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      A certain kind of magic is born when the curtain rises. Intoxicated by the smell of the greasepaint and powered by the glow of the footlights, lovers successfully elope, villains get their just deserts and people die in epic stunts and yet live to tell the tale. Thousands pay to sit and be fooled by illusions and still jump to their feet to applaud despite their gullibility. It’s an inexplicable, delicious, addictive power that keeps people entranced and coming back for more, again and again. However, for one theatre on one special night of the year, it’s when the curtain falls that a whole different kind of magic takes to the stage. Mice scurry through the gaps in the walls, mirror lights flicker in the small hours of the morning and ghosts roam the wings in search of props from productions long past. When the curtain falls in the Southern Cross Theatre, the lonely stage door man wanders the halls checking each door is firmly bolted. All, that is, except one. He turns the key of dressing room four and swings the door open to find the lights still on and a faint scent of jasmine in the air. A high-backed green velvet armchair faces the mirrors, hiding the woman in the reflection from view. The man doffs his cap to the red-headed lady and her green eyes sparkle at him.

      ‘You’re here,’ she says.

      ‘Not disturbing you, am I?’ he says with a wry smile.

      ‘Never,’ says her reflection. ‘I’m always glad of the company. It’s rare one finds it these days. Come and sit with me a while, won’t you?’

      ‘Always.’ He walks to the green armchair and swivels it around, only to find it empty, just as it is every year, on this day, when he comes to dressing room four. He sits down and faces the mirror where he watches the woman pull her pink silk dressing gown tighter around her shoulders.

      ‘You look beautiful.’ He smiles, stroking his chin, trying to hide the wrinkles beneath his palm.

      ‘Stop hiding,’ she says, reaching out a hand. ‘I know what you look like and you know that I like it. Seeing you is such a rarity. I can’t bear it when you hide yourself away. It’s almost unfair.’ Her eyes glisten in the yellow light, and he is afraid her tears will spill over.

      ‘Sorry.’ He pulls his hands away and places them on the dressing table, his fingers splayed apart. ‘I know, I know.’ Every day of his life builds up to seeing her on this night each year and every year he feels like he lets her down. He’s grown older, his skin has wrinkled further, his hair has greyed and yet she’s stayed vibrant and sparkling, full of life and full of love for him.

      ‘Please don’t hide,’ she begs, her fingers pressing up against the glass.

      ‘I won’t ever hide from you. Never,’ he promises, pressing the tips of his fingers against hers, tricking himself into believing that he can feel the warmth of her skin.

      ‘It’s almost time.’ Her voice catches in her throat.

      ‘Already?’ He checks his watch. 11:45 p.m. Fifteen minutes.

      She nods sadly and stands, her limbs carrying her to the reflection of the door. Her body moves slowly, as if through treacle, every muscle fighting against a force she can’t control, a force that is carrying her away from him.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he sobs, a tear trickling down his weathered cheek.

      ‘Don’t be. All I ask is that you come earlier next year. Just a few more minutes, that’s all I need.’

      ‘I hate letting you go,’ he whispers.

      ‘Our time gets so much shorter and shorter and…’

      ‘And what?’

      ‘I feel like I’m losing you.’ She clutches the door frame, fighting the invisible tide that’s crashing against her and forcing her back.

      ‘You will never lose me. Not ever.’

      His gaze follows her reflection as she is pulled from the doorway. He gets to his feet and stumbles forward on his aching knees. Mirrors of all different shapes and sizes have been hung in an uneven line along the corridor walls. He catches a glimpse of her hair in one, the hem of her dressing gown in another and then her pleading eyes in the last one. Where he hasn’t been able to hang mirrors, he’s lined them up on the floor and propped them up against the walls so he can follow her stumbling legs. Some years she takes different routes through the corridors, past different dressing rooms and through different wings, desperately trying to cling to the theatre and the man she loved but ultimately, she is always pulled back to the same fateful place: centre stage. He chases her reflection, sometimes losing her and racing backwards, retracing his steps; it has become harder and harder every year as he struggles to keep up with her body elegantly bending and bowing away from him. It is a dance he had never learnt the right steps to and certainly one he never enjoys.

      She calls his name and her voice echoes through the corridor as he turns the corner to see her silver shoe stepping through the golden frame of a mirror and delicately touching the floor. Despite the solid click of her heel against the stone as she pushes her way out of the frame, he can see the end of the corridor through her body. She is transparent and hazy but her green eyes still dazzle him to his very soul and his lips tremble at the sight of her, now in costume, ready for the stage. The train of her burgundy evening gown sweeps along the floor behind her as she is pulled from him once more, her beautifully coiffed blonde-wigged head twisting reluctantly away. People often speak of ‘the magic of the theatre’ but they usually mean what happens on stage during a show. They don’t know about the real magic that lingers within the theatre walls, left behind by every actor who treads the boards. And they don’t know about the magic that takes hold of her every year, whipping her old pink dressing gown into burgundy silk and spinning her red hair into gold. The old man hobbles after her but with less desperation than before. Now that she is in costume, nothing can stop her and all he can do is watch from the wings just as he has done every year before. She pulls open the double stage doors and a silence falls over the theatre. Mice stop their scurrying and lights cease their humming. His breath catches as he watches her delicately sidestep props and set pieces, even though were she to come into contact with anything, she would float right through. She turns to face the stage and slowly the warm glow of the lights fades up and he can see the outline of her lovely face. It’s all so achingly familiar – the way her cheeks flush at the thought of stepping out in front of an audience, the way she still touches the bridge of her nose even though she isn’t wearing her glasses and the way her eyes swim when she turns to him and whispers, ‘I’m so sorry.’

      ‘It’s me who couldn’t save you.’ He stumbles forwards, steadying himself against the black painted walls, but her smile stills him.

      ‘Oh, but you did, my love.’

      She takes a deep breath and makes her entrance onto the stage. He doesn’t want to watch but the force that had dragged her to this place now has a hold on him too. It gently pulls his body to the spot she had just left. He dodges the props with much less grace but eventually he is manoeuvred into the same position that he takes up every year. Her dress ripples around her young, curved frame and her transparent skin still glows in the light but quickly that light turns blue and cold and the floor becomes slick with a thin layer of dry ice.

      ‘You were never supposed to find out this way,’ she says, her voice sultry and low, no longer her own.

      ‘You didn’t do well to hide it,’ snarls a snide voice from the shadows. A figure steps into the blue light, tweed clad around his slight frame and smoke billowing from the cigar in his right hand. His thick, waxed moustache twitches against his powdered cheeks as his pale blue eyes drink in her beauty.

      ‘Leave her be, goddamn it.’ Another man appears in a tuxedo, his hair slicked back, jaw chiselled, but his eyes are hollow and don’t appear to focus on her or the man in tweed. He isn’t as present as she is, just a recalled memory, destined to rewind and repeat, year after year. He’s on his knees, his lip bleeding. She runs to him and tries to help him up, but his body is heavy.

      ‘Please. Go back inside. Go home. Go anywhere but here.’ She looks behind her and lets her eyes settle on the figure watching them from the wings.

      The woman he’d met in the dressing room only moments ago has been replaced by the woman from years before and he wishes that he’d seen back then the signs that something had been so utterly wrong. She, so usually full of light and hope, so young and oblivious, looked like a woman who was carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders. He could see it all so clearly now in this cruel memory; in the way she held herself and in the dullness in her eyes. If only he had noticed all those years ago, he may have been able to stop her, but his twenty-two-year-old self had been so blinded by love and the eagerness to escape to a new life with her. This night was meant to have been a night of triumph. A night of life for their love and a night of death for all that stood in their way.

      ‘Yes, Larson. Do as she says.’ The man in tweed smiles, taking a long drag on his cigar, the smoke billowing from his lips as he speaks. Larson stays put.

      ‘Please, Lars. Not here.’

      ‘She’s not yours,’ Larson hisses through gritted teeth and from the wings he mouths the line along with him.

      ‘Actually, Lars… I am.’ She holds up her left hand and reveals a large engagement ring that sends slivers of light dancing on the black stage floor. The ghosts of the audience gasp and a few let out audible sobs.

      ‘Eliza… no,’ Larson whispers. ‘NO!’ Larson pulls out a gun from his inside jacket pocket and aims it at the man in tweed. She jumps back, out of the way.

      ‘Oh, Larson.’ The man in tweed sighs and taps his cigar, ash falling to the floor. ‘When will you learn? It doesn’t matter how well you scrub up or how many lavish parties you sneak yourself into. It doesn’t matter how many of London’s finest you rub shoulders with or even how many wealthy women’s beds you wheedle your way into. You will never be good enough.’

      ‘Please don’t listen to him, Lars. Just go back inside.’ She is Eliza now, immersed in her role. She puts her hands on Larson’s arm and tries to lower the gun but Larson’s hold is strong and steady.

      ‘Do you love him?’ Larson asks, not daring to glance away from the other man. Eliza looks at Larson, her eyes filling up but her face unchanging. ‘Do you?’ he demands again.

      ‘I fear you’ll kill him either way.’

      ‘Eliza,’ he breathes. ‘If you tell me yes, how could you think that I would kill the man you love and put you through that misery? No, Eliza. Should you say yes, I will turn this gun on myself and the bullet will be destined for me.’

      More sobs erupt from the auditorium.

      ‘Must we have all this drama? It’s terribly dull,’ says the man, waving his hand, the smoke from his cigar billowing into the air, ‘We all know you don’t have the gall to shoot a rabbit, let alone a man. Just put the gun down, Larson.’

      ‘Do… you… love… him?’

      ‘I…’ She hesitates and, back in the wings, Walter feels every nerve ending fizz. That wasn’t her line then and it isn’t her line now. He had wondered then if maybe she’d forgotten but she had never forgotten a line in her entire professional life. Was this the moment when she had second thoughts about their plan? He had wondered all those years ago what could possibly have stopped her from saying the line, but had he known, he wonders if he would have had the courage to stop it anyway. And now, utterly powerless, he is forced to watch once more.

      ‘I…’ A tear rolls down her flushed cheek. Her chest rises and pushes against the fabric of her dress. ‘I… do not,’ she says and what happens next is a blur.

      The trigger is pulled, the sound of a gunshot rings out, the lights go out and the gasping audience is plunged into darkness. All of this is as it should have been.

      ‘Bring up the lights! The lights!’ shouts the man playing Larson. There is panic in his voice. Real panic.

      Slowly the lights fade up to reveal her body, centre stage. Her limbs are grotesquely twisted underneath her from where she has fallen and blood is starting to pool and trickle onto the stage. The audience erupts into screams and people start to push their way out of the aisles, desperation and fear driving them forward. The crew and actors flood the stage but no one goes to her.

      ‘Get out of here, boy.’

      He feels hot, wet breath on the nape of his neck and can smell the cigar smoke but when he turns his head all he sees is the darkness of the wing. Yet, he still hears a voice say…

      ‘Run.’

      He looks back to the stage and he knows exactly why no one had rushed to her aid that night. He knows why there was a perfect circle of people around her and not one of them dared to close the distance. It wasn’t fear or the amount of blood pouring from her. It wasn’t the shock and horror of it all, it was the simple awful truth that there was no helping her. It was too late. He crouches in the wing, his tears falling onto the dusty floor, and he can see that the light and delicious vulnerability that used to live in her eyes, the light that she so happily shared when someone happened to glance her way, was gone.

      His muscles relax and she and all of the other ghosts shimmer and fade and the stage is empty and cold once more. His eyes sting and he wills himself to stop crying. He trudges back through the wing, his step heavy, and sighs at the thought of putting all the mirrors away. He has time though, so he walks past the mirrors, leaving them against the walls, useless to him now, and goes to his desk in his small room just inside the stage door. Newspaper cuttings cover every wall. Each one contains news and reviews of various productions of When The Curtain Falls, collected over the years, and clippings of the headshots of its ever-changing cast. He opens the laptop sitting on his desk and it springs into life and by the time he has managed to sink into the armchair, several emails have already pinged into his inbox. He scrolls through them, but one in particular catches his eye. It’s from the production company that owns the Southern Cross Theatre and the subject line reads Next In – CURTAIN FALLS. His old heart drums against his ribs with more force than he thought it still had and his veins fill with fire. He opens the email with shaking fingers.

       

      
        
          Dear Walter,

          I am very pleased to announce that once Gone With The Wind closes, April brings with it a brand new revival of When The Curtain Falls, exactly 66 years on, almost to the date. An obscure choice, perhaps, but we’ve discovered this play has a cult following, largely due to an accident that occurred during its last production which also happened to be at the Southern Cross Theatre. We think the combination of this connection and our new star-studded cast will pull in the punters!

          The show also has a wonderful plot that we think audiences today will still connect with and enjoy. The show starts with a pair of young teens who we can tell are destined to spend their lives together. However, she is from money and sadly, he is not and while she is sent away to school in the USA, the boy, determined to win the girl and seeing no other way of earning the riches that may also earn his way into her life, becomes somewhat of a con artist. When the couple meet again as adults, he has far more money than he’d ever dreamed of having, gained by clever but questionable means and he isn’t exactly who he says he is and whilst he is now a man of importance, is it worth the price he’ll pay to get the girl?

          We hope you will welcome our new family with open arms, as you always do. Attached is a cast list to help you get acquainted with them all. They start rehearsals in East London at the end of January and will be rehearsing in the theatre from February 12th, ready to open on April 1st.

          Sad to say goodbye to such a successful run of Gone With The Wind but we’re all very excited here in the office about this new production and hope you are too.

          Kind Regards,

          Susie Quentin

          Toastie Productions Ltd

        

      

       

      He sits back in his chair, his breaths coming fast and quick. It’s only when his gaze settles on the pair of eyes looking out at him from the photo on his desk that he calms down.

      ‘Oh, darling. I wonder what you’ll make of this.’ He picks up the frame and looks at the glint of mischief in her eyes. ‘You’ve caused havoc for the shows you do like and pure hell for the ones you don’t. What will you do when you’re watching someone else play Eliza? Not to mention when they survive each performance?’ His desk lamp flickers. ‘Come now. You have to play nice. When The Curtain Falls is a good show. All casts are family but this one more so because this is your show. OK?’ His desk lamp flickers again. ‘Oh, sweetheart.’ He clicks on the attachment in the email and scrolls down to find the face of the actress who is destined to play Eliza.

      ‘Olive Green.’ The lamp turns off with a loud clunk. ‘I have a feeling you may be sorry you ever said yes.’

       

      
        
          [image: Prologue]
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            1
          

          
            
              [image: Prologue]
            
          

          
            
              
              Enjoy
            

          

        

      

      Where the lights were the dimmest and the carpets were the dampest. That’s usually where you would find Oscar Bright. He’d turn down the brightness setting on his phone and yet would still shield it with his hand just in case anyone might see his face as they passed the quick-change room in which he was hiding.

      ‘Well, this is… classy,’ Olive whispered with a smile as she slunk in through the doorway after glancing back, making sure no one had followed. She closed the door behind her.

      ‘Shhh…!’ said Oscar, rushing to her and wrapping his arms around her waist, holding her as close to him as he could manage.

      ‘I’m being quiet!’ she laughed into his shoulder. ‘Is this really the best place we could have met?’ Her green eyes squinted at the peeling wallpaper and the props and odd bits of costume strewn across the chairs that lined the walls, bits of gaffer tape with names written on them stuck above them. Then she looked at him, taking him in properly even though she’d seen him the day before. His short black hair had clearly had nothing more than his fingers run through it that morning and the bags under his eyes were fuller than usual but even so, the blue of his irises shone down at her and his big toothy smile made her stomach lurch. As he sighed, happy to be close to her again, she caught the faint whiff of beer on his breath.

      ‘Were you out again last night?’ she asked, stroking his cheek.

      He ignored her question and gestured around him. ‘This is best I could do at short notice.’ He shrugged, the movement bringing her closer to his face. ‘I wanted to see you before everyone else got here.’ He squeezed her tighter.

      ‘Before anyone was around to see us, more like,’ she sighed.

      ‘Hey, now. You know it’s not like that.’ Oscar rocked her from side to side.

      ‘Then why are we hiding? Why are we always finding the dingiest corners to be together in if it “isn’t like that”?’ Olive turned her face away but still stayed close to him. Oscar snaked his fingers under her blonde, sun-kissed hair and stroked the back of her neck with his thumb.

      ‘Okay, okay. It kind of is like that but you know it’s not because I’m hiding you. We’re hiding. Together.’

      She raised her eyebrows, her lips pursed.

      ‘I know this isn’t ideal,’ he went on and kissed the top of her head. ‘But it’s all I can really give right now.’

      ‘I’m not asking for a grand announcement. I don’t want fancy hotels, flash cars and cocktails on tap, Oz. That’s not me, you know that. I’m just asking for…’ The word you got caught on her tongue and it melted before she could say it. ‘I’m just asking for a little more of your time. I’m asking not to be made to feel like you’re embarrassed of… whatever this is.’ She checked her phone. 8:55. ‘I’m asking to not have to meet you at the crack of dawn before rehearsals start and I’m asking if we can meet somewhere that doesn’t smell like dead mouse.’

      Oscar pulled away and lifted her chin with a finger. ‘Is that what that is?’

      ‘Yes, Oz. That is the unmistakable smell of rotting rodent somewhere in the walls of this room.’ They both took a moment to take in the room and all its (former) glory. Although the door was closed and neither of them said it out loud, they shared the feeling that they weren’t entirely alone, but they both put it down to the adrenaline of hiding and the fear of being caught.

      ‘Wonderful. You don’t get many of them on set.’

      ‘The mice in the walls are harmless. It’s the rats in the cast you usually need to worry about.’ She pulled her face away from his touch and he noticed that the look in her eyes had grown a little colder, sadder.

      ‘Don’t do that.’ Oscar shook her lightly. He had seen her roll her eyes a thousand times. Heard her say things specifically designed to push him away. Watched her harden and put up walls within seconds. Whilst he knew it was all to protect herself, he already felt tired at having to fight against the barriers she built up between them.

      ‘What?’ she said, fiddling with the sleeve of his T-shirt, nibbling the inside of her lip.

      ‘Maybe we should just forget this.’ Oscar loosened his arms around her and stepped back, but Olive stepped forward, caught his hands and put them back on her waist. ‘Olive,’ he groaned. ‘I’m not what you need.’

      ‘Of course you’re not,’ she admitted. ‘But you are what I want. It just sometimes feels like… I’m not what you want.’ Although I’m probably what you need, she thought. ‘I never feel like I’m good enough.’

      Olive had been warned about Oscar when she’d found out she would be working with him. He was new to the theatrical circles she’d been part of for most of her life, but he’d starred in one of the biggest soaps on television and while he wasn’t quite a household name, he was certainly becoming more recognisable. His picture had appeared in various magazines, a different girl on his arm in each of them. Apparently, he’d broken up with each and every single one of them in quick succession because, according to the magazines, he’d deemed them all ‘not good enough’ for him. The latest dumpee had been his on-screen girlfriend, an actress called Zadie Lanette, and now her side of the story was splashed across every tabloid that would pay her enough. As soon as Olive had met Oscar she knew she was in trouble. It wasn’t just his ridiculous good looks or his excessive charm. It was how much he made her laugh and how at ease she felt when she knew he was just in the wings.

      ‘What do you mean?’ Oscar asked.

      Olive looked down at her baggy grey dress and the chunky black boots that she wore nearly every day, even in the height of summer. She wasn’t wearing any make-up and her hair still had hairspray in it from rehearsals the day before. ‘I’m not exactly magazine material. I’m not the sort of girl you’d usually go for.’

      ‘Magazines…? Olive, what are you talking about? I don’t care about that. I’m here, aren’t I? I’m here telling you that I like you. Doesn’t that mean anything?’

      ‘Of course it does!’ she said, looking up into his face. His eyebrows pulled together in a frown and she felt her chest tighten. She went back to fiddling with his sleeve or she’d never get out what she wanted to say. ‘It means a lot,’ she whispered. ‘You just need to know that sometimes… I’m going to feel like I don’t match up to your expectations.’

      ‘I have no expectations. Besides… you don’t feel good enough, Miss Star-Of-The-West-End-Stage? People practically bow to you as you walk past. This is very much your territory. I’m the one who’s way out of their depth here.’

      ‘Being good at my job doesn’t have any bearing on how I feel about this, us, you,’ Olive said quietly.

      ‘And how do you feel about me?’ Oscar’s lips twitched into a subtle smile, any trace of concern forgotten and replaced with mischief.

      ‘I feel annoyed by you,’ she said, swallowing what she actually wanted to say. ‘I’ve made it clear how I feel. It’s you that insists we meet in secret.’

      ‘You know I like you but… It wasn’t all that long ago that I broke up with Zadie. Very publicly, too. Being seen out and about with you could be disastrous for everyone. I can’t do that to you.’

      ‘Or her…’ Olive muttered.

      ‘Or you. Don’t believe everything you read in those magazines, Olive.’ Oscar brushed his hair back with both of his hands and his chest heaved underneath Olive’s fingertips as he let out a heavy sigh.

      ‘I’m aware of the situation, Oz. It’s just… frustrating.’

      ‘Then, like I said, maybe we should stop. The last thing I want to do is hurt you. Or make you feel like you’re getting anything less than you deserve.’ Oscar tried to pull away again, but Olive held his strong arms in her slim fingers and he stopped resisting.

      ‘Then don’t hurt me,’ she said.

      ‘Is it that simple?’ Oscar took her face in his hands and the eyes he saw staring back already looked fragile. ‘I’d rather have this than nothing at all. I don’t think I could see you every day knowing what we once had and not having it any more.’ Oscar moved a strand of her hair away from her eyes and held her cheek in his palm.

      ‘As long as this is what you want?’ Olive asked. She didn’t realise she’d been holding her breath until he said, ‘Of course it is.’

      He kissed her then and Olive hated herself for feeling lucky. Of all the things she thought she could feel when someone’s lips were pressed against hers, she suspected lucky was probably one of the worst. Inwardly, she berated herself as Oscar’s teeth gently pulled at her bottom lip and she let her body lean against him for fear of her legs giving way beneath her. She wasn’t starstruck by Oscar, and nor did the novelty of having a fling with a celebrity appeal to her. She hadn’t put him on a pedestal and nor did she think he was a perfect god-like creature incapable of making mistakes. Olive had simply fallen for a good-looking man who was kind, funny and, self-admittedly, a little lost.

      Olive had never been lucky in love. She’d had a handful of romances with fellow actors, but they’d all eventually ended due to commitment issues or worse, affairs with chorus girls in dingy corners of theatres much like the one she was now standing in herself. The chances of this time being any different were slim (she knew that, but he just felt so good) and so waiting for something to go wrong made Olive defensive and doubt if spending time with Oscar was worth it at all. Olive gently pushed herself away from his embrace when she felt the familiar urge to be closer to him start to pulse through her body.

      ‘Everything okay?’ he whispered, a strand of black hair falling over his left eye, and Olive hated how he could make unkempt look so suave.

      ‘Yeah. Just… enjoying you.’ She smiled, her slightly crooked front teeth showing, and Oscar smiled back.

      ‘I’m enjoying you too.’ Oscar rubbed his nose against hers and held her tighter.

      Olive Green was what people described as a ‘gem’. She was always where you needed her to be and perfectly on time. A million secrets from a million different corners of the West End buzzed around her head and when they were inevitably discovered, as is the nature of the loose-lipped theatre industry, you could guarantee it was not Olive’s lips that had come loose. Olive was the person you asked when you wanted something done. When it came to staying late after rehearsals to discuss a scene further, of course Olive would stay. In fact, when it came to pretty much anything, Olive would very rarely be able to say no. Whether it was a need to be liked, a fear of being disliked or just a love of helping people out when they needed her, Olive ran herself ragged for everyone, and yet always found herself alone at the end of the day.

      When she’d first burst, fresh out of drama school, straight into a leading role as her peers and tutors had expected, she’d been unnervingly trusting. Behind the West End’s curtains were, of course, some of the world’s most beautiful humans, inside and out. However, lurking in plain sight were those who favoured fame, power and money over a love of telling stories and who would do almost anything to reach their end goal. It quickly became apparent that Olive wasn’t good at spotting the bad apples and would always be willing to help out those who would never return the favour.

      After the end of year party for the cast of Oklahoma!, which Olive had organised whilst also performing eight shows a week and rehearsing for her next acting job during the day, she’d finally broken down and found a corner of the club to have a little cry. It was there that the oldest and most sober cast member had found her, weeping.

      ‘Don’t set yourself on fire to keep others warm, dearie,’ she’d said, and it was advice Olive had carried with her ever since, although she still had trouble following it. She looked at Oscar and she could already feel the flames around her feet from where she’d willingly thrown down a match because she thought she’d seen him shiver. Olive, who had already been badly burned herself, wasn’t very good at guarding her heart, although she certainly wasn’t naive. She was merely good at throwing caution to the wind and listening to her heart rather than her head, even when she knew there was a rather large possibility of getting hurt. Olive chased the feeling of being romanced and loved, and even if she only felt it for a day, she thought it was worth the scars she’d be left with. Despite her devil-may-care attitude, Olive always hoped things would work out for the best in each of her romantic endeavours. Actors seemed to be an untrustworthy kind and although she knew it was her choice of man and her choice to open herself up to potential hurt, it didn’t make the hurt any less painful when she caught that man kissing someone else in the darkened corners of the theatre or heard from her cast mates that he’d been seen outside of the theatre seemingly loved-up with someone else. Olive had started to wonder whether it was her but when she had those thoughts she reminded herself that no one was forced to cheat or treat people without respect. Sadly, Olive just hadn’t been lucky and she hoped with all her heart that this time, maybe this time, she would be.
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      ‘Eggs Florentine?’ asked the waitress.

      ‘That’s me.’ Olive half raised her hand. The Southern Cross had a little café front of house in which Olive and Oscar often had breakfast and lunch (and sometimes even dinner). The theatre was the one place they felt it was justified they could be seen together without raising suspicion. They were playing opposite each other as onstage lovers, so why wouldn’t they spend time together when offstage?

      ‘And the Full English is yours, I assume?’ the waitress said with a giggle.

      ‘Yes, thanks,’ said Oscar, smiling at Olive, but Olive could only look at the waitress. She had tousled brown curls held loosely by pins at the back of her head, and a full face of simple, understated yet flawless make-up. The smell of her floral perfume wafted over the table as she walked away with a wink in Oscar’s direction. He didn’t notice.

      ‘What?’ Oscar asked, seeing Olive grasp her fork a little too tightly.

      ‘Hmm? Nothing! Nothing,’ she said, cutting into the poached egg, the runny yolk oozing over the spinach.

      ‘I hate it when you do that,’ he said, lightly grazing the tip of his shoe against her leg.

      ‘I’m not doing anything! Honestly, it’s nothing. I just…’ Olive dipped the prongs of her fork in the bright orange goo and drizzled it in patterns around the edge of her white plate.

      ‘You just…?’ He pressed her leg again a little harder.

      ‘I just sometimes wonder if you’d rather be sat here with someone else,’ she said into her lap, fiddling with the crumpled hem of her dress.

      ‘Who?’ Oscar looked around the almost empty café. An elderly man sat in the corner reading a newspaper and wiping tomato ketchup from the corner of his mouth on the sleeve of his coat. ‘Him?’

      ‘The waitress.’ Olive nodded towards the bar where the brunette was twirling a loose strand of hair around her finger and flicking her eyes in Oscar’s direction.

      ‘Annie?’ he whispered, pointing so that Annie couldn’t see.

      ‘You know her name?’ Olive’s heart sank.

      ‘Only because she told me when I bought a coffee the first day we got here!’

      ‘I’m sure she did.’

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Oscar said, a little stung.

      ‘Why me?’ she blurted out and then wanted to kick herself for sounding so needy. ‘I mean… I know that sounds like I’m fishing. I’m not fishing, I swear, I just… you’re Oscar Bright.’ Olive splayed her fingers to the sides of her face and wiggled them like jazz hands. ‘And you’re sat here with… Olive Green.’ She stuck out her tongue like she’d tasted something foul.

      ‘No. I’m Oscar Bright.’ He gestured to himself in his scruffy tracksuit which he’d already managed to spill baked beans down. ‘And I’m sat here with Olive Green.’ He smiled at her and reached across the table for her hand. It was the most affection he’d ever shown her in public and whether he’d forgotten himself or whether he was deliberately making it known to those in the vicinity that they may be more than just friends, Olive didn’t care and then she instantly gave herself a stern talking to. Stop feeling grateful that he’s showing you the affection you already deserve, she thought. He’s got you wrapped around his little finger and you’re thanking him for letting you be there? She wriggled her hand out of his grasp and put it back in her lap, giving him an apologetic smile so not to appear too cold.

      ‘I’m here with you, because I enjoy you,’ Oscar clarified. ‘Because I love your company and there’s no one else at this present time that I would rather be here with.’

      At this present time. 

      ‘Okay.’ She nodded.

      ‘I don’t know what more I can say to convince you.’ Oscar sighed, sticking his fork into a sausage. ‘Besides, there might be someone you’ve got your eye on. How am I to know? And that would be fine, by the way.’

      ‘It would be fine?’ Olive’s heart sank further.

      ‘Yeah… I mean… if you decided you’d prefer to… spend your time with someone else. That would be fine.’ He cut the sausage with a little more intensity than he expected, and the knife squeaked against the plate.

      ‘Well, there isn’t. Anyone else, I mean.’

      ‘No?’ he said, not looking up from the now-massacred sausage.

      ‘No, of course not. Is there someone else you’d rather spend your time with?’

      ‘I’ve already told you there isn’t. That’s where this all started.’ He stuck a large chunk of meat into his mouth with such vigour that he almost choked on it.

      ‘I know. I’ve just… I don’t know. We’ve all got demons, I guess.’ She picked up her knife and fork again. ‘Sorry,’ she said it so quickly it was almost as if she hadn’t said it at all. She gathered food onto her fork but noticed a lack of movement from the other side of the table. She glanced up. Oscar was holding his knife and fork aloft, on either side of his head like horns. When he saw her looking, he furrowed his brow, crossed his eyes and stuck out his bottom teeth. Despite herself, Olive laughed.

      ‘Is that supposed to be one of my demons?’

      ‘One of them? How many you got in there?’ He stretched out his arm and tapped the side of her head.

      ‘Too many,’ she said with a small smile.

      ‘We all do,’ he muttered.

      ‘Huh? What was that?’

      ‘Good food?’ he asked.

      ‘Really good.’ She was pretty sure he’d said something else, but she’d let it go. For now. She wiped away a bit of yolk that had dribbled over her bottom lip. ‘We should come here more often.’

      ‘As often as you like.’ He smiled, stroking her leg again.

      If only Olive knew just how Oscar felt. It was rare these days that anyone wanted to know who Oscar really was. Everyone thought they already knew him once they’d read the magazines and watched his countless interviews and what they saw, they loved. Being papped at glamorous parties, premieres and press nights drew a certain type of woman his way. So when they discovered he only attended those parties for twenty minutes before going home to his little one-bedroom flat in Bow, and he only attended the premieres of the things he really wanted to see rather than going to everything for the exposure, the word ‘disappointed’ didn’t cut it for the high maintenance girls he had a habit of attracting. Oscar thought it was fine to wear designer gear, to eat out in central London every night and to want to be in every magazine Tesco had to offer but often when the girls he dated found out that wasn’t who Oscar really was, they’d only stay with him for their image, making him feel miserable until he eventually ended things… and then they’d sell their exclusive story about how he’d broken their hearts. Oscar was beginning to wonder if every relationship would be the same.

      Then he met Olive. Olive who cared about what he thought and made him feel like a person rather than a prop in a TV show. He could talk about how he actually felt, not how he was supposed to feel. He could say what he actually thought instead of having to carefully craft answers, and instead of striking poses for cameras and donning his designer clothes, Olive happily accepted him with his uncombed hair, his creased tracksuit bottoms and his T-shirt that was full of holes. He could be silly, and she didn’t bat an eyelid. In fact, it made her laugh which made him want to behave that way even more, just so he could see her smile again. They’d go out after rehearsals and it would be Olive who suggested going somewhere quiet because she knew he hated feeling like he was being watched. He’d known her for just over a month and he felt more at home in her company than most of the people he’d surrounded himself with for years. However, as Oscar’s TV star had risen he’d been trained to only ever give away a little of himself. As soon as you part with too much of yourself, you lose ownership of your own privacy and he was fighting against giving himself entirely to Olive. Nagging voices in his head told him not to trust her too much and they spoke of all the things that could go wrong if he did. Oscar Bright, star of stage and screen, was too good to be true – but Oscar Bright who lived in Bow and went to bed each night desperately alone didn’t feel like he could ever live up to who the magazines said he was.

      A wave of Olive’s hair fell over her face and the end caught in her egg yolk. Oscar’s heart swelled at the sight and Olive glanced up, obviously hoping his eyes were elsewhere. He coughed and averted his gaze just in time, but his heart remained happy. The waitress had reappeared, for no rhyme or reason, and asked, ‘Enjoying?’ To which Oscar looked at Olive and said, ‘Yes. Very much so.’
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