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For the dreamers, the hopers and the star-crossed lovers:

may your stage be filled with magic

and met with warm applause.
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‘I would not wish

Any companion in the world but you’

Miranda, The Tempest, Act III, Scene 1

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
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ACT 1

‘Wilt thou reach stars

because they shine on thee?’

The Duke of Milan, Two Gentlemen of Verona, Act III, Scene 1

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE








One

LUCIE

‘Lucie Hart?’

‘That’s me, with an i-e!’ I say, instantly kicking myself for the enthusiasm. This is an audition for Shakespeare, not CBeebies. My reply is so bright and jolly I’m one step away from jazz-hands. Don’t be too eager, I remind myself, a mantra I’ve yet to pay attention to in the eight years I’ve been a jobbing actor. Don’t look like a desperate thesp …

‘On the stage, please,’ intones the bored stagehand with the completely unnecessary clipboard-and-headset combo. Did he only agree to the job if they gave him props? I wonder how many too-enthusiastic, definitely desperate thesps he’s had to corral today. It’s 3.45 p.m. and the auditions began at 9.30 a.m., so I’m guessing lots.

But he hasn’t had to deal with me yet.

I’m going to walk on that stage and blow them away. This time Iris, a relatively small part in The Tempest; next time who knows?

My inner bravado lasts exactly thirty seconds before reality nudges back.

I am a desperate thesp.

I love my life, I adore being in Stratford-upon-Avon and I get by – just. But if I’m really honest, it’s getting harder to love the early starts, long days, late nights and currently three-slash-four jobs I’m working in order to survive here.

I just need a break. Just one.

‘The stage?’ Mr Clipboard-and-Headset stares pointedly at me.

‘Yes, right, thanks, dude,’ I rush as I hurry onstage.

Dude? Seriously?

I skid to a halt centre-stage; my brightest and most definitely not desperate-thesp smile in place, the director hidden from view by the dazzle of a single white spotlight.

And then, it hits me.

I’m on the stage. Centre-stage in the Royal Shakespeare Company’s Swan Theatre, blinking out at the rising galleries and seats that I can’t see, but I know are there. And even though I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve stood here for an audition, the magic remains.

This is what it’s all about. All the jobs and the hours and the precarious living arrangements: it all makes this possible. It’s what drives me on, what keeps me dreaming, what …

‘Back again, Luce?’

My heart sinks to my too-bright trainers.

Crap.

‘Dunc, hey. I didn’t know you were directing.’

‘I’m not. Assistant director this time, but Greg’s flight was delayed, so …’

I can’t see him, but I don’t need to. Duncan Harrow will be smirking in his seat, loving every minute of my squirming.

The absolute last person I needed to be here today: my ex – the person who has made it his life mission to scupper me at every turn since we broke up. He was the one who cheated on me, making a mockery of the two years we were together, but despite my very public dumping of him and continual stating of the fact that I’ll never take him back, he still thinks he’s got some kind of mystical hold over me. Which he hasn’t. But he’s my constant curse: the gatekeeper who stands between me and my dream casting in an RSC production.

‘Great, okay. Shall I start?’

‘Whenever you’re ready.’

I force the smile that’s slipped from my face back to where it should be and take a deep breath. Remember where I am. Centre my character. Prepare to dazzle …

‘… You nymphs, call’d Naiads, of the windring brooks,

With your sedged crowns and ever-harmless looks,

Leave your crisp channels and on this green land

Answer your summons …’

‘Yep, great, thanks, Luce.’

I peer into the shadow around the spotlight. ‘But I haven’t finished …’

It’s a point of principle. If I’m honest, I don’t want to be Iris, the goddess of the rainbow. It isn’t the part I’d choose in The Tempest. I want to be Miranda, Prospero’s daughter. Or even Prospero himself. If Dame Helen Mirren can be Prospero, Lucie Hart can damn well be.

But Iris would be a start. Heck, Iris would be the biggest part I’ve scored in years. And more than anything right now I want to be able to finish Iris’s lines in this audition.

‘Seen enough, thanks. Great, though, Luce. I’m impressed you’re still slogging away – I mean most people would have jacked it in by now. But great effort. So …’

I hate that so. I know he’ll be making the wind-it-up sign in the darkness, all smug and full of his own importance.

‘Okay.’

‘You know the drill. We’ll …’

… be in touch, I finish for him, not waiting another moment for Duncan Harrow to deal his deathly blow. Another audition scuppered. More pieces of my shattered heart left on The Swan’s glorious stage …






Two

THEO

‘So, Hamlet.’

The producer, head of casting, and Barry, my agent, all loon-grin at me, their smiles noticeably tight. The director doesn’t smile: at this point, I’m not certain he ever does.

I smile back, wishing my heart wasn’t in my boots.

‘Looking forward to it,’ I say.

Was that bright enough?

I wish I could muster more enthusiasm. You see some actors arriving for auditions and casting meetings like they’ve had Haribo pumped into their veins, all bounce and boundless positivity. I envy them: the ones who can still do it, despite the acting life being immeasurably shit most of the time.

I can’t do it. Largely because I, like everyone else seated around the restaurant table in the hopeful June sunshine, know the truth: this might well be my last chance, after a catastrophic choice threw a spanner in the works of my promising career. Fact is, my name is currently mud as far as every other director, casting agent and producer is concerned, and all of it not my fault.

Well, mostly not my fault.

The memory of The Punch returns.

My heart makes a bid for the restaurant’s foundations.

At the time, it was justified – noble, even. But if I could reverse time to thirty seconds before I threw it, I would make myself walk away.

I was so close. The big stuff was happening – being on the slate for the Hollywood rom-com that was going to cement my name worldwide, TV appearances becoming more frequent, the possibility of headlining a play at the National Theatre. My name becoming recognised, quality scripts arriving on my agent’s desk like manna from heaven and the rarefied delight of being offered roles directly instead of having to audition. Flattering but daft headlines in magazines calling me the next Tom Hardy and the next big British star … Stuff I’ve worked my backside off for years to have a hope of achieving. Stuff my agent finally respected me for.

All gone in a heartbeat.

Just because I stood up to a scumbag director who was disrespecting my co-star in Cannes. A devastatingly well-connected scumbag, it transpired, who told all his industry mates to drop me because of it.

So this gig has to work, or I’m done.

Greg, the director, is eyeing me like someone dropped a sewer rat on his plate. He’s fresh off the plane from LA after a seven-hour delay and seems to have left any suggestion of compassion doing endless loops on Birmingham Airport’s baggage carousel. I wasn’t his first choice to play the Prince of Denmark. Hell, I wasn’t his twentieth. But Gabriel Marley skipped off to play James Bond, and with only three months till opening night, his pickings were slim.

For slim, read: me.

‘It’s a great opportunity,’ Barry rushes, nodding at me like a crazed primary school teacher on the front row of a nativity play, desperate to make the kids smile. ‘And absolutely the direction we’ve been seeking. Theo is over the moon to show his Hamlet.’

‘His Hamlet better be worth watching,’ Greg mutters, loud enough for everyone in our party to hear – and most of the other tables in Gonzalo’s restaurant, too.

‘He has great pull,’ Eric, the producer, soothes. It’s sweet, but I don’t believe his apparent faith in me. He broke out in a nervous sweat within five minutes of arriving and now his entire forehead is glistening. I can see a damp patch beneath the arm of his striped denim shirt when he takes another shaky sip of his wine. Is that his third glass in an hour? ‘Theo’s going to bring in a whole new audience for the RSC. Like Tennant, with less quirks.’

Greg rolls his eyes.

I stretch my smile even tighter.

‘It’s been a huge ambition of mine to play this role since I first dreamed of the stage,’ I lie, willing every last scrap of brightness into my words.

Truth is, the absolute last part I ever thought I’d play was Hamlet. Romeo, at a push, but never old clutching-a-skull Ham. Me and Shakespeare have a bit of a rocky relationship to say the least. I know it’s probably heresy to admit it – especially here, in Stratford-upon-Avon, talking with the director of the next RSC headline production – but I didn’t become an actor because The Bard summoned me. I became an actor because I wanted girls to like me. At ten, that was a pretty noble ambition. And I wanted to race around in high-speed cars and shoot pretend guns and jump out of windows seconds before they exploded.

Basically, I wanted the big-screen job my predecessor just nabbed.

Bloody Gabriel Marley.

Although perhaps losing that job to him might turn out to be a blessing in disguise. Because in three months’ time I will star in one of the world’s most famous plays, here, in the town where millions flock every year to honour William Shakespeare and his works. It’s a chance to show what I’m capable of; to prove everyone wrong who thinks I’ve blown my career. Maybe it could unlock the suddenly slammed doors into theatre, or welcome me back into films. Maybe Gabriel Marley will rue the day he ducked out of this production because of the star it makes of his replacement.

Or maybe it’ll pay my rent for the next six months. To be honest, that’s a far bigger prize than career glory right now. I just need to work.

‘And he’s staying in Stratford,’ my agent offers, his grip on his wine glass tighter than I’d like it to be. ‘For the next two months, before rehearsals begin.’ He leans across the table a little, lowering his voice to a whisper. ‘Preparing for the role …’

‘Got a job waiting tables, has he?’ Greg offers.

Ouch. He’s too close to the truth for comfort – and nothing about this meeting is comforting me. I’d got used to the grind being far behind me. I can’t stand the thought of returning to the ranks of jobbing actors, scrimping and saving just to keep going between gigs. I deserve better than that.

I am better than that.

And Hamlet is my chance to prove it.

Greg’s terrifying, but he’s the best. I know he intends to make my life a misery in this production, but that’s why I’m in Stratford for the summer, getting as ready as I can to do battle with him. Also, because it’s good to get out of London for a bit while I’m persona non grata with pretty much everyone in the business. And I don’t have any other jobs at the moment …

‘Might just do that.’ I grin confidently, forcing my body to recline back in my chair as if this whole meeting is a pleasant formality and not a frightening test of my character. ‘I mean, Shakespeare started out as a jobbing actor: I think he’d approve of my hustle.’

I can’t repeat Greg’s reply …






Three

LUCIE

I’m still smarting about the audition at 5.30 a.m. next morning, as I heft a huge pile of newspapers from the back of the van into WhatNews?, the small newsagent tucked away in a Stratford-upon-Avon backstreet, my first job of the day. I have an hour to sort the papers, ready for our five, sleepy-eyed deliverers so that they can get to school and our customers can get their morning papers before the rush to work.

Duncan bloody Harrow. Am I ever going to be free of him?

I wish I could go back in time to the evening of the premiere where I first met him, and when he offers me a drink and some career advice, make myself run away as fast as I can. It’s all blindingly obvious now: but back then I was fresh from quitting my teaching job in Wolverhampton to move to Stratford and chase the dream. I should have seen how jealous he was of the success I started finding, and how he then used every opportunity to chip away at my confidence. But I fooled myself that he loved me and was invested in my career.

Now I wish he’d just jump in the River Avon and float far away …

‘You didn’t get it, then.’ Dev grins as he brings a box of tins in from the stockroom.

‘Didn’t get what?’ I reply, keeping my eyes firmly trained on the newspaper delivery bags laid out across the counter.

‘The audition you’re clearly fuming about.’

‘Oh that. I didn’t want it anyway.’

‘Yeah? Tell it to your face.’ His smile softens as he leans on the counter. ‘You’re too good for them, Lu. You should be in EastEnders or something. Telly’s where it’s at these days. They’d snap you up in a heartbeat.’

For Dev Tavora, scoring a leading role in a long-running soap opera represents the pinnacle of acting achievements, so this is a huge compliment. I manage a smile, even though the audition’s memory stings.

‘You’re right. I should give them a call,’ I joke.

‘Yeah, that’s the spirit! Get your agent to do it!’

‘Absolutely.’

I imagine my agent, Sasha, jumping for joy at that request. From her sun lounger in the Algarve, where she appears to have retired without telling me …

‘I love the RSC, Lu, but they need their heads looking at if they won’t give you a part. What was the pillock director’s name this time?’

‘It was the assistant director.’ I finish stuffing one delivery bag and drop it to the floor with a little more force than necessary. ‘Duncan.’

‘Dunc … ? No!’

I offer him a weak smile. ‘Small world, eh?’

Dev shakes his head. ‘I know they say all the world’s a stage but that dick seems to be all over it. Did he even let you finish your piece this time?’

The fact that Dev knows this is testament to how often Duncan Harrow stymies me. He never lets me finish what I’ve prepared for an audition. It’s his modus operandi – he waits, until I’m truly in my flow, and then slams the door at the worst possible moment.

I am done with self-righteous blokes interrupting me. That’s what I’ve decided today: no more auditions for the RSC until I know Duncan Harrow has left. It has to happen soon, doesn’t it?

‘That man is poison, Lu. You did right kicking him to the kerb years ago. You just need to focus on yourself. On what makes you happy. The break will come for you, I know it will.’

Dev looks sad when he says it. Fifteen years of TV bit parts and near misses will do that to you. He should have been a star, a household name: it’s criminal that he isn’t. But this town is full of people who chased the dream. You get talking to anyone for long enough and you’ll discover that.

I’m still chasing mine.

For real, as it turns out.

‘Lu, it’s six-thirty-five,’ Dev says suddenly, turning his phone screen to face me. Shocked, I look at my watch – the second hand isn’t moving, the hour and minute hands stuck at 6.05 a.m.

‘No! Ophelia’s going to do her nut!’ I yelp, grabbing my coat and bag from behind the counter.

‘Go – I’ll finish here,’ Dev says, because he is officially the Loveliest Man in Stratford-upon-Avon and my absolute saviour this morning. As I race towards the door, he calls out, ‘Who is it today?’

‘Katharina!’ I yell over my shoulder.

‘With or without Petruchio?’

I grin as I unlock my bike from the lamppost outside WhatNews? and stuff the chain into my rucksack. ‘Always without!’

The ride across town makes my calves scream obscenities at me but at least the traffic is kind today. I duck down side alleys and take shortcuts I probably shouldn’t attempt on two wheels, but it’s dangerously close to 7 a.m. and I can’t be late again. Ordinarily, I start work at my favourite job at 8.30 a.m., but today is special. There is an invited audience of patrons of The Shakespeare Birthplace Trust coming for an exclusive early view of the house where William Shakespeare was born, followed by a special breakfast and performance in the beautiful garden, otherwise known as my second – and best – workplace of the day.

My bike wheels skid and slip over the wet paving in Henley Street where the gorgeous half-timbered building resides, but it isn’t 7 a.m. yet and I’m jubilant. As I jump off my bike and wheel it to the side gate, a familiar voice booms behind me.

‘Good morrow, Kate, for that’s your name, I hear …’

I smile as a friendly giant skips around me to hold the gate open. For a six-foot-five man he’s surprisingly nimble, especially as I know he’s nursing a killer hangover from the final performance of his one-man show last night.

‘Well, you have heard, but something hard of hearing. They call me Kate that do talk of me … ’

‘Excellent, darling. Supreme! You would kick that old cat-fisher Petruchio to the kerb if you were Kate.’

‘I would. And that’s why I don’t include his lines, Ced.’

‘Too bloody right.’ Cedric Millington-Harvey grins. ‘Alpha males are so sixteenth century.’

We wind around the side of the exhibition building and head for the garden courtyard.

‘How’s the head?’ I ask.

‘Banging. It’s like I have a whole timpani section attempting drum and bass up there. But it was a marvellous night.’

‘I’m sorry I couldn’t be there. I had a late shift.’

‘Perfectly fine, Lu. You work harder than anyone I know. It’s a wonder you’re even standing this morning. You leave the rest of us for dust!’

We’ve reached the door to the crew room – a very generous name for a tiny cupboard of a space where The Garden Players are based. This is my favourite job: reciting monologues from Shakespeare’s most famous plays for visitors to the Birthplace. I have three beautiful costumes that miraculously work for all the heroines I perform. They’re a bit threadbare now – I’ve become a dab hand at invisible darning during the three years I’ve worked as a Garden Player. But each one once graced the stage of the RSC’s theatres – and that makes them special.

Today, for Katharina from The Taming of the Shrew, I’ll be wearing a sky-blue gown with fake pearls sewn around the neckline, puff sleeves slashed with honey gold satin and a posy of faded pink and white lace daisies fixed at the point where the bodice meets the full skirt. It’s a dress that also handily fits Rosalind from As You Like It, Imogen from Cymbeline and Viola from Twelfth Night. I know all of their famous monologues by heart, and where they are speaking to others I adapt their words for solo performance.

That’s what I’m doing today.

I have a soft spot for Kate, the ‘shrew’ who must be ‘tamed’ by bossy loudmouth thug Petruchio. Doing her lines alone makes me feel like I’m giving her some power back, showcasing her wittiness and brilliant zinger comebacks without interruption from pervy Petruchio and his filthy jokes.

I dress quickly in the single-curtained changing cubicle, braiding my hair into three plaits and winding them together to form a high bun at the back of my head. When I squeeze back into the main area of the crew room, Cedric is red-faced and struggling with the ties of his lace collar.

‘Here,’ I say, calmly untangling the lengths of gold ribbon he’s somehow managed to knot like macramé.

‘You are an angel, Lucinda. My heaven-sent aid in time of need.’

‘Don’t be nervous.’

‘I’m not!’

I smile anyway, because he always is. ‘Then be fabulous.’

Ced exacts a huge sigh. ‘I would, dear, but it’s Falstaff again. How can one be fabulous as a dirty old drunkard, I ask you? One day, I shall Romeo once more. Ophelia can say what she likes: the words are all that matter. And I can do them as good as any young upstart …’

‘Darlings! Here you are!’

Ced and I snap to attention as Ophelia Henry, Director of Garden Performance, sweeps into the room like a violet-scented thunderstorm. She’s a tiny woman with a mountainous presence, her voice able to carry as far as she wills it. She walks like a grande dame of the ballet, her poise perfect, her head held high. She’s the only person I know who enters a room expecting a standing ovation (and more often than not receives one).

‘Morning, Ophelia,’ we chorus.

‘Hmm.’ She inspects my costume with a critical eye. ‘I’ll have to ask Purdy to take another look at that sleeve. The tear is still visible. But you’ll do, Lucie. Our guests will be in the garden at eight sharp. You must be there to greet them.’

‘No problem.’ I smile.

‘And Cedric, dear, please use the beard today.’

Beside me Ced deflates. ‘Not the beard, Pheels. It itches to beggardom.’

‘The beard, maestro.’

There’s a definite twinkle between them in the pause that follows. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear these two are star-crossed lovers waiting to find each other. Ced relents and trundles off to find the offending facial hairpiece, while I make my way out to the garden.

It’s the earliest days of the summer season, our busiest time of the year. Visitors from all over the world flock to Stratford-upon-Avon to pay homage to William Shakespeare and explore the places associated with him and his works. This morning there’s a slight chill in the air but the newly risen sun is painting the sky with the most wonderful palette of golds and pinks. There’s the promise of heat later in the day and everything feels hopeful.

I need that today, after yesterday’s audition.

No. I’m not going to think about it now. This is where I’m confident in my skills – this stage, this company, with these glorious lines. I can shelve the age-old doubts about my ability and just act, as I always dreamed I could.

Duncan Harrow can choke on that.

Our guests are arriving already, heading up the path with its restored border towards the small raised stone stage surrounded by pots of lavender and rosemary where Ced and I will perform. There’s an excited buzz in the air, matched by happy bumblebees making the most of the roses and honeysuckle, stocks and hollyhocks that are filling the garden with scent and colour.

I watch our audience take their seats, my adapted version of Kate’s side of her first meeting with Petruchio running through my mind. I’ll do this, then a bit of Viola, with Ced’s Falstaff monologues from Henry IV Part 1 and The Merry Wives of Windsor in between.

‘Valued patrons, most honourable guests,’ Ophelia announces, stepping onto the performance area, her voice reaching every ear with no need of a microphone. ‘Welcome to our special Annual Patrons Morning. Before we serve your breakfast, I have the great pleasure of introducing two of our fantastic in-house company, The Garden Players, who will perform a few morsels from our wonderful Bard. First, allow me to present Miss Lucinda Hart as Katharina from The Taming of the Shrew …’

I smile at their polite applause as Ophelia leaves the stage and I move to my spot. It’s busy today: three full rows of chairs laid out at the end of the path and a whole line of patrons and invited guests standing behind them.

Waiting for the audience to hush, I take a breath and begin.

The first few lines provoke smiles from the patrons on the front row – and, as the rest of the audience begin to realise that I’ve cut Petruchio’s lines, more grins appear. This is where magic happens – in the growing, vital connection between the audience and me. Their energy fuels my performance, making both of us creators in this space. This is why I’m still doing everything I can to stay in my profession: why I can’t bear to think of my life without it …

‘… Asses are made to bear, and so are you …’ The chuckle this line evokes makes my toes tingle. I lift my chin higher and …

‘… Women are made to bear, and so are you …’

What?

For a second, I hesitate, not sure if I heard it. But then the line repeats – spoken by a real voice. A deep, male voice, delivering Petruchio’s cut lines.

A ripple of delight passes through the audience. I see heads turning, feel their attention switching from me to whoever it was who just spoke. Is it one of the patrons mucking around? Showing off their knowledge of the play?

I glance to my right where Ophelia is urgently gesturing for me to continue.

Packing away my surprise, I launch back into the piece. ‘No such jade as you, if me you mean.’ I open my mouth to begin Kate’s next line, but the voice speaks before I can start.

‘Alas, good Kate, I will not burden thee, For knowing thee to be but young and light …’

I’m looking now, scanning the lines of people standing behind the rows of chairs to see who is butting so rudely into my performance.

‘… Too light for such a swain as you to catch, And yet heavy as my weight should be …’ I return.

And then I see him.

He steps out from between the thrilled guests and starts to walk towards me, speaking his lines as he does. ‘… Should be – should buzz!’

He’s dark haired, a ridiculous, cavalier-style beard balanced on his chin that would give Ced’s mangy old hairpiece a run for its money; he’s wearing faded black jeans, black boots and an old brown leather jacket that looks as if it’s on loan from the RSC costume department. He has the swagger of an experienced actor and the delivery is good, too. I feel like I’ve seen him before, but I don’t have time to work out where.

For a moment, I’m impressed.

But then, I’m furious.

Who is this swaggery, smirky imposter and why is he gatecrashing my performance?

I look over at Ophelia – but her hands are clasped to her generous bosom as if she’s just seen a young Laurence Olivier striding into the garden.

The audience are watching me now, as the interloper reaches my side. I can feel them willing me to chuck a Kate-comeback at him, breathless with anticipation.

I live for moments like this: when I have the audience in the palm of my hand and even the garden bees seem to hush in reverence. But it isn’t supposed to include bloody cheeky handsome strangers stealing my limelight.

All eyes are on us as he dares to jump onto my stage.

I don’t have a choice, do I? I have to finish this scene.

So I square up to him, channelling every ounce of righteous indignation I can muster into every word. ‘… Well ta’en, and like a buzzard …’

‘… O slow-winged turtle, shall a buzzard take thee? … ’

We wheel around one another, the lines flowing and sparking, as if someone connected us to the mains. The audience are rapt; my boss, too. My uninvited Petruchio is good, damn him. He hits every line perfectly and when Kate raises her hand to strike him he catches it at the wrist, a spark of mischief in his eyes. The moment he does, a lady in the front row sounds like she’s about to faint.

And through it all, I just keep thinking that I’ll look back on this and be proud that I carried on, that I held my own against this idiot who tried – and failed – to derail me.

We reach the end and he launches into Petruchio’s big speech that I took great pleasure in cutting out. I have to stand there as he takes the floor, stealing my audience and clearly loving every minute of it.

‘… Now, Kate, I am a husband for your turn,

For by this light, whereby I see thy beauty,

Thy beauty that doth make me like thee well,

Thou must be married to no man but me …’

How dare he?






Four

THEO

Okay, maybe I shouldn’t have crashed her party. But she cut out Petruchio’s lines! How can you have a great romantic sparring scene like that with only one voice?

I get why she did it. Judging by her co-star and his ponderous Falstaff it wasn’t like she was ever going to get him leaping around as Kate’s love interest. Handsome male protagonists are rather thin on the ground in The Garden Players, that’s for sure.

It made sense for me to step into the breach.

It helps that I learned this duologue at drama school, playing alongside Clara Draymore, now a rising star in Hollywood. Though it’s been years since I last spoke Petruchio’s lines, they come back to me as easy as breathing.

And my Kate today was worth crashing her stage for.

She’s beautiful and her delivery is off the scale. I almost feel guilty for stealing her limelight. But it was just too tempting to ignore.

Theo Larkin, you are a bad, bad man …

The applause we receive is something else, though. It makes all the questionable stuff totally worthwhile. The whole garden is alive with cheering and clapping – it’s been so long since I felt that rush of love from an audience. A film set doesn’t let you know you did well. A TV camera doesn’t make you feel like you just rocked its world. I’ve missed this.

And, whether Kate likes it or not, our chemistry was unbelievable. The audience saw it: I felt it.

Did my Kate feel it, too?

She isn’t looking at me, but she deserves her applause. As it continues, I glance over to the back row of the invited guests where my agent is standing. He’s the reason I’m even here so early this morning: Barry thought it would add to my research to see where William Shakespeare’s life began, and as he’s a long-time patron of the Trust that runs this place, he dragged me along as his plus-one.

Fortuitously, as it turns out.

At first, I can’t see him, but then he moves into view between the cheering patrons.

And – bloody hell – he’s smiling.

I haven’t seen a genuine smile from him like that for over a year. I was beginning to think I’d never witness one again.

Maybe this was the best idea I’ve had.

The lady in charge of proceedings is fluttering around the garden, Falstaff’s hastily procured velvet cap in hand, as the delighted audience members dig into their purses and pockets for tips.

Is this how my Kate makes a living?

She’s still smiling and curtseying to the crowd, so I join in with some suitably flowery flourishes beside her.

‘Half of those tips are mine,’ I say, keeping my smile in place as I bow.

‘What?’ she hisses.

‘The tips. In your man’s hat. We did a great performance but half of it was down to me.’

Her smile doesn’t drop, but the temperature between us does. ‘Listen, mate, this is my gig. I didn’t ask you to crash it.’

‘Ah, but I did. And we were insanely good.’

‘I was amazing.’

‘Yes, you are … were.’

She notes my stumble with the slightest lift of one eyebrow. ‘Well, now you’re done, you can skip off back to the audience where you belong.’

‘Not until our ovation is over, good Kate.’

Her face flushes but she doesn’t reply. Bet she’s wishing she slapped me for real now …

Okay, so she hates me. But what is it they say about the line between hate and love being thin?

Our chemistry was electric – I thought the woman in the wide Fedora hat sitting on the front row was going to full-on swoon when we did the fake slap. You don’t get that just from Billy Shakes’s words alone. The performance is everything.

Then the woman in charge wafts over and ushers us slowly off the stone stage – while the audience are still clapping, would you believe it? – and the other actor starts his Falstaff 2: The Revenge. You can almost hear the deflation of every person in the audience as they reluctantly quieten down.

‘My darling, darling man! Where did you come from?’ the woman asks, in a whisper that still has the gravitas of her voice at full volume.

‘Theo Larkin,’ I say, offering my hand. When she takes it, I plant a cheeky kiss on the back of hers, a move rewarded by a rose flush from her and rolled eyes from my co-star. My Kate can think what she likes: I haven’t had a reaction to anything I’ve done – or me at all – for what feels like forever. I intend to milk this for all it’s worth.

‘Theo – your name is familiar …’

‘He’s Theo Larkin,’ my agent puffs, having run over from the patrons to join us.

Barry ran? The only time I’ve ever seen Barry Antony actually run was when they opened the champagne bar early at the Vanity Fair party three years ago. Barry never runs …

‘Hi. I’m Barry Antony, Theo’s agent. Theo is the star of The Marchioness’ Lover on Hulu, Bolingbroke: The Early Years on Apple TV, Broken Lines on Netflix and a key player in Eye Spy, Season 3. He was also voted Most Fanciable Male at the TV Pop! Awards three years running.’

That earns me another eyeroll from my Kate. She’ll make herself dizzy if she keeps doing that.

‘Ophelia Henry,’ the slightly startled woman replies. ‘Director of Garden Performance. I must say you took us quite by surprise, Mr Larkin. It’s so fortunate that we had our absolute best Garden Player, Lucinda Hart, to ably support your wonderful performance.’

‘What?’ my Kate says, but Ophelia and Barry aren’t listening.

Lucinda. I like it.

She glares at me before turning pointedly to watch her huffing, puffing colleague who is still rolling around the stage.

‘Theo is in town preparing for a role,’ Barry says, daring to place a hand on Ms Henry’s arm. ‘Hamlet, at the RSC. The title role. Directed by Greg Dabrowski.’

Ms Henry recognises that name immediately. ‘Dabrowski’s Hamlet?’ She glances over her shoulder at my seething co-star. ‘You auditioned for that production, didn’t you, Lucie darling?’

Lucy is even better. Is it Lucy as in classic Lucy or Lucie with an i-e? My money’s on the former.

I watch her shoulders bristle. ‘No, it was The Tempest. Greg’s directing both as a double-run.’

‘Cool. Did you get it?’ I ask.

‘They’re letting me know,’ she replies, through gritted teeth.

Uh-oh. Every actor knows what that means. The same as let’s do lunch and the cheque’s in the post and we should collaborate on something – basically translated as nothing is ever going to happen, now get out of the building or I’m calling security …

‘Tough break,’ I sympathise.

She mutters something I can’t quite make out.

‘Your Kate was breathtaking,’ Barry says to her. ‘Truly. And cutting Petruchio’s lines? Genius.’

She stares at him uncertainly as if trying to work out whether she should slap him, too. ‘Thanks.’

‘But together …’ Ophelia rushes. ‘Mr Antony, might I be so presumptuous as to request an encore from your protégé?’

I see Barry’s eyes cloud over for a second. He’s a fan of straight talking – big words confuse him. I jump in, before the pause becomes uncomfortable or Lucinda/Lucy/Lucie unleashes what she’s clearly ramping up to say.

‘An encore, Ms Henry?’

‘Not this morning – we are short on time due to the schedule – but another performance? Romeo, perhaps? I see you as a very arresting Montague.’ Her eager eyes make a slightly unnerving sweep of me. ‘If you’re in town to prepare for Hamlet, my darling, what better way to evoke the spirit of The Bard than to perform his most famous duologues here?’

‘Well, I don’t—’ I begin, because Petruchio and Romeo are the only two I can actually remember. But my agent’s eyes are already sparkling.

‘I’m sure we could come to some agreeable terms …’

Lucinda Hart is sending death stares towards us all. My heart is plummeting faster than my rating on IMDB.

Ophelia pales a little. ‘Ah. Payment could be a problem, considering the starry status of your client. After all, we are but a small part of the Trust’s vital work. And money being what it is for charities at present …’

‘I’ll do it for tips,’ I say.

What the hell am I doing? Why did I say that?

‘No, you won’t,’ my Kate begins, but she’s silenced by her boss’s raised hand.

‘Tips we receive are a profit-share amongst The Garden Players,’ she says, blinking quickly as she thinks on her feet. ‘However, the extra tips that an actor of Theo’s calibre might garner for us could be considerable …’

‘Ophelia, you can’t just …’ Lucinda growls.

Ophelia Henry claps her hands, a whip-crack that causes old bumbling Falstaff to turn from the audience. She blows a kiss of apology and turns back to us. ‘It’s decided, then! Theo, you may start with us four afternoons a week from Monday. Will that suit?’

‘He’ll be there,’ Barry rushes.

I glance from him to my soon-to-be co-star. She really hates me now.

‘Perfect!’ Ms Henry twitters, giggling like the girl she once was.

As she and Barry start to whisper excitedly, I take a step towards Lucinda.

‘Could be fun?’ I offer.

‘Don’t talk to me,’ she hisses back, picking up her skirts and storming away.

Well, this is going to be a blast …






Five

LUCIE

‘Lucinda.’

I don’t reply, grabbing my things and picturing Theo Larkin’s smug, entitled face on each one before I punch it down into my rucksack.

I already know what Ophelia is going to say and I am not going to stay here to hear it. She stood there and offered him a third of our tips from the event! While his smarmy, smiling agent looked on. He doesn’t deserve any of the money Ced and I earned. And like he needs it, anyway! As soon as his agent said his name I recognised him. Almost A-list actor, directors falling over themselves to cast him. Only last month he was in some dreadful staged home shots for Hello! magazine that no doubt he was paid a fortune for. More than I earn in a year, I’ll bet.

‘I understand you’re upset …’

You don’t, I argue back (only in my head of course, because I bloody need this job and I’m not daft). You just made my summer a million times harder. Not to mention cutting the generous tips Ced and I both rely on from Patron events. The next one won’t be until Christmas and that’s a lifetime away.

I don’t say anything, but I don’t look at her either. Beside her, I know Ced will be watching us, wringing his hands. Atmospheres send his nerves into overdrive. He’ll get one of his ‘heads’ and be out of action for the rest of the day. I was going to invite him for coffee before I go home, precisely to avoid this happening. But I’m so incandescently furious that my company would probably bring on the very thing I would be trying to stop.

Ophelia Henry, however, is not a woman who gives up easily. She isn’t about to be dissuaded from speaking her mind by a pointed silence from me.

‘Lucie …’ Her tone is softer, closer to me now. The scent of her beloved violet perfume already betrays her position before she even speaks. I wait for the consoling hand on my arm. Sure enough, it appears, theatrically shiny French manicure perfectly catching the glow from the single working spotlight in our crew room. ‘We need him.’

‘We don’t.’

There’s a pause as she regroups. Then the soft sigh I was expecting joins the consolatory hand in a two-pronged assault on my conscience. ‘We do, my darling. He’s a bona fide star. Someone who could bring the crowds in. It’s getting harder to guarantee our tenure here, what with cash being tighter for everyone these days …’

That’s it. If she was looking to provoke a response from me, she’s succeeded.

‘Cash is tight for everyone. Which is precisely why neither Ced nor I can afford to give up any of our income from tips.’

‘But think of the extra tips once word gets out.’

She just doesn’t get it, does she? ‘Which we’re now going to have to work twice as hard for, thanks to a three-way split …’

‘We’ll manage, Lucie,’ Ced offers, nerves dancing in his tone. I should pull back and calm the situation down. But I’ve done that for years and where has it got me?

‘We shouldn’t have to, Ced. That’s the point.’

‘If we could just sit down and talk about this …’ Ophelia suggests.

But I can’t hear it now.

‘I’m sorry. I can’t.’

Both of them are staring at me. If I could stand outside my body I’d be staring at me, too. I love this job. It’s the only one I have that is anywhere close to the career I’ve relentlessly chased for seven years. Without it, I’m just a newsagent’s early morning help, a waitress and an occasional ice cream bike vendor. I’m no actress without The Garden Players.

But I can’t do an entire summer battling the likes of superstar Theo Larkin just to try to break even. It’s too much to ask.

‘What are you saying?’ A dangerous edge appears in Ophelia’s tone.

What am I saying?

‘She needs some time to think about it,’ Ced interjects, glaring at me when I open my mouth to disagree. ‘We both do, Pheels. What you’re proposing is a vast change for the company. It means more rehearsals, a complete change of programme, neither of which can be achieved here, now.’ He places a hand protectively on my shoulder and lifts his chin like his whole body isn’t shaking. ‘I’m calling an adjournment on this discussion.’

‘But we need to …’ Ophelia’s mouth flaps soundlessly for the rest of the sentence at the sight of Ced’s raised eyebrow. I watch her pack away her consternation while Ced holds his secretly shaky ground. ‘Very well. But Mr Larkin is due to start work with us on Monday morning. I will need to know if you plan on joining him by six p.m. on Friday.’

Her challenge laid, she sweeps magnificently out of the room.

Ced deflates beside me.

For a moment, neither of us speaks.

The crew room, which always feels overcrowded with more than one of us in it, suddenly seems echoingly cavernous. I stare down at my half-packed bag. Ced’s hand leaves my shoulder to rake through his hair.

‘If we plan on joining him? Not really a bloody choice, is it?’ he says, kicking at a glove that fell to the floor when Ophelia left.

‘I’m sorry, Ced,’ I say, meaning every word. ‘I just don’t think I can do it.’

‘I’m not exactly cock-a-hoop about the situ, either.’ I hate the sadness I see in him, knowing that I’m powerless to alter it. ‘He’s exactly the reason I don’t get work these days. Strapping young man like that, jaw of sculpted steel and muscles in all the right places. It wouldn’t matter if his acting ability was so wooden you could make furniture out of it: he’s what every bloody director in this damn business wants.’

I offer a smile, wishing I could change the way things are. ‘You could act him off the stage.’

‘I know. That’s the tragedy!’ He flops down on a padded box where the props live when it isn’t being used in a performance. ‘But he’s a star and he’s good. Which is the biggest insult of all.’

I have to concede the point. I don’t want it to be true, but the fact is that Theo Larkin is good. He didn’t just speak those lines: he embodied them. You can’t teach someone that instinct: it’s natural. ‘Yes, he is.’

Ced catches my eye, the first wisp of a smile playing on his lips. ‘Bloody annoyingly talented, handsome bastard. What are we to do with him?’

‘Lock him in the crew room just before the performance?’ I reply, my own smile sneaking out. I could think of far worse things to do to Theo Larkin right now but this is the most amusing option.

‘And throw away the key!’ Ced’s expression softens. ‘Don’t leave us, Lu. It’s always been us two valiant players against the world of idiots.’

My heart sinks again. ‘I love this job. And I love working with you. But that man waltzing in here like he did today is just going to ruin everything. I thought we mattered to Ophelia, too. But she just practically dropped us in favour of him.’

Ced sighs. ‘It’s the bloody biz, darling. Even in a tiny company like ours. Pheels thinks he’ll increase takings. I think she’s wrong, but what’s one to do?’

I shoulder my rucksack and look at my friend. ‘I need to think about it.’ The combination of my early start and the drama of the Patrons event is conspiring against me: everything aches and I just want to crawl under a duvet until tonight’s restaurant shift.

‘Go. Get some rest, sweet. Heaven knows you’ll need it.’

‘I will.’ I offer him a weak smile and plant a kiss on the top of his head. ‘Don’t worry about me.’

‘Too bloody late for that, love,’ he returns, as he always does.

Cycling slowly home, weaving through the crowds of tourists filling the town with their buzz and colour and life, I’m torn. Part of me wants to walk away from The Garden Players, quitting on principle. I have every right to: Ophelia just completely railroaded Ced and me this morning. She didn’t think for a moment what bringing a third actor into the company would mean for the money we already struggle to make. I should walk away without giving her a second glance.

But why should Theo Larkin hound me out of the only job I love? If I quit, won’t he have won?

It is only for the summer.

That’s six weeks, tops, before he swans off to The Royal Shakespeare Theatre for his celeb-lead stint in Hamlet.

But it’s six weeks.

Six weeks of performing Shakespeare’s most iconic, most romantic love scenes with a man I can’t stand. Six weeks of having to share my stage with that smug-faced, entitled, Petruchio-loving git. Six weeks of convincing audiences that I am head over heels in love with Theo Larkin.

Ugh.

Wheeling into the small courtyard leading to the narrow, three-storey building I share with my housemate Lyle, exhaustion hits me full on. I need to find an answer for this – and soon.

But not now.

For now, I need to sleep (no perchance of dreaming).

And then, I need to formulate a plan.






Six

THEO

The digs Barry has booked me into appear to have been decorated by a crazed psychopath with a chintz addiction.

There are printed roses everywhere. Wallpaper. Curtains. Four hundred million cushions crammed onto the faded rose-print armchairs and sofa. Even a knitted toilet roll holder in the shape of a rose bowl. They’re in every room, too: the living room, bedroom, kitchen, bathroom and downstairs loo. That’s not healthy, surely?

‘It’s the only place I could get for the whole summer at short notice.’ My agent shrugs beside me, stifling a grin at my unbridled horror. ‘And the host is lovely.’

Host? As in some grotesquely grinning, definitely possessed entity no locked doors will keep out?

‘Great,’ I reply, despite nothing about this pastel-flowered abomination being anywhere close. ‘What’s her name?’

‘Lilia Hetherington-Lynes. She’s a retired actress, you know.’

Like that’s going to make this any less horrific. ‘Is she?’

‘Played Juliet at the RSC in the late 1940s when she was only sixteen. Beguiled Laurence Olivier with her performance, went on to win countless awards. So she might be able to give you some pointers. She said she can pop in whenever you fancy it. She keeps a key.’ Barry beams, clearly seeing this as a plus.

I, on the other hand, can only see the makings of a serial killer movie unfolding around me.

‘Anyway, I’d better be off. If you need me I’ll be at the Royal Hotel,’ he says, making for the door.

‘Hang on, the Royal? It’s three hundred quid a night with a private spa …’

He turns back at the doorway. ‘That’s right. See you Monday.’

And with that, he leaves.

And I’m left here, alone, surrounded by sinister-looking florals. And, to add to the horror, a fluffy grey doorstop in the shape of a cat that looks like it might once have been very much alive …

I have to get out of here.

Partly, to give my besieged retinas a break.

But also, because I need food.

I have to hand it to this town: it’s pretty cool. As I walk from my surprisingly central – if worryingly floral – summer digs, I pass crowds of relaxed-looking people wandering around the streets, shops, cafés and restaurants. You can count on the fingers of one hand the times you see that in London – the contentment, the easy conversation, the welcome smiles of people who pass by. It helps that the sun is shining today, making every building I pass glow.

It’s wonderful, actually.

No doubt after a few months of this I’ll be desperate to get back to the blessed indifference of the capital. But for now, I like it.

I find a café selling the most insane pancakes and ice cream and, where in London I would have run as fast as my carefully Keto-controlled body would have taken me, today I don’t even fight the temptation. I can’t do this every day, of course, but this is a celebration. Also, I can head out on a run later. Which is appealing for two reasons: first, that I can work off the pancakes; and second, that it provides me with an excellent reason to be out of my summer digs in case ancient Mrs Lilia Hetherington-Lynes decides to ‘pop over’ on my first evening. Not sure I’m ready for that treat just yet …

My order arrives and I’m just about to dive headlong into the first of three maple-syrup pancakes in the stack when a nervous cough sounds by my ear.

Reluctantly, I put down my fork and look up, coming face to face with two very smiley ladies. It’s impossible to guess their ages due to the generous amount of fillers bestowed on their faces and the suspiciously plumped lips they both sport. I smile back, not really knowing why my beloved pancakes and I have been temporarily interrupted.

‘Hi,’ I say, jumping a little when they giggle in unison. ‘Can I help?’

‘You’re him, aren’t you?’ rushes one of them.

‘Off the telly,’ gushes the other.

I wasn’t expecting that. I figured nobody in this town would be bothered to notice me. With all the famous actors they have gracing the RSC’s stages it must be pretty unremarkable to find a mildly well-known one in town.

Pleasantly surprised, I grin back, lowering my voice (and maybe adding just a hint of husk). ‘Guilty as charged.’

Another burst of giggles bruises my eardrum. People at the other tables are looking over now. Time was when this would have been my cue to leave, concerned that more people would start approaching. I once had to be led out through a hotel kitchen after being recognised by a gaggle of ardent admirers who blocked my escape in the bar. I used to have panic attacks about just going out of my apartment in case I was recognised.

Those days seem far behind me now.

And, surprisingly, they’re what I miss most.

‘Could we get a picture?’ the taller of the two asks, wiggling a rose-gold-plated phone at me.

‘Sure.’

I’m posing for the selfie between the two women before I realise the danger. What if they sell it to the press? Nobody knows I’m here yet: the announcement for Hamlet won’t be made until next week and nobody is supposed to know I’m here for the summer – well, not until The Garden Players reveal me as their latest attraction.

My smile has dropped so I force it back on like a producer pushing a nervous actor back onto the stage. I can worry about that later. The worst that will happen is I might get some tags on Instagram.

You can handle this, I tell myself, hearing Barry’s voice as I do. Now pose like your paycheque depends on it …

The selfies go on for what feels like far longer than necessary, but eventually they end and my two admirers step back from the table.

‘Thank you so much,’ says the shorter one – Suze, I think I heard her say.

‘My pleasure. Lovely to meet you.’

The tall one – Kat, Kit, Katie? – hugs her phone. ‘My friends are going to lose their minds when they see this.’

I grin back, wider this time. I’ve been kicked to the kerb for too long, feeling forgotten and irrelevant. This feels good. Maybe that’s what this summer is going to be about – getting me back where I belong, rebuilding my confidence, undoing the damage. A summer in The Garden Players, then a career-restoring turn in Hamlet.

My fans are heading for the door, still waving and giggling. Bless them. I look down at my pancake stack, now a glittering promise of what might await me in Stratford-upon-Avon. I’m going to enjoy this.

Suze taps her phone in the doorway, turning back one last time to wave as she balances the phone on her palm.

‘You’ll never guess who we just met,’ she says, loud enough for the whole café to hear. She hugs Kat/Kit/Katie and they both scream into the phone, ‘Gabriel Marley!’

The bite of pancake I’ve just taken hits the bottom of my stomach like a cold, heavy rock.

Bloody Gabriel Marley!

Heads are turning now, phones being not-so-subtly trained on me. I drop my head, my pancake stack that was a reward moments before now a calorie-laden plate of pity to wallow in.

Who am I kidding? My once-glittering career is on the skids, I’m stuck in a chintz hellhole and I’m basically busking for pennies all summer in the company of actors that already hate me.

This isn’t the triumphant reinvention of Theo Larkin. It’s the pathetic crawl for survival for some-bloke-who-looks-like-Gabriel-Marley.

This is going to be the longest summer of my life …
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