, the boy said. Closing night last night. It was kickass. He nodded towards the gramophone he was carrying. Lots of musical guys in the batch this year so we went with a sort of a musical thing, really diverse and abstract. If youd seen it, it wouldve blown your mind.
Stanley watched the boy inflate, and noted the shift from they to we. He sensed that diverse and abstract were key words, buzz words that had the power to set the speaker apart and mark him as one of the chosen. This boy was studied in his carelessness, tossing his head like a pony and turning his hip out so he stood like a model in a menswear magazine.
This your first time auditioning? the boy asked. He moved now, walking over to the secretarys office door and bending at the knee to place the gramophone carefully on the floor below the wall of oiled golden pigeonholes. Stanley heard the voice of his high-school drama teacher: Move as you say your line, not after you say it.
Yeah, he said. Should I be worried?
Nah, the boy said coolly. Just relax and have fun and dont try too hard. Its way less of a big deal than everyone makes out.
Did you have to audition for Wardrobe?
No.
Stanley waited, but the boy didnt say anything further. He straightened up and tried the door of the secretarys office half-heartedly, but it was locked. He looked again at Stanley.
The thing thats strange about this place, he said, is that nobody has anything terrible to say. Even the ones who dont get inhave you talked to the ones who dont get in?
No, Stanley said.
They always say, I know I want it now. Ive seen a glimpse of what goes on in there and I might not have got in but Ive got a fire in me now and by God Im going to work and work and try again next year and Im going to keep auditioning until I get in. They say, What an honour and a privilege to have been able to audition with these amazing people, spend a weekend at the Institute and get a glimpse into where real talent comes from. They say, That place is truly a place of awakening. Do you find that weird?
Stanley shrugged uncertainly. He had stepped back a half-step while the boy was speaking and he could feel the radiating cool of the porcelain basin against the small of his back.
Nobody gives the finger as they walk out the door. Nobody says, Thanks a fucking heap. Nobody says, I didnt want to come to your pissant ugly school for dicks anyway. Nobody says, Bullshit Im not as good as that guy, or that guy, you tell me exactly why I didnt get in. Nobody says anything terrible at all. Do you honestly not find that weird?
Its a prestigious school. I guess people just feel really strongly about that, said Stanley.
Yeah, said the boy, contemptuous all of a sudden, and visibly dismissing Stanley as a person with nothing to offer and nothing to say. Anyway, good luck. Might see you round here next year.
Yeah, said Stanley. He felt ashamed of his own dullness but he was too preoccupied with his anxiety about the audition to care. He turned back to the fountain and shoved his hands viciously back into his pockets, listening until he heard the boys footsteps dwindle away down the corridor and finally the heavy velvet thump of the auditorium door.
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