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            The Wooden Horse

         
         
            Act One

            
               	“To Troy”

               	“The Road to Paradise”

               	“Helen”

               	“Agamemnon’s Rally”

               	“What Do We Fight For?”

               	“My Soul Is Lost”

               	“The Battle”

               	“I Pray the Gods Forgive Me”

               	“The Melody of Achilles and Patroclus”

               	“In the Light of the Morning”

            

            Act Two

            
               	“The Road to Paradise (Reprise)”

               	“Priam”

               	“Come with Me”

               	“The Song of the Dead”

               	“Achilles Waits”

               	“Answer Me”

               	“We Build”

               	“The Horse”

               	“Eternity”

               	“The Reprise”

            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One

         
         
            “And then our bodies, woven as one, shall lie together in golden fields. The bounds of Troy, the destructions of war and wrath
                  of the Gods, lover, we can forget it all. Come with me, across the sea, come with me, come with me.”

            —“Come with Me,” The Wooden Horse, Act Two
            

         

         The glittering champagne kisses of New Year’s Eve slowly turned into cotton candy blossoms and buttercream tulips. London
            thrived in the spring; the buildings blushed at the rays of sun, which allowed the greenery of its parks to flourish once
            again. Sugarcoated pecans and mulled wine gradually morphed into cherry sweet cocktails and chocolate eggs. Jonah lived for
            the spring; the long dark days and even longer nights faded away, and duller skies held a promise of sunshine behind dusky
            clouds. Everything became far less serious as soon as April hit. An infectious sense of childhood seemed to grasp the population
            and transformed down-turned lips into coy smiles. The flirtation of the sun with its rays of warmth bubbled behind seductive
            glances and lingering touches. Even the throbbing pain at the front of Jonah’s head caused by a copious amount of alcohol
            from the previous evening seemed somewhat less devastating now blossoms lined the trees.
         

         
         God, how much drink passed his lips the night before? The evening came to him in fragments, a puzzle with far too many pieces,
            and he didn’t have the energy to find the edges, let alone complete it.
         

         
         An award show.

         
         No, not just any award show, the fucking Oliviers, the thing he’d watched on TV year after year back home nestled between his parents. He remembered observing the glitz and
            glamour of it, the stars of British theatre coming together for a night celebrating the arts all under one roof. And, like
            some divine miracle, he’d been allowed to stand with the pinnacle of talent in the industry at the Royal Albert Hall and it
            wasn’t a dream, he wasn’t sitting at home imagining himself on the screen; he’d finally made it. For the first time in his
            life, he didn’t feel like a spectator. He, Jonah Penrose, had been invited.
         

         
         He rubbed his hand across his forehead and groaned as he turned toward his window, bedsheets tangling between his limbs as
            he tried to gauge the time. The movement churned his stomach, and he balked, bile singeing the back of his throat, which he
            swallowed down with a grimace. The unmistakable taste of tequila burned his gums, and he swore at himself for drinking the
            vile stuff yet again. Tequila, with its seductive voice and voluptuous curves, told him he could do anything; it provided
            an outrageous sense of confidence and said he should absolutely buy more shots.
         

         
         Salt. Tequila. Lime. And repeat.

         
         He should have stuck to the champagne. The flutes didn’t allow him to drink to excess; they made him stand tall and sip politely,
            not throw the drink back then suck on a lime for dear life. If only he hadn’t spent his late teens drinking shots the color
            of drain cleaner and not caring about refining his palate, then maybe champagne might have been more seductive. Golden bubbles.
            Long slim stem to wrap his hand around. No, he needed to stop sexualizing drinks to excuse his hangover. He didn’t even need
            an excuse last night because he knew, as soon as his name echoed throughout the theatre, champagne simply wouldn’t cut it.
         

         
         He’d won.

         
         The moment still didn’t register in his mind. His name sounding out, followed by a deafening round of applause and hands grasping him, launching him to his feet as he gawped in complete bewilderment. Despite the thumping haze of pain echoing inside his skull, he could still see the inside of the hall as clear as day. Shining black stage, walls of gold and plush red velvet chairs. Jonah always knew his soul belonged in the theatre; it flourished from a tiny seed nestled between the floorboards and grew into something brimming with decadent petals and vibrant colors. But last night, in the Royal Albert Hall, he saw he belonged to an entire garden full of outstanding flora. For a few seconds, the world slowed down; the noise dulled, and he fully took in the scene surrounding him. Bodies, hundreds of them, stretched out and circled up, up, up into the balconies. The people glittered, they shone in freshly pressed suits and silk dresses dipped in moondust with smiling faces kissed by glimmering stage lights. The same lights shone on him. 

         
         He’d allowed himself to dream of it happening, winning an award, of course he had. He even wrote out an acceptance speech
            in the notes app on his phone while steaming rice the week before. But the reality he found himself in didn’t seem to compute
            with real life. The sheer talent surrounding him—actors, directors, costume designers, musicians, technicians, choreographers—took
            his breath away. The love of theatre drummed through them, it created an electric wave of joy Jonah could honestly say he’d
            never experienced before. Gratitude, respect, and passion. And every single person in the vast auditorium looked directly
            at him.
         

         
         The memory was enough to make his stomach turn. He recalled he seemed to forget how to walk properly. His feet lifting and
            landing at an unnatural pace, knees bending too much, an impression of a drunk person stumbling out of a taxi in the middle
            of the night. Bambi on ice. He worried his suit didn’t fit right, too big, too small, and oh shit, what if he tripped, what
            if his mouth stopped working and no words came to him when he stepped onto the stage and in front of the microphone? His suit,
            picked out by Sherrie, the most fashion-forward person he knew, fit him like a glove, and he needed to just bloody relax,
            but in the moment, his mind looped the sound of internal screaming and, inexplicably, the song from the Coco Pops advert he
            hadn’t thought about since he was five.
         

         
         A blur of color swarmed around Jonah as he neared the stage—hands clapping, clothing fluttering, someone from the back of the hall hollering his name, Sherrie, no doubt—and he forced himself to think about walking more so he could actually get on the stage. Out of the corner of his eye, just to his left, he saw a flash of blond hair and a face he recognized, but it quickly faded into the rest of the noise only to leave a foot jutting out into the aisle. Were they trying to trip him? He shook his head, no, no one would trip him, not while on his way to get his award, not on purpose, and he glanced at the body the foot belonged to just in time to see them shift in their seat, taking their wayward foot with them. 

         
         When he finally made it up the six stairs to the presenters and background of cheers, a bronze statue of Laurence Olivier
            found its way to his hands, the bust more weighty than he expected, and there he stood, looking out at a sea of faces, all
            smiling, some more than others, and he fought back the urge to cry. He’d been chosen, out of all the amazing people in his
            category, people he’d admired for so long whose careers were stunning and filled with success, and he’d been chosen as the
            winner.
         

         
         He remembered, for the briefest of moments, he tried to find his father’s face in the crowd. Broad nose, wispy gray hair,
            and soft blue eyes reminiscent of the sea back home. He could picture his smile, warm, the smile he looked for constantly
            as a child, consistent and safe, but it couldn’t be found; his father wasn’t there. Silly, really, for him to even try to
            look for him, but he became a boy again, searching for his dad in a crowd, the familiar comfort of knowing he wasn’t far.
         

         
         Words caught in his throat, the tears that had threatened to fall seconds before inching closer and closer until he shook
            his head and took a deep breath and spoke, the obligatory thank-yous spilling from his lips at such a pace he couldn’t keep
            up. He didn’t know if he’d thanked everyone. He tried, he waved his hand to the company sitting in the stalls and the others
            sitting higher in the balcony, trying to encompass them all, probably failing miserably, but his brain and body were no longer
            his. He was just a puppet in an expensive suit who didn’t know how to walk without looking like he’d just shit himself. The
            minutes he spent on the stage didn’t lodge themselves in his memory; they didn’t happen, not really, not to him, his body
            moved him without thought, a dance created by invisible strings. However, his lack of memory of those important moments didn’t
            take away from the fact he had won an Olivier Award. Jonah Penrose. Best actor in a musical.
         

         
         Holy shit.

         
         Jonah moved from his bed, feet skimming along the wooden floor, one sock still on, the other somewhere in the crumpled suit
            beside the bed, and he lurched toward the bathroom. His knees smacked against the tiles as his hands gripped the rim of the
            toilet seat and he vomited. Tequila. Tequila. Tequila. A terrible idea, such a stupid idea, though ingenious at the time.
            He remembered the bar, The Roundhouse, the place the cast and crew often congregated after a show, and the chosen after-party
            spot once the photos and niceties wore off at the award ceremony. The air clung to his skin, the night unnaturally warm, though
            the heat may have come from the permanent flush on his cheeks after clutching his award and beaming at cameras for over an
            hour. Bodies pressed against him, the cast, front of house, strangers, and he didn’t care, they all showered each other with
            words of eternal love spurred on by the tequila shots floating across the bar. He thought of Bastien, Sherrie and Omari, their
            arms wrapped around him, lips pressed to his cheeks as they danced happily at the bar. The evening a celebration for them
            all.
         

         
         The Wooden Horse won seven awards. The nominations were overwhelming in themselves, but winning? They could now add those accolades to the
            five-star reviews and sold-out performances. Jonah felt the doubt in the pit of his stomach beginning to lessen. He’d proven
            himself. Achilles, the role of a lifetime, one he’d poured his heart and soul into, one he’d molded and nurtured, truly belonged
            to him now no matter what anyone else said.
         

         
         The floor tiles felt cool against his back as he lay down on them, his chest heaving as he wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. Sun streamed in through the bathroom window, and the sounds of Camden Town spilled into the room, took one look at him on the floor, and left again. A laugh escaped his lips, a thing of pure joy as little sparks of the night before pushed their way to the forefront of his mind. He wanted to scream, to fling the front door open and run down Castle Road to alert all the residents that their house valuations had increased as they now lived on the same street as an Olivier winner. His skewed perception of the win and the impact it might have on the unsuspecting residents on Castle Road didn’t matter. He wanted the world to know; he needed to tell everyone, his mum, the woman who walked her dog past his window every morning, even the grumpy man in the corner shop near the tube station. 

         
         His laughter stopped abruptly as he recalled the first person he called once he’d downed a few shots at The Roundhouse. He
            should have called his mum. Did he even thank her in his speech? God, she would kill him if he didn’t. Either way, he didn’t
            call her; he called Edward instead. He could remember his hands shaking as he pulled his phone from his pocket, a mixture
            of too much alcohol and the bitter chill of the night air working its way over his body as he stood outside of the building
            where the joyous noise from inside became dulled. The desire to hear Edward’s voice, the need to revel in his praise was greater
            than any happy tears his mum may shed over his triumphant win.
         

         
         Jonah sat up, his stomach turning over itself, and he swallowed down another mouthful of vomit as the floor tilted beneath
            him. Something didn’t feel right; not just his head or the perpetual sensation of being in motion, something else, something
            awful, something his brain desperately wanted to scrub away.
         

         
         Edward.

         
         His voice sounded strange on the phone the night before, far away, like he’d submerged himself in water. Edward listened to
            Jonah speak, he let him talk and talk and talk until he stopped and a vacuous silence lingered between them. Did Edward say
            anything? Did he offer congratulations? Jonah couldn’t remember, all he could recall was the taste of tequila on his lips
            and the promise of more alcohol on the horizon.
         

         
         Jonah tentatively rose to his feet; he braced himself against the wall and caught a glimpse of his reflection in the mirror above the sink. His unruly curly brown hair clung to his forehead, his skin a deathly shade of ivory, so pale he could have been masquerading as a ghost, and a rather hideous one at that. He averted his gaze, the devastation of his appearance sickening in itself, and clambered back to his bedroom, the walls morphing in an entirely unhelpful way. As he reached for his phone on the nightstand, his fingers missed it, and he acknowledged the fact he wasn’t hungover but actually still drunk and forced himself to grab it like a toddler reaching for a wooden train. Chubby mitts, his dad would say, clumsy chubby mitts. 

         
         A plethora of messages awaited him along with three missed calls from his mother, who’d apparently stayed up late to watch
            the awards on TV the night before. But nothing from Edward. Jonah looked at the vacant space in the bed. The side wasn’t technically
            Edward’s, since they didn’t live together. But it belonged to him, regardless. A fluttering feeling wormed its way into the
            center of his chest, an unnerving sensation akin to the final moments before a drop on a roller coaster. Edward should have
            been there. He should have joined him at The Roundhouse and downed shots of tequila with him. They should have woken up together
            and complained about how much they drank and vowed never to do it again before having lazy hungover sex in the shower. Jonah
            stared at the screen of his phone, then clicked the green dial icon, his breath frozen in his throat as he listened to it
            ring and ring and ring until—
         

         
         “Jonah?”

         
         “I won an Olivier Award, did I tell you?” The words came before his brain clicked into motion. “Best actor in a musical.”

         
         Edward cleared his throat. “Um, yeah, I know, you told me. It’s amazing, Jonah, well done, again.”

         
         Jonah blinked, his brain still not working with the tequila still swimming through his bloodstream. He expected more, a little
            enthusiasm at least; Edward sounded like he’d rather grate his ears off than talk with him. “I thought you might want to . . .
            did you want to get lunch later? To celebrate?”
         

         
         “Jonah.” Edward sighed. “We talked about this last night.”

         
         They did? Of course they did, or Edward at least spoke to the hyped-up and incoherent Jonah who was definitely not the hungover
            and filled-with-regret present Jonah. “Yeah, I mean, yeah of course we did.”
         

         
         “You don’t remember.”

         
         Jonah pinched the skin between his eyes and sucked in a sharp breath. “I do, yeah, of course I do.”

         
         “Then why are you calling asking me to go to lunch?”

         
         Silence.

         
         “Fuck,” Jonah murmured. “I’m sorry. We all went out afterward, and drinking ensued. Last night was a complete blur, and I promise you I’m paying for it now.” 

         
         “So, you don’t remember?”

         
         Jonah groaned and flung himself onto the bed, a poor choice given the movement made the taste of tequila work its way up his
            throat again. “Did you tell me you have a sudden aversion to eating lunch?”
         

         
         “No,” Edward said, his voice far away again, underwater, out of reach. “Jonah. I’ve met someone else.”

         
         The bed creaked as the ceiling spun above him. Someone else. He must have misheard him. Someone else didn’t compute. There could be nobody else.
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “I’m sorry.”

         
         “No. Wait. What? Someone else? What do you mean by someone else? As in, what, a person?”
         

         
         “Yes, Jonah, a person.”

         
         “When would you . . . how did you . . . wait, no, Edward, come on, let’s talk about this. You can’t . . . we can’t, Edward,
            please, we can figure this out.”
         

         
         “There’s nothing to figure out, Jonah.” His voice lacked even an ounce of empathy. “I’ve met someone else. Don’t make this
            harder than it needs to be, okay? I will come over this afternoon to pick up my stuff and leave my key. Relationships end,
            Jonah. We had a good run.”
         

         
         Jonah bit down on his lip, the taste of blood kissing his tongue and mingling with the remnants of alcohol from the night
            before. Tears caught in his throat, and the only words he could muster were, “But I’m an Olivier Award–winning actor.” The
            protest came out weak, a pathetic plea mixed with a poor attempt at something resembling indignation. The spring outside the
            window lost its romance, it lost the taste of bubble gum and lemon curd as the sky turned from powder blue to smoldering ash.
            Edward said nothing else and hung up the phone, leaving Jonah with a never-ending dead dial tone to haunt him for the rest
            of the day.
         

         
         Someone else. It was always someone else.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         
            “In silence we wait, we wait, we wait, for the gates to open and for them to let in their fate.”

            —“The Horse,” The Wooden Horse, Act Two
            

         

         The email came through ten minutes before curtain call. In those precious moments before the theatre turned dark and the audience
            fell into an excited hush, Jonah usually found himself in the wings just offstage, readying himself for the opening number.
            However, for the first time since he’d stepped foot in the stunning Persephone Theatre, he didn’t want to leave his dressing
            room. Flowers were positioned in varying vases on every surface available, interspersed by cards filled with congratulations
            and the odd box of chocolates. He imagined himself to be a starlet plucked from a film, a bevy of admirers lining up outside
            his dressing room with gifts. Despite the breakdown of his relationship, he’d never felt so loved, so appreciated. Edward
            found someone else, he turned his back on Jonah and the romance they’d found with each other, but it didn’t mean the theatre
            would do the same. He’d glanced at his phone to see another message from his mum, who he eventually spoke to Monday night
            once he’d successfully nursed his hangover, and three emails waiting to be read.
         

         
         Jonah’s inbox more often than not became plagued with spam mail and offers from the pizza place down the road from where he lived, a place he frequented far too often but would never admit to. Cheese caused mucus buildup, bad for the vocal cords, apparently, but remarkably good for his soul. Now and then he opened an email from the National Theatre, or an update from one of the many petitions he put his name to when he couldn’t sleep at night. That evening, however, at seven twenty, an email from the producer of The Wooden Horse, Colbie Paris, consumed his screen. Colbie, with her frizzy red hair and unnatural height, was considered one of the greatest
            producers currently working in the West End. Her CPTG—Colbie Paris Theatre Group—had worked on numerous productions, all of
            them beautiful, her creative vision something to be admired. And it couldn’t be ignored that her money also did a lot of the
            talking. She sank incomprehensible amounts of money into her shows and expected a return on her investment, which maybe explained
            the bitter expression always pasted on her face. Colbie seemed to have a rain cloud looming over her at all times, and she
            wore it like a cloak. Yet, despite her often-frosty demeanor and a pile of awards from her other shows, Jonah assumed her
            message would contain a plethora of congratulations for the company; seven Olivier Awards were to be celebrated, but so far
            she had encased herself in silence.
         

         
         He opened the email and smiled to himself, awaiting the inevitable applause from within. The celebrations never came. Instead,
            he faced the list of new cast members for the next year, admittedly a small one given most of the company extended their contracts
            and were staying in their roles. Colbie offered Jonah a contract renewal months ago, his position safe, the rent on his home
            paid for another year; but knowing auditions took place a few months ago to replace some of the others left him with a deep
            sense of unease. He ran his finger down the list, pausing on the new names, knowing some of them and recalling their faces,
            and made a mental note to look up the ones he didn’t recognize. Then he stopped on a name so closely associated with his own
            he forced himself to read it six times to ensure his brain wasn’t malfunctioning. But no. The name displayed on his screen
            in miniscule pixels was not a figment of his imagination.
         

         
         Dexter Ellis.

         
         The heartthrob of the West End. Known for being a super swing before landing his first major role as Fiyero in Wicked. He became an overnight star, going from one massive role to the next, until his name was always listed first on show announcements. Some marketing decision saw him named the king of the West End, a pretty big accolade, one Jonah supposed he kind of deserved; the guy seemed to be everywhere. A vocal powerhouse. A dance veteran. He simply oozed talent, and his tireless work ethic clearly paid off with a string of high-profile shows all with his name attached to them. He somehow managed to balance working all hours of the day with a thriving social media career, too, his ridiculous number of followers a testament to his video-editing skills and ability to always look flawless in his photos. But, most importantly, he was the actor who originated the role of Achilles in The Wooden Horse four years ago. He took on the role for the Edinburgh Fringe Festival and on the pre–West End tour, and for years spouted
            about how originating Achilles was his proudest achievement. Something tickled the back of Jonah’s throat, the same enclosed
            feeling he experienced when he discovered his allergy to soy milk during his brief foray into veganism, and he swallowed down
            the electric ball of anxiety working its way up his esophagus.
         

         
         He remembered the comments beneath the West End cast-announcement posts for The Wooden Horse on social media, the ones announcing him as the lead a little over a year ago, and he recalled the rampant assumptions of
            him tearing the role of Achilles from Dexter’s perfectly formed hands written in screeching capital letters and unhappy emojis.
            Jonah never stole the role from anyone. If only people knew the string of intense auditions followed by months of silence
            before finally getting the news he’d been cast, they might understand Dexter bloody Ellis never planned to see the role into
            the West End.
         

         
         Perhaps he was still drunk from the ceremony on Sunday, and his eyes were playing tricks on him. He spent most of Monday fumbling around his house in tears made worse by the tequila still lingering in his bloodstream, then ate an entire loaf of bread after Edward made a swift visit and collected the small amount of stuff he’d left there. His key still sat on the kitchen table. Jonah didn’t want to touch it; if he did then it would make the breakup real. For as long as the key sat undisturbed by the fruit bowl, he could pretend Edward just forgot it. He’d return and slip it back into his pocket, then they’d find their way to bed and Jonah wouldn’t have to wake alone. Several hours were consumed on Monday with cycles of vomiting and self-depreciation until he forced himself to his evening yoga class, looking just short of death as he shuffled into the studio. He then returned home and cried over the phone to Sherrie while he consumed a bunch of bananas. 

         
         Yet there Dexter’s name sat now, perfect pixels on a screen, a ghost of Achilles past come to haunt him. Was Dexter going
            to come in and steal the show?
         

         
         Jonah tried to think of the departing cast members and the roles they were leaving to be picked up by others. Priam, no, way
            too old for Dexter. Odysseus, maybe, but the role seemed too small, no major solos, not something the great Dexter Ellis would
            deem worthy of his time. Which left Hector. But why would he want to play Hector after playing Achilles? Oh God, what if he
            was coming in to be Jonah’s alternate? The comparisons between them would not be able to be ignored. Jonah would never be
            able to take a holiday again or be ill and risk Dexter going on his place, he would have to be onstage forever until the day
            he died, he would—
         

         
         Fuck. The final stage call sounded from the speakers in the dressing room and a hurried knock reverberated from Jonah’s door
            throughout the room. He turned to see Evie, the stage manager, standing there, headset on, clipboard in hand, face the color
            of beetroot. She took her role seriously, overseeing every aspect of the production with a permanent flush to the face and
            endless sighs that echoed throughout the dressing rooms. Jonah sometimes wondered why she didn’t delegate more, but the woman
            seemed intent on giving herself a stress-induced heart attack.
         

         
         “Jonah fucking Penrose what are you still doing in here?” she seethed, dark brown eyes burrowing into Jonah’s core. “Are you
            a diva now that you’ve won an Olivier? Lounging in your dressing room full of flowers?” Despite the apparent anger in her
            words and tone Jonah could sense a warmth there too.
         

         
         “Just one sec.” He smiled at her as Evie rolled her eyes and stormed away.

         
         Jonah placed his phone back onto the table in front of his illuminated mirror. He studied his reflection; his body glistened beneath deep-blue cotton and soft folds of material the color of seaweed. His skin, pale as always, contrasted with his brown curls, and he thought of Dexter Ellis standing in front of a mirror preparing himself to take down the city of Troy. He’d done it first, after all. He’d recorded the mixtape and he’d sung Achilles’s sweeping melodies to audiences long before Jonah ever did. Dexter introduced the world of theatre to the tragic hero and his heartbreaking romance with Patroclus. Jonah may have won the award, but Dexter paved the way for him, and now he was returning to the show, a return which would no doubt shine even more scrutiny on Jonah and the role he still believed was never meant for him. No. Dexter wouldn’t be coming to be an understudy; he was too big for that, his name far too important. He was going to take the stage and Jonah would have to stand idly by and watch him steal The Wooden Horse right from under his feet.
         

         
         

         An electricity ran through the audience. They held their gaze on the company, on Jonah, and every move he made. He could feel
            the tears they struggled to hold back as he held Bastien, his Patroclus, in his arms, his death the most pivotal moment in
            the production, and they suspended their breaths as he sang to him of his regrets. The phrase “you could hear a pin drop”
            never seemed more fitting. As the stage revolved and the middle ring lowered, slowly taking both him and Bastien down below
            it, away from the sight of the audience, he sucked in a breath and tried to hold back his own tears. Bastien looked at him,
            moving again now he no longer needed to be seen as dead, and frowned, but no words could be spoken, not when the epic story
            above them continued to unfold.
         

         
         He moved then, from the lowered platform to the steps leading back up to the stage where his next entrance awaited him. Bastien watched him move, then reached out his hand to touch his shoulder, a simple show of support despite not having the words to convey anything further. Sometimes Jonah wished he could love Bastien the same way Achilles loved Patroclus; they played out their love night after night, the end always the same, always horribly tragic for them both, but their bond lived on long after their deaths. Bastien sang like a nightingale; he spoke with a lyrical flair and always brushed his teeth before a show, something his first cover, Lucian, never did. Offstage, Bastien always brightened a room, he illuminated it with his smile alone, and more than once Jonah hung onto his every word like a puppy dog, only to snap himself out of it to remind himself Bastien had a rather lovely boyfriend who he’d been with for six years. Which is why, when Jonah met Edward, he hoped he might find the love he felt he needed in him. Maybe he, too, could have what Bastien had. 

         
         He didn’t want to admit to himself the ache in his chest came not from Edward leaving, but more the reason behind it. For someone else. He thought of the comment section beneath his headshot announcing his casting as Achilles and recalled the words written
            there:
         

         
         
            
               
                  	Who is he?

                  	He’s fucking ugly, he can’t be Achilles.

                  	Why isn’t Dexter Ellis playing Achilles?

                  	He looks like a twat.

                  	Bet he can’t sing.

               

            

         
         The social media manager turned off the comments. They tried to protect him from the keyboard warriors and members of the
            Dexter Ellis fan club, and when previews started, he showed them he was worthy of the role. But now, even with the Olivier
            Award with his name on it and the six other awards spread across the company, the familiar stirrings of inadequacy reared
            their ugly head again.
         

         
         He’d been chosen to play Achilles. The casting team picked him out of God only knew how many other actors and handed him the leading role on a silver platter. No one mentioned Dexter or the stunning reviews he received before the show found its way to the West End. But Edward offered himself to Jonah, too, or, more accurately, Jonah laid himself out bare to him, told him about his life back home and the anxiety that liked to knock at his door in the middle of the night. Edward didn’t run back then, he wrapped Jonah in his arms and kissed him and made him believe they could be something. A quiet and safe corner in the loud and intrusive city of London. But now he’d thrown Jonah out into the cold without giving him so much as an inkling their relationship was crumbling. So why wouldn’t Colbie do the same? She ruled the production with an iron fist, her words cutting with a stone-turning stare. If she believed Jonah was being upstaged, she would pull Achilles out from under him once his contract ended and lock the theatre door. 

         
         As the cast took their final bows, Omari to his left, Bastien to his right, Jonah looked out to the audience and forced himself
            to smile. A standing ovation, something they received often, cheered in front of him, and for a moment he allowed the applause
            to take over his senses; it numbed the anxiety and all thoughts of Edward and Dexter. As they left the stage, the roar of
            the audience continued, an overwhelming show of support for them all, and Bastien took Jonah’s hand into his as they walked
            to their dressing rooms.
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” he asked, always the empath, always sensing the slightest change in Jonah’s demeanor, the complete opposite
            to Omari, who would notice his mood then talk about skin peels.
         

         
         “They released the new cast names by email earlier,” Jonah said, as they stopped in front of their dressing room doors. He
            saw Bastien’s expression fall, the usual dimples in his cheeks fading to leave behind an expression not usually worn by the
            man.
         

         
         “Oh shit, really? Anyone we know?”

         
         “A few I recognize. Dexter Ellis’s name sticks out the most, though.”

         
         Bastien’s eyebrows shot up at the mention of the name. “What? Really? He didn’t mention it when I bumped into him at the Olivier
            Awards.”
         

         
         “He was at the Oliviers?”

         
         Bastien shrugged slightly. “Yeah, came over and introduced himself to me. Didn’t mention he’d been working on the production
            again. Did the email say the roles?”
         

         
         “Are you talking about the email from Colbie?” Omari asked, seemingly appearing out of nowhere to insert himself into the conversation. 

         
         “Yeah,” Bastien said, smiling at Omari, who looked as fresh as someone who’d just come from a spa day despite performing onstage
            for two and a half hours.
         

         
         “We’re getting Dexter Ellis!” Omari grinned. “I can’t wait to see that man stretching before me in warm-ups.”

         
         Jonah couldn’t help the scowl pulling at the edge of his lips. “We don’t need to know about your stretching desires, Omari.”

         
         “Hey,” the taller man said seriously. “I’m dance captain, I take stretching very seriously.” He emphasized his words by reaching his hands up above his head, exposing his biceps from his costume almost
            intimidatingly. “I will see you babes later,” he said as he dropped his arms and yawned. “Need to get myself changed and home
            for my beauty sleep.” He kissed them both on the cheeks then left them in the corridor after disappearing into the dressing
            room he shared with other members of the ensemble.
         

         
         “You don’t think Dexter’s going to cover Achilles, do you? What if they want to give him Achilles once my contract ends?”
            Jonah asked Bastien when they were alone once again.
         

         
         Bastien shook his head and smiled at Jonah fondly. “No, Jonah, come on. Lennon’s still here, and he’s still covering our roles.
            Dexter’s probably going to be Hector. Stop worrying, you’ll give yourself wrinkles.” A fond silence settled between them before
            Bastien rolled his eyes and ruffled Jonah’s curls. “Right,” he said, breaking the silence to push open his door. “I’m going
            to check out the email myself then head for stage door to meet all of my adoring fans.” He fluttered his eyelashes and framed
            his face between his hands with a smirk. “See you out there, darling.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         
            “On, keep going on, on, on, keep going on.”

            —“The Road to Paradise,” The Wooden Horse, Act One
            

         

         The announcement went out at 10 a.m.

         
         Photos of the new cast alongside the cast remaining in their roles were posted across all the social media channels along
            with a press release sent to various outlets and theatre bloggers. Jonah told himself not to look, to keep his eyes off the
            comments and reposts, but the temptation to self-sabotage overwhelmed him. He couldn’t resist the torment. The first thing
            to truly irk him was Dexter’s headshot; he looked at least five years younger than Jonah, and for a man who just turned thirty
            the year before and was absolutely having a sort of inner quarter-life crisis, a youthful, blemish-free face was the last
            thing he wanted to see. He stared at Dexter’s features for a while, a frown on his face that would no doubt give him wrinkles,
            so fuck Dexter Ellis for ruining his skin.
         

         
         He eventually tore his eyes away from Dexter’s face and allowed himself to dive into the comment section. A dangerous mission,
            one he rarely undertook, but he needed to see the scathing words condemning him even further now that Dexter was going to
            claim his throne. However, the condemnations never came. While some of the comments held sad goodbyes for some of the old
            cast, most expressed excitement at the revelation of the fresh faces and surprise at who they would be playing.
         

         
         Dexter Ellis had been called back to the city of Troy not as an alternate for Achilles, but as Hector, just as Bastien said. The Trojan prince. Son of Priam and Hecuba. Killed by Achilles. Which really was rather fabulous, as Jonah couldn’t wait to stab him every night, no matter how violent it sounded. 

         
         So, despite looking for words of hate within the hundreds of replies to the posts, Jonah couldn’t find any. There were a few
            remarks about how the casting announcement overshadowed the Olivier wins, and how the timing seemed a little off, which he
            agreed with, but overall, the negativity he expected to see simply didn’t materialize. Which meant the emotional breakdown
            simmering at the edge of Jonah’s aura couldn’t be blamed on Dexter Ellis. No. The inevitable breakdown came from Edward’s
            nail clippers neatly tucked away in the cupboard in the bathroom.
         

         
         As a child, Jonah never imagined cradling clippers in his palm while wailing on his bathroom floor; it simply wasn’t a future
            he hoped for, and certainly not one he ever thought might play out. He also didn’t imagine eating a block of cheese for breakfast.
            Reality, however, proved both scenarios could be real and also happen on the same Godforsaken day. It only took a week for
            the breakdown to happen, Jonah’s mind consumed with performances Tuesday to Saturday, not giving him time to actually sit
            and contemplate the fact he was miserably single. Again. But as the sun rose on Sunday, the nail clippers came out to play
            and the cheese offered a comforting hug from the confines of the fridge. He imagined Omari standing before him, his six-foot-five
            frame taking up most of the kitchen, brow creased with concern. Mucus. Cheese gives you mucus, Jonah. Think of the mucus, for God’s sake.

         
         He contemplated calling Edward, begging him to dump the other guy and take him back. He missed having to explain over and over to him the difference between a swing and an understudy, because no, Edward, a swing learns multiple roles, an understudy covers principal roles, but he never remembered. He missed Edward’s voice and the way he always burned toast in the mornings without fail. He missed his weird-smelling banana shampoo and the way he folded his underwear when they undressed for bed. And he missed the way he kissed him, his lips pressed against his with an intense heat reminiscent of scorching summer days spent back home in Cornwall. Why couldn’t he stop thinking about him and his stupidly handsome face? Tears fell down Jonah’s cheeks in steady streams as he pushed the last piece of cheese into his mouth, ignoring how sick he felt and the apparition of Omari chiming on about stupid mucus, and let out a muffled cry as he tried to remember the last night they spent together. 

         
         He hadn’t considered what “meeting someone else” really meant until that moment. Questions buzzed through his brain, too many
            to consider all at once, but the main one burning at the forefront of his mind was: Did Edward cheat on him? Jonah looked
            at the empty cheese packaging on the kitchen countertop, then over at Edward’s key on the table. The country was going through
            a cost-of-living crisis, and he just consumed an entire block of cheese over a man who couldn’t even be faithful to him. He
            wiped his sleeve across his eyes, then tapped his fingers over his cheeks to lure himself back to reality. Fuck.

         
         His phone vibrated from within his pocket, and he pulled it out to see his mum’s face sparkling across the screen. A quick
            glance at the clock, ten-thirty, told him it wasn’t her usual calling time, and his finger hovered over the answer button
            until the ringing stopped. She would hear the tears in his voice. She’d be able to sense his heartbreak even from hundreds
            of miles away. When he first moved to London, when the salty spray of the sea still clung to his clothes and grains of sand
            could be found nestled in the creases of his palms, he called home every week. His parents hung onto his stories of London
            as if he had ventured out of a black-and-white photo and returned with a far-fetched adventure drenched in Technicolor.
         

         
         The first time they visited, when he performed as Anthony in an off–West End production of Sweeney Todd, they looked at the small theatre in awe. They waited for him at the stage door, clutching their programs with a buzz of excitement, and insisted he sign them despite the deep-red flush on his cheeks and cooing from his castmates. His parents, fiercely loyal and immensely proud, were on the other end of the phone when his first boyfriend in London, Rhys, dumped him by text right as he was about to go onstage. His mum helped him nurse the heartache from her settee at home and made him believe she sat beside him in his dressing room, her voice soothing, like the sea. They welcomed him home during his holidays and they walked along the shoreline as the wind kissed their cheeks, his mum’s arm linked with his as his dad skimmed stones across the waves and told folktales he remembered from his childhood. 

         
         His phone lit up again and his mother’s face smiled at him from the screen, her curly hair framing her round face perfectly.
            She’d lost weight since he took the photo of her. The last time he saw her he couldn’t help but notice how drawn her face
            appeared, cheekbones prominent, wrinkles more severe. Something stirred in the pit of his stomach as a strange sense of unease
            bloomed in his chest. He answered the call and pressed the phone to his ear, immediately hearing stuttered breaths gasping
            for air.
         

         
         “Mum?”

         
         “Jonah, darling,” she whispered, voice so far away, frail, tiny. “I hope I’m not bothering you.”

         
         The crumpled cheese packaging glanced up at him from the countertop. “No, not at all. What’s up?”

         
         “You’ve been crying,” she said, her breath catching in her chest. “Darling, what’s wrong?”

         
         “It’s just hay fever.” He wiped his sleeve over his eyes again. “Are you okay? You . . . you sound out of breath.”

         
         She didn’t answer right away, and Jonah could almost hear the cogs turning in her head as she thought of the best way to reply.
            “It’s been a little bit of a shoddy morning, love.”
         

         
         “Why?” He knew the answer.

         
         “He had another terrible night last night.”

         
         “Did you call the nurse?”

         
         “I didn’t want to bother her.”

         
         Jonah took a deep breath. “Mum, it’s why they’re there, if you need help you have to call them. What happened?”

         
         “He fell out of bed. I kept telling him not to get up, but you know he won’t listen. He isn’t strong enough to walk these
            days, but up he gets and then he falls. He doesn’t let me help him, he just gets angry. He scares me a little.”
         

         
         Silence hung between them. The conversation one they repeated monthly, the words the same, the advice the same, the outcome always the same. Sometimes Jonah wanted to scream at her, her reluctance to do anything to help herself a constant source of anxiety. Yet, he also knew he viewed the situation from a distance, an impartial spectator with advice but no physical help. In reality, he knew full well that if he were back home in St. Ives nothing would change. She would still refuse help and would only push him away if he so much as offered to make her a cup of tea. But he wanted to help, he needed to help; his mother’s world crumbled more by the second. 

         
         The day Jonah’s father looked at him down on the beach with zero recognition behind his eyes would live on in his memory forever.
            Jonah reached for him and the taller man stepped back, bewildered, frightened. He’d never seen his father appear vulnerable
            before, and he couldn’t help but think he shouldn’t have seen him in such a way; he always saw his dad as invincible, a steady
            presence who never faltered. Yet there he stood, his eyes searching Jonah for answers he simply couldn’t find. His father
            turned from him and ran, feet pounding the stones along the edge of the beach, and he shouted at strangers dotted along the
            coastline who sat on beach towels and dined on crab sandwiches. He begged them for help, to get him away from the strange
            man chasing after him, the strange man he simply couldn’t believe was his son. The child he once cradled in his arms and sang
            to sleep. Jonah remembered the awful sinking feeling he experienced in the moment, like treading quicksand, drowning in it,
            suffocating.
         

         
         “Where is he now?” Jonah asked.

         
         “Well, the nurse came in for her usual shift at nine, and she helped him back into the bed. He’s asleep, I think, or looking
            at that damn butterfly book again.”
         

         
         “He hadn’t hurt himself?”

         
         “He has bruises on his arms and an enormous mark on his right leg, but I’m not sure if he did that in the fall or before.
            He was so angry, Jonah, screaming like a banshee.”
         

         
         “Mum, if you need me to come home and help sort things for—”

         
         “Actually,” she mumbled. “I think it’s time for him to go somewhere where they can look after him. You know my heart breaks at the idea of it, but I don’t know what else to do. And that isn’t me asking you to come home, you hear? You stay where you are, my little star.” 

         
         He couldn’t help but imagine his mum alone in the winding house on the edge of the cliff in St. Ives. The many staircases
            and tall ceilings, far too high even for her elaborate extendable feather duster. Shadows loomed in the hallways there, even
            on the brightest of days, and he swallowed down the fear they might consume her and he would return to find his childhood
            home empty, with only a line of shoes at the doorway signifying the family who once lived there.
         

         
         “I can take some time off to help you.”

         
         “Jonah Penrose, don’t you dare.” He could hear his old mother in the tone she used, the fiery woman who once told their neighbor
            to kick rocks when he complained about her many chickens roaming in the garden. “I will call once I’ve got everything set
            up for him. Then next time you visit, you can go see him. Dad wouldn’t want you worrying over him, you know that.”
         

         
         “It’s more you I’m worried about, Mum.”

         
         He heard a tremble as she breathed. “Well, love, we can’t be having you worrying about little old me, can we?” There were
            tears clouding her eyes, he could tell. Even from his home on Castle Road, he could see the tears gathering against the high
            tide in Cornwall. If he were there, he would pull her into his arms and she could cry into his shoulder, something she only
            did once before, back when his dad received his diagnosis, the day Alzheimer’s moved into their home without invitation. A
            collection of heavy rain clouds found their way to their house and hung themselves in the sky just above the chimney to pour
            misery into the foundations of the bricks. His dad, the man who hugged him so incredibly tightly and kissed his forehead the
            day he told him he was gay and said he loved him more than anything in the world, would be lost, and all he could do was cling
            onto the memories he left and hope small parts of him remained behind the darkening of his mind.
         

         
         “I love you, Mum.”

         
         “I love you, too, sausage.”

         
         “Are you sure you’re okay?”

         
         “I’m all right. I’ve got a couple of friends coming over tonight to keep me company once Dad’s in bed. Might pop open a bottle
            of wine, it will be good to relax.”
         

         
         “You’ll call me if you need me?”

         
         “Of course, love.”

         
         Dexter Ellis suddenly didn’t seem like such a looming threat. Edward leaving him for another man didn’t either. They said
            their goodbyes, and Jonah placed the empty cheese packet into the bin then picked up the key he gave to Edward months ago,
            the one Edward dropped off when he picked up his things, the key he no longer needed now that he didn’t want Jonah in his
            life. Jonah turned it in his palm and let his fingers run along the cool metal ridges. Tears threatened to fall again, but
            he blinked them back and stuffed the key into the designated kitchen junk drawer and silently vowed not to think about Edward
            Wordsworth ever again.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Four

         
         
            “I love him, this side of him no one else gets to see. Gone are the days we danced between the mountains and trees. But I
                  love him, and his heart belongs with me.”

            —“The Melody of Achilles and Patroclus,” The Wooden Horse, Act One
            

         

         A sparkling curtain of warm orange light shone through the window to the back of the yoga studio as the sun stretched into
            the early evening. Jonah watched as it danced across the beech wood floorboards and ran its fingertips across the various
            yoga mats dotted about the room. The moments before the class started, when the students picked their space and lined up their
            water bottles while talking quietly among themselves, were when he felt most relaxed.
         

         
         Monday nights were the time he reserved each week to clear his head, to allow the swirling thoughts and physical and mental
            strain of performing every night to be placed in a neat box even if only for an hour. He never considered himself someone
            who might get really into yoga and be able to find something calming about measured breaths, but Omari practically forced
            him to a class and made him go until he found he couldn’t be without it. Eventually, Jonah found a studio closer to home,
            removing himself from Omari and his perfect posture so he could flail about on the mat without his friend’s judgmental frown.
         

         
         Jonah’s body thanked him for the relaxation during the week, when things became too much and the thought of his parents back home turned into a treacherous cliff edge. He could mentally place himself back in the studio and force himself to breathe. Breathe. He placed his hands flat on the yoga mat he always chose, the one nearest the wall opposite the door in the last row, where the mirrors at the front didn’t quite catch his entire body. He’d found out early on not to sit front and center; he didn’t need an unobscured view to observe his sweaty face and ridiculous expressions as he twisted his body into pretzel-like poses and tried to hold them while looking graceful. 

         
         As the balmy rays of sun slowly burned into a shade usually found caressing the leaves in autumn, a shadow loomed over Jonah
            as he sat on his mat fiddling with the lid from his water bottle. He looked up, half expecting to see the woman with bleached-blond
            hair and purple money piece who usually set up beside him, only to be greeted with someone else entirely. They were still
            blond, though darker, almost sandy, natural, and they focused solely on readjusting the mat then placing their own water down
            before kicking off the whitest of white trainers Jonah ever laid his eyes upon. Jonah blinked as he took in the figure. Slender,
            tall, ridiculously tall, with high cheekbones and fluttering lashes framing hazel eyes reminiscent of the fields back home
            when they were kissed by the cooler shades of fall. Then he looked at their lips, pouting, pink, as if they’d swiped a bubble
            gum lip gloss over them before stepping into the room. They were utterly sinful. And then, and without warning, Jonah’s mind
            kicked back into gear and he realized who it was he was not-so-subtly checking out.
         

         
         Dexter Ellis.

         
         Jonah scrambled to his feet, his breath catching in his chest as he tried to think of something—anything—to say. Dexter’s
            eyes flicked to him, and his eyebrow quirked as a small smile danced across his absolutely ludicrous lips.
         

         
         “Hey!” Jonah said. Not too bad for someone in complete social free fall. “I didn’t know you liked yoga, such a small world,
            huh?”
         

         
         Dexter paused slightly as he bent down, his hand reaching for his water, before he grasped it and stood straight again, his
            height impressive even against Jonah’s tall frame. He smiled again before taking a sip of his drink then wiped his mouth with
            the back of his hand.
         

         
         “Small world? Do you vet everyone who comes to this class to see if they like yoga?” he asked. His voice was deeper than Jonah expected; he’d only ever heard him sing before, his range on par with Jonah’s, though Jonah often opted up in places Dexter could only dream of. 

         
         Jonah shook his head. “No, I just . . . I come here every week and I’ve never seen you.”

         
         “Are new students not allowed or something?”

         
         “I mean, yeah, of course, I was just . . . I guess it’s just a surprise to see you here, like, what are the chances?” Jonah
            rubbed the back of his neck as the words fell from his mouth. Rotten words. Rubbish littering the gleaming floorboards.
         

         
         Dexter looked around the room, his eyes clearly searching for someone or something to remove him from the situation he’d found
            himself in.
         

         
         “You are Dexter Ellis, right?” Jonah pressed, suddenly fearing he’d mistaken this poor man for his theatrical nemesis. It wasn’t like
            they’d ever met before, after all, but surely this guy was Dexter, unless the man had a twin. Two of him. Great. “Shit, I’m
            sorry, you just look so much like him.”
         

         
         “Oh,” he said with a laugh, the smile returning to his face. “I mean, yes, that’s me, sorry, I forget sometimes that people
            recognize me. The theatre world can feel so insular sometimes.” He rubbed his hand over his face, then blew a strand of blond
            hair away from his eyes. “Do you like the theatre?”
         

         
         Jonah laughed, somewhat confused, but mostly dumbfounded. “Would be weird if I didn’t, wouldn’t it?”

         
         “I don’t know, would it? Do you work in the industry?”

         
         Holy shit. Dexter didn’t know who he was. The dramatic and frankly outraged part of him wanted to tell him that yes he worked
            in the bloody industry—not only that, he’d won an Olivier Award only a month ago and was the lead in the show Dexter was about
            to perform in. But the calmer, more mature side of him that was only present because of the lavender air humidifier in the
            room bit his tongue and forced the smile to remain on his face.
         

         
         “Yes,” he said simply, and reminded himself to relax his eyes as he tried his hardest not to let them twitch.
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