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    Troianne is an actress who knows about the pitfalls of professional romances. She is always going weak at the knees for all those beautiful celebrities, both men and women, who she perceives to be more famous than she. So how will she hang on to her heart when she finds herself cast alongside her screen idols, Hollywood heart-throbs, and dashing new young actors – all looking fabulous in period costume and all with the run of the sumptuous stately home being used as the backdrop? Fame, four-posters and illicit ménages beckon, but can there possibly be love at the end of it or will she just find herself being duped again?




    Songs for Simple Hearts  is a scintillating tale of what happens when Georgian naughtiness is recreated today. Morals might count for little when all those tight riding britches and plunging necklines get in the way. 


  




  

    Chapter One – Don’t Leave Me This Way




    I would grant you anything if it would plead my cause.




    All you are is everything and all I am is yours …




    Sorry, I’m too often doing that: filling my head with random, just-dreamt-up lyrics for silly songs I’ll never get time to write. It’s soppy, melodramatic stuff at the moment because he’s coming home and I’m in the mood for love. My gorgeous boyfriend won’t be pleased to find I’m not learning my lines as I’m supposed to be. ‘You’re an actress, not a singer,’ he so often has to remind me. It cannot be denied. I chose this path when I was a mere stripling and only slightly less foolish than now, and I gladly allowed all that money to be spent taking me through drama school. The least I can do is show a bit of gratitude and focus on all things actor-y.




    But I do so love music. I can’t help it. The mini-dramas of daily life get instantly reformed in my head as MTV videos. I try to conjure the poetry required to encapsulate the moment, the melody needed to help the listener envisage the heartbreak of completely forgetting one’s PIN number at the till of the busy supermarket. Or of momentarily having the doors of the bus close upon your backside because you were too busy recalling all those tuts and frowns as you hurried away red-faced, the groceries bagged but no way to pay for them, left cluttering the checkout. That’s got “hit record” written all over it: The Day My Bottom Got Squeezed by the Doors of the Park and Ride.




    I can bang out a tune on the piano but I’m no Tori Amos. My voice would certainly lend itself more to folk rather than to pop music, but I’m a folky kinda girl, so it’s all good. I think I’ve got a nice voice but you can never quite tell, can you? Not enough people have heard it to give me a balanced idea. My lovely boyfriend has, which is presumably why he keeps reminding me I’m an actress and not a singer! I don’t actually have the confidence to just start warbling in front of strangers. Plus you have to properly let go and belt it out to really know if you can do it, and I’m not great at that: with either singing or acting. I’m a tad reserved, which isn’t the best trait for a wannabe performer.




    ‘Pro-ject!’ one of my drama tutors used to bellow at me as I mumbled my lines, pressing her chest with both hands and then throwing her arms out front to help demonstrate her point. One time she left a note in my pigeonhole, with just that simple exclamation written upon it, to act as my watchword, my mantra. Trouble was I read it as “project”, as in “assignment”, and spent a week trying to surreptitiously find out from my classmates what they knew about this mystery piece of work, and when it had to be handed in. They thought me quite mad.




    My best friend, Jane, encourages my singing. She says I have a unique voice that should be heard. I remind her that Scooby-Doo also has a unique voice, but that’s no reason to hand him a microphone.




    In my line of work you have to be prepared for ambiguous labels. “Unique” is just one amongst many aimed my way over the three years since I left drama school. A casting director once told me I had a “medieval face”. He frowned deeply and waggled at the air with his fingers as he tried to best give me a grasp of his meaning, vaguely mentioning girls with pearl earrings, that sort of thing. To this day I remain none the wiser. It was neither a compliment nor an insult, just an observation, seemingly another thing to be aware of whenever I am auditioning, trying to ingratiate my War of the Roses visage onto the set of some gritty modern drama. However, I suppose it helps explain why I’ve had more than my fair share of rejections. Yep, confidence and I do not go hand in hand, which is why I miss it when I’m not in the warm, secure embrace of my man – although being reminded of his success in comparison to my own can be a bit dispiriting.




    Best friend Jane reckons I need to go on one of those Saturday night talent shows. I claim I’ve made just a couple too many on-screen appearances to come across as an “amateur” in the showbiz field. I’d be setting myself up for a big fall. It would look like I’m bailing out of acting because I’ve failed, trying something else that I’m equally poor at. I see it as a potential crashing and burning of both careers. Fail at singing and that’s that: the dream is gone. If I don’t give it a go the flame doesn’t have to be extinguished. To have to crawl back to acting after such a failure would be to invite harshness. I can already imagine the critic sharpening his pen: “Terrible acting from the girl whose name I forget – the one with the historically challenged face, the one who misguidedly sang like a cockerel being punched in the throat on Britain Hasn’t Got Nearly Enough Talent to do Shows Like This Every Year”.




    My boyfriend should be back soon. I’ve got butterflies because of it. We see so little of each other that when we do finally get together it can become pretty intense, pretty quickly. There isn’t often time for many words. We’ve been an item for 18 months, although sometimes it seems you could condense all the actual time we have been side by side into 18 hours. It’s fair to say that a large proportion of that he likes to spend in bed. I like nothing better than to be close to him, to be his Special One. The connection could be stronger but that will come. It’s hard to click out of work mode and go back to being you, I know that. Sometimes when I’m alone I wish I knew him completely, instantly; I calm myself by remembering that there is time ahead for that – possibly even the rest of our lives. He is my first “proper” boyfriend, after all, and I told myself back when we first hitched up to be careful and take things slow!




    Professional commitments are the trouble, mainly his. That’s what you sign up for when you get with a successful actor. Better that than having them kicking around despondently waiting for the next script to land. You take what you can, when you can – that’s the first law of acting. In the meantime I can be thankful that someone like him could notice someone like me at all. Because of him I have the luxury of idly sitting around when I should be learning my lines, imagining how terrified I’d be if I did actually have to go on one of those talent shows.




    You’d think I’d be OK with the live audience thing, but it’s the judges who send a shiver down my spine; the instant thumbs up or down verdict to raise or ridicule you on national TV, on a whim. Just the thought of standing in front of them makes my knees weak; that pre-performance interrogation to be edited as required later, depending on their reaction. I’ve imagined the scenario many times, so I know how it would go:




    ‘What is your name?’ demands the Judge-in-Chief, whose massive wealth is belied by his bog-brush haircut.




    ‘It is Troianne Amelie Rees,’ I reply, because it is, as odd as this may be.




    ‘Troy Anemone Rees?’ Chief Judge says, already mugging for the cameras.




    ‘Yes. Troianne,’ I say, trying to ignore his smirk. ‘I’m named after a racehorse.’




    It’s not strictly true. I’m actually named after my grandmother on the maternal side, and she was named after a racehorse. The filly in question, or so I’m told, got her name from a derivative of the Gaelic Troya, or Troia, which translates rather unromantically as “foot soldier”, or “warrior”. It wasn’t that fine or famous a horse, but it did unexpectedly win my great grandfather a hundred guineas on the day his first daughter was born, and so the name was bestowed as a blessing of his good fortune. It was either that or Serendipity, so perhaps I got off lightly. I was given the name for reasons of posterity, so presumably any children I manage to hatch will be required to keep with tradition and also give their first-born daughter the same. Spookily, the name seems well given, since I am adjudged the very image of my grandmother – hopefully when she was my age, rather than as she is now. Presumably we can date our matching faces all the way back through our shared ancestry, to the time when the Black Death stalked the earth.




    Just my modicum of fame would see the talent show director wanting to do a little back-story piece about me, standing me in front of the very ordinary suburban semi I grew up in before I moved into my hunky, far more famous boyfriend’s flat. They would do atmospheric shots of me at a piano by a window, overlaying a suitably poignant soundtrack designed to conveniently mask the noise I was actually making. Then they would film me against a plain white background, looking hopeful and slightly needy as I tell the unseen interviewer that singing is something I’d dreamt of doing all my life. They wouldn’t care that “all my life” constitutes a mere 24 years, and that for at least the first 15 of them my dream was not to be a singer at all, but to be a unicorn farmer, or a vet on a space station, or World Kickboxing Champion. Anyway, the background music builds until the judge’s verdict is delivered:




    ‘… And it’s a no from me.’




    ‘That’s four nos, I’m afraid,’ Chief Judge tells me with a solemn expression, shooting my hopes down in flames, the strings of the soundtrack swirling along with the images of my forlorn, crumpled frame. Four nos. Fore nose. Like a nose in the middle of your forehead.




    ‘Is it because my face is medieval?’ I ask, begging with my eyes for a stay of execution. ‘Could I not sing something else, something less folky – just a verse?’ I’m looking desperate now and the studio audience is a mix of grumbles, sniggers, and boos, my career evaporating in this one desperate moment.




    ‘Christ, no – you sound like an elephant fisting a cat. You are much less thoroughbred than you are Flanders Mare!’ Chief Judge smugly knows he’s just produced the stinging witticism that will be used on the VT sequence to advertise the show. And thus the judgement is final and I am finished. I have to slink my un-slinky ass outta there, right back to obscurity. Maybe I should have strummed a lute, played to my strengths. I know my name thereafter would be mud – a name I always seem to have to explain to people, should they ever find out what it is.




    Professionally I am known only as Amelie Rees. That is also what my boyfriend calls me. Actually, he calls me Emily. He introduces me as such to his high-profile friends. I come under “E” on his phone. I do point out the error but he just ignores me. He thinks Emily sounds more English, and thus will help my career, although why this might be he doesn’t explain. He thinks I should lodge the name with Equity before I get famous – which, since courtesy of him I am potentially on the verge of doing, means immediately. I’d like to think I already had too many credits under Amelie to change it now but maybe he knows best. He is the expert, after all.




    At least I am never known as Troy. My father, who is too warm, humble, and good-humoured not to be loved by anyone who knows him, has always called me Trot – perhaps with just a nod towards my name’s horsey roots. I was Little Trot until I was about eight, after which he presumably decided I’d left diminutiveness behind, and so dropped the first bit. The family adopted this same nickname. Even my mother, on rare occasions, has been heard to use it. There are derivatives: Trotty, Trottling, Trotsky or Trotsk by a first cousin who is quite possibly fond of me; Trout by a second cousin who clearly isn’t. Generally, to all who know me best, family or close friends, I am simply Trot. It might not be the prettiest nickname but because it came from my father I have always liked it.




    I miss him now I’m not at home. Things always seemed safe and simple back then – too safe, perhaps. Nothing like the seat-of-the-pants thrill of moving into the flashy pad of a man whose face is known to millions. My boyfriend had his big break nearly eight years ago and has been consistently on our screens in major roles ever since. He has even done film. I call him my boyfriend but he is, in fact, very much a man. He is Rufus Gann. That’s right – the Rufus Gann of Guns of Brixton fame, now in its second series.




    If you are one of those non-TV watching sorts unable to pick him out of a line-up then know only that he is a wonderful man. He is a little brusque but very well respected. His gruffness is because he is so often in character and doesn’t like to break this. Those who know him best will have witnessed his charm and class. He often plays wide-boys or slightly shady characters with a loveable side. That’s how I see him, with his thatch of blond, ruffled hair, always a bit unkempt, always looking good on screen teamed with a sharp suit. Then there’s the slight gap between the front teeth, and those piercing, some might say too cold, light blue eyes. OK, he’s not everyone’s cup of tea looks-wise but plenty know where I’m coming from. He’s like the rogues he always plays and for some reason that appeals.




    I feel very lucky and sophisticated around him – on those few occasions I actually get to be around him – not least because I am 12 years his junior. What he sees in me is anyone’s guess, since he could be with someone with far more star potential than yours truly. I’ve always had a thing about older men. It’s their authority, the knowledge and the maturity. I need to be in the arms of someone who won’t let me fall. I guess with Rufus I was a little star-struck and probably still am. Just recognising his face gave me a sense that I knew him, and that familiarity bred instant trust. Some famous people have an aura about them and the pull is simply compelling.




    The door shuts to herald his arrival and if I don’t start breathing soon then my face will turn blue enough to make him think he’s kissing an extra from Braveheart. I want to talk but he has other ideas. What is there to say, after all? We inhabit a world of make-believe, playing other people, bringing fiction to life. We sit around all day, wearing make-up, and then reading words written for us by someone else. There’s not much to discuss about our day. As he puts it, we deliver lines and pretend; that is all.




    The close embrace allows the thrilling reminder of his scent. I hate being apart long enough to forget such things but the recollection is so warming it is almost worth it. Anyway, all that is soon to change because of what he has done for me. We are to be co-stars. Well, him the star, me one of the supports.




    In exactly one week we will be together on the set of the new drama, Midden Hall. Early indications are that it has all the ingredients to be a major hit. His is the lead role: the bold, proud Georgian gent in tight riding breeches. I have a recurring role as a servant wench, despite my face being hopelessly miscast by a good three centuries and thus likely to be a magnet for sniping critics. He got me the role. I barely had to audition. Back then I thought it might be just an idle promise to help get me into bed, but he was as good as his word and he didn’t know I wouldn’t have been able to resist him anyway! The idea is that Series One will concern his wife and her affair with a servant. If successful, Series Two will see him forming a similar forbidden attachment to the serving girl played by –drum roll – me!




    Series One climaxes, quite literally, in my first-ever scene of partial nudity – or “boobies out” scene, as I like to refer to it, to help lessen the dread. My bodice will be well and truly ripped. Of course, as Rufus says, it’s a massive stepping stone to being recognised. I would rather people recognised me for my face or perhaps even my talents but I can’t argue with the realities. Rufus knows this game better than most, and what makes casting directors’ minds tick.




    Anyway, I’ll be taking part in the scene alongside, or underneath, my lovely boyfriend, and he’ll comfort me throughout. I really, really wouldn’t have had the courage to sign up for it unless he was to be there with me. He sat me down and talked me through it and made me see that it was a good thing, a boost. He wouldn’t let anything bad come of it and he says I’ve got fantastic boobies too, worth showing to the world, which is sweet of him if not entirely reassuring. I just have to hope that my stripping is not in vain, and that others make a big enough impression for Series Two to come about, otherwise I’m just the serving girl, not the star. Here’s to bigger things!




    He drags the T-shirt up and off me and leaves all the hairs on my arms standing. My bra comes away quickly and those boobies he claims to so admire receive the immediate attention of his lips. That first suck, that first drawing in of yearning flesh into hungry mouth, it always makes me gasp. He impels me backwards along the hall, away from the door. His strength always makes me feel insignificant. I lift my feet from the floor to avoid tripping and he clasps behind my thighs as my knees come up, supporting my weight as my legs grip around his waist. He kisses me, all wet and passionate, and my eyes close. I feel us tipping. I am about to release my legs from him but suddenly he is controlling the backward movement so that, when it comes, the contact from the small flight of stairs leading up to the mezzanine bedroom is nothing but a gentle press at my spine and bottom.




    I perch on one step and he momentarily releases me to regard me, his hands sliding out from beneath my legs, his face all desire with just a hint of a sneer because I don’t possess the power to stop him and he just might devour me. His top comes off, leaving his hair messy over his eyes. My jeans are pulled open, tugged down, forcing me to either lift my behind to aid the removal or be dragged down the stairs. The jeans end up around my ankles, so I couldn’t run even if the thought crossed my mind. His need is almost palpable; so wonderful to be so wanted by one such as him. I just perch there, panting and waiting.




    He sees to his own flies. I want the comfort of his soft bed so I use his momentary inattention to try to make a break for it, slipping onto my front and getting my knees onto the stairs. His hand at my back sees me flattened. I let out a little squeal, knowing I am pinned. The paucity of these close times means I’m still bashful of my nakedness, even if it is how he so often wants me. I feel a shiver of vulnerability. I want the electric scratch of his nails. My skin is crying out for it. My knickers are pulled down round my thighs, almost torn in his haste. I know now that I won’t make it to the bed. All that time apart, you’d think he could wait ten seconds more. The fact that he can’t only adds to my bubbling expectation.




    I feel the press of him there, the smooth hardness evident. He will feel my heat. I’m almost embarrassed at how wet I am for him, but it is nothing he doesn’t already know about me. Despite my slickness the entry isn’t easily gained; more than two months since I’ve had him there and feeling like our first time. The slide is remorseless, too much longed for to be painful, pressing my crotch hard to the stair edge as he opens me up. Then I am full of him and can feel the weight of his pent-up, churning need against my wetness.




    The anticipation of his desire has me whimpering. Then he goes at me. It is neither comfortable nor prolonged but it is still glorious and very necessary, for both of us. His drive is hard and loud against my flesh and keeps going on and on, building until he lets out a yell and I feel the joy of his hot bursts inside.




    I lie quiet as he rises off me, a wet line traced by his tip across my exposed behind. This is neither the time nor the place for caresses, no way to scoop me into an embrace without us both sliding into a heap at the foot of the stairs. The force of his release would have ripped the energy from him and I understand he needs time to breathe. The first time after so long can often feel close to too much. I hear the clink of glass from the lounge, the splash of pouring liquid. There will be more tenderness later but for now my head is spinning from the release and my heart needs time to stop banging.




    He sits apart from me upon the sleek, low leather couch, sending a thin blast of cigarette smoke up through pursed lips towards the ceiling. Funny, I hate the habit in anyone else, the smell and poisonous intrusiveness of it, but I’ve always liked watching him smoke. In some twisted, masochistic way I love his insensitivity at doing it when he knows I can’t abide it and that it keeps me at bay. We should be snuggling up and giggling together after this time apart but he is a grown man and lovey-doveyness is behind him. He’s a man who plays characters from the darker, wilder side of life. He is not your average guy. I find his indifference frustratingly arrogant, but mostly a real turn-on. Rufus radiates strength and composure. He is simply wonderful and I don’t know what I’d do without him.




    ‘It’s not working out,’ he tells me, suddenly out of the blue. He doesn’t specify what the “it” is but the way he isn’t looking at me instructs my nerves that they need to start jangling. My mind is instantly tumbling back through what we have just done, trying to find any evidence that might prove his point, any sign that I wasn’t what he wanted me to be. My confusion prevents coherence of thought, everything now hopping around inside my mind, refusing to be pinned down. I cannot speak, cannot begin to demand explanations or form a counter-argument to fight my corner. I am way too stunned.




    ‘It’s not you, it’s me,’ he continues, gazing into his tumbler of whisky.




    ‘I know it’s you. I just heard you say it.’ My voice sounds squeaky.




    ‘They’re filming a spin-off to Guns of Brixton. It’s called Guns of Marbella. It’s going to be brilliant – you’ll be chuffed to bits for me. I’m going to be away, on location. Six months. It’s not fair on you.’




    ‘What? You aren’t going to any such place! In a few days’ time you will be with me in rehearsals for Midden Hall. You have to be there. I can’t do those scenes without you. They put shooting back a month just to fit your schedule – or has all this slipped your mind?’




    ‘I had to drop out, absolute last minute. Guns is just too big for me to leave. It’s a career move, Emily, and I’ve got to take it. You understand.’




    I don’t. He thinks Midden Hall is going to bomb. He thinks it’s a dead duck. He thinks it will fail and all those involved will be damned by association, including me – although I’m the only one who is going to have to get her bits out for the privilege. I understand that he is casting me adrift, completely. I’m signed up to something he has wriggled free of. I can hear myself trying to talk him back around but I know this defeat is absolute. I’m hanging there, startled and confounded, but it’s gone. Like a cartoon figure suspended mid-air two feet from the cliff edge, looking back at the smiling, cute hero he was chasing until outwitted, then down at the ground a thousand feet below, then wistfully back at the camera, I am about to hurtle to an earth-denting end. Two minutes ago everything was fine but now it has all been ripped down. He has gone into my chest and plucked out my heart, still beating. He must have gone in through my stomach because it is all scrunched and aching, only a gaping hole there now. My limbs are cold and feeble, my brain too numb to form anger or hatred, like I have been thwacked across the top of the head with a shovel.




    ‘There’s another thing,’ he says, still not looking particularly remorseful, or in my direction. ‘I’d rather you heard it from me than through sordid whispers. I’ve been seeing someone else. Melissima Seagrave.’




    Oh God, not her. Two-time Sexiest Soap Actress, the red-headed siren who plays manipulative bitches and wins awards for it, although now we see she was simply playing herself. Melissima, who my freshly pronounced ex-boyfriend once described as having “a face like two badgers fighting a fox”, something I now realise was only said to put me off the scent. He’s been snogging her for half the last series of Guns of Brixton, telling me all the while how awful it’s been, when clearly it’s been enormously un-awful. I always feared having to vie for his affections against someone with her clout and screen presence, and I was right. She’s just got it, and I ain’t.




    ‘And this just slipped your mind while we were having sex a moment ago?’ I say, incredulous. ‘You went in and out of me enough times. Did you not, at any point, think “hang on a minute …”?’




    The sarcasm is my defence mechanism but I’m sounding a touch hysterical. I’m sounding like I want him to tell me it’s a joke, or that he is just rehearsing for his last big scene. For some bizarre reason I’m clinging on for a miracle. But what is the point? Truly, what is the point? It’s done; it’s gone. There is no return from this because the chemicals in his body only work for another girl. What I thought we had never was. It probably never even started to be and I was too wrapped up to notice. Now my empty body and shattered ego are calling out for compensation through some kind of excuse, some good reason, and there is none.




    There is nothing he can say to sticky-tape me back together. I am not good enough for him and anything he says will mean only that, however fancifully he dresses it up. The visions I had were only make-believe, a working script and not the final draft. I am not the one he wants. I almost certainly never was, although he might have made me believe it. In time, I might look with less rose-tinting and see where the cracks were, see that he wasn’t even close to what I thought him to be, this lie-teller, this heart-napper. One day I might be able to think of him and stay strong. I might be able to smile and know that he was never worth me. Not now, though, because just a few short moments ago everything was just fine. Well, it seemed fine, although the two of us were actually living different realities, weren’t we? I was moving us into a life of joyous wedded harmony and he was busy packing my cases. Deary me, what an idiot I’ve been. What an utter, misguided, blinkered, cotton-pickin’ fool I truly am.




    And now I must go because it’s not my flat but his. I don’t even get the dubious moral victory of sending him into the night with the sound of the slammed door echoing in his ears. He gallantly offers to let me stay over – presumably so he can slip me a final shallow, meaningless fuck – but I decline. Lucky I have a friend in Jane. Luckier still that she has a room going spare and luckiest of all that she is currently between girlfriends, meaning I won’t have to feel like a gooseberry or listen to the haunting sounds of people truly in love making love. At least I get to tell her loudly on the phone the extent of his treachery, while he listens. I get to vent just a bit of the hurt in the form of anger, before it can turn to tears. I get to call him a very, very rude name, and to look his way while I do it. He just shrugs a little, as if in resigned agreement, and stares at his shoes. He just wants me gone.




    I gather my stuff together: all that represents my time with him in one solitary bag. There is no more excuse to hang around, clinging on for a reversal, so I go and wait outside for the taxi. It’s getting late and my mind is addled. I won’t have the energy to pick apart the bones of this with anyone.




    Jane takes me in and lets me sob. She knows what I feel – what I felt – for this man. In the past she has sat through my excited chattering as I attempted to explain his specialness, to quantify the power exuded by that star quality. She was always slightly reserved about the whole thing, and now I know why. She hugs me but not too tight, doubtless mindful that just once in our long shared history when we were this close we kissed – not that she ever allowed her sexuality to cloud or complicate our friendship. She tells me everything will be better in the morning, pats me on the head to force a weak smile to my lips, and then sends me to bed.




    The fat lady has sung. There is no excuse to go back to see him, so no reason to see him at all. We weren’t close-knit enough for our lives to be that hard to untie. I’m empty. My stuffing’s been left scattering the floor of his flat, 18 months of me dusting those bespoke wooden boards. I have to sleep now, to somehow get him out of my head, to forget the year and a half of emotion that has just been pointlessly frittered. I need to drive out the feelings of stupidity and inadequacy. I mustn’t dwell on a future of being alone and unprotected, of being mired in a show he thinks bound to fail – that is indeed far more likely to fail now he isn’t going to be in it. I must forget him and move on, just sleep.




    It is three o’clock in the morning and all I am is lost.


  




  

    Chapter Two – The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face




    Forget Emily over Amelie; right now, if I was to change my name it would be to Teri Fyde. I am Nervy McNervous from For-Goodness-Sake-Calm-Your-Silly-Self-Down Town. I was already a bag of fluster and breathing difficulties before she caught my eye. Then she was heading my way, a sea of inferiors parting magically before her. For one lovely moment I thought she would pass me by, but then she stopped and fixed her confident gaze upon lil ol’ me, squatting here in an untidy heap upon a saggy beanbag, like a pile of the discarded contents of a chav’s wardrobe.




    ‘Miss Emily Rees?’ she asks me, eyebrows raised. I don’t attempt to correct her on the Emily/Amelie thing. Instead, by way of greeting, I produce a facial seizure somewhere between a grin and the stricken grimace of a madman aboard the world’s most alarming rollercoaster. The expression stays stuck to my face for way too long, all the way through me nodding stupidly and reaching up to formalise our meeting by giving her a wet-lettuce handshake. Seriously, pull yourself together, girl, I tell myself – she’s only a person.




    Ah, but what a person. What a gifted, classy, lusciously sultry thing she is. I’m staggered she hasn’t made Hollywood. Her agent must be an idiot of quite blithering proportions.




    ‘I’m Samantha Whittaker,’ she says, needlessly, since the vast majority of the population, me included for once, know precisely who she is. Now this is a leading lady. She is everything I will never be. The fact that she got into acting late is the only reasonable explanation for her lack of worldwide superstardom. The big screen industry is very ageist and any female past her late 20s can be seen as over the hill. If she had become established as a film goddess earlier in life then reputation and box office appeal would have kept her in the prime roles for longer, but she missed that boat. Now on the slippery slope towards the big four-oh, she must content herself with the small screen and theatre – i.e. proper acting jobs – at least for another decade or so, after which she’ll be reborn as a grande dame of the silver screen, ubiquitous in productions requiring extraordinary glamour in their ladies of a certain age.




    I try to think of something professional to say to her, something respectful but matey, to not come across as so pathetically star-struck. But then she fires her big shot and hits me amidships, and I am instantly all but sunk.




    ‘So you are the girl who will steal my husband,’ she says. If you know her husband then you’ll know the image this produces and why it is so disarming. I blurt a little giggle, verging on the hysterical.




    ‘If it comes to that,’ I say, flush-cheeked. Well, I almost say it. My tongue is suddenly like a lump of swollen cork in my mouth, so I actually say “ilt” instead of “it”, as if I’ve accidentally lapsed back into some weird native dialect and I don’t come from a fairly stable and comfortable background in the Home Counties at all, but from some backward band of nutcases inhabiting an island way north of the Orkneys. I want to have a normal conversation with her, I really do. I don’t want to sound all gooey and lost. In my head I am a with-it girl, sensible and grounded. The trouble is my body is so ridiculously in awe of certain others it simply overrides my senses. My bouts of star-struckitis can be cripplingly severe.




    I never used to be this lacking in confidence. It seems to be a growing trait, perhaps because my chosen career is so judgemental. On a constant basis, you have to put yourself out there for acceptance or rejection. The odds are stacked against acceptance, and this can take its toll. I realise – I remind myself this very thing often enough – that the rejection is not a personal thing. It’s just how it is. Aspiring actors like me spend most of their time not in productions, but peddling headshots around advertising agencies. Often auditions are overseen by marketing men and are less to do with acting ability and more to do with whether your face is a suitable selling tool for their product. Since far fewer big companies are selling suits of armour and medieval tinctures these days, it’s not surprising that my face doesn’t often fit the bill. The knock-backs still hurt, though. There cannot be many other careers where you daily swim against such a tide of rejection.




    My defence mechanism is to take on a degree of pre-set pessimism. This doomed-to-failure mentality means that I’m always too much in awe, and maybe a touch jealous, of those who have already made it. The more gorgeous they are, the more I look up to them, all doe-eyed and worshippy. I look at others and see where I fall short. Here today the assembled cast all look way more smart and professional than I do. The actresses outnumber the actors at least two to one, as is usual in costume dramas (our forebears supposedly spawning far more daughters than sons, since so many would die instantly from head-colds, sprained ankles and mild shock). I can’t tell which of them are going to play the rich offspring of the Lord, and which could be transformed into dowdy aunts or servants: that’s how good they all look. I look like the proverbial bag of spanners.




    As ever, I got my timings wrong. I thought we were being collected at seven, but that was the time we were meant to be on set. I’d just rather diligently finished a bit of too-early-to-be-enjoyed dancercise, since we young actresses have to stay trim and perky unless we only ever want to get cast as Fatso the Fat, Ugly Sidekick in cringingly awful, ratings-bombing comedies. I was lounging about, sweating into a pair of loose grey jogging bottoms and an ancient top in fading though still garish pink, adorned on the front with a large, goofy rabbit caricature and the never-amusing strapline “What’s So Bunny?”. It was a top my mum bought me from a bargain-basement high street shop when I first went to drama school. It was a top never meant to be seen in public. Sadly, when the call came, I had no choice but to go dressed exactly as I was, since non-divas like me don’t flounce in an hour late – they get immediately fired.




    Still, I wasn’t too worried, assuming that I would go straight to hair and make-up, then on to wardrobe. Wrong again. I am one in that small minority of people who never knows what is going on. I never know how people know what is going on. Who tells them and doesn’t bother to tell me? Where is this special noticeboard with all life’s information pinned to it? We were on set, yes – but only because the production team was paying from that day, by contractual arrangement, for the vast rented mansion doubling as Midden Hall, and the director thought it best to get the most for his money. Normally, the cast meet in some dusty office pre-production for a script read-through and rehearsals, but since this had had to be postponed because of the schedule of his leading actor – my twatting swine of an ex-boyfriend, remember? – the director thought he could make up for lost time with some admittedly hasty rehearsals, but in the grand surroundings in which we were to ply our craft, therefore helping us to get instantly into character.




    Thus I met my fellow thespians with my hair plastered back in a ponytail, wearing zero make-up, and hideous flannel garments. This is how I am now appearing to one of the home-grown actresses I most admire. There is no way Samantha Whittaker would ever be seen dead looking like this. She smiles down at me and I feel like a grub that could easily get gobbled up. She asks me a couple more questions, small-talk really, but I realise she’s trying to make me feel at ease. I must look like a rabbit in the headlights. Have I worked with this director before? Any of the cast? Of course not, Ms Whittaker – I’m nowhere near being in your league. It’s so strange to actually be talking to the real her that I can barely think. How best to describe her? A woman who makes you tingle, makes you want to please, makes you wish you could be her.




    She plays strong women with class, although the way she just giggled conspiratorially at me, having shared a naughty aside about one of our fellow cast members, suggests a down-to-earth, even wicked side. That’s the thing with the top actors: they always keep something of themselves back to surprise you with when you meet them face to face. I expected her to be a little cold and indifferent to lowlies like me, a little too much with her eyes on the big prize, using her sexuality to win everything. But that’s typecasting for you, and as an actor it should always be my instinct to see through it – after all, it wasn’t long ago I was playing a caterpillar in a production our local company put on for the kids at Christmas. My acting career isn’t going very far if casting directors only ever see me as a segmented larva.




    Hers is not just typecasting, though. It’s an aura. There is a certain splendour about her, poshness even, but she is first and foremost downright sexy. Men of all ages are going to be watching Midden Hall, pretending to be indulging their wives and girlfriends, while secretly glad of even the slightest glimpse of her, especially if there is a plunge to her neckline. She is an inspirer of rude imaginings. She’s the type that you wouldn’t be surprised to learn had been born a duchess, but never used the title for fear of seeming pretentious. However, nor would you be too surprised if you accidentally walked in on her while she was on her knees, performing deep, delicious fellatio upon a tied-up hunk of a naked, muscular servant. Troianne, I warn myself, try not to imagine such things for too long while she’s standing in front of you. It’s hard enough to concentrate as it is.




    New acting jobs are gut-wrenching enough for me at the best of times, without adding the shock and upheaval of being left high and dry so recently by a man I thought I could love. This is by far the biggest production I have ever worked on. It has proper stars in it, names I could not believe I would see on the same cast list as my own. Not just the venerable Ms Whittaker.




    Top of the list is Marcus Marshall – that genuine Hollywood A-lister, who was throbbing hearts before I was even born. A star in the late 80s and early 90s on US TV and then Broadway, he suddenly gave up life in La-La Land and the pressures of the limelight to seek quieter pursuits. Women everywhere howled their distress at his disappearance. Only recently did he return to acting, doing small-scale theatre work before being tempted back by the relative calm of this British costume drama.




    Mr Marshall is perhaps less dashing now but still very handsome, in a stately, grey way. We are yet to be introduced but I imagine he will be ever courteous and will probably call me “ma’am” in that rich, slow drawl of his that has been known to melt usually perfectly sensible females to the floor. God willing I can refrain from being one of those, and show a bit of dignity when in his presence. I doubt it, though. Just the thought of that inevitable first meeting has got me rattled again.




    Worse still, he’s not even the main instigator of my nerves. That honour goes to none other than Mr Bennett Ayres, who you no doubt already know is the real-life husband of the lucky Samantha Whittaker, as well as playing her husband in this production.




    I mean, Bennett Ayres! There was I thinking that this whole project was doomed now my ex-boyfriend had pulled out, only to find they had replaced him with someone boasting an even bigger screen punch. When I found out this morning and texted best friend Jane, she replied that she was going to wet her pants on my behalf. That’s the kind of reputation Ol’ Benny Boy has. He might be the man with two surnames but he’s bloody delish. And I have to kiss him! In the final episode I have to get naked with him! The thought scares me beyond comprehension. I really, really don’t know if I’m remotely ready for all this. I might have to run to the hills.




    I want to ask this perfect woman standing over me if the rumours about her husband are true – whether he is the passionate, can’t keep his hands to himself, near-sex addict the press often portrays him as, but it’s not exactly appropriate, is it? Oh hello, Ms Whittaker, nice to meet you. Is it true that just a little before your husband was your husband, while he was filming a scene in which his rich, suave bastard of a character was drunkenly standing up through the sunroof of a stretch limo, waving around a bottle of champagne, unbeknownst to cast and crew, inside the car a nubile actress was giving his downstairs department some special attentions of the oral variety? And that if you look very closely at the finished scene, because of the effect of the lights on the tinted glass, you can just make out her head bobbing around?




    I doubt that’s true. An urban myth, I reckon. The press like to build images, agents think all publicity is good, so they just let it go. What is undeniable is that Mr Ayres met Ms Whittaker some five years ago during filming, and their relationship billowed rapidly into a very public affair that left two former partners bitter and broken. The press didn’t care about that. They saw the affair as an inevitable collision between two utter beauties, and quite liked the fact they were together, despite the suffering it caused to others. They came out of it smelling of roses, a couple much lauded everywhere. Like Burton and Taylor, you just know that when they’re alone together grand passions are created, lovemaking on a plane ungraspable by mere mortals.




    Anyway, I cannot probe her on what my potential on-screen beau is really like because she is giggling in that dirty way of hers and telling me that we must have a proper girly chat later. Why, I don’t know. How have I managed to ingratiate myself and make her laugh? I was barely able to say a word properly. I was in a daze. My goodness, she is stunning. Imagine the man who would cheat on her for me! The viewers are really going to have to suspend their disbelief if a second series comes around. Imagine the first time Bennett set eyes on her in real life – that lurch inside, that thrilling sweep from head to toe. Imagine how flawless she’d have looked, how instantly desperate she would have made him. His marriage had no chance from that moment.




    That’s the thing people outside this industry just don’t understand. Many will wonder, my friend Jane included, why I went so tamely from my boyfriend’s flat after he unceremoniously dumped me, without giving him the boot in the unmentionables he clearly deserved. The reason lies in my knowledge of the sad inevitability of doomed relationships between actors. It’s not just the time they spend apart. It’s the fact that leading men and ladies so often play roles which have romance at the core. The more gorgeous the star, the more gorgeous the co-star they’re paired with is likely to be. The main part of their working day is spent with someone as lovely as they can imagine, who they are obliged to pretend to be mad for, so how can life possibly avoid imitating art?




    You have to live the feeling too. You cannot just cruise along dipping in and out when you fancy. That first wonderful fizz; that first fire of attraction – you have to take it on set and rekindle it every time. For your character to seem real, for the relationship and chemistry to seem real, you have to immerse yourself in the role. Essentially, it means falling in love. The easy bit is in knowing that your screen partner is with you so often – 12, 14 hours a day sometimes. You get to do closeness. There is no need to wait for the timing to be right or to fret over whether the signals are being correctly interpreted. You get to be forced into it, to be ordered to touch and to kiss, to make love. Then you get to do it again and again, over and over until the director thinks it good enough. You get to form a little private partnership, a bond from that unique unease of having to be intimate in front of the camera. Between takes there is nothing to do but sit together and chat, to find out everything about your co-star. You can be egotistical or diva-ish, or you can be charming. But you may as well be charming since you have to spend the next portion of your life with that person and it’s a hell of a lot better if you get on, and so much more fun if the chemistry between you becomes real.




    You fall for the person they are playing. You fall for characters they have played in the past, before you had even met them in the flesh and knew anything about their true character. You fall for them in the shared private moments, the laughter and the tricks and the private jokes, the intimacies to make the boring hours fly by. You fall for their movements, their physical poetry, watching them from afar, seeing them in action, weaving their magic. You fall for them four times over, maybe more; all the little things you don’t get to see even in the people you thought you were closest to, and all the while it is encouraged. Everyone wants you to be like this. They need you to be. If you did the same in an office environment there would be scorn and gossip, jealousies and the telling of tales. Here the chemistry between you is welcomed and essential. Everyone wants you to fall in love. The success of the production depends upon it.




    So with Melissima Seagrave playing my ex’s love interest, there was little else he could have done other than fall in love for real. When filming is over it may all break down as they pursue different projects, but for now it is simply too intense to see past. I became nothing, not even on his radar. Hers was a glamour role, which meant they had her looking her best, every time he saw her. The clothes would have been tailored to accentuate her sexy curves. He had to kiss her looking like this. Those genius make-up artists would have ensured she looked beyond perfect. They know exactly how to hide any imperfections and bring out the beauty. Even in these days of HD technology, the camera can get as close as the director wants and all you see is gorgeousness. Plus screen make-up is far more subtle than that thick theatre warpaint. It can be worn all day, in any light, without ever being obvious. It looks natural. It is deadly.
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