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As climaxes went, Ophelia had it all – and no one played the role better than she did.

When Rachel Ryland had stepped onto the stage, people hadn’t known what to make of her. Based on her reputation alone, it was a wonder she’d agreed to perform on stage, rather than in the glitz and glamour of celluloid, let alone in a theatre like ours – not small, exactly, but certainly not one of the biggest in London. There had been doubts that it was stunt casting, and that she couldn’t possibly live up to her roles on screen.

Then there was the issue of the play’s infamous nude scene. For most of the final act, her character was to be naked. The critics were in uproar. Why would someone so high-profile agree to it? Didn’t she realise that nudity on stage was debasing, and that it could set her career back a decade? Leave that titillation to the younger actresses, scrounging around for the attention of casting directors as they struggled to make a name for themselves. Rachel Ryland would turn thirty-seven during the production. Didn’t she realise that she was better than that?

Then they had seen her, and they had been silenced. This was the role she was born to play. She was exquisite. Every movement, every gesture, so perfectly encapsulated the human tragedy of her character that time seemed to stop.

She was Katherine Hepburn. She was Elizabeth Taylor. She was the prime of every Hollywood great, and yet she was here, on stage, in the flesh.

Sometimes the thought made me want to pinch myself.

Even the nude scene – twenty minutes of unabashed, full-frontal exposure to an unforgiving crowd – drew praise, and for all the right reasons. While yes, it was beyond question that a lot of the members of the audience had started out the play looking for nothing more than a chance to see the great Rachel Ryland’s naked flesh, they inevitably ended it moved – occasionally, critics took pleasure in noting, to tears.

It was a temptation that few could resist. Ticket sales had gone through the roof as the inhabitants of London suddenly rediscovered their love of theatre, and Ophelia had found itself running for three weeks longer than expected.

Those three weeks ended tonight.

The lights of the auditorium dimmed as the curtain came down, plunging the theatre into darkness, and then suddenly, with what seemed like an impossible grace and poise given her nakedness, she emerged into the soft lamplight of backstage.

‘How did I do?’ she said, flashing me a million-dollar grin. It was the same routine as every night: she’d come backstage, ask how she had done, and take the short silk dressing gown and bottle of water I had ready for her before she pulled herself back in front of the curtain to give one last goodbye to her adoring fans.

And every night, my answer was the same: ‘You were perfect, Ms Ryland.’

‘Flattery, flattery,’ she said, and laughed to herself. It was hard not to join in. ‘Wish me luck,’ she said, before blowing me a kiss and heading out onto the stage for the last time.

As the audience whooped and cheered for their star, I found myself struck by that simple gesture: how sweet a blown kiss could be, how it would likely be a memory I’d treasure forever... and how many hours I had wasted dreaming about the real thing.

There was something about the night – the fact that it was, for me at least, the end of an era – that made me reluctant to hang around. Some people would probably have preferred to soak up the ambience for one last time, but the idea didn’t appeal to me.

I knew that I’d regret walking out of there without telling Rachel Ryland exactly how much her work meant to me, but no matter how many times I played that conversation over in my mind, I couldn’t get it to work right. Every time I came off as either a deluded fan-girl or a deranged stalker, neither of which were memories of me I wanted her to have.

Better, then, for her to not remember me at all.

People always say you should never meet your heroes, anyway – that they can never live up to your expectations.

I was almost out of the door when the stage manager thrust the flowers into my hands. ‘They’re for Rachel,’ he said curtly. ‘Late delivery. Take them to her, will you?’

He didn’t wait around to hear my answer; he didn’t have to. I was a nameless gopher, as far as he was concerned. Running errands was my sole purpose – if not on earth, then certainly behind his stage.

I moved through the corridors, taking a note of the peeling paint and chipped woodwork for the last time. This was real theatre, as it was meant to be: rough and ready, cobbled together with no pomp and circumstance. Behind the stage, paint could flake all it wanted, as long as in front of the curtain it was perfect.

Some people found the deception depressing. I revelled in it.

I shifted the bundle of lilies into one hand, and knocked with the other. A familiar voice beckoned me to open the door. It creaked open slowly, just a crack at first, before revealing her in all her glory. She sat at her dressing table in a red silk kimono, looking at herself in the mirror. In front of her stood a bottle of champagne, chilling in an ice bucket, and two glasses. Her hair was tied back in a loose, effortless knot, but she still looked for all the world like a screen Goddess cut from the old mould: Bergman, Dietrich, Garbo.

I didn’t realise I was holding my breath until she spoke. It was as though I had merely forgotten to exhale, as though in her presence my body no longer functioned according to normal rules.

‘Can I help you?’ she asked with a smile. ‘Sarah, isn’t it?’

She knew my name. I couldn’t wrap my mind around that. Even my stage manager didn’t know my name, but the star of the show – a genuine, bona fide Hollywood superstar – knew who I was? It was enough to make my head spin.

‘I...’ I stuttered, struggling to get the words to form as I held the lilies limply out towards her. ‘Yes. Sorry. These are for you.’

‘Oh, sweetie, you shouldn’t have,’ she said, grinning.

‘I didn’t.’

‘I was kidding,’ she said softly, and I suddenly felt like a tremendous fool. Of course she had been kidding. ‘Who are they from?’ she asked. ‘Is there a note?’

I scanned the bundle quickly, but came up with nothing. ‘Not that I can see.’

‘Wonderful,’ she said, rolling her eyes. ‘Another secret admirer who thinks he can buy his way into my pants with a bunch of flowers. Don’t you just hate that?’

‘I... I wouldn’t know.’

‘Oh,’ she said, and nothing else. I didn’t feel the need to tell her quite why I didn’t often have to deal with male attention; my sexual orientation was something I tried to keep hidden as far as possible, at least at work. The theatre might be full to bursting with gay men, but lesbians still had a tough run to be taken seriously.

‘Is that all?’ she said, bringing me back down to earth. ‘Are you feeling OK? You look a bit flustered.’

‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘Honestly. And yes, that’s everything. Sorry to disturb you, Ms Ryland.’

‘Don’t mention it, sweetie.’

She turned back to her dressing table, and I placed my hand on the door, ready to leave. Something stopped me before I could pull it open, however: some otherworldly force that pushed my doubts away.

If you don’t tell her, it said, you’ll never get another chance.

It was the truth.

‘Actually,’ I said slowly, ‘there’s something I’ve been meaning to say.’

She looked back at me with non-judgemental eyes, waiting for me, allowing me the scope to take my time. ‘Go on, then,’ she said. ‘Let’s hear it. I won’t bite, promise.’

I drew in a deep breath. ‘It’s just... I used to watch your movies, when I was a teenager, and you always just seemed so perfect. The way it all just seemed so effortless for you. I mean, you were the reason I decided I wanted to act. You’re the reason I’m involved with the theatre at all. I guess I just wanted to say thank you. That’s all.’

A thick fog of silence descended on the room.

‘I see,’ she said eventually, and nothing else.

‘I’m sorry. That probably sounds stupid. You must hear that all the time. And I’m not being vain or anything... I know I’m not much of an actress, not by your standards at least, but –’

‘Oh, no,’ she said, cutting me off. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I’m flattered. I just think you’re wrong, that’s all.’

‘Wrong?’

‘Yeah,’ Rachel said. ‘From what I’ve seen, you’re a great actress.’

From what you’ve seen?

She spoke as though she’d watched me perform on stage myself, rather than just in my role as a gopher behind the scenes. Her experience with me pretty much amounted to me handing her a dressing gown and a bottle of water every night: it wasn’t exactly Lady Macbeth. Hell, it wasn’t even an understudy.

There was something about the way she said it, though – so effortlessly sincere, so easily complimentary – that made my throat lock up. Of course she was just being polite, but still... couldn’t a girl dream? Would it be so terrible for me to let myself believe that the great Rachel Ryland thought I might be decent?

No. Not just decent. Great.

She’d said great.

‘Thank you,’ I mumbled.

A silence echoed around the room, and I found myself panicking. Should I have played it off as a joke? Did I sound like I was being arrogant?

Stupid, stupid...

‘I didn’t mean...’ I started, but she cut me off.

‘I know what you meant, honey,’ she said, flashing me that ten million dollar grin. ‘And I meant it too. You are a great actress.’ She looked me dead in the eye, her cold steel gaze fixing itself on my face, trapping my attention and leaving me completely powerless to look away.

‘After all,’ she said at last, ‘I bet no one here tonight knows quite how much you want to fuck me.’

She said it with such a complete lack of self-consciousness that I wasn’t sure I’d heard her – in fact, I was sure I couldn’t have. It was an impossibility.

But she knew. Somehow, she knew.

Time seemed to stop instantaneously, and the background noise of the theatre winding down outside her room dropped off to nothingness. For a moment, it was just the two of us: a silly little girl with dreams of making it on the stage, and her heroine.

And that word.

Fuck.

Fuck me.

You want to fuck me.

Fuck.

Every drop of blood in my body seemed to rush to my face as if delivered by freight elevator, and I could feel my cheeks practically glowing with the heat of my shyness.

‘Don’t think I didn’t see you standing off on the sidelines, Sarah,’ she said, her voice soft and light and without any streak of mockery. ‘I saw you there. Every night, without fail, just... watching. Waiting for me, with a bottle of water and a robe.’

I shrugged, trying to play it off. ‘It’s my job.’

‘Oh really? That’s the only reason?’

The look on her face told me she didn’t quite believe me, and who could blame her? A glance in her dressing table mirror showed me I was red as a strawberry.

She reached across to the bottle of champagne on her dresser, chilling in its ice bucket, and began twisting off the wire cage with an expert ease: even in such a simple act, it was clear that she was a woman accustomed to the finer things in life.

‘Do you know what acting is?’ she asked me as the cage came loose, changing the subject without waiting for a response from me. My tongue was stone in my mouth; no matter what I tried, I couldn’t seem to form the words I needed.

I shook my head. ‘Acting is fantasy,’ she said slowly. ‘Acting is pretending. It’s making every single person in front of you believe something that isn’t true. It’s letting a room full of strangers think – just for a few hours – that you really are Cleopatra, or Blanche DuBois, or Ophelia, or whoever. But it’s not trickery, oh no. It’s not some cruel joke that allows you to turn around and laugh at their expense afterwards, or to mock them for being so gullible. You let yourself fall into the fantasy too.’

The pop of the champagne cork cut off her words and jerked me back into reality. She reached across to the tray and pulled forward both glasses in an easy display that seemed too natural for me to question it. With expert hands, she poured a generous amount into each: the bubbles fizzed their way almost to the rim, before dying back without a drop being spilt.

‘Sometimes I don’t want the fantasy, though,’ she said at last. Her voice was slow and careful, loaded with a sad sincerity. ‘Sometimes I need reality.’

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

She handed me a glass, and clinked my rim against hers. ‘No matter,’ she said. ‘Just put it down to end-of-show blues, that’s all. I get this way sometimes.’

‘I’d like to know,’ I said. ‘Really. What did you mean?’

She smiled again, and for a second I thought she was going to launch into an elaborate explanation, but instead she merely stood up and drained the champagne glass. On quick feet, she crossed over to the door and slid the latch closed, and then came back to me.

‘Sit down,’ she said, and gestured to the chair in front of the dressing table where she had previous been seated herself. ‘I have something to show you.’

I sat and looked up at her. She seemed smaller now than she ever had on stage, somehow: something about seeing her up close made me realise just how delicate she was. Even though she had passed me in corridors hundreds of times, no matter how often she had stood next to me as she waited to go on, she had never looked smaller than when she stood in front of me.

It took me a while to realise why: she was nervous.

The great Rachel Ryland bit her lip as she stood in front of me, matching my gaze, making me wonder what it was that she had to show me. Then, with one smooth gesture, she reached down and grabbed hold of the silk belt of her kimono, gave it a tug, and allowed it to fall open.

She was wearing nothing underneath it.

Her body was flawless: there was neither a wrinkle nor a blemish anywhere on her skin. Her naked form stood out, proud and beautiful, daring me to touch it. I couldn’t help myself. From the first moment she had slipped the kimono off her shoulders – before it had even had time to gather in a pile at her feet – I had wanted to feel that skin against mine, to take that body into my arms, to feel how it would react to my kisses.

‘What do you think?’ she said. Suddenly, that confidence was back; she could see from my stares that I was lost in her beauty, and so this had become just one more performance – one more place in which she could be in complete control.

I nodded, mutely. It was all I could manage.

‘Then what are you waiting for? Come over here.’

I stood up slowly, finished my champagne, and walked to her; it was only a few paces, but in those brief seconds my mind roared through a thousand different scenarios at breakneck speed. Was I about to kiss her? Would I be allowed to touch that glorious naked flesh? Was that what she wanted from me?

Would there be – dare I even imagine it – more?

She put out a hand to stop me; I could feel it against my chest as I pulled towards her. She must have been able to feel my heartbeat, and just how excited I was. It echoed through me, as though it was trying to burst out of my chest, and her touch – even through the thin fabric of my shirt – only made it worse.

‘No,’ she said.

‘No?’

‘Not like this,’ she said. ‘Not so unbalanced. I want you to strip too.’

‘Ms Ryland, I...’ I let my voice trail off. ‘I don’t know if I should.’

‘Why not? You want this. I can see it in you. I could from the very first night. Are you trying to deny it?’

‘No. No, I’m not.’

‘Then what’s the problem?’

‘I... I don’t know.’

She smiled. ‘It looks like that’s your answer, then. And please, call me Rachel.’

She was right; of course she was right. She had looked inside of me, read my mind, figured out exactly what it was that made me tick. She knew me, somehow.

I stood up and closed my eyes, hoping that the darkness would make my embarrassment fade away, but then I stopped. Why should I be embarrassed? I enjoyed my body – and, by all accounts, so did she. There was more to it than that, though. For the first time, I felt as though I was in control. She was one of the most beautiful women in the world, my idol since my awkward teenage years – and I had her complete and undivided attention.

My nipples tingled beneath my shirt, hardening into firm pink buds as a thrill of excitement shot through my body. Rachel hadn’t taken her eyes off me the whole time.

Slowly, I unbuttoned my blouse, letting it fall open. The black lace of my bra peeked out, suddenly the only thing hiding my breasts from Rachel’s sight. She stood transfixed as I continued downwards, one button at a time, until it flapped at my sides; I slipped it off my shoulders and let it collapse to the ground. With one swift movement my jeans came down and I stepped out of them, pulling off my shoes and socks and pushing them to one side with the tip of a naked foot.

Suddenly, I was standing in front of her in nothing but my underwear. I thought I might have been embarrassed, but between her naked curves and the adrenaline that was coursing through my body, I couldn’t have been less so. For the first time in what felt like forever, I was living in the moment. This must have been what it was like, out there on that stage: the unblinking eyes of an adoring audience, watching transfixed as you exposed yourself for their entertainment and enjoyment.

If it was, it might be the best feeling in the world. 

‘Why did you stop?’ she asked. ‘Is something the matter?’

I shook my head. ‘No, not at all.’

‘Then what...?’

I tried to explain my epiphany, but I thought better of it. ‘I want you to do it,’ I said instead. ‘I want you to undress me.’

I wasn’t sure where my newfound confidence came from; by the shocked look on her face, neither was she. Had she been expecting some ingénue, some easily-manipulated plaything? Was my confidence somehow off-putting? Had I ruined my chance in my eagerness?

She smiled and crossed over to me. As her arms wrapped around my torso, it became clear that wasn’t the case.

‘Gladly,’ she said.

Her skin was impossibly smooth. It slid across my stomach like silk over ice, her fingers as light as air as they danced along my hips, up the curve of my spine, and then suddenly up to the strap on my bra. With one swift flick of her fingers, it fell away, and the feeble lace covering was discarded.

‘Close your eyes,’ she said, and I obeyed.

I had never felt such a rush of exhilaration. She stepped away from me, and I could hear from her footsteps against the floor that she was walking in circles around my almost-naked body, examining me from every angle. I let her gaze wash over me, wondering what it was she thought. Did I meet with her approval? Was I up to her standards?

Suddenly, I began to feel a little self-conscious. My hands crept slowly up my body in an attempt to cover my nudity, to hide my breasts from her sight; as they reached their destination and brushed against my nipples, I was suddenly aware just how hard they were. As I rubbed casually against the firm pink buds, I felt a shiver run through me that wasn’t down to the room’s chill.

She stopped me, grasping my wrists gently. ‘No,’ she said, firm but kind. ‘Don’t cover yourself. Don’t you dare. I want to see everything.’

I let my hands drop to my sides. ‘Good girl,’ she said.

She ran her fingernails teasingly down my stomach, and I shivered at her touch: the barely-there teasing was almost too much for me to tolerate. When she got to my hips, she looped her fingertips just inside my underwear and paused, as if she needed a push to go just that little bit further. I nodded my assent, and the lace slid past my hips and down to my ankles, guided by her expert hands. I felt her lean forward and plant a kiss gently against my lower stomach: the first time her lips had touched me. I was in heaven.

‘Beautiful,’ she said. ‘Absolutely beautiful.’

She slipped her hand between my thighs, and with the flat of her palm gestured for me to separate them. I didn’t need to be told twice. Her fingers played lightly over my pussy, spreading the lips and teasing me – it was as though she had a map of my arousal, and knew exactly where to apply that gentle pressure in order to get me to gasp and squirm.

I felt a finger slip effortlessly inside me, and then another; my excitement gave no resistance whatsoever. She soon had me wriggling with excitement, my naked body overcome with feelings of desire as I raced towards an orgasm. In the dark with my eyes closed, I was helpless to see what she was doing to me, but I didn’t care. She needed no guidance.

‘Please,’ I groaned eventually, as I felt my resolve weaken and my body begin to give way. It slipped out all by itself, running alongside a moan of pleasure.

‘Please what?’

‘I... I don’t know. Just... don’t stop. Please.’

‘Oh, honey,’ she said in her mellifluous, classically-trained accent. ‘I had no intention of stopping.’

She probed me, exploring my pussy with expert precision. Every slight caress made my legs shiver and my knees threaten to buckle, but now she knew she had me right on the edge she seemed to be in no hurry to push me over it. Instead, she seemed much more interested in seeing just how long she could keep me in that desperate state of anticipation, longing for just a little bit more than she was willing to give me.

Eventually, I couldn’t take it anymore; the quivering in my legs was too much. ‘Please. I need to sit down again.’

‘Then sit. The chair’s behind you. It’s safe.’

I didn’t realise until she said that that my eyes were still closed. Somehow, the idea of opening them without asking her first had seemed wrong. No, that wasn’t it; the fact that I might open them just hadn’t occurred to me. I could see her just as clearly without them. Her face danced through my imagination the same way her hands danced across my body: delicately, gloriously. I never wanted this moment to end.

And yet... and yet I needed to remind myself that this was real. It all seemed too outlandish to be true.

‘Can I open my eyes?’

She thought for a second. ‘Yes,’ she said at last. ‘I want you to see this.’

I blinked, readjusting to the dim light of the room. She knelt before me, head held high, somehow still in complete control despite her lowered position. She knew what she wanted – I knew what she wanted – and we both knew she was going to take it.

She leant forward, her tongue touching me for the first time, parting my labia. It was hesitant at first – an exploration, like a snake tasting the air to determine danger – but it soon gave way to a frenzy of lust. If her fingers had been mere reconnaissance, this was a targeted assault. Her tongue ran precise, teasing circles around my clitoris, each revolution ramping up my excitement. I moaned and reached down, placing a hand at the back of her head to guide me. My fingers entwined themselves in her perfectly-coiffed blonde hair; I was probably ruining a hairdo that cost more than I earned in a month, but none of that seemed to matter, not at that moment.

Every lick threatened to break me. My mind was swimming in a sea of pre-orgasmic ecstasy, just waiting for that one special touch that would allow me to emerge into untold pleasure, no doubt screaming all the way.

But it wouldn’t come. I needed more.

‘Stop,’ I blurted out suddenly. ‘Please.’

Her mouth fell away from me instantly. ‘What’s wrong, honey?’

‘Nothing. Nothing at all. Everything’s so, so right.’

‘So why did you stop me?’

‘I... don’t know. I want to be with you. Together. Not just receiving.’

She grinned up at me.

Suddenly we were together on the floor, writhing together in pleasure. Her tongue matched mine, guiding me in the pleasure of her kiss; I could still taste myself faintly on her lips, and the understated sweetness only made me hungry for more. I wanted to lose myself in this woman: in her eyes, in her lips, in the perfect contours of her body. I wanted her to take everything from me, and for her to know that I gave it freely.

My fingers slipped inside of her as we kissed, emboldened by everything that had come before. Her flesh offered no resistance, and as I pressed up inside of her, searching for the spot that would drive her wild, she spread her legs obligingly, urging me onwards. Her eager hips ground against my hand, every gentle thrust driving my fingers further into her pussy and drawing out long, desperate moans of pleasure.

I slowed, teasing her, wanting to draw out this moment for as long as possible, but she wasn’t having any of it: what she wanted, she was going to take. She reached down and held my hand in place, pressing it against her as she ground against it.

‘Don’t be a tease,’ she said, and then bit my shoulder blade just hard enough to prove her point. ‘Not now. I need this.’

If I’d had a smartass reply, it was lost in the feel of her reaching a hand between my legs and immediately sliding two fingers inside me with extreme urgency. Immediately, the orgasm that had been teased for so long bubbled to the surface. I buried my face in her shoulder and eagerly ground against her, trying – and failing – to stifle my moans.

‘Come for me,’ she said. ‘Come for me. Come... for... me... Come...’

The rest vanished into nothingness as she and I came together, a twin explosion of lust. Our bodies curled around each other, staying intertwined even as we both fought to get our breath back. It took a while, but neither of us seemed to care. It was nice to be next to her, to relax in her embrace, to smell the mingled scent of her perfume, her sweat and her orgasm.

If this had all turned out to be a dream, I wanted to stretch it out for as long as possible. We didn’t need conversation. We had the feeling of skin against skin. That was all that mattered.

But of course, it couldn’t last. When she shifted beneath me, I assumed that was her telling me to leave – that she had had her fun with me, and now it was over. I prepared myself to gather my clothes together and get dressed; hopefully there’d still be time to catch the last train home. If not, it would have to be a taxi, and that was an extravagance I couldn’t really afford.

She didn’t stand up, though. Instead, she merely propped herself up on one elbow and turned to me. ‘You really love your job, don’t you?’

‘After tonight? You bet I do.’

My joke fell flat. ‘I’m serious,’ she said. ‘Working here is important to you, isn’t it?’

I nodded. ‘Yeah. It’s not much, but it’s theatre. It’s home.’

‘Shame,’ she said. ‘I was going to ask you to come with me.’

‘Come with you? What do you mean?’

‘What do you think I mean? The show’s over. I need an assistant, and you... well, you certainly proved yourself capable over the last few weeks. And tonight, obviously. What do you say? How does travelling the world with a movie star and stopping me from messing things up too badly sound to you?’

I didn’t say anything: I didn’t need to. I just hoped that my smile and the long, passionate kiss I gave her would be enough of an answer to her question.

Based on the way she kissed me back, I thought it might be.
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