 The Understudy
Minimal set and props suggest two dressing rooms.  A table stands in the middle of the stage which is used as the dressing room table in each room.  There is no actual mirror frame.  Lights are one very low in the room, stage right, and suggest that someone has arrive, the one on stage left is in darkness

Voices are heard in the corridor, a young girl and boy enter the darkened dressing room and the lights come on. Both are about twenty, the boy is partially in costume and the girl has just arrived.  Both seem very excited.
BOY

so what did they say ?

GIRL
she isn’t well enough to go on tonight and basically it’s me.  I’m on as the lead.  I can’t believe it, she’s never ill, she’s renowned for never being off.  She’ll hate me for this.  

BOY
It’s not up to her, forget about her.  She is always overdramatic, I wish people would stand up to her
GIRL

Please find out what’s happening for me

BOY
Ok, you will be fantastic, you will wow them.  He rushes off

GIRL
She sits in front of the mirror in a slightly breathless fashion.    Deep breaths, deep breaths…..her slightly worried looks breaks into a smile and she squeals in delight.  She gives the impression of not quite knowing where to start.  ‘Let’s start at the very beginning………  makeup’  She starts humming to herself and puts on her face – lights dim and come up on other dressing room
Another actress, older in appearance, enters having what can be best described as a theatrical moment.  She is followed by a similar aged man and her dresser.  The actress also looks as though she is getting ready for a performance whilst the man is in a suit. Olivia literally throws her bag and coat at him.
OLIVIA
don’t you dare, don’t you dare tell me whether I should go on or not, it is my decision NOT YOURS.  I will not let you or anyone dictate to me .  I am the star here, they come to see me, ME – no one else, they don’t care about anyone else.  Get that into your head.  She slightly staggers & Gus goes to steady her.  She shrugs him off  I am perfectly fine.  I insist that you fetch my costumes now.  I don’t want to hear any more about it.  I will be on stage.  I don’t give in to anything.

DRESSER
Miss Chatfield , I am….. the director……  said I am to attend….

OLIVIA
you only listen to me, do I make that clear , only me, no one else.  
It is obvious the man is used to this behaviour.  He waves the dresser out who shows she doesn’t know what to do
GUS

(in a placating voice) Olivia, Olivia
OLIVIA
Gus, don’t you dare try that on me !

GUS
no one is invincible, you’re not well.  Look at you , you can barely stand and you are like a ghost.  It is one performance Olivia, just one

OLIVIA
one more than I am prepared to miss

Gus stands back as Olivia starts on her makeup, he exits.  Lights come up on the second dressing room where the girl is looking in the same mirror putting on makeup.  The boy comes back
BOY
well no one seems to know what is wrong but she is insisting that she will be going on.  Apparently having a big hissy fit
GIRL

Oh (disappointedly)

BOY
Crosses over to her.  Don’t worry,  they will lock her in the dressing room if they have to, to stop her.  She is in a complete state, can barely stand apparently but insisting she will go on, ill or not.     It is quite funny really, people do get it into their heads that they are irreplaceable, who wants to see  a ‘the star’ if she is only going to walk through the performance.
GIRL
but people will be disappointed, all those who have come to see her.

BOY
so what ?  yeh I am sure some will go but you will show the rest that it was well worth staying for.  Believe me when they leave tonight they won’t even remember her name

GIRL
You are so sweet, I am just so nervous, I could hardly do my make up !  She pauses  But you know what I am going to do ?  I am going to love every minute of this, every single one.  Now costumes ! help me sort them out.  I thought they may have sent along a dresser for me  but…

BOY
aren’t we the star  !  The last time I saw the dresser she was being waylaid by her ladyship insisting she got her costumes.  You know how pathetic she can be, she adores her ladyship and is dithering about, wouldn’t do anything to upset her.  Come on.
Both leave the stage and lights come back up on the other room.  During the dialogue the girl and boy return with a dress and she is seen getting ready.  Once she is dressed, the boy takes her hand and they mess about waltzing around the stage doing a scene from the show. At some point she stops, rushes and gets her script and gets the boy to test her. 
OLIVIA
you forget Gus, I am not one of these fair-weather performers, I go on even if I am at deaths door.  The audience would rather see me under par than some complete unknown. No one can play the final scene or hit the last note of the show like me. 

GUS
with exasperation Livvy, you are ………
OLIVIA
she turns sharply on him.  Oh Gus you are really getting to the depths now, Livvy when was the last time you called me Livvy.  You sound like that dithering dresser, she wafts about not daring to speak unless spoken to.  Where are those people who stand up for themselves?
GUS
I didn’t think you would stand for anyone standing up to you ?
OLIVIA
I always like spirit, some of the people are so dull these days.  (Wistful) Gus, where is the fun ?  I miss the camaraderie, I miss the laughter.  Sometimes I wish I was back down at the start, to enjoy it more. …. BUT I am not prepared to fall when I have fought to get here, I will not give in. 
GUS
very exasperated . No one is asking you to fall, just take a step down for one moment.  
OLIVIA
I have never missed a performance, I will not miss this one  She stands but needs to steady herself.  Where is my dresser ?  MAGGIE !, MAGGIE

GUS
holding her and looking her directly in the face.  Olivia you are not well enough, you will not make it through the performance.  How would it look if you collapsed on stage ?  It wouldn’t look good in the papers.
BOY
you know it, you know it better than she does. You look fantastic so take this moment in !  Now I have to go and get ready.  You OK ?  

GIRL
She nods.  Just nervous

OLIVIA
I have to, I have to.  (pause) I am so frightened about what will happen if I don’t, that could be it.

BOY
This is the start of it, you just wait and see.  I’ll be watching every scene. He exits

GUS
Nothing will happen you will go on tomorrow night and she will be back in the chorus and you will give them 200%.  No one is better than you

OLIVIA
Oh Gus, you are the only person who could lie to my face and I could even believe you if I didn’t know you so well.  I’m not a fool, I know I should let go but if I don’t have this what will I have.  She is good, very good, they would love her
GUS
Oh Livvy It’s not life and death you can be a little melodramatic, you will still have it all just not tonight.  

OLIVIA
Not tonight?  You don’t think I have changed my mind for one minute do you! You should know be better than that.  I will be going on – don’t argue, I am the star.  Now leave me, as I have to get ready

Gus leaves shaking his head.  The boy comes back into the room.  The girl is reading her script
BOY
Come on, come one act 1 beginners have been called, they’re waiting for you !
The girl moves to the mirror for one last look to check everything is in place.  At the same time Olivia turns to the mirror and starts.  She looks as though she has seen a ghost, she can see the young girl opposite her.
Gus enters in a determined manner but stops as he sees Olivia  starring at the mirror
GUS
tentatively Olivia

OLIVIA
let her go on, tell them to let her go on. 

GUS
puzzled Why the sudden change of heart ?

OLIVIA
How did I forget, how did I lose that moment, that feeling, the sheer thrill and excitement of being given that chance. She turns away from the mirror Nothing has ever beaten that.  She turns back

The girl is also starring in the mirror but only at her reflection.  The boy comes up behind her as at the same time Gus crosses to Olivia

BOY
come on Livvy, 
GUS
time to go. 
GIRL
Gus !  Yes time to go  
OLIVIA
Yes time to go

Young Olivia and Gus exit as older Olivia watches for a moment before getting up.  Lights fade as older Gus and Olivia exit. 
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