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Chapter One

Eric Monroe was in love. And one man, always one man, was standing in his way.

From his position in the wings of the Gold Court Theatre on West 44th Street, Eric watched as Hollywood idol Hunter Bell delivered the musical’s opening line, seizing his leading lady and pulling her into his arms.

‘We found each other …’

A dazzle of notes winged up from the orchestra pit, heralding the first number, ‘The Arrival of Celeste’. The empty stalls trembled with song, an uncanny prelude to opening night when the seats would be filled and the acoustics changed, but for now, at dress rehearsal, the melody echoed lonely and their audience were ghosts.

Earth Angels was an ambitious, big-budget Broadway debut set in New York, at a future point where industry had taken over and emotions like love and pain were traded as commodities. James, the male lead, was a jaded hero, toiling for the city every hour a lost God sent but who still believed that better days would come, while Celeste, the heroine, was an angel sent to rekindle mankind’s faith in the power of the heart. It was being billed as ‘Ghost for the twenty-first century’.

‘Who does Hunter Bell think he is?’ one of the chorus boys muttered. ‘Striding in like he owns the place. Fucking movie stars!’

Eric bit his tongue. Whoever said life was fair? If it were fair it would have been him who’d got the breaks, not Hunter, because Hunter couldn’t act for shit. If it were fair, eight years in theatre would count and this production, at last, would spell his golden opportunity. If it were fair, the lead role would have gone to the man who deserved it, not the milliondollar movie star who’d never trodden a board in his life.

If it were fair, it would be him onstage right now with Sophia Dawson, the sweetest, most beautiful woman in the world. From the moment he’d laid eyes on her, he’d known she was it. Try as he might, he couldn’t get her out of his head.

The chorus boy withdrew a pack of gum from his billow of robes. ‘Want one?’

Eric took a piece. ‘Thanks.’

‘Doesn’t it get to you?’ the boy mused. ‘I mean, you earned this gig, then Mr Big Shot rocks up and takes the part that ought to be yours, just because he’s famous or whatever, and we’re supposed to be grateful?’

‘That’s how it is,’ said Eric, trying not to sound cynical, which after a career of almost-but-not-quite-making-it was an increasingly bitter pill to swallow, especially when his nemesis seemed barely to try at all. ‘Hunter gets lucky, I guess.’

The two men had met aged nineteen at the California College of Dramatic Arts. Eric had got in on scholarship, he hadn’t come from much but his talent was raw, whereas Hunter’s mom and dad were a producer and a screenwriter respectively, and while their son hadn’t a natural aptitude his passage had been guaranteed. An unlikely acquaintance had sparked. Eric, quiet and studious, had admired Hunter’s bravado, his fearless bluster, and the contacts he’d promised would propel them both to stardom. Hunter in turn decided that allegiance with Eric made him appear a more serious thespian, and had loped about smoking roll-ups and trying to understand Beckett and using words like ‘craft’ and ‘artistry’ instead of ‘job’ and ‘acting’.

Predictably, on being launched into the real world, Eric had battled to secure work. Hunter, meanwhile, had landed his first major movie role six months after graduation.

The boy made a face. ‘It’s cool you’re the stand-in, though, huh? Doesn’t stop me thinking you’d do a better job of it all round—we’re a week from opening and I don’t think this chump’s even read the script right the way through.’

‘Hold it!’ The director strode up from the ranks, signalling for the orchestra to cut. ‘Hunter, we need to see your longing in the way you touch Celeste. Here…’ He repositioned Hunter’s hand so it met his leading lady audience-side not stage-side. ‘Otherwise we can’t see what’s going on. Nothing stays hidden, remember?’

‘Yeah,’ the chorus boy grumbled, ‘no cameras around this time, bozo.’

‘Lift her chin to yours,’ the director concluded, ‘and show us the moment. OK? Again, from the top.’

Hunter’s lip curled at the correction. His was a fierce arrogance, an egotism that had once been charming, boyish, but was now uncensored: a dangerous vanity. Only lately had Eric applied the name that he ought to have settled on a long time ago—bully. Hunter’s air of entitlement was tinged with the  faint yet troubling  awareness  that he’d acquired his success unfairly, and that insecurity led to his need to belittle others. Since being flown in with zero stage experience as the Earth Angels superstar, Hunter had barely acknowledged Eric or the fact they had history. Still hanging out for the big time, Monroe? he’d sniggered when they’d been reintroduced, in one breath dismissing everything Eric had striven for. Never was a patient man myself …

Anger flashed in Hunter’s eyes before he repeated the line:

‘We found each other.’

The words were delivered flatly, with sobriety and certainty, as though James had known all along that Celeste would be his. For Eric it was less a statement and more an observation, suggesting an element of surprise and wonder, because the point of Hunter’s character was that he’d never imagined he would find anyone. But what would he know? He was just the understudy. Eric wasn’t cut out to be a leading man. He wasn’t being a martyr, didn’t say it like some people did when they were seeking flattery, because it was just a fact. Hunter was impossibly handsome, six feet plus, with sandy hair and a jaw you could sharpen knives on. Eric Monroe, with the gypsy mop of jet that curled to his ears, the dark, soft lashes and the gentle expression, was labelled ‘cute’ by friends, and ‘lovely’ by girls, and ‘such a great guy’, but none of that amounted to what he’d like to be: sexy and desirable, the sort of man Sophia Dawson would look twice at.

Maybe if Hunter was never in the equation, if he’d never been in the equation, Sophia might have turned his way. Who was he kidding? For now, for then, for ever, Hunter was the fucking equation.

As the first duet struck up, Eric couldn’t stop himself mouthing the words. He knew the role of James better than he knew his own. As understudy to the lead he would be required to intervene should anything go awry, but night to night would be playing the second-rung role he had become accustomed to over the years—friend, brother, cousin, in this case the first. Should the occasion arise where he had to abandon that role, a swing would step in to take his place.

‘There cannot be a greater love than mine…’

Eric held his breath as Sophia opened the refrain. As Celeste she was a heavenly intervention indeed. He had never spoken to her outside rehearsals, he’d never dared. She was so far out of his league it was untrue.

Sophia Dawson was lovely. Her smile lit up the room. She was like sunshine on his back; blue sky breaking through; a candle in the night.

If only she would notice him.

‘Gorgeous, isn’t she?’ the chorus boy said.

Eric smiled but for some reason it hurt. He turned from the golden glow of the set and stepped into the wings, letting their dark swathes absorb him.

The stage was his shelter, the place he knew best. But one thing was certain: as long as Hunter Bell was around, Eric may as well have been invisible.
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