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  Chapter 1


  Snow was making the minibus slip and lurch violently from side to side; the blizzard was getting thicker and more treacherous by the minute.


  Perdita made a deliberate attempt to unclench her knuckles and force her mind to drift. It had been a long journey already and they were still miles from their destination. As they all lived relatively close to one another, in the same part of London, a minibus had been arranged to collect James the director, a cameraman and her co-star and take them to the first location shoot in the Peak District.


  From her seat near the back of the bus, Perdita could see Nick strumming in a desultory manner on his guitar and talking to Tony, the lead cameraman. Nick Wainwright was a very different leading man to the last one she had worked with in Los Angeles.


  Henry.


  Her heart still jolted at his name. Part of it would always belong to him. Smooth, seductive Henry. Charismatic, irresistible Henry. Sweet-talking, married Henry.


  Perdita let her memories stray into dangerous territory. It had been her first big break in American television, after years of learning her craft on the British stage. Used to the close-knit community of a touring theatre company, she’d been shocked by the hard-bitten egos of the Hollywood television stars. As a defence against the back-biting world she found herself in, she’d teamed up with the only other English actor in This Way Forward: Henry Dempsey. Like her, he’d paid his dues on the stage but had found greater success in American TV and was a reasonably big player in Hollywood. He’d looked after her, shown her the sights, protected her against the worst excesses of the business and eventually bedded her.


  Perdita had known he was married and, like countless women in her position, had been convinced he was going to leave his wife.


  She’d been too lonely to admit to pride.


  This Way Forward, a miniseries about an Anglo-American family in the aftermath of World War Two, had wrapped some months ago. Henry left for his home in San Diego and Perdita remained in Los Angeles trying to get that elusive second big part, nursing a broken heart and forming a resolve never to get involved with another actor while she could draw breath. To make matters worse Henry seemed to think they had parted on good terms and was often in touch. Perdita gave a twisted smile as she remembered how her agent, Ed, had eventually called her back to England. He’d been squeaking with excitement for a while about a new classic series and Perdita wasn’t unhappy to return. Hollywood held mixed memories: the TV show had received rave reviews but had not produced any other roles; she and Henry were definitely washed up – and she missed the seasons. Hard to imagine constant sunshine could begin to pall after a while, but it had.


  When Perdita read for the role, she wasn’t convinced she could play Elizabeth Bennet. After all, the BBC series was still considered to be the definitive Pride and Prejudice; she wasn’t sure the world was ready for yet another adaptation. However, love of the book and the sparkling script, which leaped off the page – plus a pile of red bills, convinced her to try for it.


  The first audition had been unexpectedly tense. Nicholas Wainwright certainly looked like an archetypal Darcy; he was tall and dark-haired but unfortunately, he also acted the part. A more arrogant man Perdita had yet to meet. He’d barely acknowledged her presence unless speaking his lines directly to her and she’d witnessed him being insufferably rude to one of the technicians. She couldn’t deny the effect of his physical beauty, it had hit her like a body blow, but she’d had enough of power-crazed, egotistical actors for a lifetime. It suited her to treat this job as just a job and not get emotionally involved, but she suspected it was going to test her acting skills to the limit to convince the audience that she was in love with this particular Darcy.


  A sudden jolt, a twang from Nick’s guitar and a slight oath from the man himself brought her swiftly back to the present. Perdita banged her head hard on the window as the minibus swerved viciously across the road. It skidded for what seemed like a lifetime and came to an abrupt halt.


  Nick was first to recover from the stunned silence. “Is everyone all right?” He looked round at them all as they nodded shakily, then he said to the driver: “Lloyd, what the hell happened?”


  “God knows – maybe a blow-out or the gasket’s gone,” the driver’s voice, his Welsh accent thickened with shock, drifted back to them from the front of the bus. “Trouble is, it’s getting so bad out there, it’s going to be nigh on impossible to tell.” Perdita saw him grimace at the weather. “I’ll go and have a look. Better call the breakdown service, will you do it, James?”


  “Want a hand, Lloyd? I’ve got a torch in my bag,” Tony offered and Nick slid from his seat to let him past.


  Tony and Lloyd shrugged on their jackets, turned up their collars and pulled open the minibus door. An icy blast of air sliced through the warm fug inside. James reached for his mobile, checked the door was completely shut after the men’s departure and went to sit in the driver’s seat.


  “Are you O.K?” Nick had come to the back of the bus and leaned over her.


  Perdita realised she was holding her head. A throbbing headache was beginning to set up a drumbeat. She looked up at him, with eyes wide and slightly disorientated with pain. He had the darkest eyes she’d ever seen, she thought inconsequentially. Coloured contacts she supposed.


  “I said, are you all right? Did you hurt your head when we skidded? Let me have a look.” With long cool fingers he lifted the hair from her temple and gently probed. The shock of skin on skin contact was worse than any bus crash.


  “Mmm . . . you’ll have a lovely bruise but I don’t think there’s any serious damage done.” As she still didn’t answer, he went on, “Are you sure you’re O.K?” He wiggled his fingers in front of her face. “Can you focus?” He had a slight northern accent that, despite herself, Perdita found very attractive.


  Irritated, Perdita snapped back. “Of course . . . I’m fine. Just a bit jet lagged. I’ve just come back from the States . . . From L.A.”


  Nick’s brown eyes suddenly lost their warmth. “Ah, I’d forgotten we have a great Hollywood star in our midst. This probably isn’t the luxury you’re accustomed to.” He didn’t bother to hide his sarcasm.


  That hadn’t been what she meant to imply at all, he was twisting her words but, to her relief, he leaned back from looming over her.


  “Well, if you’re sure you’re not hurt . . .”


  “I’m really all right thank you,” she managed, a little more graciously this time. She watched as he eased his way back to his seat and cursed inwardly. Why had she mentioned the States? The trip had only been to try to sort some things with Henry. It had nothing to do with work. Nick had made her out to sound so conceited, as if she was dropping names.


  The minibus door slid open again and Tony and Lloyd returned, letting in another cold blast of air, along with hard flurries of snow.


  “It’s too dark out there to see what’s wrong, let alone do anything about it.” Lloyd shook his head in frustration and slapped his hands together in a futile effort to warm them. “Did you get through to the rescue service, James?”


  “They reckon at least six hours or more; we’re not a priority. Snow’s closed the road and they’ve got a stack of other call-outs,” James called from the front seat. He tapped the SatNav. “This looks like it’s buggered up as well.” He began to rummage in the glove compartment, “Does anyone know where the fuck we are?”


  “A52, just south of Ashbourne. I think we’re near the village of Upper Halldon but it was getting difficult to see anything.” Lloyd replied defensively.


  “Not blaming you mate, you did well to get us this far,” James said, half listening, as he scrutinised a road map.


  They all sat in silence for a moment, wondering what to do next.


  Nick rubbed condensation off a window and peered out, pointlessly, in Perdita’s opinion, as it was pitch black outside. “Upper Halldon, you sure?” he said thoughtfully, as he rubbed some more. “God, I used to do a bit of walking round here years back. I’m pretty sure there’s a pub in the village, The Derbyshire Arms I think it is. Could we make it there? How far d’you think it’s away?”


  “Up for a look around then, old mate?” James said with a grin. Suddenly Nick and James were galvanised into frenetic action: as if they had hooked onto something, anything to do. James snatched his jacket, his hat and someone else’s scarf in a blur of movement. “If we’re not back in twenty minutes, send out the search party!”


  After saying something quickly to Tony, Nick grabbed his leather coat and followed James out into the snow.


  The minibus door slammed shut once again and the air became still and cold. It had all happened so quickly that Perdita hadn’t quite understood what was going on and she felt peculiarly abandoned. She shook her head, winced at the pain and wondered if she was concussed.


  Tony came over and smiled at her. “Don’t worry love,’ he said kindly, “Nick said when they’ve found the pub they’d have to come straight back to get some of the film gear, as well as us.” His eyes twinkled. “Don’t want my cameras left in the van overnight. We’re in the grim north after all!”


  Perdita seized on one word. “Overnight?” She looked at him in alarm.


  Tony shrugged and looked at his watch. “It’s after seven now. I doubt if anyone will get us moving before tomorrow, especially if the snow’s bad enough to close the road.” He rubbed his stubble and yawned. “That’s why James and Nick have gone to try and find the pub. Maybe it’ll be able to put us up.”


  Perdita was silent for a moment. They all had mobiles so could let people know what had happened but she really didn’t relish spending an enforced night in this company. Still, if they had to stay overnight then so be it, she thought. And this was a tourist area wasn’t it? The pub or hotel or whatever was likely to be reasonably hospitable.


  Tony broke into her thoughts. “Nick said you’d banged your head love, when the bus skidded. Are you hurt?”


  “I’m fine. Really. Thanks.” She smiled back. He was a nice man, older than the rest of them. Paternal. Suddenly she felt the loss of her own father and grief pierced like an arrow. Even after all this time, the pain still caught at her. She knew Tony a little. In the incestuous world they inhabited they’d worked together briefly a few years before. He had a deservedly fine reputation for his skills behind the lens and Perdita admired him.


  Tony reached over to a huge leather hold-all and began to root around. “Who’d’ve thought the snow would be so bad up here. Hardly anything in London. Got a flask of coffee somewhere and some chocolate.” He chuckled, “My daughter Beth, she never lets me go anywhere without emergency supplies!” He slid into the adjoining seat, broke the bar in half and handed it over with a smile. “So, you’ve been working in the States. Saw This Way Forward. I really liked it. What was Bernstein like to work for? As bad as our Nicky?”


  She took the chocolate gratefully; her head was beginning to pound and there had never been a problem that chocolate couldn’t fix. “Nicky who?” she asked idly.


  “Nick Wainwright!” He laughed at her bewildered expression. “Didn’t you know Nick co-owns the production company with James?”


  Perdita spluttered a little at this information. “No I didn’t. So Nick and James own Milltown Films?”


  Tony nodded.


  Perdita mulled over what little she knew. Milltown Films was a young company which had already built a reputation for making high quality shorts. Pride and Prejudice was its first attempt at a full-length TV series. Opinion was split fifty-fifty as to whether Milltown would succeed or sink under the weight of its own hubris.


  “There was no reason for me to connect Nick with Milltown,” she said eventually. “Although, now you come to think of it, there was always that northern hint I suppose . . .”


  Tony gave a hoot of laughter. “God, don’t say that to Nicky! He takes that part of his life very seriously, love.” He glanced at her, “The name Milltown is his homage to Manchester, it’s where he grew up. His Mum still lives there, he’s very close to her, is our Nick.” Tony shrugged and added: “I don’t know the details but there’s some sort of tragedy in his childhood. He doesn’t talk about it but I get the feeling he’s out to prove something to the world. It’s why he’s so driven I think, why he works so flamin’ hard!”


  Perdita was silent as she digested the news. A tragic childhood shouldn’t make that much difference but somehow it did. She thought back to how she had seen Nick lay into the sound technician at the first audition. As he owned the production company perhaps he’d had just cause. Perhaps he wasn’t just being a precious actor. But, the ego of the man, casting himself in the lead in his own production. She stifled a giggle. And he was close to his mother. How sweet. And, for the life of her, she couldn’t call him Nicky! The sum of his parts just didn’t add up. She pondered on the enigma that was Nick Wainwright for a few moments and then turned to the more straight forward man beside her. They talked for a while against the sound of Lloyd’s gentle snoring and the wind buffeting against the bus.


  Their uneasy peace was shattered when Nick exploded energetically into the minibus less than an hour later. He stood in the doorway, letting in the cold and announced: “Pub’s only about a mile away but the snow’s pretty deep.” He shook some out of his hair; the cold had brought a glow to his complexion and a gleam to his dark eyes. “Landlord says there’s no chance of us going anywhere tonight but he can put us up . . . in a fashion.” He blew on his hands. “I think he’s seeing pound signs, not surprisingly we’ll be his only customers.”


  Perdita brushed off the melting snow which had landed in her lap and wondered why she was so irritated at his reappearance. She decided it was because his entrance had been so . . . Staged almost. It seemed even Nicholas Wainwright had the actor’s need for an audience and to be the centre of attention. She had no idea why this man provoked her like this. So much for staying cool and unemotional. She really should have known herself better; she threw herself completely into everything – and every part she played. And it would seem her latest role was detesting this man. The parallels with Lizzie Bennet were getting a little too close for comfort. “Well, at least I don’t fancy him,” she muttered as she gathered up her bag. “Thankfully I’m spared that.” She ignored Tony’s startled look and followed the others out of the minibus, wincing at how stiff she felt.


  Confusion reigned for a moment as Lloyd tried to organise dividing the bags and what equipment they had between them. The fact that there were too few of them to carry all of the stuff hindered matters. In the commotion, no one noticed that James was absent. They shared out the most precious equipment, the men at first not giving Perdita anything. When she insisted that she help too, Lloyd passed her a large silver box which weighed a ton. As she struggled with it, she was sure she saw Nick stifle a grin. Trying to look on the bright side, she thanked her common sense for bringing the one overnight bag she could carry on her back. So, loaded up and fearing for her new suede boots, she staggered out into the still falling snow.


  It was curious to be walking in the snow in the dark. There were no street lights, the snow clouds were too dense to allow for moonlight and they only had Tony’s torch, which was now beginning to flicker. And yet it wasn’t completely dark. The snow gave off a peculiar dull light by which they could just about see. For Perdita this was thoroughly unnerving. The thick snow underfoot meant she had to concentrate all her efforts on walking but she couldn’t help but glance around. A tree, its boughs laden and drooping, took on a witch-like shape. A corner of a barn loomed suddenly up at her, making her jump and miss her step. A car, its shape made monstrous by a shroud of snow, sat deserted. Although the wind had now dropped, the snow still fell steadily and, apart from their crunching footsteps, it was completely, utterly silent.


  Thirty minutes later her hair was soaked and kept falling into her eyes. It was so cold and, used to Californian warmth she shivered violently. From nowhere Nick bounded up to her. She wondered bitterly where he got his energy from.


  “Bet this didn’t happen in Hollywood – eh?” He seemed determined to see this as an adventure, his high spirits undiminished.


  Perdita didn’t trust herself to speak, as it was, her lips were shaking so badly that she wasn’t sure if she was actually capable. So she glared at him instead, with no effect whatsoever; it was unlikely he could see well enough for her anger to penetrate. Although she was in no way the ‘great Hollywood star’ Nick assumed, she wasn’t sure if she had ever been treated like this. It confused and irritated her in equal measure.


  What seemed like hours later, although in reality it was probably only ten minutes, she spotted a faint light in the distance. Was it too much to hope that they were nearly there? Her boots, as predicted, were wet through, her shoulders ached with the weight of her bag and her fingers were numb with clutching the heavy equipment case. She’d never been so physically uncomfortable in her life. In Hollywood a chauffeured car had taken her everywhere, no one ever walked. Perdita was beginning to realise how very unfit she’d become as a result. Her tired legs tripped, she stumbled and was saved by Nick grabbing her unceremoniously by the arm, just in time.


  “We’re nearly there,” he said in the gentlest voice she’d heard him use. For once there was no humour or mockery present. “Here, let me take that.”


  Despite her best intentions to prove her worth, Perdita gratefully gave up the camera box.


  “Are you all right?” he asked, again in that low gentle voice.


  “Yes!” she replied, through clenched teeth. But she wasn’t. She was exhausted, jet lagged, heart and foot sore and perilously close to tears. She couldn’t look at Nick or respond further but he remained near to her for the rest of the trek. A silent but curiously comforting presence.


  As they trudged past the village sign, Perdita’s sense of unease flickered through her exhaustion. There were one or two houses now and she expected to see signs of life; brightly lit windows, or a television blaring but there was nothing. One cottage had its curtains still open and she could see where an oil lamp sputtered on a table.


  Like waifs in a storm, the little group huddled behind Nick while he rapped on the door of The Derbyshire Arms. It opened straight away, expelling scents of food and stale beer. And warmth.


  A tall man ushered them into the lounge bar with a flourish. “Come in, come in. Good Lord what a night to be stranded! Look at you all, just look at you! Now, we’ve no power, lines down you see with the snow, well you’d know all about the snow! But we’ve got a generator up and running, which gives us a teensy-weensy bit of light and there’s a proper, old-fashioned casserole in the Aga!” He paused to take a breath and beamed. “Welcome!”


  


  Chapter 2


  Hugh Collins wasn’t exactly what Perdita had visualised as a northern landlord. An elegant man with beautifully styled white hair, he was dressed in a red velvet waistcoat and smelled distinctly of whisky. It looked like James had long since made himself comfortable and was lounging in front of a roaring open fire, with what looked like a single malt in his glass. Perdita felt her temper rise but stifled it and decided to direct what little energy she had left elsewhere. She followed, dumbed by fatigue, to a back room where Hugh had laid a table in front of another huge fire.


  As Hugh said, there was no mains power but along with the generator, well-banked fires and a host of candles, the pub was blissfully warm and cosy. With a great deal of nervous chat as a background, he provided the weary travellers with rugs, food and alcohol. As a place to be stranded in, it could have been a lot worse.


  Replete with a sturdy beef casserole and relieved of her sodden boots, Perdita snuggled into a leather armchair in front of the same fire where James had sat earlier. For a while she stared into the flames, listening to the men’s chatter coming from the other room. It was curiously peaceful. She raised an idle hand and dragged it through her hair, it was curling wildly after getting soaked in the snow but she couldn’t muster the energy to find her brush. She’d managed to phone through to her agent, had briefly explained the situation and then realised, rather forlornly, that there was no one else who needed to know where she was. Apart from an aged but beloved aunt, she had no family. A wave of loneliness engulfed her and she tried not to think of Henry. For a moment she considered ringing him and then saw sense. Her mobile bleeped and she picked it up thinking it was Ed ringing back.


  “Purdie darling?”


  There was only one person alive who was allowed to call her Purdie. Aunt Helen, technically a great aunt, was Perdita’s favourite person. After the death of her mother, Perdita had spent her summer holidays at Helen’s country cottage. “Helen, how lovely! How’s Spain?”


  “Gorgeous, sixty five Fahrenheit today!”


  Perdita groaned and thought of the paltry two degrees outside. Even for late February it was dismal weather. Helen was prone to chest infections and found a warmer climate helped. She stayed in her villa near Seville for the winter, returning to her London house in the spring. “Wish I could get over to you. I could do with some sun.”


  “Well, we’ll make it a date after you’ve finished filming. How’s it going, darling girl?”


  Perdita launched into the story of what had happened, knowing that Helen would appreciate it. In the fifties Helen had acted a little, the tragically wronged Hermione in The Winter’s Tale had been her finest role. She had given up the stage after marrying businessman and war hero Sir Arthur Neville. He’d died some years ago and Perdita worried that Helen had never really got over it. She was in her late seventies and mentally alert but was becoming physically very frail.


  “Oh darling, you mean you’re stranded in the wilds of Derbyshire with a host of adorable men? What an adventure!” Helen giggled in a way that belied her age.


  “Adorable? I don’t know about that.” Perdita settled down for a good gossip, she knew Helen liked nothing better. “I’m not at all sure about the director and the leading man is a . . .” She trailed off, unwilling to commit herself to an opinion.


  “The leading man is a honey!”


  “How do you know?”


  “I keep up with what’s happening,” Helen said airily. “I’ve looked him up on the internet. All that dark hair and brooding good looks. I believe the current parlance is he’s hot to trot.”


  Perdita laughed. Her aunt joined in until she began to cough, an ugly hacking sound through which Perdita could hear her struggle for breath. “Helen,” Perdita quickly sobered up, “have you seen anyone about that?”


  “Darling, it’s just a tickle. I’m perfectly well.” Helen managed eventually.


  “It didn’t sound like that to me,” Perdita said, wishing she could get on a plane immediately.


  “Don’t fuss, Purdie. You know how much I hate it. I’m going to ring off now darling and let you get back to your merry band of players. Call me when you get to your hotel, won’t you?”


  She rang off before Perdita was able to say goodbye properly. The high spirits raised by Helen’s phone call rapidly evaporated and Perdita stared into the fire once more, frowning deeply.


  “Drink?” It was Nick offering her a glass of wine. “Don’t look so fed up, it isn’t all bad. We’re not that far from the location and the snow’ll probably clear by tomorrow.”


  Perdita looked up at him trying to determine whether she was being made fun of again. He put the wine and his own pint down on the table next to her and flung himself into the other chair, making it creak under his weight.


  He stretched out a long arm for his drink and held it up, admiring its ruby-jewel colour. Taking a mouthful he sighed with pure pleasure. “And the beer’s good too.”


  Despite her preoccupation, Perdita found herself smiling at him. His energy and enjoyment in something so simple was irresistible. “Hugh’s doing his best to look after us all,” she said, making conversation in a cautious attempt to reach out to him. After all, she was going to have to work closely with the man; she may as well try to get on with him. “I had grave doubts about the old-fashioned casserole but, I’ll admit, it was heavenly!”


  Nick laughed. “You can get good food outside of London, you know.” Perdita was disappointed that his mocking tone was back, he seemed determined to misinterpret her at every opportunity. There was a pause and then Nick added: “Our host, by the way, is a big fan of yours. Said he’d watched every episode of This Way Forward. He glanced at her from under enviably long lashes. “So did I, as a matter of fact.”


  Perdita shifted uneasily in her chair. She wasn’t sure where this conversation was leading. “Sizing up the competition?” she asked, risking Nick’s wrath. When he had found out about her new role Henry had mentioned that, in the past, Nick had gone for several parts up against him.


  “Sizing up my new leading lady,” Nick replied, his eyes glinting dangerously.


  Perdita wasn’t sure but there may have been the slightest hint of flirtation in his voice. She laughed nervously and was glad she could blame the fire for the sudden heat in her face. “I don’t know how,” she heard her voice become brittle and defensive. “I didn’t know I’d got this part until well after the second audition.”


  Nick lifted his chin a little. “Well, let’s just say I had some influence on the casting decisions,” he said a little smugly and then looked down and concentrated on swirling his remaining beer round its glass.


  Perdita studied him. Again, there were signs of a supreme ego but this time she was beginning to find it attractive. Equal parts of arrogance and amusement emanated from his face and the firelight lit the exciting cheekbone and hard jaw line of his profile.


  Then he lifted his eyes and met hers. He stared at her, his gaze intense and challenging. The flickering light from the fire gave the atmosphere a powerful intimacy. They were both reluctant to be first to look away, fascinated and wary of the treacherous feelings that were being stirred up.


  The moment was broken by a slightly drunk Tony pulling Perdita from her chair and dragging her into the back part of the pub. “Look what I’ve found – an old joanna! Time for a song, Perdita, my queen.”


  Protesting, Perdita found herself sat at the shabbiest piano she’d ever seen. “No, really I’m not . . .”


  “Oh go on Perdita, it might be the only entertainment we get tonight!” he cajoled, to a chorus of drunken heckling from the others.


  After remonstrating fruitlessly for a while longer she gave in and started to play. She chose to ignore why she was only too glad Nick had remained in his seat by the fire. At the moment she did not want to analyse the reasons too closely. She was simply relieved to get away from whatever had happened between them.


  Perdita wasn’t the most confident singer or pianist and she stumbled over the first notes but, once lost in the music, she was in her own special place. The first few bars of an old Elton John song rang out in surprisingly tuneful notes from the aged instrument and she immediately forgot where she was and sang from her heart.


  Hugh joined Tony, Lloyd and James and, buoyed up by alcohol, they began to sway along. Hugh joined in with some of the words, his eyes closed in ecstasy and a beatific expression on his face.


  Nick came to stand at the bar, some distance away and watched with a quiet intensity. Perdita held her head up and her eyes were half closed; he saw how she was completely immersed in the music. Not for the first time he was struck by her great beauty. She was all contrasts – her hair so deeply black as to shine almost blue in the candlelight, her creamy skin flushed warm by the fire and the wine. He frowned. Posed like this she reminded him of a painting – a Rossetti possibly. It was one he remembered from his youth, when he had become obsessed for a short while with the romanticism of the Pre-Raphaelites. It was the portrait where the model had her head thrown back, Beata something or other. That was how Perdita sat, almost posed somehow. Her neck rose from a low-necked sweater; it was curved in a way that made him want to trace his tongue along its sensual lines. It was the most overtly sexual thing Nick had ever seen. When Perdita’s eyes suddenly opened she met his gaze. He found himself wondering quite what he’d done by insisting she be cast as his Elizabeth and he felt desire lick at him and he turned away.


  There was a moment of silence as the song finished which was only broken by James clapping wildly and calling: “Encore! Encore!”


  Perdita shook her head as if to force herself to come back to earth and smiled, embarrassed. They still wouldn’t let her go and insisted she sing some more. She sang some of the melancholy songs she liked and which suited her soft, sultry voice. She ended with an old Abba tune and this time everyone joined in. At last, she gratefully relinquished her role as entertainer to Lloyd who was soon bashing out some rugby songs, with more enthusiasm than accuracy. Yet more beer was handed around. It looked as if the evening was in no way over yet.


  “Come to the bar my dear and have a well-earned little drinkie.” Hugh was at her elbow in an instant. “And do tell me a little something about your glamorous life in Hollywood.” He clapped his hands together and gave a little skip. “I did so adore This Way Forward. I never missed an episode, not one!” He gave a sigh. “I’ve got the entire series on DVD and watch it ever so often. Now, what can I get you? Can I tempt you with another glass of my delicious red? Coming up in just one sec.” He led her to the bar and to Nick who was leaning against it nursing another pint, foot on the brass rail and frowning intently.


  “You’ve got a beautiful voice,” he said it so quietly he was almost inaudible. “You’ll have no problem when Elizabeth Bennet has to sing.”


  “Of course she won’t! Voice of an angel I’d say,” interrupted Hugh from behind the bar. “And you wouldn’t mind, would you – could I possibly ask – it would be such an honour.” He handed her a pen. “And you must tell me – is the divine Henry Dempsey as gorgeous in real life as he looks on-screen? Do tell!”


  Perdita sighed; she knew what was expected of her and went to find her bag and a photograph to sign.


  Nick watched as she walked into the lounge bar. Without her heeled boots and in stockinged feet she looked curiously vulnerable. With a burning need to escape he went to join in with the rugby songs.


  Hugh received his autographed photograph enthusiastically, claiming it was to be framed and put up in the bar, as a memento of a very special occasion. No one, he gushed, would believe he’d had so many famous people in The Derbyshire Arms. He was so obviously and genuinely delighted that Perdita regretted being churlish and settled down on a bar stool to talk to him. Dealing with fans was an aspect of her fame that made her deeply uneasy; she never knew quite how to talk to them. It had earned her an undeserved reputation for being aloof when she was simply self-contained and someone who guarded her privacy with passion. Perhaps that was why she had disliked Hollywood so much she mused, she had never been prepared to play the games.


  “So, Hugh, what would you like to know?”


  “Henry’s married then . . . and to a woman?” Hugh failed to conceal his disappointment. “What a shame, I always thought he was – well, never mind eh?” He sighed and pursed his lips in comic fashion.


  Perdita nodded, it had been the last in a long line of questions to which she’d tried to give honest and discreet answers but now the exhaustion, masked by the good food and wine, resurfaced. She yawned hugely. “Hugh, I don’t suppose my room’s ready? I’d really like to go up as it’s been such a long day.”


  Hugh’s face fell and he suddenly looked shifty. “Ah, there is the tiniest problemo.” He leaned over and whispered, “Only two bedrooms y’see and one of them is a bit on the wee side.” He leaned back, laughing nervously. “Still, I’m sure you’ll sort it out, you’re all such a friendly lot in your profession!” He gave Perdita an enormous wink and sniggered.


  Perdita stared at him aghast. Only two rooms and there were five of them. It wasn’t quite the hospitality she had expected and it certainly wasn’t what she was used to. How on earth were they going to organise it?


  James came ambling over in his casual way. “Looking a bit tired there Perdita, my darling love.” He swayed slightly. “Want to go to beddy-byes? The others have agreed to bunk up together in Hugh’s room. So that leaves just you . . . oh, and . . . me!” He leered at her, stinking of whisky and beer.


  “Don’t you remember? We drew straws, James.” Nick’s deep voice interrupted them; he’d followed James from the piano. He glared fiercely at Perdita and she almost recoiled, so physical was the effect. “And I drew the short one. So Perdita will be sharing with me.”


  Perdita’s head was reeling. The headache, which had receded, was returning with a vengeance. This was moving way too fast for her.


  “Oh gentlemen, gentlemen, I’m so pleased you’ve got it all sorted!” cried Hugh, clapping his hands together in obvious relief. He looked so delighted that the situation had been resolved that Perdita hesitated, just a moment too long. Nick took her hand in a possessive grip.


  “Hang on a minute, don’t I get a say in this? What are you doing?” Perdita protested as Nick pulled her from the room into the chilly hall. “God, do you have to be so, so overbearing?”


  “Lesser of two evils I’d say Perdita, my darling love,” he said, in a mocking tone, stooped to pick up their bags and strode down the dimly lit corridor. She followed him, curious as to what would happen next.


  He stopped at the foot of the stairs and turned to look down at her, his eyes dark and inscrutable in the limited light. She could see his breath puff out in the frigid air. She became aware of just how big he was; well over six feet and finely muscled. He’s going to make such a great Darcy she thought a little incoherently.


  He continued, in a kinder voice. “Look, James is a great bloke but to him young, beautiful actresses are fair game.” He paused and seemed to be considering what to say next. “You’ll be quite safe with me.” He turned abruptly and began to make his way upstairs.


  “Why?” Perdita asked childishly; she resented being patronised, “because you dislike me so much?”


  He paused momentarily and, without turning to face her, said in a low voice, “Because I know the only thing you need at the moment is a good night’s sleep.” He added, in a voice tinged with anger: “Don’t worry, I won’t touch you.”


  He took the stairs two at a time, and called back, “Besides which, you shouldn’t be left alone if you’ve had a head injury!”


  Perdita stared open-mouthed at his receding back.


  The only consistent thing about his behaviour to her was its inconsistency. He’d given her little sign to suggest he liked her, or even really knew her work and yet he’d made sure she was cast as Elizabeth. He’d been rude and arrogant and yet he’d just called her beautiful. Hadn’t he? She gulped a little as she made her way upstairs in his wake. She’d never been so irritated or intrigued by any other man. One thing was certain; it was going to be a long night.


  


  Chapter 3


  The room wasn’t difficult to find. Compared to the space in the bar and lounge downstairs the pub’s upper floor was tiny. She passed what must be cramped living quarters and a bedroom set up hurriedly for the others and gave a short laugh; she hoped James would be comfortable on a mattress on the floor. The landing came to an abrupt halt with a low doorway leading to a small room. It contained little furniture, just a single and a double bed. To fit in both beds the double had been shoved hard up against the wall and the single had its head under a dormer window, through which Nick was now looking. Tension emanated from his broad shoulders and the deep frown was once again present. Away from the fires downstairs, it was arctic.


  “It’s still snowing,” he said as he let the curtains drop back into place. In one of those mercurial mood changes, he appeared to be distancing himself from her again. “There’s a bathroom along the corridor.” He lifted his chin in a gesture she was beginning to get to know well and then nodded his head in the direction from which they had just come.


  Perdita looked at the way the ends of the beds almost touched. “Look, this is preposterous.”


  “So it is,” Nick shrugged, “but you’ve got a choice. You can come in here with me, camp out in Hugh’s room or spend the night in a chair downstairs.”


  Perdita thought over her options. She had no desire to spend a night with four snoring, drunk men. She didn’t think she had anything to fear from Hugh but James was a different matter and, besides, she’d never slept on a floor in her life. And, while the leather chair in the lounge was comfortable, it wouldn’t do for a whole night. She stared at Nick who had begun to take off his sweater. He may infuriate her but for some unfathomable reason, which had nothing to do with logic and everything to do with instinct; she knew she could trust him. When he began to unbutton the fly on his jeans Perdita made her decision. She grabbed her sponge bag and scuttled out, glad to be away from his disturbing presence. When she returned from an unsatisfactory wash with luke-warm water, hampered by candlelight, Nick was already lying in the small bed, under the window. He’d attempted to get his bulk under as much of the bedding as possible but one long, naked leg wasn’t quite covered by the quilt. His shoulders were hunched against the cold and she could see him shivering. His hair, grown long for Darcy, had flopped over his forehead. He looked touchingly like an overgrown schoolboy and a very uncomfortable one. The thin curtain above him fluttered in the frigid air which was blowing through the gaps in the inadequate glazing. Her heart melted as best it could in the icy room and from somewhere there came the overwhelming urge to tuck him in.


  “You can’t sleep there!” she blurted out, without thinking. “You’re far too big. I mean too, erm, tall. And you’ll freeze, I can feel the draught from here. Why don’t you take the bigger bed?”


  He stuck his nose out over the thin duvet. “I’m fine, get into bed or you’ll freeze. After the weather you’ve been used to I reckon you’re not acclimatised to an English winter yet.” His bedsprings groaned as he pulled the bedding around him in a futile effort to cover himself.


  Perdita obeyed him and got into the double bed. She hated to admit it but he was right, despite her cosy pyjamas she was shivering like a cat left in the rain. Her feet were blocks of solid ice and her head had begun to throb dully again.


  Nick had left a couple of candles burning and the two actors lay there in the soft, puttering light, listening to the quiet outside and to one another’s tense silence. They could just about hear the continued revelry coming from downstairs.


  Try as she might, Perdita just couldn’t get warm, she was shivering with cold and her feet were still icy. The bedding had that slightly damp feel that spoke of not being properly aired. She forced herself to smile; it was a long way from the Beverly Wilshire. She tried to will herself to sleep but her brain was too active, so instead tried to make a funny story out of this to tell Helen. She heard Nick shift irritably and the springs protest once more as he tried to fit his long frame into the bed’s insufficient one.


  “Look,” she said, sitting up. “This is absurd. I’m freezing; you must be too under that window. You’re obviously uncomfortable and I’m not going to get any sleep with all that noise your bed is making.”


  She heard the springs groan again as he moved suddenly. “So what do you suggest, that we swap beds?” She tried to ignore the grin in his voice.


  “I suggest,” she began, ridiculously prim, “that as I’m wearing pyjamas and am perfectly decent,” she took a deep breath and continued in a rush, “that you join me in this bed.”


  Silence.


  Then, after what seemed an age, she heard the springs protest as he got up. Perdita looked across in terror. What had she done? In the faint light given out by the candles, she could see Nick making his way across the small room, dressed only in a pair of boxers and a tight black T-shirt. She caught a quick glimpse of well-muscled, long legs before she slid hastily back under the cold sheets and turned over on her side, to face the wall. She felt the bed give and was suddenly aware that this ordinary double bed wasn’t overly large when occupied by two people, one of whom was an extremely well built man. He still hadn’t said anything. “Is that better?” she managed.


  He stretched and sighed, “Oh much – in a way.”


  She thought it better not to respond but to break the awkward silence which ensued, Perdita said the first thing that came into her head. “Did you really get me cast as Lizzie?”


  Nick laughed and rolled onto his side, towards her. “I did my best. I thought you’d be perfect.” He paused and she thought she could feel him shrug. “Hard to believe but I don’t have that much influence. Everyone was keen for me to try Darcy though, so I held out for you as Elizabeth.” He continued in that quiet, gentle voice he used far too infrequently, “I didn’t think there’d be much chance of getting you, if I’m honest.”


  Perdita turned so they were facing one another. They were so close she could see the glint of his eyes and the shadow of a day’s beard growth. “Why?” she asked, puzzled.


  “Oh come on,” Nick smiled grimly. “You’ve cracked Hollywood. This Way Forward is rumoured to be nominated for every award going. You must have had the pick of any role you wanted.” He paused and then went on in a bitter tone, “You’re in a different league to me.”


  Perdita stared into his eyes but his expression was unreadable. So that was it? Was that why he’d been so difficult with her: professional jealousy? It didn’t explain all of his behaviour but it made a kind of sense. “You made me audition,” she accused him, “twice!”


  Nick shifted and Perdita thought he might even be embarrassed. “Well, we had to try out the other cast members with you, to see if it was a fit.”


  “And would they have gone if they hadn’t gelled with me?”


  “Naturally. I always thought you were right for the role and, if we were lucky enough to get you, we needed a Hollywood name to bring in the money and the audience.”


  “So this is what you think of me?” she said. “That I’m some cash-cow big Hollywood star, with scripts being thrown at me and goodness knows what else at my beck and call?”


  “Well, aren’t you?” he asked. She felt his warm breath stir on her face. He was looking at her intently, in a way that left her short of oxygen and empty of mind.


  She pulled herself together with an effort. “If only you knew,” she said in a small voice. “If only you knew.”


  “So, tell me,” he said simply.


  Perdita shivered with memories she’d far rather forget.


  “Are you still cold?” asked Nick, his eyebrows knitting together.


  Perdita felt her hand begin to rise at its own volition; she wanted to soothe his brow. The frown made him look so fierce and yet he seemed only concerned, as he’d been back on the minibus about her bruised head. She remembered the feel of his cool fingers on her brow. She nodded, only half lying.


  “Turn over then,” and he gestured for her to turn back to the wall. She did so, reluctant to leave from gazing at this complicated, fascinating man. Nick slipped his arm from beneath the pillow and put it under her head. The other, he wrapped around her middle. Perfectly decent, she smiled a little at the word and non-sexual but . . . she could feel his flesh burning into hers. He pulled her into him so that she curved into his body. They lay there, trying to ignore the tension snapping between them, warming and listening to the faint sounds from the bar below.


  Nick laughed, a little cruelly she thought, “There’s going to be a few hang-overs in the morning, especially James. He was on his sixth when we came up.”


  “You said you weren’t going to touch me!” recollected Perdita suddenly.


  He laughed again, this time with humour, “Couldn’t resist the pink pig pyjamas. You don’t know what they do to a man.”


  Perdita smiled, “Not what you’d expect from a Hollywood star, then?”


  Nick settled a little closer. “Not quite, but then neither are you. Warmer now?”


  “Much, thank you.” And Perdita was, as warm and relaxed as she ever could be with a man she hardly knew and who was beginning to disturb her in a way Henry rarely had.


  “The wind’s died down again,” she said, unnecessarily.


  “So it has. You were going to tell me about Hollywood.”


  So Perdita told him. About the excitement, the parties, the executives and the political deals which had nothing to with the art of acting. The ever-stultifying loneliness of it all. And then, of the humiliating lack of parts and the sheer relief when she returned home. “I was so glad to get Elizabeth Bennet,” she ended sleepily, “and you’ll make the most fantastic Darcy.”


  “Time to sleep,” he whispered into the stillness of the room.


  Just as she sank into much needed oblivion, she was sure she felt him kiss her hair ever so gently, a feather light touch. But perhaps she’d dreamed it.


  


  Chapter 4


  Nick woke first. Sunlight streamed into the room, illuminating its tired décor. He stretched, coming to with the not unfamiliar feeling of a woman at his side. Then he stiffened suddenly and cursed with the realisation of exactly who he was in bed with. He’d slept well and felt surprisingly relaxed, with a feeling of deep contentment with which he was definitely unfamiliar. He shifted slightly and buried his nose in Perdita’s hair, it smelled of roses. He smiled as he remembered the events of last night. He’d been honest with her when he’d told her she’d be safe with him. True, he genuinely hadn’t foreseen sharing a bed but it had been a companionable experience. Perdita gave a moan and wriggled against him. She slid a little further down the bed and, as she did so, her pyjama top rucked up. Nick’s hand met warm bare flesh. He held his breath but she still didn’t wake. He suddenly felt very hot but didn’t want to move. She lay still, breathing gently. Sex insinuated into his brain and had an immediate effect on his body; he could feel himself growing harder against her warm back and clenched his teeth. In a desperate attempt to distract himself, he forced himself to think over the events of the past few months.


  He’d seen Perdita Wyndham in This Way Forward and knew instantly he wanted her for his Elizabeth. No one else would do. She had the right look, the right bearing, certainly the right face. The green eyes were perfect: intelligent and humorous. On a practical note, because he was at heart a practical man, he knew she was classically trained and that it was necessary for a role as demanding as Lizzie Bennet. He’d seen her onstage too, although he hadn’t really registered who she was back then. It was before her sudden fame. It had been an ill-thought out, modern play, mannered and coolly contemptuous and Perdita had shone out from its cynical depths. It had seemed there was no one else on stage when she was there, no one else worth watching. He’d been tempted to go back stage afterwards, he smiled at the memory but, even then, her stellar eclipsed his own. The Nicholas Wainwright many saw and few knew was, in reality, insecure and diffident out of role. Like many actors, he assumed a role of some sort to get him through the more difficult parts of life. He’d found out later that she’d lost her father just before appearing in the play. He’d wondered what had caused the intensity in her acting and, from one fatherless child to another, recognised it as grief.


  When he’d watched her with Henry Dempsey in This Way Forward, he was consumed with an unreasonable and irrational jealousy. He blamed it on desperately wanting the part for himself; for one thing he needed the money to plough back into Milltown Films. He came close to getting it too, but he was too cutting edge, too unknown for American tastes. The casting director had settled for the smooth good looks of Henry Dempsey instead.


  Nick’s revenge had come when he found out he’d been successful in his campaign to get Perdita cast as Elizabeth Bennet. But from the first, he was awkward and uncomfortable with her and he couldn’t fathom why. He envied her success in Hollywood of course but it was more than that. He thought he’d met her type so many times before – privately educated, pretty and posh. With his background still smarting, even after all these years the sense of his own unworthiness lingered, he’d retreated into his self-protecting shell and had spoken to her as little as possible. He had seen – and regretted – the puzzled look in her eyes.


  They had not seen much of each other in the weeks since that first meeting. They’d encountered each other at the second audition and then at the whole cast read through (always agony) then there were a few dance rehearsals (equal agony – for all his musicality he had two left feet) and they had completed just one scene together at the studios. He had witnessed Perdita work harder than any of them. It seemed she was determined to prove her worth. She had been obsessive – as if working out internal demons. She was always word perfect, found her mark every time and was never late. She was a true professional but one who kept them all at a distance. And now, it was this first location shoot and it wasn’t quite turning out as planned.


  Perdita hadn’t turned out quite as expected either. He was physically attracted to her but was completely unprepared for the vulnerability she revealed when she thought no one was watching. He wanted to sleep with her – God knows, what man wouldn’t? But he found he wanted fiercely to protect her, to possess her.


  To love her . . .


  The thought came unbidden. Nick wasn’t comfortable with love. Sex he could cope with. But people took love away, withheld it. With love came power and he was deeply unhappy with anyone having control over him – in any way.


  Perhaps it had to do with the way his father had died – or had chosen to die? Or with the way his mother had been so ambitious for him, pushing him into acting when he’d shown precocious talent at such a young age? At least he’d been reasonably successful; he was making a name for himself. The production company he part owned with James might be small scale but it was well thought of. It was making just enough to support his mother, and to keep his sister Sophie in the style to which she’d become accustomed. At the thought of Sophie, he grimaced. She was such a frivolous creature, as unlike him and mother as anyone could be. Her riotous and expensive student life in London was costing him a fortune.


  But when he loved, he loved without reserve. He felt deeply. The love he had for his mother and sister brought with it an enduring responsibility and therefore they had the power to hurt him . . . as indeed, at times, they had.


  His thoughts returned to the woman lying next to him, wreaking havoc on his senses. At especially this moment in his career, was he willing to risk another love?


  Perdita was gradually waking too. She was steeped in heat and had been since Nick got into the bed. Her legs felt heavy and indolent and she was loath to wake properly. Nick’s arm was still around her waist but now his hand was higher and was under her pyjama top. She could feel his thumb nestling under one heavy breast and sighed as she realised how much she wanted his hand to move, to caress. Hidden in the warm lassitude was a need rising through her drowsiness. She arched her back into his hardness, stretching like a cat. The want deep within her was blossoming, curling hotly through her. Early morning sex was always the best she thought, when limbs were stultified with sleep and the bed was warm . . . and oh, how she wanted this man.


  “Are you awake, Perdita? It’s getting late.” Nick knew he had to move but he’d never been more reluctant. If he just inched his hand higher on that petal soft skin he could encircle one tempting breast. He longed to let his fingers find a nipple and tease it into life . . . the thought aroused him even more and now it was impossibly awkward to move.


  They lay there, uncertain about what to do next but knowing what they both desired. Perdita could feel the steel of him pressing into her. She felt hollow with yearning and basic physical need; she ached for this man. This actor.


  Actor!


  Perdita awoke in an instant. So much for not getting emotionally involved she chastised herself, for never having anything to do with actors again. So much for self-discipline and resolve. Disappointment kindled with sexual frustration and made her harsh. “I’d be grateful if you moved away.” Her voice was icier than the room.


  Nick’s reply was lost in a loud knocking at the door, with Hugh calling: “Rise and shine dearies, it’s gone ten. Tea’s up. Hot and strong, come and get it!”


  Wincing at the innuendo, Perdita struggled out of bed, hampered by it being shoved right up against the wall. She avoided Nick’s eyes and, pulling her wrap around her, opened the bedroom door. She found the tea tray outside their room. Hugh had made an effort, he’d obviously used the best china and the tray was covered with a lacy cloth. Perdita was in no mood for niceties, however. She dumped the tray unceremoniously on the bed, downed her cup of tea, shivered and announced her intention to use the bathroom first.


  Nick tried not to watch as she gathered up her things and once she was gone, collected his own cup. As he drank, he mulled over their strange encounter. Last night they seemed to be getting so close but now he was back on the outside again. And he didn’t know if he was hurt – or relieved.


  Perdita took her time in the bathroom; she was comforted to find enough hot water for a bath and made the most of it. When she got back into the bedroom she was relieved to find it empty. Ignoring the unmade bed with its tell-tale indentations on two pillows, she used make-up to construct a mask. She was determined to gather her defences again. She didn’t like revealing her vulnerable side and was already regretting what she had told Nick. She blamed jet lag and the wine.


  When she eventually got downstairs, Nick was lounging casually in the leather chair by the fire, strumming on his guitar. She paused, just behind him, still unwilling to make eye contact. The rest of the group had assembled by the bar and were ravenously attacking bacon sandwiches despite, or maybe because of, their obvious hangovers.


  “Do you want the good news or the bad news?” Tony called across, mid-mouthful, curiously noting the strain present on both faces.


  “Good news!” said Perdita.


  “Bad news!” said Nick simultaneously, with an accompanying chord on the guitar.


  Again, Tony looked from one to another. The tension between them was palpable. “Well, the good news is – ” he paused and grinned.


  “Yes?” cried Perdita impatiently – she needed to get away from this pub. Her clothes itched at her and she longed to have fresh ones – and she was dreading having to put on her ruined suede boots.


  “The good news is the breakdown service has got to the minibus.”


  “And the bad news?” Nick raised his eyebrows in enquiry.


  “Ah, the bad news is that they haven’t got the right part to fix it, so we’ll be . . .”


  “Stuck here!” finished Perdita, in a frigid little voice.


  “How long for?” Nick stretched a hand out to the fire, in an attempt to warm it. The atmosphere had begun to feel distinctly chilly.


  “’Bout another four hours,” this time it was James who spoke. “Can’t do anything at the location anyway. The local crew can’t get through either because of the fucking snow.”


  Without thinking, Perdita said: “So we’re stuck in this dump for another four hours!” She sat down to hide her confusion, blushing furiously. She realised, too late, how prima-donnerish that had sounded when all she really wanted to do was get away from Nick Wainwright.


  Nick saw Hugh wince at her comment and cursed under his breath at her thoughtlessness. “Well, the place wouldn’t be so bad had a certain someone not nicked all the hot water for herself,” he said, without looking at her and striking another chord on his guitar.


  “I had to have a bath.”


  “Of course you did dearie,” soothed Hugh. “No one would want to deny you your bath. I’m just sorry it takes so long to heat the water. I’m not set up for B and B y’see.” His voice trailed off and he looked abject. Both he and The Derbyshire Arms were far less alluring in the cold snow lit morning. Without the fire glow and candlelight of last night, the flock wallpaper and swirly patterned carpet revealed it for what it was: a run-down locals’ pub.


  “Could be worse,” called Lloyd from the back of the room. “Power’s back on and there’s rugby on cable!”


  Perdita thought about arguing for a car to pick her up and changed her mind; she didn’t want to seem any more the spoiled star she was being painted. How was she to know she’d used all the hot water? Nick would insist on getting her so wrong. She sighed as the men drifted over to watch a little portable set up on the table where they’d eaten last night. Last night it had all seemed so different. Part of her wanted that camaraderie back. She returned upstairs to find her copy of North and South to while away the time. Why couldn’t she find a man like John Thornton – its hero, she wondered? As she daydreamed about John and his eternal passion for the stuck up Margaret Hale, her eyes drifted to the untidy bed. How frighteningly close she and Nick had seemed last night. How intimate. She shivered slightly, this time not with cold. She clamped down on the emotions that threatened. She wasn’t ready for another relationship – she simply wasn’t – and especially one with another actor. It would be a disaster. Ignoring the double she curled up on the other bed, wrapped its duvet round her and pretended to read.


  “Perdita!” James yelled up the stairs some time later. “Get your pretty arse down here – we’re snow-balling!”


  Shouts came from outside. She rose, wincing at the stiffness in her legs; no doubt the trek in the snow was responsible and looked out of the window. The rugby apparently forgotten, the men, Nick included, in his trademark black leather coat, were indulging in the most violent snowball fight she’d ever seen. Real English snow she thought, always transforming, always a snatched joy. She laughed, in spite of herself, found her coat and made her way downstairs.


  “The lovely Snow Queen’s here!” yelled Tony, as he ran from behind, grabbed her around the waist and held her tightly. James threw a huge snowball at her. Then, cowards that they were, they ran off, laughing like naughty little boys.


  Perdita, temporarily blinded, shook snow out of her eyes, gathered some more for ammunition and took aim. She never was any good at this sort of thing because instead of hitting James she caught Nick square in the face.


  He stood there, snow dripping from his strong profile, his expression one of comic surprise. A long, damp lock of dark hair fell limply over his forehead. Perdita, doubled up with laughter, didn’t see him come towards her. He took her down with one powerful rugby tackle. They lay there, Nick on top, Perdita somewhat winded, with the soft snow cold on her back. For an eternity black eyes met green and then, without warning, he kissed her. Ice-cold lips met her frozen ones all too briefly but the heat built instantly. She could feel every hard angle of his body through their thick clothing.


  “Pay the price, Snow Queen,” he whispered his mouth still inches from hers.


  “For what?” she tried to scowl back, still too shocked by the effect of his swift kiss.


  “For hitting the Snow King!” and then he released her and helped her up, laughing, his eyes glittering ominously.


  Perdita could still feel the press of his mouth on hers. She should feel affronted but instead came exhilaration and a great surge of energy. She’d never met a man quite like him.


  “For a king you don’t have very good body-guards,” she giggled and reached up to shove snow down the back of his collar.


  “You little . . . !” Nick grabbed her, as Tony had done and swung her round.


  Quite what he intended to do she wasn’t sure. Neither was she sure she wanted him to put her down. But they were interrupted by Hugh shouting from the pub door that the breakdown service had rescued the minibus and they were bringing it over, and that he had fresh coffee and chocolate biscuits going if anyone was interested.


  Nick put her down but kept his arms around her. “I’ll get my revenge, Snow Queen,” he said and Perdita was wholly ashamed at the white-hot thrill that ran through her.


  She matched his look. “For one – I’m not the Snow Queen!”


  “For two?” he asked, with that enigmatic smile of his.


  “For two,” she answered, “I’ll be so ready for you!” and with that, she ran laughing into the pub, in search of coffee – and sanctuary.


  


  Chapter 5


  For Perdita the following days passed in a blur. At first, the weather caused some frustrating delays. Even though the snow looked romantic, they had been unable to shoot the winter double wedding, with Lizzie and Darcy and Jane and Bingley leaving church in their carriages. The animal handlers had refused point blank to expose their horses to the treacherous conditions under foot. A few interior scenes had been shot, some atmospheric linking scenes had been captured and Tony had been in ecstasies over the light. However, Nick and James had been in constant meetings, anxiously discussing the costs incurred by the unforeseen delays.


  Perdita had seen little of Nick. On the journey over, in the repaired mini-bus, she’d invited Tony to sit next to her, avoiding the chances of any awkward conversation. Since their arrival on location, he had been incredibly busy and wasn’t overly involved in any of Perdita’s scenes so far. She knew, however, they were planning to film the Netherfield ball scene fairly soon – there were a couple of very grand National Trust houses nearby which were doubling for parts of Pemberley, Rosing’s Park and Netherfield.


  Her only glimpse of her co-star was when he strode about on location. His easy loose-limbed walk was instantly recognisable. The sight made Perdita’s lips tingle with the memory of the brief, hard kiss they had shared in the snow. She refused to dwell on it, just as she blocked out any thoughts of the night they had spent together. It was simply too difficult to untangle her feelings.


  With one of those lightning changes with which English weather excels, and which Perdita loved, winter now evolved into an early spring. To the relief of Nick, James and the rest of the crew, some of Lizzie Bennet’s outdoor scenes could now be shot – with some location dressing needed. Perdita seemed to spend all her time huddled in a Parka waiting for her call before she was filmed strolling or skipping or running through scenic countryside. On too few days her stand in was used for the long shots, allowing some hours off.


  A larger team was gradually assembling at the hotel where they were based. The actors came and went according to their shooting schedules but the same crew remained throughout. Perdita was hesitantly getting to know the rest of the cast, most of whom she hadn’t worked with before. She’d become tentative friends with Briony Fuller who was playing her older Bennet sister and who was sharing her caravan on the base location. Perdita tried hard not to think of her vast mobile home on the lot on the This Way Forward shoot. In America, her status entitled her to luxury accommodation for her use alone and sharing would have been unthinkable. But Perdita was lonely and was determined this time not to be thought of as aloof; she actually relished the idea of becoming one of the gang. She enjoyed sharing with Briony. The actress was older than she looked and had a solid catalogue of work behind her. She took great pains to preserve her face and figure, knowing it was her passport to any future role but mostly was great fun in an uncomplicated way, a terrible gossip and an outrageous flirt. Tim, the second assistant director, had already succumbed to her charms, as had Neil, one of the animal handlers. Now that Briony had conquered him, she was set to ensnare another. Perdita was torn between shock and envy at how her new friend casually managed her light-hearted promiscuity but, that aside, Briony was becoming a good friend and an excellent way to help pass the long hours of waiting involved in a location shoot. And it was quite something to see the foul-mouthed, earthy Briony transform into the composed and very nineteenth century Jane Bennet.


  “What do you think about Tony?” Briony asked suddenly. They were in the trailer after lunch. It was too cold to hang around outside. Briony lolled on the day bed and stretched like a cat. “I think he’s eminently fuckable, don’t you darling?”


  Perdita looked up from her script. “Oh God, don’t say he’s going to be the next notch on your bedpost! Have you got bored with Tim already? And what about poor old Neil? Didn’t he live up to expectations?”


  Briony didn’t retaliate. After all, if she behaved like a slut then it followed the world would treat her as one. Tim had been O.K. but was actually a bit boring if truth be told and Neil had always smelled of horses. A real turn off. But all the time she’d been pursuing these men, another lingered in her thoughts. Tony Fellows. Calm, kind Tony with his brown eyes which wrinkled into well-worn laughter lines and his permanently stubbled chin. Quiet, sexily intelligent Tony who said as much as he had to and no more. “How old is he do you think?”


  “Late thirties I suppose, I’ve no idea.” Perdita tried to concentrate on learning her lines, then registered properly what Briony was really saying. She looked at her. “You’re not serious, are you? Oh Briony he’s too nice a man. Don’t mess him about.”


  Stung, Briony answered: “And am I not a nice girl?”


  Perdita laughed. “Of course you are but I think he needs someone who is planning on staying around for longer than one um. . .”


  “Shag.”


  “Well if you insist on putting it that way, yes.” Perdita was worried now. Tony was a nice man and she suspected he was a lonely one too but the last thing he needed was to be treated as another of Briony’s conquests.


  A knock sounded and Tim put his head in. “We’ll be ready for you in five, girls.”


  “Come on, let’s get going.” Perdita put her hand down to Briony. “No chasing Tony. Are we agreed?” She cast around for an alternative; there was always Nick, but every fibre of her being screamed no at the suggestion. “What about Pete?” she said desperately. “He looks like he’d be up for it.”


  Briony put a hand up and was hauled to her feet. “Now there’s a thought. Pete’s got the most gorgeous arse.” She followed Perdita out of the trailer but couldn’t get the image of Tony in his old combats and body warmer out of her mind. She shook her head. “Must be going soft in my old age,” she murmured to herself. It wasn’t possible that she was breaking the habit of a lifetime and falling for someone. Was she? Jo called her into make-up and she went, trying not to frown; it was far too ageing.


  “Sorry Perdita, we’re still not quite ready for you. Give us another five, will you?” Tim hovered anxiously.


  Perdita nodded and shivered as the cold air hit her. She went to sit on a redundant dolly to wait for the set up and waved to another cast member heading her way. It was an old friend of her Aunt Helen’s. Venetia Denning was a dame of the theatre world in every sense of the word and Perdita had huge respect and love for her. If anyone could carry off the redoubtable Lady Catherine, then she could.


  “My darling girl!” Venetia’s voice carried in a way that was unmistakable. “How are you?” she settled beside her, ready for a good chat. Venetia was another incorrigible gossip, the industry was rife with such people, and she had already forged an unholy alliance with Briony. “Well, I’m glad to see you’ve returned to your roots! Why you had to go half way across the world, when you can have all this!” She waved her hand expansively over the landscaped park with which they were surrounded. “I suppose it was a man, eh?”


  “You know perfectly well why I went, Venetia!” Perdita said, without rancour. It was Venetia’s life’s work to match-make her. “And it had nothing to do with a man!”


  “I do, my child, but I can’t profess to understand it. Hollywood – pah!” Venetia’s expression indicated precisely what she thought of the States. “But, how are you? And Helen? Is she well? Has she still got that dinky little cottage in the back of beyond . . . Herefordshire, is it? And the house in Dulwich? My, we had some parties in that house – in our younger days.” Venetia shook her head and smiled at the memories.


  “Helen is,” Perdita paused, her aunt was a private person and wouldn’t want news on her health being broadcast, “well. I’m looking after the London house for her – she’s wintering in Spain this year.”


  “Aah, sensible old girl,” Venetia sighed. “And here am I struggling on, being offered scraps of parts, scraps I tell you!”


  Perdita laughed, as she knew nothing could be further from the truth.


  “I was after Mrs. Bennet, you know and they had the cheek to suggest this de Bourgh woman was more suited to my age-range!”


  Perdita laughed again at Venetia’s tone of sheer outrage. “You’ll be a much better Lady Catherine – you’ll steal the show!”


  Venetia giggled and leaned nearer to say conspiratorially, “Well, one can always hope, my child. One can always hope!” She peered into the distance. “Why, who is that darling young man? The one with the impossibly romantic profile?” She nudged Perdita quite hard in the ribs, “The one over there talking to James?”


  Perdita raised her eyebrows and decided to humour her. “You know quite well that’s Nicholas Wainwright and he’s playing Darcy!”


  “Is he, begad? Yes, I remember now.” With a sly glance at Perdita she said, “Mmmmm, things are looking up.” Venetia plumped up her hair and thrust out her not inconsiderable bosom. “Oh look, darling, they’re calling you for your shot, we’ll catch up later! I must hear all the news – all of it mind!”


  Perdita stood up with relief and kissed the proffered cheek. A little of Venetia Denning went a long way. She picked her way over the rough ground to where some of the crew were waiting. “Hi Tony, where do you want me?”


  Tony wasn’t paying attention, he rubbed absent-mindedly at his stubbled chin and stared out at the view. He wasn’t seeing the beautifully manicured landscape however, his mind was on the text he’d just received from Beth. He knew his daughter was working hard for her A-Levels and everyone expected her to do well, she was a clever girl who’d inherited Tessa’s academic brain. He thought of his ex-wife without animosity, they had divorced amicably some ten years before. Tony’s job forced him to spend large amounts of time away from home and he hadn’t blamed Tessa for getting resentful. She was now happily married to an accountant and living near Windsor. Beth managed to divide her time between parents with ease and gloried in staying with her father in his London flat to sample what the city had to offer. She made it plain that, from her point of view, it was the perfect arrangement. She enjoyed a rural family life with her mother and stepbrothers and could get her city fix whenever Tony was at home. Tony had thought Beth’s future was secure, a university place to read English and then a career in something solid, the Civil Service or teaching maybe. Something as far from his own erratic, insecure life as she could manage. In this precarious existence his reputation was only as good as the last job he’d done. Perhaps he’d had the luck – or the talent to keep working but he knew of hundreds who hadn’t. That’s why he thought Beth’s plan announced by text this morning was so wrong, so wrong on so many counts.


  Tony looked about him. James was barking at the girl playing Mary Bennet, he’d obviously picked her for his victim of the day as was his habit and the poor girl looked terrified. Nick was striding about in his usual energetic way but had deep worry lines marring his good-looking face; Tony would bet money that the man hadn’t had a day off in months. Venetia was gossiping with Jo the make up girl and he wondered who they were tearing into this time. And Briony Fuller . . . well that minx was working through the male members of the crew like a nasty rash. She was easy on the eye, with her lush curves and blonde hair and that skin which always smelled so good . . . but, oh God, he wasn’t going there. She’d behaved like a little tramp since she’d set foot on set. And Tony wasn’t sure if it was that which upset him or simply the fact that she’d never once looked his way. Perhaps it was just as well. Tony frowned, on set affairs were a predictable fact of location shooting but they caused so much unrest, conflict. He wrenched his thoughts away from Briony Fuller and back to his more pressing problem. Did his daughter really want to enter this world when she could do so much more? Her predicted grades were excellent and she’d already been offered a place at a good university, one of the best. Why this sudden change of heart? Why now decide to throw it all away and apply for drama school? He looked at the text, she always wrote it in Standard English; she knew text speak frustrated him:


  Dad, coming up to visit – can you fix a pass for me please? Need to talk to you about RADA. Please don’t be cross and hear me out. Luv and kisses, Beth xxx


  Tony squinted into the watery, early spring sunlight and shoved his mobile into the pocket of his jacket. Perdita was waiting, a puzzled look on her beautiful face. The conversation with Beth would have to wait.


  


  Chapter 6


  Four weeks into the shoot and Perdita began to realise that the gruelling American production schedule on This Way Forward had been good training for this job. A consummate professional she took her job very seriously. She was used to early starts and now got quickly into the habit of falling out of bed at five in the morning to flop into the car taking her to wherever base camp had been set up. She dozed in the make-up trailer while Jo and Tanya created their magic and gradually came to – as Elizabeth Bennet. The working day was invariably long and she had little time at the end of it to do anything other than shower and grab something quick to eat. But she was relishing every moment.


  One crisp day she sat in the food wagon playing with her phone. There were three more texts from Henry, which she couldn’t bring herself to answer. Once involved in a Henry conversation and there’d she be again, entangled in the games he loved to play. He’d rung several times that week and she wondered why – she’d snapped off the phone as soon as she saw the caller’s identity. Her finger hovered over the delete button, her stomach churning, and then she made her decision. She deleted all of Henry’s texts unread. She switched off the phone and put it in her bag before she had time to change her mind. With a determined effort, she returned to her lunch and spooned up tomato soup, taking care not to splash it on her costume. She forced herself to think about something else.


  About filming in England.


  About now.


  The rhythm of the work was different in England. Part of it had to do with the way cast and crew treated one another – there seemed more respect, less shouting, fewer arguments. With the exception of James, who was an energetic but intense director, a family feeling of sorts was developing. Tony naturally seemed to assume the father figure and could always be relied upon for a generous hug; Venetia was swiftly becoming the dotty maiden aunt (although Perdita knew Venetia’s true personality was somewhat shrewder). She knew to go to Pete, the lighting guy for aspirin and to Briony for expert tips on sleeping when too wired after a day’s filming. Perdita often had a problem getting to sleep and remembered with a wry smile, that the last really good night’s sleep she’d had was when she’d shared a bed with Nick. She wasn’t sure she had worked out exactly which role he fulfilled in this strange family yet.


  The other reason the rhythm was so different – and this was something out of their control – was the idiosyncratic nature of the English weather. In California, Perdita remembered, one could more or less safely assume uninterrupted sunshine for eight hours a day. Here, hours were wasted while waiting for the light to match the previous set up. Everyone became amateur weather experts, anxiously scanning the sky. After hours of patient waiting, there would then be a tremendous flurry of activity to capture the shot they wanted.


  Actors dealt with these delays in various ways. Some got frustrated they were not ‘in the zone’ at the right time or that the lighting didn’t match their readiness. Others sat patiently chatting or reading – or the latest craze – knitting. Perdita passed the time by replying to selected fan mail sent onto her by her agent and by keeping up her support for Schools for the World. It had been a favourite charity of her father’s and she was determined to continue his interest.


  On previous jobs, Perdita had felt excluded from the others, especially from the other actresses. There was something about her which set her apart. On this shoot though, the long periods of waiting around were fostering a sociable atmosphere. Little friendship groups were forming, shared jokes and moans about the corsets and the location food created close bonds which held the promise of longer friendship. With the spring warmth it was almost as if, Perdita too, was beginning to thaw slightly in the burgeoning family atmosphere and unbend a little. She was enjoying getting to know some of the cast better and loved the coterie which had formed between her, Venetia and Briony. Having been brought up by her father and an aged great aunt she had lacked a female role model and had always preferred the company of men. It was intriguing to Perdita to discover the pleasures of female companionship.


  On a bright day, which gladdened the heart and quickened the daffodils, Tony’s daughter visited. As they were due to film a fragment of Aunt Phillips’s card party, Perdita was made up and costumed but had little to do. She welcomed the distraction of a new face on set. It became apparent very quickly that the girl was completely star-struck.


  “Come and sit here, Beth.” Perdita patted a chair next to hers.


  “I can’t believe I’m here! It’s my favourite book of all time!” Beth turned to Perdita with an enraptured expression. “And I absolutely adored This Way Forward. I’m a huge fan of yours!”


  Was she ever this fresh faced? Perdita tried to remember. So full of promise, so full of the future? She looked at Beth’s smooth skin and untroubled eyes and felt far older than her twenty-seven years. Oh, to be seventeen again. “Tony tells me you’re in the middle of A-Levels. What are you taking?”


  Beth perched on the edge of the seat and looked about her at the set for Aunt Phillips’s drawing room. “It’s all so fabulous,” she breathed.


  Perdita followed her gaze and saw Briony having her make up repaired, her hair still in its protective plastic cap. Pete was on a ladder sorting out a recalcitrant light and James was in deep discussion with Nick. Some of the younger Bennet sisters were practicing their dance moves and giggling and Damien Crisp, who played Bingley, was chatting up Ben the props manager. Was it fabulous? She supposed it must look like it.


  “I’m so sorry – what did you say? What A-Levels am I taking?” Beth turned reluctantly away from the scene in front of her. “English, German, French and General Studies of course. Dad wants me to go to uni. But oh Miss Wyndham . . .”


  “Perdita please.”


  “Perdita, I hope you don’t mind me saying but what I really, really want to do is act.”


  “And the problem being?”


  “Dad’s dead set against it. You’d think I wanted to take up prostitution the way he’s been going on.” She added quickly, “I know you’re great friends so he won’t mind me telling you that.”


  Perdita thought Tony would mind a lot but kept her thoughts to herself. True enough though, she found his disapproval irrational, given that he belonged to the very world he was trying to deny his daughter. “Have you done any acting?”


  Beth grinned. “Well, I’ve always belonged to a drama club. Have done since I was nine and I’ve been in school things. I was Viola last year, you know in Twelfth Night?” Beth’s eyes sparkled. “I loved it. When I was up on that stage, everything else fell away, you know? Everything felt right as if that’s where I should be. Where I belonged.”


  Perdita smiled; she knew that feeling only too well. Acting was her refuge, the place she escaped to when life became too much of an ordeal. She studied the girl. Apart from Beth’s clear brown eyes, there was little of Tony in her. She was tall and slender, with auburn hair cut in a spiky style which suited her heart shaped face. She certainly had the looks, Perdita suspected she had the commitment and drama school would sort out whether she had the talent. Why was Tony so against the idea?


  “But Dad’s so great, has been so great about everything else.” Beth’s eyes clouded. “I know he’s made up his mind that I’m not going and he must have a good reason for it. He just won’t tell me why he’s thinks it’s a lousy idea.” She looked at Perdita and her lips quivered. “The last thing, the very last thing I want to do is something that’s going to make him unhappy.”


  Beth was obviously torn between pleasing her father, who she was clearly devoted to, or following her dream. Perdita felt sharp sympathy for both father and daughter and promised herself she’d talk to Tony to see whether she could change his mind. If he continued to be so inflexible, he risked losing his only child.


  “But it’s what I want to do,” Beth sat up straight. “It’s the only thing I can do.” She fingered one of her long earrings and brightened. “Oh my God . . . oh my God, is that Nick Wainwright coming towards us? I’m going to die right here, right now.”


  Both women turned and watched as Nick strolled over to them. Without meaning to, Perdita admired his long, black-jeaned legs.


  He pulled up a prop stool and grimaced. “Got yet more script changes here, sorry Perdita.” He looked up at Beth who was beginning to hyperventilate. Nick’s arrival had certainly taken her mind off the argument with her father but meeting an actor who looked like Nick Wainwright could only cement her ambition. Tony hadn’t a hope of changing her mind now.


  “Hi,” he said with a smile and reached out a hand. “You must be Tony’s daughter. I’m Nick. Nice to meet you. Are you having a good day? Not much to see at the moment but we’ll be filming again soon.”


  God, he could turn on the charm when he wanted to. But, she had to admit, he was looking gorgeous today. He had on a crumpled white shirt and his legs were bent at an awkward angle to accommodate their length on the low stool. The posture only served to make his legs seem even longer. Perdita found herself staring at his arms revealed by carelessly rolled up sleeves; they were downed in soft dark hair and she suddenly had the strangest desire to grab them. She remembered how those arms had wrapped round her during their night together. How she had longed – and not longed – for his arm to move upwards, for his hand to caress . . . she wondered what Beth would say if she knew she'd spent the night with him. She giggled and hid it with a cough and forced herself to concentrate.


  “I’m having the best time,” Beth’s voice came out in a squeak but she recovered her poise rapidly. “I’d love to see how the filming goes. I was just saying to Perdita that I’m applying to drama college.” She rose and followed Nick as he wandered back to where James was giving notes to the extras. “I’m learning such a lot today!” She turned and gave Perdita a wave and a grin and then mouthed another “Oh my God!”


  Perdita felt sympathy again but this time it was reserved purely for Tony. She wouldn’t like to take on the determination and guile all wrapped up in the persuasive package that was Beth Fellows.


  A few days later another more unexpected visitor turned up. It was Nick’s mother, Barbara. Perdita sensed the woman’s eyes on her more than once. For Perdita this wasn’t unusual but she was aware of being scrutinised in a way that made her feel deeply uneasy. Barbara didn’t speak to her or approach her in any way, again Perdita was used to members of the public reacting in different ways to her, but she felt as if Barbara was checking her over, almost as if she was deciding whether Perdita was good enough for something. Perdita in turn, watched Nick and his mother together as he introduced her to Venetia. Nick was tender and solicitous and she heard, to her amusement, how his usually almost unnoticeable northern accent became more pronounced when speaking to her. She rather preferred it, certainly to the rarified tones he adopted for Darcy and she realised, with a shock, she definitely preferred it to Henry’s middle class drawl. The feel of Nick’s lips burning into hers again crept unbidden into her mind and desire uncurled through her. Perdita dragged her thoughts away from dangerous territory and concentrated on her script changes.


  If Perdita thought she was working hard, it was as nothing to the hours Nick was putting in. She had to admit to a grudging respect for the sheer energy and professionalism of the man. The boyish playfulness witnessed in their enforced stay at the pub had disappeared completely; she didn’t think he had the time for it. He was very often the first on set or on location and the last to leave. His stamina was beginning to achieve legendary status, although Perdita could detect lines becoming etched from nostril to mouth and the scowl was omnipresent. As he put in so much effort himself, he expected others to do the same and was hard on those he thought slacking in any way. But, harsh though he was, he was fair and consistent. The moodiness, hinted at earlier on, had been eradicated. Or maybe, it was something especially reserved for her, she wondered, with a smile. It was more than could be said for James, who had a touch-light temper and whose mood changes infected the rest of them – if James was having a bad day, then so did everyone else. It was at times like this that Tony was most invaluable, often acting as a go-between, tactfully intervening between James and the rest of the cast and crew.


  On a rare day off three weeks into the shoot, Perdita managed a lazy lie in with a room service breakfast. Eggs and bacon demolished – she tried not to think about the calorie content and promised herself a visit to the gym later – she picked up the phone to ring Helen. Since filling her in on the events of the night in the pub, at which Helen had laughed long and hard, she hadn’t had much chance to talk to her.


  Helen answered on the first ring. “Purdie darling . . . How heavenly to hear from you. How is it all going?”


  They talked at length and then Perdita brought up the subject of Tony and Beth.


  “So he’s absolutely set against the girl coming into the profession. Why?” Perdita said into the receiver. She’d puzzled over Tony’s strange decision ever since her conversation with Beth. Since the girl had visited the set, she’d been in regular contact through texts and emails and Perdita was beginning to feel a little like her maiden aunt. It wasn’t a completely unpleasant feeling.


  “Purdie darling, not everyone thinks it’s a good choice of career. It’s hardly a stable profession to be in. Think of the unemployment rate!” Her aunt’s voice, cracked with what Perdita fervently hoped was simply age, came down the line.


  “I know but Tony’s in the business himself. If nothing else it would mean he could keep an eye on her but all he wants her to do is a degree.”


  “Well darling, you can see his point. It would be something to fall back on.”


  “I suppose but it seems a bit harsh to try and deny her the chance to do something she’s got her heart set on.”


  Perdita thought back to a conversation she’d had with Tony one evening as they’d all congregated in the hotel bar. She explained to her aunt how she’d wandered in after a long day’s filming, to find a noisy crowd had gathered, obviously seeking relaxation – or oblivion – after a similarly tough day. “So, I was just at the bar,” she said to the fascinated telephone audience that was Helen, “ordering some wine, when I heard my name being called.”


  Perdita’s mind drifted back to that evening . . .


  “Perdita love!”


  She’d turned to see Tony with his daughter at his heels.


  “Beth darling, I didn’t know you were coming!” Perdita reached forward to the girl for a kiss. “Time off from A-Levels?”


  Beth scowled. “And not for good behaviour either! I came up to have another go at Dad about drama college.”


  Perdita looked at Tony’s face. Obviously he hadn’t given an inch. She gestured to their surroundings. “You know, it’s not such a bad old life sometimes.”


  This time it was Tony who scowled.


  Beth grinned and looked around at the crowd with envious eyes. “You can say that again!” Dressed in tight jeans, with the sequins on her Indian top catching the light and drawing attention, she was looking peach-gorgeous in the way only the young on the verge of adulthood can. “I’m going over to have a chat with Venetia. I’ve never met a real dame before. And Pete says he can do a mean Jack Black impression. Gotta see that! You coming Perdita?”


  “Later. I’ll stay and keep your old Dad company.” Perdita slipped an arm through Tony’s and led him to a sofa in a quieter spot. “She’s a very lovely girl,” she said as they sat down.


  “Mmm.”


  “And she loves you so much.”


  Tony coughed.


  “And she’d never do anything to hurt you, you must know that.”


  Tony coughed again. “I know,” he muttered eventually.


  “So why are you trying to stop her going to drama college?”


  Tony sighed and rubbed a hand over his chin, for once stubble free. “I don’t know.” He turned to her suddenly. “If you had a daughter, would you let her join this?” He pointed to James suspiciously bright eyed and red nosed on a return from the men’s room.


  Perdita followed his gaze and winced as James began to pour champagne into Briony’s mouth straight from the bottle.


  “Tony, they’re not all like him. Beth’s an intelligent girl.”


  “Exactly! She could do so much better!”


  “What could be better than to do something she really wants to? Tony, she can always do both. If the acting doesn’t work out she can always go to university later.”


  “It won’t be the same.” Tony shifted uncomfortably.


  Perdita studied him, usually the most kindly, most rational of men he had an unreasonably obdurate glower on his face. Then it clicked. “Tony, who do want this university degree for?”


  “It’s not that simple, Perdita.”


  “I think it is. You never went so you want Beth to go.”


  “Do me a favour love. Don’t analyse me. There’s nothing more to it than an old Dad wanting the best for his daughter.”


  “Tony, do me a favour. You’re not old and perhaps what’s best for Beth is for her to . . .”


  Tony had turned to her, eyes glittering. “Just leave it will you?” Then he’d got up, grabbed his pint and strode off.


  Perdita dragged her mind back to the present and the bland hotel room. She refocused on the egg yokes congealing on her breakfast plate. “So I did really well on that one Helen, didn’t I?” She winced, as she remembered Tony’s face as he stomped out of the bar.


  Her aunt laughed. “I’ve always found no good comes out of interfering, Purdie.”


  “Hindsight is a wonderful thing,” said Perdita gloomily. “It’s just that it didn’t seem like interfering. We’re all one happy family, you know really good friends. At least that’s what I like to think.”


  “Speaking of making friends, how are you getting on with that gorgeous man Nicholas?”


  “You mean, since I had the pleasure of sharing a bed with him?”


  “A bed? Darling, just what have you been up to?” Helen laughed.


  Oops, too late, she’d forgotten she’d given her aunt the slightly sanitised version of events in the pub. “Well it was absolutely freezing in the room in the pub and he must be six foot, if not more and he couldn’t fit into his bed, not comfortably anyway and . . .”


  “And?” her aunt said, obviously hugely amused at Perdita’s embarrassment.


  “Well, we sort of shared a bed, just to get warm, you understand.” As she said this, Perdita remembered just how warm she’d been and blushed. Warm? She’d been positively hot.


  “And?”


  “And nothing!” Perdita replied robustly. “It was all completely innocent.”


  “Purdie darling, when a man and a woman share a bed and one of them looks like Nicholas Wainwright, innocent is not the word that springs to mind!”


  “No.” Perdita admitted, even she couldn’t fool herself that her encounter with Nick had been entirely chaste. She blushed harder. “But nothing happened, honestly.”


  There was a pause, “And how do you feel about him now?”


  “Well, he’s incredibly talented and hard-working. And he’s attractive, I can’t deny that.”


  “Hmph, no one’s denying his rather startling good looks. But do you like the man himself?”


  “Oh Helen,” sighed Perdita. “That’s a whole other story. I’m so confused about him.”


  “Go with your heart darling child,” Helen said gently. “Go with your heart.”


  If only it were that simple. Perdita replaced the receiver. If it were a case of following her hormones, she'd know exactly what to do. But her heart was the bit of her that was confused.


  


  Chapter 7


  The shoot for the Netherfield ball scene was upon them. It was to be a show-stopper, to outdo and outshine all previous versions. It was a crucial set piece and they needed to get it absolutely right. No pressure then, thought Perdita.


  The first few dance rehearsals had been back at the studios, right at the beginning of the shoot but they began in true earnest now. The ballroom of a local country house was standing in for the key dance scene at Netherfield and had been made over into a believable Regency room. Hour after hour Nick, Perdita, Briony and the others rehearsed their moves. An expert on nineteenth century long ways dancing had been brought in. Emily Hendon intrigued the actresses by stating that they should move “as if they had no knowledge of below the waist.” It was one of those occasions when Perdita really bonded with the other women, as they speculated on exactly what that could mean.


  “Buggering bollocks, that’s going to take some doing for me!” protested Briony and then proceeded to learn the steps perfectly.


  Perdita was finding it easy to portray the conflicting emotions Elizabeth had for Darcy at this point in the story, it could be argued, she thought, that they mirrored her own feelings for Nick. What she was finding far more difficult was to match her lines to the intricate dance moves. In contrast to Briony, who made little apparent effort and was still infuriatingly accurate, Perdita just couldn’t get it right. It required split second precision and James was proving an impossibly hard taskmaster.


  “No, no, no! God woman, have you no idea?” he bellowed, as yet again the rehearsal ground to a halt because of her mistake.


  “Let’s go again and try to get it right this time, my darling love!”


  It wasn’t like Perdita to be so inept but she was exhausted through lack of sleep and she had slipped on her way to her trailer the day before, aggravating an old skiing injury. To make matters worse, a local news crew was nosing around making a feature about the production and they were especially interested in the This Way Forward star. The extra cameras only added to the tension in the room.


  It was getting near the end of the last day of rehearsals before filming was to begin the following day. Frustration and tempers were beginning to flare. Gritting her teeth and ignoring the pain in her ankle Perdita tried once again.


  “For God’s sake, I despair! You stupid bitch!” snarled James, as the rehearsal stopped completely. It appeared James had chosen Perdita to pick on for his current victim. He was notoriously vicious in his attacks and, all of a sudden, she couldn’t take any more. Uncharacteristically and to her horror, she burst into tears. Instantly the room became hushed and strangely expectant. The local news camera crew scented a story and homed in on her.


  “Christ James, that’s enough bullying.” Nick moved into action. “Get away from her!” he hissed at the one reporter brave enough to come closest. “Can’t you see she’s exhausted?” He marched over to Perdita and held her to him, oblivious to the fascinated room. “James, get them out of here. Now!”


  Nick led her to an alcove, shielded by some fake greenery and hiding a multitude of sound cabling and sat her down. She was vaguely aware he’d asked Tim, who was flapping around them, for something. Presently she was handed a polystyrene cup of tea. It helped a little, weak and watery though it was and, almost as suddenly as they had begun, Perdita’s tears dried and she was left hiccupping slightly and feeling more than a little embarrassed. She was absurdly comforted by the feel of Nick’s steel-like arm around her.


  “I seem to spend my life asking you if you’re all right but are you . . . all right I mean?” He used that low, quiet voice which took her instantly back to their night together.


  Perdita took a long shuddering breath. “I’m sorry, this is so unprofessional. It’s just that I’m so tired and my ankle aches.” she added pathetically.


  “Your ankle?” asked Nick, with a puzzled frown. “What’s wrong with your ankle? Let me have a look.” He released her, bent down and lifted her long rehearsal skirt away from her feet.


  “Jeez!” he cried, as he saw her foot swelling out of its little kid slipper. “When did you do this?”


  “Oh, I just turned it over yesterday. It’s nothing really, it’s just being on it all day has made it hurt a bit.” She looked down and winced as she tried to flex it.


  “You should’ve said. You’re not fit to work!” he roared and Perdita shrank away from his sudden anger.


  “But the shooting schedule! We can’t afford to lose another day,” she began and was totally unprepared as, with a very un-Darcylike swearword, he picked her up and carried her through the incredulous room. She put her arms around his neck and held on for dear life. The emancipated part of her attempted to ignore the sheer joy of being carried like this, by a pair of strong masculine arms but there was something about it which spoke to the very core of her womanhood. She tried not to catch the eyes of the fascinated onlookers. She did however, see Briony staring open-mouthed and wasn’t entirely sure if those weren’t tears of mirth that James was wiping from his eyes, the unsympathetic bastard. To her embarrassment, he began to clap which had the whole room joining in. Someone even cheered and executed a long strident wolf whistle. Perdita would bet money it was Briony. She hid her blazing face in Nick’s neck and inhaled the alluring hot smell of him. In its own way, this was as affecting as his arm wrapped round her thighs so she took her nose away again. How was she ever going to live this down?


  Nick carried her, muttering all the while something along the lines of “Bloody stubborn woman” to her trailer. He set her, not quite gently enough, down on the day bed and with a grim expression on his face went to find the first aid team.


  The following morning, her ankle discreetly strapped, Perdita emerged from make-up in full Regency splendour. The ball-gown they’d chosen for Elizabeth was simple but utterly beautiful. Perdita was tall and slender but generously bosomed. The low-cut gown accentuated her voluptuous curves and the creamy embroidered silk brought a pearl like iridescence to her complexion.


  As she walked on set, a hush descended upon even the most hardened crew member. Nick looked up from the call sheet he was reading and froze. She was stunning, quite simply stunning. He felt as Darcy had, when seeing Elizabeth for the first time at the ball. Every man who saw this Lizzie Bennet would fall instantly in love with her. He recalled how she had felt in his arms yesterday. When she had put her burning face next to his it had nearly unmanned him. The attraction she held for him hadn’t abated one jot although he’d tried his hardest to ignore the feelings she was stirring up. It made little difference whether she was near him or absent from him for days, the emotion surged through him unchecked. It caused him sleepless nights and he could well do without the distraction. When he had dumped her unceremoniously in her trailer he’d had to force himself to walk away. He would have happily begged at her feet and it did not make for a pleasant image. He clenched his fists now as what he wanted to do with his hands would shock even the most cynical in the room. He was besotted, bewitched, surely as Darcy had been with Elizabeth. And Nick couldn’t help feeling that his cause was just as hopeless.


  “Got to admit it, that was a good bit of casting, me old mate,” sniggered James, obviously in a better mood today.


  His comment went unheeded as Nick went up to Perdita and took her hands in his. “You’re beautiful.”


  Perdita looked up at him. He too was in costume and she noticed how disturbingly well he was suited to the black and white evening wear. Was there anything more glamorous, or sexy, than male Regency clothing she wondered? The fitted tail coat swept over his broad shoulders and was cunningly cut away to reveal muscular thighs. The white silk breeches had been made on the snug side and revealed every long inch of his manliness. His gleaming black hair fell over the high white collar and she found she wanted desperately to lift it and kiss the neck beneath. To inhale that intoxicating male scent.


  Not trusting herself, Perdita responded in character and reverenced, curtseying down low. “Mr. Darcy is all politeness. May I be assured the first dance is his?”


  He smiled slightly and touched her hand to his lips, his eyes never leaving hers. “Always,” he murmured.


  * * *


  Perdita had given up all hope of an early night. Being on camera as often as she was, her early morning calls had continued. There was nothing wrong with her room; it was right at the top of the hotel, in the eaves, cosy and with a king-sized bed. She’d tried, night after night, to retire, like a Victorian governess at half past nine in an attempt to get her much needed eight hours. However, weeks of lying in bed and tossing restlessly, had convinced her to try something different. So, she’d given in and now joined the others in the hotel bar most evenings. They had settled into a sort of routine with meals being served, a few daft party games and a few too many drinks.


  Tony, Venetia and Briony were the ring leaders at times like this – one of their favourite games was Guess the Quotation. Tonight’s choice, as an acknowledgement to the stresses of the long day filming the Netherfield ball, was somewhat less cerebral. Tony twirled Perdita round and round to the shrieks of the others. After which, she was supposed to try balancing a match-box on her nose. It was thoroughly silly and immature but enormous fun and a great release from the day. As Perdita was whirled around she felt it was almost addictive, this releasing of the mind. Tony’s hands left her and Perdita closed her eyes and abandoned herself to the feeling.


  Two strong hands gripped her waist and an amused, deep voice said, “I see the ankle’s better then!”


  Perdita opened her eyes laughing, only to find it was Nick holding her with those long clever fingers. He must have come straight from the shower as his hair was wet and he smelled of something zingy and masculine. He was wearing one of his ubiquitous tight, black T-shirts and a completely disreputable pair of jeans, faded to white at the pressure points and fraying around his feet, which were bare except for leather flip flops.


  “Hello!” she said smiling up at him idiotically, trying to still her dizzying mind. For some reason she added: “Your eyes are so dark. I’ve never seen anyone with eyes the colour of yours. Do you wear coloured contacts?”


  “No!” he laughed, understandably puzzled but without releasing her. “And hello to you too. I think a drink’s called for, don’t you?” He let go of her and she felt ridiculously disappointed. She followed him to the bar, acutely aware of the effect his presence was having on the others. Everyone had become very quiet. Nick wasn’t normally a regular in the bar and it felt a little as if the managing director had entered the workers’ canteen. Everyone was temporarily sitting up straighter and behaving themselves.


  They took their drinks to the squashy sofa at the opposite end of the bar. Perdita was very aware all eyes upon them and when she heard Venetia say, in a horribly effective stage whisper, “My, that man has a handsome look about him. If only I was twenty years younger, she wouldn’t stand an earthly chance!” she blushed on her behalf. If Nick had heard he gave no indication but simply looked cheerful and pleased with himself.


  He took a long draught of his beer. Perdita couldn’t help but watch his naked throat work as he drank. He was looking much younger and almost carefree tonight. She was so used to seeing him in the buttoned up, covered up costumes he had to wear for Darcy, that she was fascinated by this reminder that before her was very much a twenty first century man. He reached up to stretch and revealed a long expanse of extremely toned stomach, with an enticing trail of black hair leading to . . .


  A shiver rippled down Perdita’s spine and she forced herself back to reality as she realised that Nick was asking her a question.


  “I said, so your ankle really is better now?”


  “Much thanks,” she managed in reply. “I hope it didn’t show up on film?”


  “No, not at all, in fact that’s where I’ve been – watching the rushes.” He put his pint down on the table in front of them and smiled at her. “You should have a look. It’s going to be good, really very good – especially the ball scene.”


  Perdita shuddered delicately. “Oh no, I did that once on This Way Forward and regretted it forever! I hate watching myself. All that work I put in – mannerisms, walking, posture, tone of voice, phrasing,” she took a breath and carried on, “and then all I see is the same old me up on screen!”


  Nick laughed, “I don’t think so, somehow. But I know what you mean. I refused to watch any of the other Darcys so I wouldn’t be influenced by their portrayal and having watched myself just now, I think it’s just the same old me up on screen!”


  Nick was occupying the corner of the sofa but, as he was a large man, in reality he took up most of the space. One arm was along the back of the seat, his left leg underneath him. His posture was open and relaxed. The dailies must have been good. Perdita felt a rush of pleasure and relief for him.


  “Were you daunted about playing Darcy when it’s been done so recently?” she asked curiously.


  Nick shrugged, “Yes – and no. I’m a different actor to all the others. It’s such a great role that you can always bring something fresh to it – and that’s not in any way being derogatory to the other performances.” He smiled boyishly. “I was a bit concerned with the fact that Darcy is considered such a heart throb though. I’ve not done anything quite in that vein before!” He looked up at her from under his dark lashes, “I got teased something rotten by my mum and sister about how laughable it was that I might be the next pin-up in a cravat!”


  Perdita smiled in delight at this admission of insecurity, surprising in a man she’d once thought so arrogant. “Judging from the reactions of the female members of the cast and crew, I don’t think you’ve got anything to worry about. Haven’t you noticed the little Bennet sisters hanging around make-up when you’re in there?” She smiled again at the look of astonishment which stole over his face.


  “Naaah, you’re having me on.” He thought a little, his head on one side and a wicked grin on his face. “Although, come to think of it, I did have my fair share of fans at the stage door when I was with the RSC.” They both laughed.


  “Was that what you were doing last; Shakespeare?” Perdita sat forward interested and her loose t-shirt slipped off one shoulder.


  Nick tried not to look at the smooth ivory flesh revealed. There was a tiny freckle on the top of her arm and he wanted desperately to lick it. “Erm . . . yes, that and a bit of telly here and there, he said, distracted in spite of himself. “Depending on the success of this I want to do The Winter’s Tale next.”


  “What – a filmed version?” Perdita said intrigued. “It’s not an obvious choice.”


  “No,” Nick looked down and fiddled with a frayed thread in a hole in the knee of his jeans. “It was my dad’s favourite play. I’d like to do it for him.”


  Perdita picked up on the use of the past tense but when Nick didn’t elaborate she let the comment go. “I’m named after Perdita you know, in the play.”


  Nick nodded. “I wondered if you were. Dad saw your aunt play Hermione in the fifties. He used to say he’d never seen anyone more convincing, or beautiful.”


  “Helen was amazingly talented but she gave it all up when she married.”


  Nick stared at the woman in front of him. He was enjoying the uncomplicated friendship she seemed to be offering him. It was good to be sitting here, letting the day unravel between them. She shifted slightly and it made the t-shirt she was wearing strain against her breasts. Instantly he became aroused. Uncomplicated? No, there was nothing uncomplicated between him and Perdita. “It means lonely you know.” He said the first thing which came into his mind.


  “What does?”


  “Perdita,” he said and felt a fool. He fidgeted and ended up with an ankle crossed over one knee, uncomfortable and unwilling to let his attraction for her be made evident.


  Perdita looked into the distance where she could see a waiter laying tables for breakfast. So her name meant ‘lonely’. How apt. She turned back to Nick. The atmosphere had altered subtly but she couldn’t put her finger on exactly why. She reverted to a safer topic. “Can’t get my head around how the main character – Leontes is it? How his jealousy just comes from nowhere.”


  “Yes, that’s going to be a problem for modern audiences,” Nick nodded. “But the theme of jealousy, that’s something everyone can relate to. And the ending, it always touches me.”


  “It’s beautiful – the way the statue of his wife appears to come to life. Her forgiveness. I agree that is magical theatre.” Perdita was silent for a moment, thinking of the scene of reconciliation.


  They continued talking about nothing in particular for a while, unaware that the others had left. She yawned and looked at her watch. “God, is that the time?” She was amazed that she’d enjoyed talking to him so much. It had felt so comfortable being with him. Now she was acutely sensitive to the fact that they were alone. “I must go to bed.”


  “I’ll walk up with you; I think I’m on the same floor.” Nick unfolded his length and stretched, his T-shirt again rising alarmingly high on his beautifully muscled body. “It’s been a good day, today,” he looked down at her and smiled in an unexpectedly shy way. “And I’ve really enjoyed ending it with you.”


  Perdita wasn’t sure how to respond but felt her heart lurch a little inside. She mustn’t fall for this man she reminded herself as they made their way up to their rooms. It’s just physical attraction, it’s just a hormonal reaction to a good-looking guy, she chanted to herself.


  “Sorry?” said Nick.


  For an awful moment Perdita thought she’d actually said it out loud.


  “I thought you said something. My mistake.” Nick lifted his chin in that familiar gesture. “Oh, is this you?”


  The atmosphere was charged. If she reached out she felt she could almost touch the sexual tension between them, there was no mistaking the attraction. Perdita found herself, all too quickly, outside her room and her heart was pounding. What was going to happen next? What did she want to happen next? She suddenly had no idea how she truly felt about this man.


  


  Chapter 8


  Perdita woke the following morning with the sun on her face. She turned over lazily and came up against a lump in the duvet. This king sized bed was lonely with just one occupant and, after the events of last night, she had no alternative but to take him into it. She reached over to stroke his soft brown fur and pulled the ancient teddy bear to her. At least he needed her. Perdita sighed. She was more miserably confused than ever. She knew she wasn’t ready for another relationship but couldn’t deny how her body reacted to Nick. He only had to brush against her to set her senses alight, to make her lose all control over rational thought. But what did he want? Perdita rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. There was a cobweb looped around the light and for one fleeting second she had a great deal of sympathy for any fly caught in it.


  Seven doors down Nick also surfaced. There was a perfect moment between sleeping and waking, when all was right with the world and then dull reality struck. He groaned at the thoughts which crowded in and pulled the pillow over his head in despair. What was it about this woman that was so different to all the others he’d known? Why was he so reluctant to make the first tentative step forward? He smothered the idea that he had let himself fall in love with her. He simply couldn’t allow that to happen at the moment. The business was at a critical point and he needed all his energies concentrated on that. He needed to keep James – and his investment – sweet and it had been proving more and more difficult lately. James was a hard person to appease and Nick resented being in his pay. Not that he had any choice in the matter. He hugged the pillow to his hot face, feeling the cotton catch at his stubble. Last night he and Perdita had stood outside her room staring at one another, both seemingly unable to make a move but unwilling to break the mood that had built between them. As he looked down at her, he was almost certain he’d seen his desire matched in her eyes. So why then had he stuttered an inept good-night, leaving her staring at him as he walked back to his own room? He’d spent the night feeling thwarted and lonely and it was made all the worse by the knowledge that the solution was mere doors away. Nick threw the pillow across the room in frustration and sat up. He raked his hands through his hair making it fall over his face. This woman mattered to him. He wanted to move things on, Christ, if he didn’t, he was going to implode. But he wanted to get it right and last night it just hadn’t seemed the time to take things further. Nick leapt out of bed, kicked the rug and headed for the shower. He wondered just exactly when the perfect moment would come and if he’d ever be certain enough of her feelings to act.


  Some days later Nick was sitting in the make up trailer reading a day old edition of The Guardian. Jo had been called away leaving him half dressed and not made up. He didn’t mind too much, Jo always cranked the heat up to full and made the best coffee on set. He was relishing a rare few moments of peace when Perdita walked in. The wind caught at the trailer door and she struggled for a minute before closing it. He heard a sigh as she shrugged off her Parka and slumped down next to him. His breath caught in his throat at her sudden appearance. She was wearing her ball gown again – he knew she’d been shooting some close ups with Briony. Her beauty quickened his blood.


  Perdita threw him a glance. She took in his half costumed state. His Regency shirt was cravat-less and open but he still had on the disreputable jeans he liked so much. Instead of being absurd the outfit gave him the air of a raffish and very attractive pirate. The thought made her smile through the pain in her temples. But then she gave in, laid her head on her arms and groaned.


  Nick tossed the paper aside. “Are you all right? What’s the matter? Are you ill?” She raised her head and he could see dark smudges under her eyes, not quite concealed by the heavy make up.


  “Headache,” she replied shortly and began to take the pins from her hair. She rubbed her hands over her scalp feeling the pain lessen as her hair dropped. “Always get one when I’ve been costumed all day. It’s this wretched hair do. Jo not around?”


  “No – she’s on set. Tanya’s got the flu or something so they’re running short staffed.”


  Perdita looked about her and sighed. “Wonder if there’s any coffee left?” she stared hopefully at the percolator in the corner. It was silent so her hopes faded. “Doesn’t look like it.”


  To cover his guilt, as he’d drunk the last mug, Nick said briskly: “You don’t want coffee if you’ve got a headache anyway.” He rose and went to stand behind her. The words were out before he had time to think. “You need a massage.”


  Perdita eyed his reflection warily in the mirror. “A what?”


  “I’m famed for them,” he went on. “Head and shoulder massages. Guaranteed to get rid of stiffness, headaches, nausea, hang overs, the pox . . . you name it.”


  She met his eyes in the mirror and laughed. “Oh go on then.” She lifted up her hair, enjoying the cool air on her skin.


  Nick rubbed his hands together in an effort to warm them and then froze. Why in God’s name had he suggested this? The baring of Perdita’s neck had revealed a trail of hair leading to a point, with the delicate lines of her backbone leading down to the low neckline of the gown. He longed to press his mouth to the pale skin and kiss away the vulnerability exposed. From where he was standing, he had a fine view of her breasts swelling over the silk bodice. He was mesmerised as they rose and fell with each breath. He felt himself stiffen; it was all he could do not to clasp her to him. “Perhaps it’s not such a good idea,” he backed away.


  “Oh no,” she said, “you can’t promise me a cure for all known and unknown diseases and then not deliver.” When he didn’t answer she added: “Please Nick, I’ve got a really awful headache and I’ve run out of aspirin.”


  He swallowed and rubbed his hands together again. He leaned up against the chair praying it would hide the bulge making his jeans so painfully tight. “Right then.”


  Nick’s fingers hung in the air for a second and then he began. He started at her shoulders, working the bunched muscles free of their tension. At his first touch Perdita closed her eyes and began to smile. He spent time ridding her of the stress knots and tried to control his feelings. Taking a breath, he eased her dress lower and found the sensitive spot just under the shoulder blades. Perdita gave an appreciative moan and, in the heat of the room, Nick began to sweat. He worked his thumbs into the hollows of her spine laddering up into the nape of her neck until he reached that enticing point of black hair. He wanted to take his mouth where his fingers led and found he was breathing hard. He stopped for a moment, not able to take the torture he was inflicting on himself any longer.


  “Keep going. Nick please . . .” Perdita’s hands hung loosely at her side, she let her head loll backwards against his front.


  He felt her hair, warm and silken against his stomach, caressing in a way that made him want to grab handfuls of the stuff and bury his face in it. He took another deep breath and pictured himself in a very cold shower. It didn’t work. He followed the curve of her collarbone to the front of her neck. He wanted to slide his fingers down underneath the tight bodice and capture a full breast in each hand. He could imagine the feel of her nipples straining against his palms. He could imagine it so well that for one horrifying, wonderful moment he thought he had taken her into his hands. Desperately, he forced his fingers upwards onto the sides of her face. Her skin was thin and soft here so he gentled his touch which elicited another moan. Tenderly he stroked a trail to her temples. With a circular motion, he kneaded his thumbs into the place where he knew the pain had taken most hold. Perdita pressed her head further into his stomach and Nick suppressed a groan of his own. He spread his fingers so that they spanned her head from temple to nape and massaged her in a way that threatened to shatter his control.


  He had to stop. His hands still in place he breathed urgently: “Perdita . . . oh God . . .”


  The door to the trailer slammed open violently. Nick jumped back and Perdita’s eyes flashed open. The space left by him had her shivering and she swiftly pulled her dress back in place. She heard his breathing, harsh and explosive behind her.


  “Christ it’s brass monkeys out there today. Oh, hello you two. What have you been up to?” Briony made her way over to the percolator and seeing it was empty slid into the chair that Nick had vacated what seemed like a thousand years ago. She looked curiously from one to the other. “What’s been going on in here then?”


  “Nothing. Just . . .” For a second Nick looked at Perdita. “Oh what the hell.” He groaned and grabbed at his coat and escaped.


  Briony’s eyes were saucers as she watched him go. “What have you done to Mr. Wainwright? He’s all in a tizz. I was just saying to Tony I think he’s got a thing for you.”


  “It was nothing Briony. I had a headache so he gave me a shoulder massage.” The reply was repressive.


  “Oh is that what they call it nowadays?” Briony began to snigger and stopped abruptly when she saw the look on Perdita’s face. “So is he any good then?”


  Perdita forced herself to come back to earth; she’d found herself drifting off again. She couldn’t quite believe what had just happened. “Sorry, what?”


  “Are Nick’s massages any good? Has it got rid of your headache?”


  “Erm, yes.” Perdita concentrated hard: “My headache’s completely gone.” And it had. The problem being another ache had replaced it, one that was far more urgent and far lower down. But this thought she was wise enough to keep to herself.


  * * *


  It was the end of another long day and Tony sat alone in the bar nursing his pint as the others crowded in. It wasn’t like him to prefer his own company but he needed some space to think. He was tired and worried that he was taking the wrong line with Beth. His decision not to let her try for drama school was making her all the more determined. He knew where her pig-headedness came from; she got it from him. Both Perdita and Tessa had already had a go at him for being unreasonable and he knew he was. And now he just couldn’t seem to back down and it was making him uncharacteristically foul tempered and anti-social.


  He looked to where Venetia had one of her interminable party games going on at one end of the bar. Briony was openly flirting with Pete. They were playing Pass the Balloon for God’s sake. Tony tried not to ogle as Briony twisted round Pete, her chin nudging the balloon down his body and through his legs. Tony didn’t know what was going on. She wasn’t his type. Never had been. Never would be. She was coarse and rude and with the morals of an alley cat. But God was she sexy and, if she had the mouth of a Navvy, she had a body made for sin. Everyone was a little drunk – the demands of the long location shoot were beginning to tell on all of them. At the other end of the room Nick and Perdita were engrossed in a conversation that gave off a blatant signal which excluded the others. Tony took a sip of lager and wished they’d get together. He’d become close to both of them during this job and had witnessed the sexual tension growing between them which, for reasons best known to themselves, they weren’t acting upon. If only they realised how suited they were. He glared down at his drink. Who the hell was he to judge others’ relationships? Here he was, thirty nine years of age, with a failed marriage and an obstinate daughter to his name, lusting after a lascivious two bit actress. No that was too harsh. Briony wasn’t a two bit actress; she’d got an impressive list of credits and had won Best Newcomer when she first started out. He stared as the woman in question collapsed onto the sofa and rested her head on Pete’s shoulder. She never did that with him, Tony thought. She was in a lower key when with him, didn’t flirt or touch or kiss or do any of the things she did so freely with the other men. Was that why she dominated his thoughts? That her favours never quite reached him. He signalled to the barman for another pint. He checked his mobile for messages and was startled to find Briony sliding in next to him. Her trademark fragrance drifted over. He wondered what she used to make herself smell so good. He had a sudden urge to rip off her clothes and find out if she smelled that good all over.


  “Buy me a drink, Tony.”


  He looked at her, half amused at the imperative. “Vodka tonic?”


  “That’s the one.” She smiled and lay back on the sofa. “Those two look cosy,” she nodded to where Perdita and Nick sat, close together and still deep in an animated discussion. “Sexy bloody pair.”


  Tony was tempted to laugh, in spite of his mood. He caught the barman’s eye again and ordered her drink.


  “Thought you were looking lonely,” she winked at him.


  His mood descended again. Who was she to make comment? He shrugged. “Just having a quiet night.”


  “It’s not like you. You’re usually right in the middle of things. Oh thanks.” Briony flashed a quick and sexy smile at the barman who’d brought their drinks over. The man blushed and retreated, looking star struck.


  Tony made an indeterminate grumbling sound. “You can’t even resist flirting with the bloody waiter, can you?” So why won’t you flirt with me? The thought came unbidden and it shocked him.


  Briony shrugged. “You’re a long time dead.” She took a sip of vodka and then rubbed the lipstick mark off the glass with her thumb. “So what’s really bugging you Tony? It’s not like you to go all moody on us. James has bought the rights on that.”


  Tony put his pint down and looked at her. There was something different about her tonight, she was softer somehow, more approachable. True she still wasn’t coming on to him but she was looking at him like a friend. He found he wanted to tell her what was on his mind, at least part of it. “Have you got children Briony?” he began abruptly.


  She laughed. It was a low, throaty sound and it made him want to join in. “Nope. No children, no husband, no ex-husbands either. Kept myself fancy free and open to possibilities, that’s me.”


  “I’ve got one. Beth. Lives with her Mum.”


  Briony nodded. This much she knew from Perdita. “She came to visit the set? Tall, striking looking?”


  “That’s the one.” Tony blew out a breath. “She wants to act.”


  “And you don’t want her to?” Perdita had mentioned that as well.


  He shook his head.


  Briony remembered her father’s reaction when she’d announced her intention to do the same. He’d been as angry as she’d ever seen him. Her father had been a charismatic man, charming and intelligent but also controlling. If Briony was doing what he wanted then she knew she had his total and unwavering support. But if she wanted to do something he disapproved of, he’d ignore her. Completely. While it wasn’t exactly child abuse it was a form of sly cruelty.


  “When I got into Central,” she began slowly, “I had to go through it all in secret. I couldn’t tell my parents as they were so against the idea. I went in on my own, came out on my own and had no one to celebrate with. I kept it all a secret until I knew it was definite.” Briony shrugged. “Then I told my mum and dad, had the expected row and left home.”


  Tony looked at her in surprise. She was suddenly so serious and quietly spoken, very unlike the hell raising Briony who had graced the shoot so far. He struggled to find an answer. “Your parents must be proud of what you’ve done though. Since you left college that is. Weren’t you in the Mikolnikoff drama recently, the one that won all those awards?”


  “And I’ve done the RSC, the west end, a TV sit-com, radio . . .” Briony waved her hand in the air. “Never been out of work, got awards, bought my own house, have a decent income. Life’s bloody peachy,” she took a slug of vodka. “But I haven’t been home since. And dad died five years ago. And Mum had orders not to invite me to his fucking funeral. That was my dad, dictating things even from his coffin!”


  “Jesus Briony!” Tony put his hand on her arm, her skin hummed with warmth. He wanted to throw his arms around her, hold her tight, whisper daft nothings to her, that he’d make it all right, he’d love her. Jeez he would love her. If she ever gave him the chance.


  She studied him. At the concern in his warm brown eyes, at the way laughter lined them. She looked at the sprinkling of grey in his hair and at the ever present stubble. Then her eyes dropped to his generous mouth. She ached to kiss him.


  Perhaps Tony sensed the change in atmosphere because he removed his hand and focused instead on his lager.


  “Briony!” Venetia’s voice carried effortlessly across the bar.


  Briony shared an exasperated look with Tony. “I think Her Majesty calls,” she drained her glass in one and got up. “I’m not one for giving advice Tony, I leave that to others. But if I was you I’d let that daughter of yours follow her dream. Let her make her mistakes and be there to bask in the triumphs . . . or soak up the failures. But be there. It’s the best gift a parent can offer.”


  “Briony!” the shrill voice was impatient.


  “Fucking hell,” breathed Briony, reverting swiftly back to her usual self. “I think she’s still in character. Better go.” On an impulse, she reached over and kissed Tony on the cheek. She lacked the courage to kiss his mouth and regretted it. “Be a pal Tony, come and join in. I can’t face Dame Venetia on my own.”


  Tony took one look at Briony’s perfectly shaped rear as it shimmied away and followed.


  


  Chapter 9


  The first location shoot ended abruptly but most crew and cast hung around for the party – a thank you from James and Milltown Films for everyone’s hard work. Standards had been exacting, everyone was exhausted and looking forward to their brief break before filming resumed at the studios in Surrey. They were all exhausted but ready to party.


  Perdita peered into the inadequate mirror in her hotel room, added a little more eyeliner and thought back to the ball scene which had eventually been completed. A depiction of another party in another time but just as rampant with expectation and hidden desire. She remembered, with a thrill running deep inside her, how Nick’s touch had affected her. He had only to hold her hand in the dance scene or kiss it as he’d done when he’d complimented her in that low voice, for her insides to react in a very unseemly manner. So much for ‘moving as if she had no knowledge of below the waist’! Hastily she put down the eyeliner pen as her hand had begun to shake. She had to admit that, far from detesting this man, her feelings . . . well her feelings were quite the opposite. Then she remembered too, how comfortable she’d been when talking to him in the bar, how intrigued she was with his past and what his plans were for his future. How impressed she had been with his honesty, his hard work and his self-deprecating humour. She had almost convinced herself that going to her bed alone every night was for the best – almost. But if he ever made the slightest move towards her would she invite him in? She rather thought she knew the answer.


  But something was nagging at her. In This Way Forward the woman she played had been in love with Henry’s character and she was sure it had influenced how she felt about the man himself. It was hard to keep a sense of yourself when immersed in a role for eight hours a day and six months of the year. What if her feelings were now not her own but a simple extension of Elizabeth Bennet’s? It had happened to her before. She inhabited the role so fully it always affected her. Was she just superimposing Lizzie’s feelings for Darcy onto Nick Wainwright? That she had a physical reaction to him she could no longer deny. But was that the extent of it? Whatever the reality, Perdita thought, she was loath to jump straight into another complicated affair and it wouldn’t be anything other with a man like Nick Wainwright. And the memories of the pain Henry caused were still acting as a warning bell. On an impulse she reached into her bag for her purse; she still kept his photograph there.


  “Oh Henry,” she murmured as she studied the picture. She traced a finger over his even features and remembered the feel of his arms and the touch of his persuasive mouth. It had been so long since a man had held her and she missed it; that most basic of physical contact. There was as much hugging as one could want on location. Hugh Collins had been right, actors were a friendly bunch but there was something special in the embrace of a man who cared for you, something hard and fierce and lovely. With his dark blonde hair and vividly alive grey eyes, Henry was as good looking and as charismatic as Nick but perhaps a little more urbane. He was certainly better dressed. Perdita smiled at a vision of Nick, dressed in his uniform of scruffy jeans and crumpled shirt.


  Then Perdita recalled how dominant Henry was, how he influenced her career in the States, how he made things happen for her. How he exerted an almost Svengali like influence over her and she, still grief stricken for her father, had accepted it. With a shudder, she put the photograph away, determined to banish any memories of the authoritarian man and looked across the room to where the yellow roses, sent by the production company, had been stashed into a borrowed vase. She assumed everyone too had received a personal note from Nick thanking them for their talent and commitment and wishing them a good break before regrouping for the rest of the shoot.


  Hanging on the wardrobe was the second formal dress she was to wear in a week. It was a very different affair to her Lizzie dress. Made out of the softest, clingiest silk it was relatively modest at the front but dipped seductively low at the back, designed to expose a long expanse of smooth skin. Knee length, with a flirty skirt to show off her legs, its old-gold colour lightened her green eyes and brought a sheen to her black hair. With relief Perdita left her hair loose; it was a joy not to have it put up in pins in her Lizzie style. She slipped the dress over her head and it fell like water. One last slick of lip gloss and she was ready. She knew she’d rarely looked better, even when made over by the studios in L.A. for a publicity shoot. But this time she glowed from inside, it had nothing to do with artifice. She blew herself a kiss in the mirror and went down to the party, determined to enjoy herself.


  By the time Perdita arrived it was in full swing. The hotel they’d been staying in had been transformed. A main room held food and the bar and in rooms leading off were themed entertainment – in one, soft jazz was being played on a white piano, from another, seventies disco boomed out. It was certainly a lavish occasion, almost rivaling some she’d attended in Hollywood. She plucked a glass of champagne from a passing waiter and sipped thoughtfully. There had been rumours flying around all week about Milltown Films having problems. Nick certainly had a volatile relationship with James and the director’s behaviour had been getting increasingly erratic. Perdita didn’t normally pay any heed to the usual location gossip but the stories had been particularly convincing. Looking around she wondered if this was the last gasp of a failing company or someone simply being very unwise. Shrugging off depressing thoughts and taking another mouthful of champagne she slipped behind a marble pillar to avoid Venetia. She wasn’t nearly drunk enough to cope with the Dame quite yet. As she did so, she bumped into someone solid and male.


  “Perdita love!”


  It was Tony with Briony not far behind. Perdita wondered if Tony’s destiny as the next notch on Briony’s bed post was secured. She kissed them both and grinned as Briony shooed him away claiming she needed to have a serious girly conversation. Perdita found herself enveloped in an alcohol and CK scented embrace.


  “God you look gorgeous, darling!” Briony shrieked and stood back to admire Perdita’s dress. She did a little tour round and executed a wolf whistle when she saw the back. “What a dress – he won’t be able to keep his hands off you!”


  Perdita steered her out of the interested hearing of some of the others. “What do you mean? Who are you talking about?”


  “Nick Wainwright!” Briony said, sounding amused. “Oh come on Perdita, you two have been the worst kept secret on this shoot. Everyone knows you’re having a totally outrageous affair!”


  Perdita stared at Briony in shock. “I think you ought to know that nothing has happened between us and never will!”


  Briony raised her eyebrows comically. “But you shared a room in that pub you all got holed up in, didn’t you? Got to say, I was jealous as hell, what a chance to . . .”


  “There were two beds in that room and Nick was a perfect gentleman. All night.”


  “Oh,” Briony looked momentarily disappointed. “But sometimes I see him looking at you and he’s got that look on his face – you know the sexy, distracted frown? I could have sworn there was something going on!”


  “I think I can safely say that I will never have an affair with Nick Wainwright.” Perdita sub-consciously crossed her fingers.


  Briony looked around and lowered her voice, “Well, in that case do you think I should have a crack at him? He’s so fucking good-looking and I do so adore difficult men.” She sighed and continued, “I don’t think I told you what happened between him and me did I?”


  “What?” asked Perdita, fearing what would come next. Had she got Nick all wrong? Was he as casually promiscuous as Briony? And was he going to end up as yet another of her conquests? God the woman really was voracious.


  “Well,” said Briony, settling closer for a long chat, “you know my room has only got a shower?”


  Perdita nodded and her heart sank.


  “I was dying for a good, long, hot, bubble bath,” Briony continued, “so Venetia very kindly – she’s such a sweetie, that woman do you know what she said about . . .”


  Perdita was having trouble containing her impatience and, for some reason, she was getting angry. “Oh do get on with it Briony.”


  “Hold your horses, Perdita; a good story takes some telling.” Then she caught Perdita’s look and continued with more pace. “Oh all right then. Venetia lent me her bathroom for a good soak and well, the long and the short of it is, I realised too late I’d forgotten my bloody bathrobe, so had to scoot along back to my room in my skimpy little towel – and who should I bump into but . . .”


  “Nick Wainwright,” answered Perdita dully.


  “That’s right, the man himself.” Briony grinned. “I tell you his eyes were everywhere, that towel wasn’t very big. Well, I wouldn’t have done anything about him as I thought you and he–” she caught another look from Perdita. “Yes well, but if you’re saying that there’s nothing going on, I might give him a go. I could give him the ride of his fucking life and hell, I’ve got nothing to lose have I?”


  “No, you’ve got nothing to lose.” Perdita’s tone was bitter and she was aware of Briony looking at her curiously. “So what’s going on with Tony? Has he not satisfied your insatiable appetite?” She didn’t give the other woman time to answer. Her anger ignited, consumed her – and her rational self. “You know Briony, I’m getting a bit sick of hearing all about your sex life. Just go and do it but for God’s sake do me a favour, eh? Stop bloody talking about it!”


  Briony frowned. “What the hell do you mean?”


  “Just that. I’m fed up of hearing who you’ve just shagged. It’s getting monotonous.”


  “You’re jealous!”


  Perdita started. She was jealous but not of the endless details of Briony’s sex life.


  “You are jealous!” repeated Briony, her eyes widening. “You’re jealous because I’m having a good time, getting loads and you’re too bloody uptight to get laid even when a man has to share a room with you. You couldn’t even get your leg over then! With Nick “Love Hunk” Wainwright. And if he doesn’t float your boat then God knows what will!”


  “Briony . . .”


  “You poor cow. Maybe you’re frigid?” The comment was casual but it had an underlying venom that couldn’t be missed. Perdita wasn’t the only one whose temper had risen.


  “Well at least it’s better than being a whore!” The word was out before Perdita had time to think.


  Briony flinched and an unbecoming red stained her cheeks. It wasn’t the first time someone had said that but this was Perdita. Her friend. Supposedly. “Take that back.”


  Perdita couldn’t speak, whatever she said now would be too late. But Briony had hurt her, was maybe planning on seducing Nick and that she couldn’t forgive.


  “Take that back you . . . you . . . fucking anally retentive nun!”


  Perdita smiled thinly. “The truth hurts, doesn’t it Briony? As if a man like Nick would really look at you twice. What sort of fantasy world do you live in?”


  “I’ve got a better chance of fucking a man like Nick,” Briony sneered through the words, “than you – with your bloody Snow Queen act. Do you think the men go for that, darling? What they want is a real live woman, not some glacial stuck up cow!”


  Both women stared, aware and horrified that too much had been said. That the beginnings of what had been a real friendship were dissolving into the vitriol they’d hurled at each other. Both were beginning to regret their words already.


  “Fuck, I’m sorry.” Briony reached out a hand, her anger dissipating as quickly as it appeared.


  Perdita turned blindly and fought back the tumult of rage and jealousy that was threatening. She knew it was irrational but she couldn’t bear the thought of Nick and Briony together. “I’m just going to find Venetia,” she lied through clenched teeth, too afraid of her fury to say anything else. “I haven’t spoken to her in ages. Excuse me.”


  “For fuck’s sake Perdita. I didn’t mean it. It was a flaming joke.” Briony tried desperately to salvage their friendship. She had never seen Perdita so angry; in fact, she’d never seen her other than her usual calm reserved self. Unless she was acting, Perdita was so self-contained it was difficult to tell exactly what she was feeling. In that respect they were polar opposites. She knocked back a glass of champagne in one and then hiccupped slightly. As if she’d really make a play for Nick Wainwright. Anyone with half a brain could see he had the total hots for one woman and one woman only. And it wasn’t Briony Fuller. Briony sighed and wondered what Perdita would say if she knew the truth. That far from being a whore, Briony had finally, wholeheartedly and disastrously fallen in love. And she was in love with a man who didn’t even seem to like her very much. Briony gave another gusty sigh and looked around her. There were men everywhere. Attractive, desirable men. A month ago a party like this would have her excited and ready for the hunt. But she didn’t see them, her vision was filled with brown eyes which twinkled kindly and a ready smile. She sighed for the third time and realised she was so horny she could hardly stand straight. She hadn’t slept with anyone in two weeks. Jeez, she was in love with Tony Fellows and it was seriously messing up her sex life. Then she smiled as she saw Tony sauntering to the bar, collected two more glasses of wine and followed him.


  Tony didn’t know where he was heading but he hoped wherever it was had alcohol. For the first time in ten years he wanted to get drunk. Blind, falling over dead drunk. When he turned to see Briony smiling at him and offering a glass of champagne he gave the sigh of a man accepting his fate and gave in.


  


  Chapter 10


  Perdita had to get away. Away from her anger, rarely indulged in but slow to abate. Away from the images crowding into her head. Nick and Briony – they’d look beautiful together – she so voluptuous and blonde in contrast to his dark good looks. She found another pillar, leaned against it and concentrated on gaining control, breathing in and out in the way she’d learned to combat stage fright. She hadn’t lost her temper like that for years. She swallowed as she thought over Briony’s words. She’d no doubt that Nick might find Briony attractive, what man wouldn’t? And perhaps she’d imagined or exaggerated the attraction she’d felt growing between herself and Nick? Was that why he hadn’t made a move? Perhaps his interest lay elsewhere. She remembered how awful he’d been to her at first, all that time ago. But then she hadn’t been very pleasant to him either, she thought ruefully. Perhaps she couldn’t blame him for looking elsewhere.


  She walked through the jazz room onto a balcony and embraced the cool breeze which acted as astringent to her injured senses. He was there, a shadowy figure in the dim light. She knew him in an instant; the set of his shoulders was unmistakable, the tang of his citrus aftershave, his sheer masculine presence alerted every nerve in her body. If Briony bloody Fuller could do it, then so could she, thought Perdita. She’d have a go at this casual promiscuity thing. She would prove she was no frigid nun. What harm could it do? It was only her body which insisted on reacting to Nick after all, she could control her emotions. Maybe a quick fling would get him out of her system.


  Maybe.


  She walked over. He was dressed in evening wear too, although as a concession to his innate casualness, he hadn’t tied his bow-tie and had left it trailing over his opened dress shirt. He was staring out into the night, hands in pockets, leaning against the wall. As she approached he sensed her presence and turned.


  “Congratulations,” she said, “the shoot’s going well so far, you must be pleased.”


  He didn’t respond at first and then laughed bitterly, “So far, so good.”


  Perdita was taken aback at his harsh tone.


  “If we can only keep this thing afloat. It’s soaking up money and . . .” he tailed off, looking so unhappy that Perdita’s heart sang out to him.


  “So the rumours are true?”


  “Partly,” he shifted slightly. “If I can keep James sweet it may not be a problem. He’s the one with the major investment. If he decides to take his money elsewhere then . . ” He reached for his glass, finished the rest of his champagne in one gulp and shrugged. “People are getting fed up with not being paid and the rumours that the company’s in trouble don’t help.”


  “Well, do they have a point?” said Perdita gently, “It’s not as if it’s a well-paid profession. They’ve got a right to.”


  “And I’ve got a right to earn my keep and to try and look after those who depend on me!” interrupted Nick, viciously.


  “Well yes, I suppose.” Perdita faltered, really not knowing what to say.


  He lifted his head at last and looked around him, “And all this doesn’t help. They’re all wondering where the money comes from to pay for it when there doesn’t seem enough to meet the payroll.” He paused and then added bitterly, “It was all James’ idea and James is . . .”


  “Enjoying himself?” Perdita finished, as James reeled past, a Bennet sister giggling on each arm.


  “Oh, he certainly always enjoys himself,” Nick said with venom, “That’s one thing you can always count on him doing.” He paused and then shook his head, as if wanting to rid himself of his mood. “If he pulls out though, I’ll have no alternative but to get the Canadians in. Their Film and Arts Association offered some investment a while back.”


  “And that’s a problem because?”


  “I don’t want to give up artistic control!” Nick bit out and glared at her. Perdita was reminded of the arrogant man from the first audition. “If the CFAA put in money they’ll want to put in a director as well.” He straightened up, away from the wall and blew out a breath. His face was haggard. Then he lifted his chin and looked down at her, with a different sort of violence.


  “But you didn’t come here for this,” he held out his hand for hers and, in his possessive way, led her to the dance floor. The pianist was playing a slow tune, seductive in the way that only jazz can be. Putting their glasses to one side Nick said in a low, urgent voice, “Dance with me. I need you to dance with me. I need you to return me to some sanity.” He sighed once again and pulled her to him, encountering the unexpectedly naked flesh of her back. He groaned and rested his cheek on her hair. Did she know what she did to him? He cursed himself. He’d been a fool to prattle on about his business affairs when all he wanted to do was to tell her how lovely she was. She turned him into a gibbering love-struck teenager and he – almost – hated her for it. God, but her skin felt good.


  They danced close together; not noticing as the music stopped and started again, not communicating, except by touch.


  Perdita closed her eyes and let herself be held and guided. She knew Nick was in a strange, agitated mood tonight but she gave herself up to the feel of his arms round her and the press of his warm body against hers.


  They moved slowly, never breaking contact, only intent on simple physical pleasure.


  “Come with me,” Nick whispered against her hair and led her back to the balcony, back to the shadows.


  He stood close to her but not touching. The air fizzed around them, far more potent than champagne. Eventually he reached out and traced a finger down her cheek, lifting her chin. Perdita stood passively but met his eyes. He willed her to kiss him, to give in to the inevitable. When she didn’t move he touched his lips to hers. It was with the lightest of caresses, he wanted to explore her reaction. She didn’t retreat from him but responded, opening to him. The kiss deepened, became more intense and full of the yearning he held inside. He felt the shock of it run through both of them. His hands roamed across the hot skin of her back and down to her silk covered rear. The thin material bunched as he pulled her roughly against him and he swallowed her moan of arousal in a deeper kiss still.


  With urgent fingers, Perdita ripped open the buttons on his shirt and found what she sought: hard-muscled flesh. She felt his flickering reaction as she journeyed across the smooth skin and unbuckled his belt. Perhaps it was the champagne but she wasn’t thinking straight. The anger, still licking through her, changed into something equally primitive. It felt so good to do this. So right. Then she gave up thinking altogether.


  Nick threw back his head and shuddered. He pushed her across the balcony, hard up against a pillar in the darkest corner. She bucked her hips into his. It was the perfect fit. He pressed himself frantically against her, beyond all control now. His mouth never left hers but his hands roughly caressed her sides, rucking up the fine material of her dress until he cupped her breasts. Only then did he leave her mouth to take his kisses down over her generous curves.


  Perdita gasped at the feel of the cold marble on her naked back and at the contrasting heat coming off their joined bodies. She relished the sensory overload. She met each kiss he offered – each frantic caress and demanded more. She rejoiced in the feel of his stubble rasping over her skin.


  Somewhere, from a long distance away she heard her name being called . . . the sound filtered through until it overrode her gasps of pleasure.


  “Miss Wyndham, Miss Wyndham? Telephone call for Miss Wyndham.” Clive, the old-fashioned and slightly stuffy hotel manager, came onto the balcony. “Ah, there you are. There’s a telephone call for you, Miss Wyndham,” he made a great show of looking away tactfully. “It’s a Mr. Henry Dempsey calling from Los Angeles.” He added, as an unnecessary explanation: “America.”


  A pause. An electrical pause. Then Nick pushed her away.


  Perdita left, without a backward glance, leaving Nick standing alone, fists clenched to white knuckles at his side.


  Henry.


  Oh God. Henry.


  She hurried to the main desk where the call had been put on hold. Smoothing down her hair and tugging her neckline back into place she looked round to see who was in earshot. Taking a deep breath, she finally picked up the receiver. “H-Henry?”


  “Perdita! Angel, how are you?”


  “Um, fine. Why are you ringing?”


  “God I’ve missed you! It’s so good hearing your voice. God I’d forgotten how sexy it was. Isn’t it just great news, angel? That it’s been nominated for an Emmy!”


  “What has?” Perdita frowned into the phone, her thoughts still befuddled. It was too much to go from one man to another like this. Her world shifted on its axis and then settled as she concentrated on what Henry was saying. “What? This Way Forward? We’re up for an Emmy? God.”


  “Exactly.” Perdita heard Henry draw in a breath. “You mean you didn’t know?” He laughed. “I know you’re filming in God knows where but doesn’t Ed tell you anything? I’d change your agent darling, if I was you!”


  “Well, it’s been a bit hectic round here lately. The schedule’s quite tough and . . .” Perdita let the sentence hang. She’d had her mind full of a certain tall dark actor who swirled her senses and made her dizzy with lust.


  “So angel, when are you coming over then?”


  “Over where?”


  “Perdita, have you been taking something?”


  Perdita almost giggled and decided not to reply. She didn’t think Henry would understand somehow. Hell, she didn’t understand.


  “Are you still there, darling?”


  “Um yes, I’m still here.”


  “They want us to do the usual round of publicity, photos, interviews and so on. So when are you able to fly back?”


  Perdita thought about seeing Henry again. She thought about his beautiful skin and his skilful lips. “I don’t know Henry.”


  “What d’you mean, you don’t know?”


  “I-I don’t know.”


  “God Perdita, they can’t keep your nose to the grindstone like this. Surely you can get some time off? It’s important darling.” Henry’s voice took on a slightly threatening note. “And I’m sure I don’t need to remind you that it’s in your contract to do any publicity required.” He paused ominously. “Do I?”


  Perdita’s heart sank. It was true, she had a professional obligation to go. “No you don’t need to remind me, Henry. I know I . . .” she trailed off and felt herself weakening. I suppose it might finally sort out what I feel for him, she added silently. She wasn’t entirely sure who the ‘he’ was in the question. Henry or Nick?


  “I need you here, it won’t be the same without you and–” Henry pressed his advantage and his voice lowered to a seductive whisper, “it would be so good to see you again, honey. I’ve missed you, I can’t tell you how much.”


  God help her, was she so weak that one phone call from the man had her so confused? A vision of Nick’s dark brooding expression when she’d left him on the balcony crept into her head. She knew she wasn’t being fair and she hated herself for it. “Look, I think we may be due a break soon,” she lied, knowing damn well there was a three week holiday coming up. “I’ll see what I can do.”


  “Make sure you get your gorgeous butt over here,” Henry growled. “I’ve got plans for it.”


  Perdita slammed down the phone and fled. For one second she contemplated finding Nick again but then saw sense. Blindly she found her room and threw herself on the bed. What was she doing, she thought frantically. Just what did she think she was playing at? The attempt at a Briony act had so nearly got completely out of control. Where would it have ended had they not been interrupted? He’s an actor she reminded herself desperately and thumped the duvet in frustration. The actor you promised yourself you would not get involved with. Then she thought back to how she had behaved and was half-thrilled and half-appalled.


  * * *


  What in God’s name was he doing here? He wasn’t sure if he even liked her all that much, she was too earthy, too coarse. Oh dear God in heaven what was she doing now?


  Briony dragged Tony into her bedroom, ripped off his dinner jacket and pushed him towards the bed. He toppled onto it, not quite sober enough to stay standing. She straddled him, snagging open the buttons on his dress shirt, not bothering to undo his bow tie. He was as she’d hoped, covered with a thick pelt of dark hair. She gave a little yelp of joy and ran her hands over it, luxuriating in the roughness of the hair and the solidity of his chest. He was no boy. He was all man. She gave a moan of unadulterated sexual bliss and sank her mouth onto a nipple. He started. With a grin she wriggled away and pulled off her short dress.


  Tony gasped. Under it, all she wore was skin. She was beautiful he thought incoherently, full breasted and with skin like a peach. As she hung over him again wrestling with his bow tie and shirt he cupped her breasts in his hands. The nipples sprang alive under his touch and was horribly excited that he could elicit such an immediate reaction. Briony threw her head back and gave a wild cry then reached down to him and kissed him urgently. Their tongues meshed and writhed. It was wild. She was wild. She was writhing all over him, her hair blinding him. God it was ecstasy. He’d forgotten the confusing thrill of it all: the first time with a new person. He’d hidden himself in his work and refused himself this pleasure. And why? He knotted a hand in her hair, pulled her to him and took a breast in his mouth. It stilled her as she closed her eyes and concentrated. Her hair tickled his naked chest and he heard to his satisfaction her: “Oh God, don’t stop!” He suckled her other nipple, letting his tongue roll round the hard nub. His hands were on her glorious rear, lifting and squeezing and he pulled her up so that their hips matched. Like the expert she was she got the message immediately and hovered over him, taking him into her slowly, then rising again only to sink tantalisingly onto him until he could take no more and he grabbed hold and thrust up into her. She was driving him crazy with lust. He wasn’t sure if he liked her, couldn’t see how he respected her but, at this second, he would have killed for her. With a wild cry she yanked at his shoulders and they rolled over. Unable to hold back he thrust more deeply. His last rational memory was hearing her scream: “Oh God Tony . . .” As they bucked together and came with an impossible violence.


  Some time later he came to, lying half over her, his shirt off, his trousers around his ankles, snagged on his dress shoes. It occurred to him, through the fog of sexual lassitude, that it wasn’t the most dignified position to be in and tried to move. He shifted his head and, not being able to resist, took a nipple into his mouth again. He suckled and heard her sigh. Her skin tasted so sweet. He was reluctant to move but was afraid of being too heavy for her. He tried to shift his weight but Briony pressed a hand to his back and murmured: “No I like it, stay. Stay with me Tony.” And then her practised hands and mouth began to move again.


  At some point later, he shed his remaining clothes and got under the covers with her. He pulled her to him, stroking her hair and she snuggled up to him with a little sigh, one hand possessively on his chest. To his utter delight her skin smelled as good as he always thought it would.


  In the morning he took her again. He couldn’t ever remember a woman being so receptive to his touch, so obviously and simply wanting him. Not even Tessa; for her sex was an enjoyable but messy interlude and she had always pushed him off immediately it was over. Briony was so comfortable with herself, so alive to all possibilities and it freed him. He lay for a moment watching her eyes shut in ecstasy, her mouth wide open in astonishment. When she came to she smiled and pulled him down for a kiss. He followed her into blissful oblivion.


  


  Chapter 11


  The day after the party was set aside for publicity shots and interviews. The new adaptation was exciting considerable interest and a large proportion of the British press was due to besiege the hotel. The early spring weather triumphed and the plan was for Nick and Perdita to pose for their stills outside, with one of the large National Trust locations as the scenic backdrop.


  In the make-up trailer Perdita succumbed to the ministrations of Jo with little grace. Her eyes were gravelly, she had a thumping headache and the smell of the coffee perking was making her feel sick. Even her skin itched.


  “Got to say, you’ve looked better love,” Jo pulled Perdita’s hair back from her face and grimaced into the mirror. “Hangover?”


  Perdita thought it easier to admit to that rather than explain a sleepless night spent wracked with guilt and uncertainty.


  “I’ll get the war-paint out then. It’s at times like these a girl needs all the help she can get. It was some party though last night,” Jo went on, “did you see Briony snogging Tony? Got to say I thought he had more sense than to get mixed up with her but when did men ever think with anything other than the contents of their trousers. Oh sorry,” she said in horror, “she’s a friend of yours, isn’t she?”


  Perdita managed a shake of the head. “Don’t worry.” Poor Tony, he’d been ensnared at last. Still, she bet they’d had a better night than she’d had. She chased away the feelings of envy that Briony’s straight forward approach to men always created. As her skin was creamed Perdita let her head rest back, closed her ears to Jo’s chatter and deliberately emptied her mind.


  “There, you’re all done. Just need to get Tanya to do your hair and you’re all set. You going to wait in here with Nick while I go and fetch her? She’s just popped out for a mo’.”


  Perdita opened her eyes with a start and looked at Jo’s inquiring face in the mirror. She hadn’t heard Nick come in. He was sitting in the chair next to her and an unwanted memory of when he’d massaged her headache away came into her mind. He felt near, far too near. She gave him a quick glance, his face was closed, his dark eyes impassive and she winced.


  “Perdita?” Jo looked concerned. “Are you all right? You want me to go get the medical team?”


  Perdita roused herself with an effort, she had a burning need to escape. “No, I’m fine. Really.” She batted off Jo’s worried questions and got to her feet.


  “Perdita?” This time it was Nick who spoke. “Can we talk?”


  “No. I mean yes. Later. Can we talk later Nick?” Perdita stumbled to the door. “Do you think Tanya will mind if I wait outside Jo? I’ve got a lousy headache and I need some air.” Too late she realised what she’d said and, meeting Nick’s gaze, she saw that he remembered too. “I’ll just be outside,” she murmured and left.


  The photo shoot was a nightmare. There was no time for them to talk and anyway Nick seemed to retreat into his aggressively insular self. It made his publicity stills as Darcy particularly glowering and the press were delighted. Perdita gritted her teeth and concentrated on being professional. She tried not to dwell on either Nick’s mood or Henry’s disquieting phone call. It took most of the morning and was followed immediately by a series of interviews back at the hotel. The journalists all asked the same inane questions. Perdita felt herself drifting off, separating into two beings. One was sitting on the upholstered chair in her Lizzie clothes and make-up, surrounded by banks of flowers and neglected trays of tea. One was another woman, detached from the scene and looking dispassionately on, smiling a little at the sheer ridiculousness of the questions.


  She responded as an automaton and could sense the interviewers’ disappointment. She knew she wasn’t doing herself justice but couldn’t rouse herself to make more effort. She knew what the headlines would say tomorrow, all the usual stuff about her untouchable quality. They’d call her the Snow Queen again, that she was beautiful but aloof. She’d long had a deep wariness of the British press. They resented her distance and innate reserve and she was always horrified at the invasion of her privacy. It made for a difficult relationship and she knew she wasn’t one of their favourites. It was in bitter contrast to the gales of ribald laughter coming from the room next door where Briony was holding court.


  But it was over at long last and a messy end of term feeling pervaded the hotel. Perdita said her goodbyes to some people three times over and missed others completely. Cast and crew packed, grabbed a last minute drink in the bar, cadged lifts and gradually drifted away. There was still a large group of the press lingering, hopeful for a last minute exclusive or a sneaky unofficial tid-bit of gossip. Mindful of this Perdita had organised for her luggage to be taken to the back of the hotel where it was to be loaded into the minibus for the return journey to London. She longed to get home she realised. She was desperate for a return to some solitude.


  She grabbed her bag and jacket and locked her room for one last time. As she made her way downstairs to see if the faithful Lloyd was ready, she felt more exhausted than she could remember being for a long time – and it wasn’t purely the hard work of the shoot or today’s gruelling photo call and interviews. She was about to turn onto the wide landing at the top of the stairs leading to the hotel foyer when she became aware of raised voices. Lots of raised voices. She stopped dead.


  “Gentlemen, gentlemen!” Perdita recognised Clive’s voice. “You’ve already had every opportunity to interview our guests. Now I must ask you to leave. Please gentlemen, be reasonable!”


  At that moment Nick came striding along the corridor, in his customary energetic, loose-limbed way. He paused and quirked an eyebrow to question why she was standing there.


  Perdita put a warning hand on his arm, “Don’t go downstairs, there’s something going on.”


  They listened as Clive once again remonstrated with the massed photographers and journalists – there seemed many more than there had been that afternoon and the mood was ugly. Perdita cautiously peered round the corner. She recognised, with a sickening jolt, that some of the paparazzi who had hounded her and Henry back in L.A. were among them. Clive and some of the receptionists were trying to hold the crowd back from mounting the stairs.


  “There she is – there’s Perdita Wyndham!” shouted one of them, and a mass of flash bulbs blinded her. Nick pulled her back.


  “Perdita, come on lovie, give us a picture!”


  “Perdita, you weren’t this shy in L.A!”


  “Come down and tell us what it’s like filming in England again!”


  “What’s Nick Wainwright like to work with? How does he compare with Henry Dempsey, eh?”


  The questions were yelled up the stairs and the crowd sounded increasingly agitated.


  Nick flipped open his mobile and barked into it. “Get some security here now! No, you fucking idiot, we’re at the hotel, along with the massed ranks of the best of the British press. Get a move on!” He had one hand on Perdita’s arm, restraining her. “Come on, we’ve got to get out of here.”


  Perdita looked up him, eyes wide with concern, “But if I go down and answer their questions, surely they’ll go away?” She noted the cynicism on his face. “We can’t leave Clive on his own. I know them, they won’t leave until they’ve got what they want!” He still didn’t speak, seeming to be thinking things through. “Nick it’s me they want.” she insisted.


  “You think that’s really going to help? To go down there and face them?” he said reluctantly, at last.


  “I think I should go and give them what they want,” she replied, firmly, “what they felt they didn’t get this afternoon.” She shrugged. “It’s worth a try and maybe I can keep them quiet until the security guys turn up.”


  Nick’s mobile bleeped. He listened, with an impatient expression marring his good-looking face and then sighed in relief. “Security’s on its way.” He looked at her, challenge in his eyes. “I’m up for it if you are?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You’re not going down to face that lot on your own, love. I’m coming with you.”


  Perdita felt like arguing but the thought of Nick by her side was surprisingly comforting. She gave him a small smile. “Ready then?”


  He held out his hand and she took it. “Ready.”


  Flash cameras burst into action as Nick and Perdita made their way downstairs. Raised voices died to a murmur as they realised gleefully they had two stars for the price of one. The actors stopped on the stairs, just above the foyer, above the crowd. Clive looked up and mopped his brow with a large white handkerchief. A collective sigh of relief rippled round the room.


  Perdita put out her hands in a placatory gesture. “Good evening gentlemen. How nice to see you all again. I believe you might have a few questions for us?”


  The journalists laughed and, at first, their questions remained relatively friendly. How was the shoot going? Was it true they were going for a sexy Austen? How was it different to the last adaptation and did they think it was the right time for another one? Many of the questions were repeats of those asked that afternoon. Then imperceptibly, they became more demanding, more aggressive. The atmosphere changed once again and this time a hint of violence licked through the crowd. Someone at the back who had not spoken before, shouted out, “Perdita – tell us if it’s all over between you and Henry Dempsey?”


  This released a barrage of aggressive questions.


  “What’s the position with Milltown Films? Are you going bust, Nick?


  “Nick – has there been a drug problem on the production?”


  “Perdita, what about the rumours about you and Nick? Do you make a habit of falling for your leading man?”


  “Nick – how do you feel about your co-director being arrested for possession of a Class A drug?”


  They were like hounds baying at their cornered prey. Perdita saw Nick’s face tighten and turn ashen. His hands were fists at his sides and there was violence in his eyes. She wanted to protect him – against them – and against himself. Guilt swept over her as she realised that if it wasn’t for her he wouldn’t even be there. “That’s enough! Leave him alone!” she cried and threw herself in front of Nick as a blinding hail of flashbulbs erupted again. The paparazzi surged forward, knocking into the more legitimate journalists who, in turn, pressed frighteningly close to the bottom of the stairs. Clive and his band of receptionists sprang into action but Perdita saw, to her dismay, one of the girls being knocked painfully in the chest.


  At that second, just as the situation was getting truly dangerous, the security guards arrived. From then on it was chaos. The guards shoved at people in an attempt to get the crowd to back off. Clive, with his arm round the injured receptionist, beseeched everyone to remain calm. And Nick and Perdita clung to one another which only seemed to excite the paparazzi even more. In the distance there came the wail of a siren – someone had rung the police. From somewhere, over the racket, Tony's voice could just about be heard. He was standing against a service door at the foot of the stairs.


  “Nick, Perdita – this way, come this way!”


  They fought their way down through the heaving crush with Nick trying to shield Perdita with his arms. It was terrifying. At last they reached Tony.


  “Go through here!” he yelled. “I’ll try to hold the door! Go through the kitchens, Briony is waiting for you!”


  Without thinking or questioning, Nick and Perdita, hand in hand, ran towards the back of the hotel and through the kitchens. To the consternation and delight of the kitchen staff they dodged past the gas burners and prepped vegetables and out into the service area. There, parked among the bins, was an old black SAAB. Lloyd and Briony were hopping around next to it, impatience written all over them.


  Lloyd threw Nick the keys saying, “It’s Pete’s – for God’s sake be careful with it!”


  Without looking her in the eyes, Briony thrust a large box into Perdita’s arms. “I don’t know where you’re headed, for all I know you might end up marooned in a fucking pub again!” she cried. “But you might need this. It’s just some basic stuff to keep you going. All your luggage is in the car – no don’t stop to thank me – just go!”


  Nick put his hand up to Lloyd and gave Briony a quick kiss on the cheek. “Thank you! We’ll let you know where we are when we get there.”


  Perdita turned to Briony. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, tears threatening. “I’m so sorry . . . you know . . . for what I said.”


  Briony shook her head. “It’s forgotten,” she said simply but tears of her own glinted in her eyes. “Now fucking go.”


  “Thank you. Oh Briony, thank you!”


  “Go!” urged Briony. So they went.


  


  Chapter 12


  After stalling the unfamiliar clutch, Nick got the car going and they sped off into the night. Perdita gave him directions to the motorway and ordered him south.


  “Where are we going, anyway?”


  Perdita thought for a second and then decided on her answer. “Herefordshire,” she said and laughed at his startled expression. “My Great Aunt’s got a holiday cottage – no-one will find us down there, it’s in the middle of nowhere.” When he still looked uncertain, she added reasonably, “Well, we can’t go home, they’ll be sure to follow us there and I can’t think of anywhere else.”


  “Herefordshire it is then.” And he settled the car in the outside lane at a comfortable ninety.


  “Is it true about James,” she asked, thinking back to one of the journalists’ questions. “Has he really been arrested?”


  “I don’t know.” His tone was curt. “When we eventually get to wherever we’re going I’ll give him a ring. It wouldn’t be the first time though.” Nick gave a grunt and rubbed the back of his neck. “What a fuck of a day!”


  Perdita couldn’t think of an answer so, to fill the silence, she rummaged through the glove compartment and turned over some CDs in the dimming light. She was only too thankful that Nick wasn’t using the situation to press her to discuss last night. When finally satisfied by what she’d found she slotted some music into the player. Snow Patrol spilled into the evening. Nick sighed in acknowledgement of her choice. By tacit consent, they didn’t speak at all.


  They stopped only for a quick coffee on the M5 when they swapped over the driving. Perdita let the deceptively powerful SAAB eat up the remaining miles. The last part of the journey involved the twisting and narrow roads of rural Herefordshire and demanded her full concentration. Never the best traveller when someone else was at the wheel, she enjoyed driving and, even after cat-napping in a neck jolting fashion earlier, she felt suddenly fresher and alert. She wound down the window and let the ripe smell of the country fill the car. As she swung it round the tortuous lanes she felt a rush of sudden pleasure at this unexpected return to a favourite place.


  Eventually she bumped the car up an isolated rutted track and brought it to a standstill. They both sat there for a moment, listening to the ticking of the cooling engine and the noises of the country night. A vixen barked somewhere and Perdita thought she sensed the soft flit of an owl as it ghosted past.


  Nick rubbed his neck again and sighed, “God, I’m knackered.”


  Perdita was surprised. In all the time she’d known him, whatever the circumstances, he’d never admitted to feeling tired. It touched her. She put her hand on his arm and said gently, “Come on, let’s get inside.”


  Nick shivered behind her as she stooped to find a key hidden under a plant pot outside the cottage’s front door. He wondered at the inadequate security and looked about him. It was pitch black. Dense darkness, blacker than he’d ever known, blanketed him but instead of a comfort it made him nervous. He was a city boy born and raised; he didn’t trust the country. But it was more than that, he didn’t trust himself in a tiny cottage, all alone with Perdita.


  And the cottage was tiny, more or less two rooms up and down, disarmingly shabby and full of books. They were piled onto every available surface and spilled onto the floor. It was also bone-numbingly cold.


  Nick picked up the nearest pile of books and raised an eyebrow.


  Perdita smiled fondly as he looked through them. “Helen’s taste is somewhat eclectic,” she admitted. The few he held his hands included a recent bestseller and something more erudite in the original Greek. “That’s just for show,” she laughed then shivered violently. “Look, could you unload the rest of the stuff and I’ll sort out some bedding? There’s no central heating I’m afraid but do you think you could have a go at lighting the fire? Kindling’s in the shed at the front of the cottage, by where we parked. There’s a torch under the kitchen sink, you’ll need it. I’ll try to get the boiler going so we can have some hot water but I won’t promise anything, it was always a bit temperamental.”


  With that, Perdita disappeared up the narrow stairs revealed behind a door in the corner of the sitting room. Nick had never made a fire in his life but pride wouldn’t allow him to admit to it. He blew on his hands in an attempt to warm them and made his way to the kitchen. As promised there was a torch in the old fashioned sink cupboard. He flicked it on and a surprisingly powerful beam flooded the little room. He looked around and managed a smile. To say the place was basic was an understatement. It had that shabby-chic look that he knew James’s interior designer had charged a fortune to recreate in his house in Chelsea. Nick gave a short laugh. He didn’t have the slightest sympathy for James over anything at the moment. If he had been arrested it was the last time he’d pull that sort of trick. It was finally time to call a halt to bailing James out of crises. His loyalty to his old friend had been tested once too often and strained too far. Nothing was worth the hassle that James caused, not even his considerable investment. The partnership would be dissolved. Nick shrugged off pondering the consequences, he simply couldn’t face thinking through them now. And, as he made his way back out into the night, he desperately tried to remember the basics of lighting a fire.


  When Perdita came back downstairs, Nick had managed to get a sort of a fire going and was hunting through the box Briony had given them. It had obviously been put together in a tearing hurry but contained some bread, cheese, milk and –


  “All life’s essentials are ours!” he cried and held aloft a bottle of the hotel’s champagne, his good humour a little restored.


  “Good old Briony, what a star!” grinned Perdita, as he waggled the bottle at her. “I hope it doesn’t get charged to her account – that’s an expensive one!” She came nearer and peered into the box. “Well, the rest is basic stuff but we could have done worse.” She looked over to where the fire was in danger of dying. “Do you want to have another go at that or are you happy to make supper?”


  Nick plumped for making the food.


  Eventually they found themselves sitting companionably in front of the fire, curtains closed tight against the country night, sharing cheese on toast – and the champagne.


  They’d phoned a few trusted people and let them know where they were. Helen had been delighted they were using the cottage and demanded details of all that happened. Perdita had been reluctant to share with Nick why the call to Briony had made her giggle a little. She lounged on the floor, resting against the sofa. Nick sat behind her, playing something gentle on his guitar. It was one of the Snow Patrol tracks they’d played in the car she realised. The words haunted her then and she remembered them now. As the poignant lyrics played through her head, she was tempted to forget about the outside world and live in the moment; to concentrate on the man she was with. She began to appreciate Briony’s point of view. If she was here now, she wouldn’t be hesitating, she would just grab the opportunity – and the man – with both hands. But Perdita worried she wasn’t made of the same stuff as Briony. She wondered if she was brave enough – or reckless enough – to follow Briony’s example. She was pretty sure Nick wanted her but what would ever come of it, if they acted on their feelings? Was she strong enough to take his body and not let her feelings get punished? But she was so attracted to him. Just sitting here, with him on the sofa behind her, had her every sense burning. She thought back to the kiss at the party, it had been almost wild, out of control with a physical urgency that was frenzied. Would it be like that if she slept with him? Perdita shivered a little. She wondered if he wanted her – just for now – would she say yes? She frowned into the fire and let her head rest against his knee. The world which had tilted when she’d spoken to Henry was veering in another direction again.


  “You know, I think this is just what I needed, to get away from – all that for a while.” Nick said eventually.


  “We’ll have to face the music at some point or other,” sighed Perdita.


  Nick put his hand down to her hair and stroked it, absent-mindedly, “I’ll have to get to London by Tuesday anyway. I’ve got a production meeting and I’ll need to check with James’s solicitor.” His tone was resigned.


  “So he really has been arrested?” Perdita looked up at him; the brooding look was back, his guitar forgotten.


  He shrugged. “He had been, according to Alasdair. He’s my agent,” he added as explanation. “But he’s been released now. He’ll cope until I can get back.” He laughed mirthlessly, “He’s escaped out of worst scrapes than this. Milltown employs an excellent solicitor just for James – the darling love. What he doesn’t seem to realise is that his behaviour can put the whole company in jeopardy. TV companies don’t want anything to do with any suggestion of drugs.” He sighed bitterly. The decision he’d struggled over while tackling the fire had been cemented. James had finally overstepped their friendship. He was going to have to dissolve the company, end the partnership. It had been coming for a while Nick admitted to himself, he’d just been too chicken to face up to it. His and James’s friendship was a brittle sham of the bond they’d forged in youth and now the man had become a liability. Nick pursed his lips. He’d already made the phone call to the Canadians. The die was cast, he would relinquish all artistic control to a new director who would see the project through to its end. And when it was finished it was highly likely Nick Wainwright would be finished too, certainly as a producer. But, for the moment, he wanted to unshackle himself, to escape from his responsibilities – just for a short while. He sighed again. “Tell me about this place. Tell me about something other than Milltown Films and Pride and bloody Prejudice!”


  Perdita laughed, a little nervously and wondered what she could say to distract him from his fierce mood. “Well,” she began, “I’ve been coming here ever since I was little. I used to come here in the holidays. I loved it, especially in the summer.”


  Nick frowned down at her, “What about your parents? Didn’t you go on holiday with them?”


  “My mother died when I was small.” Nick started to say something but she shrugged him off. “Oh, Dad did his best but he couldn’t always get time off work. So Helen brought me up in the holidays. She was the one who introduced me to books – and to reading – and to Shakespeare! I suppose I have her to thank for getting me into acting. Oh and I had a great time – helping on Bert Leggett’s farm.” Perdita smiled fondly at the memories but Nick had a sudden image of a lonely little girl, forced to make her home wherever she could. He stroked her hair again.


  “Helen’s in Spain at the moment,” continued Perdita, lost in thought, “She hasn’t been very well. I must get over to see her” She laughed suddenly. “I’ve just remembered. I had my first kiss in a haystack. Kevin Leggett! How Thomas Hardy is that? Helen thought it was hysterically funny when I told her.” Perdita giggled in wonder. “I’d forgotten all about that until now. How extraordinary. So when was your first kiss?”


  Nick managed a smile, “Nowhere near as romantic. Bus shelter – Louise Hopkins, aged thirteen, it was a disaster. Lips and tongues all over the place. All I remember it being was wet!”


  Perdita laughed and said impulsively, “You’ve improved since then!” It was the first time either had mentioned what had happened between them. A log shifted in the grate and fell, creating sparks, which made them both jump. “I’ve had some good times in this cottage,” Perdita said, to fill the awkward silence. “Helen and I always had great fun. We’d go out for long walks, she’d take me over to Stratford. It became a second home really.” She looked round at the walls covered with bookcases with pictures squeezed in between, at the portraits of herself, her mother and father and Helen, at the scuffed antique table shoved anyhow up against the window and at her aunt’s beloved armchair set just so at the edge of the fireplace. A great wash of affection flooded her. “I’ve been lucky to have Helen in my life,” she thought aloud.


  “Is it true that there’s something between you and Henry Dempsey?” Nick suddenly blurted it out. He hated himself for asking but he needed to know. The jealousy was cutting into him like a knife. And Perdita had never mentioned what was said in the phone call she’d received, in what seemed another life-time.


  Perdita went very still. She considered the question. Is there something still between Henry and me she wondered? She shifted uncomfortably. Henry’s dramatic phone call had stirred up feelings she’d long wished buried. And his manner had been far flirtier, far warmer than he’d been for ages. What was going on with him? She knew he liked to play games with people, to dangle them on a string he liked to tweak whenever he felt they were in danger of escaping, but she’d thought she’d left him behind her. And now she wasn’t so sure. What the hell did she feel for him? The ground under her was shifting so quickly that she no longer felt certain of anything. The appeal of Briony’s simplistic take on life tugged at her once again.


  “It’s O.K.” Nick said quickly, hating himself for spoiling the mood between them. “I shouldn’t have asked, it’s none of my business.”


  Silence.


  “You’re right, it really is none of your business,” she managed at last, in a voice so low, he could hardly hear her. Then, after another pause she said more briskly, “Look I’m really tired and you must be exhausted too, let’s go up, shall we?”


  Perdita suggested Nick have her old room, as the ceiling in Helen’s bedroom was too low for his height. They said a tense goodnight on the tiny landing and retreated, each deep in thought.


  But Nick was too exhausted to sleep. He roamed around the small room, picking up one or two things, here and there. So, this was where Perdita had spent a large part of her childhood. There were intriguing clues hinting at what sort of teenager she’d been. On one wall there was a yellowing poster of a local amateur dramatic production of Hamlet, when he looked closer he saw her name next to Ophelia’s on the cast list. He smiled as he picked up a book on Pre-Raphaelite painters – there was Beata Beatrix, the Rossetti painting he’d struggled to recall the name of when watching Perdita at the piano all those many weeks ago. How little he’d known of her then. Did he know much more about her now, he wondered as he flipped through the pages. He was right about her being a Pre-Raphaelite. She had all the lush curves, the wild unruly hair, the curling generous mouth. He spent a while looking through the rest of the book and made a mental note to buy himself a copy when he got back to London. A water-colour painting of a ballerina was propped up against the small chest of drawers and a black and white photograph of what must have been Perdita’s mother was on the bedside table. He looked at that for a long time. He traced the features with a gentle finger. Perdita had inherited her beauty from her mother – there was the same dark hair and the same bright laughing eyes. Except Perdita’s eyes held too little laughter and too infrequently – he was determined to find a way to change that. Was it Henry Dempsey that affected her so? Was she still missing her father? He wished he had a way of comforting her, of protecting her, of loving her. Was he in love with her? He blew out a breath and, at last, allowed himself the honesty of realising he’d been in love with her for weeks. But how did she feel about him? And how was he ever going to break through that reserve to find out? Giving up on sleep, he found an old copy of Lamb’s Tales from Shakespeare and saw to his delight that a young Perdita had scrawled notes in the margin. He settled down in her childhood bed to read the story of The Winter’s Tale.


  In the next bedroom Perdita listened to the dull thumps as Nick moved around and wondered what he was doing. She sat up and rearranged the pillows and then tried to make herself more comfortable. Sleep was a long way off and it was cold in Helen’s room. The night had cleared and she lay for a while watching the stars through the gap in the thin curtains until, at last, sleep overtook her.


  That night Perdita had one of her nightmares. After her father’s death she’d had several terrifying dreams, after which she’d wake sweating and shaking uncontrollably, disconsolate. She hadn’t had one for a while, until tonight. She kicked out as the bed-clothes tangled around her feet. She was in a black space, confined. It smelled damp, earthy. She banged her elbows and knees against the wooden prison but it was no use, she couldn’t breathe. She turned to see a skull grinning at her. It metamorphosed into her father’s face.


  Nick, still wide awake and in search of a glass of water, paused by Perdita’s door. He could hear frantic movements coming from her room, the springs on the bed protested and he thought he heard a whimper. Cautiously he opened the door and peered through. Perdita was writhing from side to side. He was at her bedside the second she screamed. She bolted upright and began to sob, her hands covering her face. Nick got onto the bed beside her, took her in his arms and held her as she shook violently.


  “It’s O.K. It was just a dream,” he murmured softly, “It’s all right, I’m here, you’re safe. Perdita, it’s Nick, you’re safe.” Nonsense words but they worked. They lay there, in the flat cold light given out by a full moon. He watched as the silver shifted through the branches of a tree outside. He heard something screech and a wind rustled through leaves. He forced himself not to react. Perdita clung to him, he could feel her hands gripping his arms, her nails digging in.


  After a time, just as he thought she may have fallen asleep, Perdita spoke, “I’m sorry if I woke you. I get these dreams sometimes.” She was loath to let go her hold. He was rock hard muscle, a warm solid presence – and vitally alive, she could feel his heart beating steadily under her cheek. Gradually the death images of her father disappeared, the stench of the decay and damp earth replaced by Nick’s smell; a mixture of soap and citrus aftershave that was uniquely him. She realised suddenly he was naked from the waist up and she was pressed up against bare flesh.


  “Tell me about your dreams.” Gently he brushed hair back from her clammy face.


  She shuddered and his grip tightened. She concentrated on studying a hole in the aged jogging bottoms he wore. “I don’t think I can . . .”


  “Try.”


  “I-I’m in a coffin, I think. I can’t get out, can’t breathe and when I turn my head . . .” she couldn’t go on.


  “Ssh, it’s O.K.” Nick stroked her hair. “It’s all right now, I’m here.”


  “It’s my father,” she burst out suddenly, “all I can see is my father’s face, or a skull, or both . . . I don’t know, it gets muddled.” Her voice became so quiet that Nick had to strain to hear. “And all I can smell is death.”


  He laid his cheek against her hair and rocked her until she began to breathe more normally. He thought of all the times he’d seen her – in beautiful dresses, tramping through the snow, her hair in ridiculous curlers in the make-up trailer, looking coolly professional and aloof at the auditions. If he hadn’t known it for certain before, he knew it now. He loved this woman, whatever her secrets, whatever the link with Henry. He loved her as he’d never loved a woman before. He thought he’d never seen her looking more desirable than now, with her hair damp and her face free from make up, her eyes huge in a pale face. With an effort he put those thoughts to the back of his mind as the inevitable physical reaction stirred him.


  Without prompting, in his low, gentle voice, he found himself telling her about his own father. He told her how his world had fallen apart when his father had died. How angry he still was when he saw men of the age his father would be now, enjoying the life that his father should have had. He told her how he’d been taken out of the school he’d loved so much and how his mother had never been the same since – how she and his sister had come to rely solely upon him.


  “Then I got a break – Mum put me in for an audition at the local stage school, I got a scholarship and ended up at the Bristol Old Vic – and here I am.” He laughed slightly. “Hiding from the press with a Hollywood actress in my arms.”


  Perdita managed a laugh too, at last. Then she shivered.


  “You’re getting cold, get back under the sheets.” He began to release her but she clutched at him.


  “Don’t go, stay, please.”


  He hesitated and then saw fear – and something else – shadowing her eyes.


  “Perdita I can’t. It wouldn’t be fair on you. If I stay, I’d want to, God I’d have to . . .” he ground out helplessly. “You know what would happen.”


  “I want you to stay. I want you.” She whispered urgently. And, God forgive her, but she did.


  He put a hand to her face and looked deep into her eyes. “Are you sure?”


  “Yes,” she replied firmly, “I am. Very sure. Stay with me tonight.”


  


  Chapter 13


  Perdita woke with a jolt, disorientated. Sunlight streamed in through the thin material of the curtains and spring birdsong pierced the morning. In the distance church bells were just beginning to call the faithful to prayer. A country Sunday. Cautiously she twisted to look at the man in whose arms she lay. How different was this awakening to the last time they had shared a bed. Nick was still asleep; she could hear his soft, regular breathing. She smiled at the strength of his profile, at his proud nose, curled upper lip and at his fierce concentration on sleep. She wanted to move but wanted more to gaze upon him. He was perfectly put together; a beautiful meshing of sinew and muscle and tenderness.


  Reality crashed in as she tried to ignore a longing to go to the bathroom but she had no idea where her t-shirt had gone, what little clothing they’d been wearing had been ripped off in their urgent need to feel flesh upon flesh.


  She wanted to run her fingers over him, to explore in daylight what she had only glimpsed in the moonlight of the night before but she was too afraid of waking him. Somewhere, something cold and treacherous clutched at her heart. She had asked him, begged him to stay. She’d taken the initiative. Had she been that desperate for some crumb of human comfort, to fill some physical need? Or had she done it to prove she could be as flippant as Briony? She’d been so sure she’d known what she’d been doing last night. Now a small part of her wondered what she had done. But, as she gazed at his hands, with those long, magical fingers, she couldn’t resist running hers over his. She shivered in delighted memory at what these hands had created last night. It had been wonderful.


  At her insistent command to stay, Nick had held her face between his hands for a long time, as if memorising her face. Then he thumbed away the tears which still lay on her cheeks and touched his mouth to her face. As at the party, he was hesitant at first, as if expecting a rejection and then, as if realising she really did want him, he found her mouth and deepened the kisses. They were sweet tender kisses and Perdita, expecting violent passion, was disarmed. She linked her hands around his neck and pulled him in closer, pressing herself up to his naked chest in open invitation. She heard him groan and felt his hands reach under her t-shirt for her breasts. As he palmed one she gasped, his hand was ice cold. He chuckled, pulled up her t-shirt and surrounded a nipple with his hot tongue. Perdita started violently. The contrast between his cold hand and his burning mouth was unspeakably erotic. Again she arched up into him. An arrow of needy heat straight to her very core. Urgently she tugged her t-shirt over her head, desperate to be as close to him as possible.


  When flesh met flesh it shattered their senses.


  Nick wound his arms around Perdita, rolled onto his back and pulled her with him. He couldn’t remember ever needing someone like this. It was overwhelming. How he loved her, how he desired her. He threaded his hands through her hair, as he’d so often fantasised about doing and sought her mouth again. He wanted her so much that it was becoming a physical pain but he wanted her mouth more. He kissed her again and again, trailing his tongue over her skin, feeling her shudder as he found the little tender places – under her ear, at the juncture of neck and shoulder. He wanted to make her his but it felt too good to have her weight on him, to have her sliding over him, rubbing against him in erotic torture.


  Perdita could feel his hardness and it thrilled her. She wrenched her mouth away from his, raised herself up until just touching his chest and skimmed up and down, hardly making contact. Teasing him. She watched as he closed his eyes in ecstasy and a great surge of power overcame her. She felt wicked and abandoned and wanted to do more, wanted to give him more. Gently she released herself from his hold and slid down his body, licking and kissing a path along the seductive trail of hair past his navel until she got to the waist of his joggers. Nick went very still as she used her teeth to pull at the elastic and tugged the trousers down, ever so slowly over his hips. She knew he was aroused, she’d felt the evidence as she’d rubbed ecstatically against him but nothing could have prepared her for the sight of him. He was magnificent. A slice of moonlight illuminated him and she paused for a second to simply enjoy. Everything was coloured in shades of silver and grey and it made the scene seem at once elemental and unreal; divorced from reality. Pride filled her in that she had the power to help make this. Tentatively she reached out a finger and traced over him. She heard a groan and wasn’t entirely sure who it came from. Perdita found the sight of him unbelievably exciting and lowered herself to him, unsure exactly what to do – she had never wanted a man in quite this way before. Nick lay still but she sensed his expectancy. When her flesh met his, he bucked upwards. It gave her confidence and she was unbelievably aroused from turning him on.


  Nick could take no more. Perdita’s reaction had surprised him. He’d thought she would be demure in bed, passive, a little shy, he’d even worried she might be cool and aloof. But she was frenzied, glorying in making love as if discovering its pleasures for the first time. He gritted his teeth as she continued exploring, but then pulled her away from him. “God I want you,” he groaned and lifted her up to kiss her again. “I want to be in you,” he muttered, “to be with you. To love you. I love you . . .” He didn’t know if he’d said the words out loud but he didn’t care; he was overcome by the sheer power of his emotions. He reared up and rolled Perdita onto her back. God, it felt good to have her underneath him and he sent up a silent prayer that he would last a while longer. He slid a hand up her side, dipped into the side of her breast. She giggled and he found it adorable – so he took his mouth there until she squirmed and begged for mercy. Then he let his fingers dance up the tender inside of her arm to her fingertips. He entwined his hand with hers and bent his mouth to her breast. He suckled hard and she went crazy underneath him, bucking and thrashing but he still didn’t let go of her hand. He took her mouth again, this time with a passion that left them both gasping with pleasure. He couldn’t get enough of her but was unable to hold back any longer. He settled between her thighs, found his way and, in one heart stopping moment which nearly undid him, thrust fiercely into her. She felt good, as he knew she would, but it was magical, better than he’d ever experienced before, overpoweringly so because it was her. Perdita. His love. He knew he’d never love anyone else.


  She thought she would explode with excitement. Her hips lifted up to Nick’s and she wound her legs around the back of his thighs. She was desperate to have him inside her. When he finally entered her she was silenced by his size, at the sense of being filled so completely. She tightened her grip on him and pulled him into her until he was embedded as far as he could go. He led the pace, slowly at first and then building, building to a turbulent rhythm until they were both gasping and plunging their way to their release.


  Nick heard her cry out, and let go his iron control. He gave one final thrust and for a moment all time was suspended. He was in her, with her, he was her. As his own release crashed around him he breathed against her neck: “I love you . . . I love you!” And again, he had no knowledge whether he said it out loud or whether it was his very soul calling to her from within.


  And now it was the morning after. The moonlight was gone and the cold morning light and reality slapped Perdita in the face. But she couldn’t resist touching a fingertip to Nick’s mouth, outlining its generous lower lip. She was still able to remember the feel of it on her breast.


  The movement woke Nick who stirred. He gave a little half snore and then smiled sleepily at Perdita. Unsettled by her intense scrutiny, he decided to go for the simple approach. “Morning. Good way to wake up.” He reached out to pull her to him to kiss her yet again. This was where he wanted to be, he thought. This was where he wanted to stay.


  Perdita pulled away, “Oh you’re awake. Look the other way, will you, while I get up?”


  Nick was hugely amused, “Perdita, after what we did last night?” and then saw her embarrassment. He lifted himself on his elbows, hair tousled and falling into his eyes as he squinted into the sunlight. “I promise I’ll look the other way,” and then he added in a low voice, “but come back, won’t you?”


  When they eventually got out of bed it was late.


  Perdita was swilling their glasses in the kitchen when Nick came up behind her and put his arms around her. “I’m ravenous – what have we got to eat?” He nuzzled into her neck and filled the tiny room with his presence.


  “There’s only some bread left,” she replied, without turning round, panic catching at her throat. She had a sudden impulse to escape; she needed to get out of this cramped cottage, to breathe some separate air for a while. “Why don’t we walk up to the pub? If we get a move on we should just about make it before they finish doing food.” Perdita shrugged off his hold. How could Briony do this, simply take the man and not get involved? She squeezed her eyes shut at the thought that she had gone too far with this man. She didn’t want this commitment, she reminded herself silently, she didn’t want to get involved with another actor.


  Bewildered, Nick stared after her with hurt in his eyes as she turned away. He could feel her inching away from him and it left him feeling cold.


  They crossed the lane behind the cottage, clambered over a stile and began the ascent through a field of scattering lambs.


  “Which way?” asked Nick, holding up his hand to shield his eyes against the sun.


  “Straight up I’m afraid – but it’s not that far.” Perdita was determined not to care how beautiful he looked this morning. His dilapidated jeans and simple white sweatshirt only served to enhance his appeal. He’d pushed up the sleeves to expose his strong forearms and she could see the dark hair glistening in the light. She remembered how those arms had held his weight off her last night before he finally collapsed in spasms of ecstasy. She frowned and concentrated on walking over the rough ground. He’d held her hand, she recollected suddenly and was impossibly touched at the memory.


  At the very peak of their love making Nick had held her hand and not let go.


  It was a steep climb and they only had breath enough to walk. Eventually they collapsed onto a felled tree and looked about them, panting with the effort.


  The red clay land of Herefordshire rolled out around them. The sun was warm on their flushed faces but lowering, purple clouds threatened in the west and a breeze promised Welsh rain before long. Here and there were red brick buildings, a few with tall grey conical roofs, like fairy tale towers. It was an undiscovered county, thought Perdita, a place full of border myth and legend. A place where old values remained stuck in the unyielding clay and change happened slowly.


  Nick looked at Perdita, her hair had escaped the braid she’d put it into and was blowing in the wind. He thought of how he’d run his hands through it the night before and how he wanted to again. How would he ever have enough of her. He wanted her now. He would never stop wanting her. It was a fierce need, as strong as the need to eat, as instinctive as the need to breathe.


  “Perdita, I–” he began.


  “There are the Brecon Beacons,” Perdita cut across him, gesturing to their right. “On a clearer day you can see the Black Mountains beyond. And those are the Malverns. It’s Elgar country – he used to cycle around here.” She pointed to the conical towers, “Those are hop kilns. This area used to produce huge quantities of hops, until a disease wiped out most of the industry in the seventies.” She shrugged, “Most of the hop kilns are houses now.”


  Nick stretched his long legs out before him. “It’s beautiful. Not like where I grew up.”


  “Manchester wasn’t it?” Keep him talking about something safe she thought, just keep him talking and it’ll be fine.


  “Yeah – Manchester. Bit different to round here.”


  “Very different,” she agreed. “I love it here and don’t get back nearly enough,” she flicked back her hair. “But it’s hard to be a teenager here, there’s no real college to speak of, few jobs, expensive houses and not much excitement. People drift away and others come in. The village is an interesting mix nowadays though – we’ve got a sculptor, two painters and a writer resident.”


  Nick sighed and decided to accept the topic of conversation. He looked around him mystified, “What village?”


  Perdita smiled, “It’s a scattered settlement. When we get higher you’ll see the centre, if you can call it that, is down by the church. No shop or school now unfortunately but it’s still a fairly close knit community.” She continued in a quieter voice, half talking to herself. “In the church there’s an effigy from a tombstone – it’s a knight. The story goes that he distinguished himself in Tunis or somewhere, in the thirteenth century but got captured. His kidnapper asked for the hand of his wife – quite literally the hand. She had it cut off and it was sent to him and the knight was released. His effigy isn’t flat on his back, like so many others, it’s turned to his wife’s. He’s curved towards her.” Perdita sighed, unaware how much longing there was contained in it. This was what she wanted. A love which would last, which would endure. “Imagine a love like that being cast into stone to last all these centuries. Imagine a love lasting that length of time.” Then she shook herself, laughed and forced a change of tone, “mind you, the poor woman was originally bought for the princely sum of a thousand rents and twelve oxen!”


  Nick laughed too, glad to see Perdita restored to something like humour. It hid his despair. Although he knew he’d pleasured her body last night, he didn’t think he’d touched her mind. As he looked across at her, watching her hair blow around her face and be impatiently tossed back, he realised he was no nearer knowing her than before. They had shared the most intimate act two people could and he was still no closer to her. They had touched bodies but their minds had touched hardly at all. “Perdita,” he tried again. “Can we talk? About last night?”


  “Come on,” she said as an answer, pulling him up, “We need to go.”


  Jerry, the Red Lion’s owner, knew Perdita and Helen well as he looked after the cottage when it was empty. When she came to this little secret village Perdita knew she was seen as just Helen’s niece and it gave her security. She and Nick were put into a quiet corner. Nick looked around him and sniffed appreciatively; the pub was filled with the scent of apple logs. The few Sunday lunchtime drinkers there didn’t look to be the sort who would recognise two actors on the run from the press. Male and elderly, they nursed their pints in hard hands and watchfully ignored the newcomers. Nick looked, in horrified fascination, at one man leaning against the bar. He appeared to have a small, black, furry creature attached to his belt.


  “Reg Colley, local mole catcher,” Perdita whispered and laughed at Nick’s very urban reaction.


  As they ate Nick stared at Perdita wondering if he would ever really know this woman. Whether he would ever get from her what he wanted. Whether she would ever accept what he had to offer.


  Perdita picked at her food and tried not to think at all.


  “What are you scared of?” Nick pushed his plate away, suddenly certain that Perdita would do the same to him, if given the chance.


  Perdita dropped her fork with a clatter. Putting her head onto clenched knuckles she remained as silent and as closed in as the rural land which rolled around them. She scrubbed at her temples to chase away the headache which loomed.


  Nick caught one of her hands in his. He laid their entwined hands on the rough table between them. “Your fingers hypnotise me,” he murmured. “‘I’ll never look at them in the same way again.” It disconcerted Perdita that it echoed so exactly what she had thought earlier. She stared at him, saw love burning in his dark eyes, saw the tension in his mobile face.


  “So what are you scared of Perdita?” he repeated. He knew if he made one wrong move now she’d disappear. Then he simply threw caution away. “Let me be with you,” he said urgently. “Just let me be with you, Perdita.”


  Perdita dropped her eyes and concentrated on his lips, remembering the ecstasy they had brought her. “Why do you want to be with me?”


  He leaned nearer. There was a pause. “Because this is where I want to be. It’s where I have to be.”


  Breath was stolen from her. There was a longer pause. “But can you promise me that’s what you’ll always want?” she managed.


  “No one can promise that. But we’ve got the makings of something unique.” He stopped when he realised the cliché wasn’t going to work, even though he knew the truth of the words. He leaned back and released her hand. The jealousy kicked in as he said it but he had to all the same: “Did Henry leave you Perdita? Has anyone else ever really stood a chance with you?” He pressed on when he saw he’d scored a direct hit, his northern vowels becoming flatter in his agitation. “It must really be pissing you off that I want to hang around, that I don’t want to take no for an answer. Get used to it Perdita, I’m here for the duration. I can’t promise how long that’s going to be or what’ll happen at the end of it. No one can, except for some bloody knight who got the hand of his wife chopped off. And he’s just a lump of stone now.” Nick exhaled heavily and a lock of his dark hair fell over his eyes. He flicked it back impatiently. “Another drink?”


  Perdita nodded, too frozen with confusion to answer.


  A shrill ringing sliced through the fug and had Reg patting his pockets frantically. “Can’t never find the damn thing when ’e goes off,” he said to no one in particular. Eventually he reached out a small silver mobile phone. “Whas the matter then? Yeah I’m just comin’ down, I am. Oh stop fanning yer fire, why don’t you? Can’t yere you. Goin’ outside, get a better reception.” To laughter and ribald comments Reg slumped towards the door.


  Perdita stared into the fire. Someone had put on another log and it burst into new life, the flames snickering up into the worn and blackened chimney. Who would have thought that old Reg, eighty if he was a day, would have succumbed to the demands of a mobile phone? Change was coming, had come already to this forgotten shire. And here she was, iced up in indecision, statue-like, unable to commit to a man who, unbelievably, might be offering what she wanted. A vision of Henry’s face, his steely grey eyes alive with humour, came into her head. It was no good, however hard she fought it, she still had feelings for the bastard. The man who had lied to his wife and to his lover. Who had cheated on them both. Who was now bombarding her with texts, begging her to return to the States, who had held a Svengali-like hold over her for so long, and still did. And in the meantime, she was with a man who set her senses on fire.


  She loathed herself, at what she’d let happen, had encouraged to happen. She knew Henry still had her in thrall but she had no power, none whatsoever, to resist Nick. God, it was a mess.


  Nick returned with their drinks and slammed them down on the table. Some of his beer slopped out of the glass and stained the wood. He slumped down on his seat unwilling to press his case any further. There was a limit to his pride, after all. He loved this woman but, for reasons best known to herself, she wasn’t opening up to him. Yet.


  Perdita reached out a hand to him. Maybe when she went to the States, it would sort out things between Henry and herself. One way or another. “Give me some time Nick.” She met his eyes. “Please, just give me some time?”


  The purple clouds offered bounty after all, on the way back Perdita and Nick were caught in a torrential rainstorm. They ran the last half mile or so, hand in hand, getting soaked through. Just before they entered the cottage, Nick caught Perdita to him. Rain ran in rivulets down her face as he held her and kissed her. Cold and soaked though they were, heat flared between them and they barely made it through the door before succumbing to the urgent need.


  Sunday evening surrounded them. Nick had found some beer in the larder and opened one in front of another roaring fire. They were curled up together on the sofa, glowing from the bath they had just shared. The boiler had coughed into life after all.


  “Perdita I …”


  “You’d get on well with Helen,” interrupted Perdita, desperate not to hear what she was afraid he was about to say. “That’s out of her stock pile; she likes real ale.”


  Nick paused and then settled for saying, “She sounds a real character.”


  “She is.”


  “Does she always go to Spain for the winter?”


  “Sometimes. She’s only gone because this winter’s been so dreary. She wanted to be somewhere warmer. Normally she lives in Dulwich. I rent the flat at the top of her house and look after the rest of the place while she’s away.” Perdita let her head rest against his chest. She enjoyed the feel of his heart beating.


  “No plans to buy?” Nick looked into the fire.


  “No idea where I want to be. There are vague rumours of a second series of This Way Forward. That’ll take me to the States for six months or so. After Pride and Prejudice I haven’t anything else lined up. It’s hard deciding where to settle permanently.” She shrugged against his chest. “I have to go where the work is.”


  A warning bell went off in Nick’s mind but he chose to ignore it. Instead of saying what he longed to, he showed her the little book he had hidden at his side.


  “What’s that?” When she realised what it was she was horrified that he’d found it, especially as she remembered the teenage notes written in the margins. “Give it back!”


  They wrestled briefly over possession of the book – but Perdita was no match for Nick’s superior strength. She relented finally and settled against him once more as he read out excerpts from her copy of Lamb’s Tales.


  Perdita lay curved into his side, listening to him read. He had an exquisite voice, a trained actor’s voice of course, but the northern accent endowed it with an irresistible timbre.


  Then he put the book down and reached for her. Part of him knew this was all he could hope for at the moment and it would have to do.


  Perdita let herself be held and caressed and loved. She accepted his kisses; tonight they had a desperation about them, as if they were both hiding from the truth. She sighed as he found the tender part of her neck that he seemed drawn back to time and again. And she gasped as Nick’s fingers closed in over her nipple and stroked it into life.


  They made love once again, with the firelight sliding in delicious waves over their joined bodies.


  All reality was forgotten.


  


  Chapter 14


  Perdita got up early; she left Nick sleeping and was too restless to stay with him. Just as the kettle boiled, a sharp knock sounded on the side door of the cottage. Perdita opened the top half of the stable door cautiously, wondering who it was. But it was only Jerry from the pub they’d eaten at the day before.


  “’Lo there, Perdita – thought you might be in need of these ’ere,” he handed over a box of food. “I’ve collected your aunt’s post as usual and there’s the papers if you want ’em?” His rich country vowels rang out in the early morning air. “Thought you might want ’em, like.”


  “Oh Jerry, you are kind. Thank you.” Perdita took what was offered gratefully. Nick’s appetite – in all things – was enormous and Briony’s hastily put together supplies had disappeared.


  “No problem. Just give us a bell if you want anythin’ doin’. Tarra now.”


  She left the stable door open and enjoyed, in a slightly masochistic way, the cold air it let in. Pouring a steaming mug of tea, Perdita spread the papers out on the kitchen table and sipped. After her recent workload it was good to have the time to indulge in simple pleasures like this. The broadsheets were the usual mix of pre-election fever and foreign news but, when she saw the double page spread in one of the tabloids, her blood ran cold. Splashed across the pages in full colour were pictures which must have been taken at the hotel, some at the official press launch, some taken as she had attempted to shield Nick from the cameras – and one, she recoiled in horror, was taken of them as they had sped off in the car – she hadn’t even noticed the cameraman then.


  Headlines screamed at her:


  This Way Forward Star in Love Tangle!


  Has the Snow Queen Fallen for Love-hunk Nick?


  They merged into one as a red mist blurred her vision. An enormous wave of panic rose within her. It would seem that all her hard work, her dedication, had not made her as famous as these titillating stories written about her. She found another paper and frantically searched through it, tearing the pages in her haste. Another double page spread. It was big news.


  Bodice-ripping on Set of Latest Austen!


  Perdita Goes Forward Without Prejudice!


  Perdita started to shake; she felt vomit rise and cold sweat break out on her forehead. She had never felt so violated. Her privacy – always so closely guarded had been exposed cruelly. All she had ever wanted to do was act and now she felt her reputation was in tatters. She’d been made the subject of cheap gossip and mindless tat. Trapped, suffocated and full of the self-loathing she felt yesterday, her emotions overwhelmed her. She wanted to run and hide – anywhere. She wanted to be alone. She wanted Henry. She cast a glance upstairs; she wanted Nick.


  Perdita put her head in her hands and forced herself to think hard. She calmed her breathing and thought rapidly. Everything she touched was fouled. The embryonic relationship, if indeed that’s even what it was with Nick, tainted before it had even begun. What was he going to think? He was as guarded as she about his background. Tony’s words crowded back into her brain; there was some kind of tragedy in Nick’s childhood. It had never been discussed between them, Perdita had assumed it was far too painful. She knew Nick would be just as horrified at the press intrusion and a fresh wave of nausea threatened. With a bitter laugh she analysed her behaviour. She’d thought she could simply have a quick fling with him and then it would all be over, she’d be cured of this physical craving for him. She had invited him into her bed, brought him here, encouraged him. She was as guilty as the paparazzi for bringing this about. He wouldn’t have been involved if it hadn’t been for her. And any other contact with her would surely only cause him more pain. She needed to stop this now, to get some control back into her life, to finally be the person directing it. She needed to do something about this relationship before it exposed her to anything else she couldn’t control – or handle. She forced herself to remember the promise she’d made: to never get involved with another actor ever again. Panic rose again and she forced her breathing to slow. But thoughts persisted on whirling around, without order or logic and when she heard Nick’s step on the stairs, she’d made up her mind about what to do.


  “Looks like our cover’s blown,” she began, in a light tone.


  Nick, pouring himself tea, said over his shoulder, “What?” He turned, yawned and nodded at where she’d spread the papers on the kitchen table. “Anything in them?”


  “Just us.”


  Nick noted the tension in her face. “What do you mean, Perdita?”


  “We’re in this one,” she ripped open a paper and shoved it across at him. “And here we are in colour. Oh and this one even has the story in full.” She backed off and hid her trembling hands behind her back. “Just as well there’s nothing really between us. The press has got it all wrong as usual.”


  “Got what wrong?” His voice was ominously low.


  “About us. After all, there’s nothing going on between us, is there? Nothing real I mean. This weekend, for instance, it’s just been a bit of a mistake, hasn’t it?” She was beginning to gabble. “After all, I’m going back to the States and there’s Henry, and I always said I wouldn’t get involved with an actor. This. All this, it was a mistake.” She bit her lip to silence herself.


  Nick stared at her in incredulity.


  “A mistake?” he said eventually, breathing hard, his nostrils flared. Then he shook his head violently. “No, I won’t have it.” He laughed in disbelief. “No one who has had what we shared could call it a mistake.”


  Perdita straightened her shoulders but couldn’t quite meet his eyes. “Well, there it is, it’s just one of those things.” She sounded lame, even to herself and racked her brain. What the hell would Briony say? “It’s been f– ”


  Nick’s anger erupted, as she knew it must. He came at her. “No, don’t say it’s been fun,” he sneered and he gripped her arms. “Because it’s been so much more than that,” he spat. “Don’t denigrate this any further.”


  The grip on her arms was fierce and she would have bruises later but Perdita couldn’t feel the pain, a welcome numbness was overtaking her.


  She tried to shrug, “It was just sex, Nick. A bit of fun.”


  Nick shook her off so violently that she fell against the table. It screeched across the quarry tiles causing the bowl of apples to crash to the floor.


  “No!” He shook his head again, prowling around the kitchen. “I can’t believe you’re doing this.” He stood with his hand braced on the wall, needing its support. His shoulders rigid with tension and his face grey with fury. For the first time Perdita began to feel afraid.


  “What did you think it was, Nick?” she forced out, in an attempt to sound cool, but shrivelled inside as he launched himself at her again. He pinned her to the wall by the wrists, his chest heaving.


  “What did I think it was?” he snarled his face inches away from hers, his breath hot on her cheek. “I thought it was love, Perdita. I am in love with you, God help me.” His voice was husky with emotion. He turned away and slumped onto a chair. “God help me.”


  “You don’t know me,” she said shakily, her legs threatening to give way. Was she doing the right thing here? Her voice dropped to a whisper. “You don’t know me.”


  Without looking at her he said in a voice so distant as to be barely audible: “No I don’t know you and yet I can love you. How can that happen?”


  She ignored his sarcasm.


  “I thought I was getting to know you,” he continued. “I wanted to get to know you better, to make something of this. That story you told me, the one of the knight and his love carved into stone to last centuries – I was going to offer you that. We could have had that.” He put his head in his hands; it stopped him shaking. His fury was quieter now, more vicious. He murmured, almost to himself. “I should have trusted my instinct. The first time I saw you I thought you were a calculating bitch.”


  He was lying and they both knew it but she still flinched at the hate in his voice. She had caused it. He looked up at her. “Is this what it’s like in Hollywood, eh? Lots of fun? Was this what it was like between you and Henry Dempsey? Did you play him like you’ve played me? God, I almost feel sorry for the bloke, poor bloody fool!”


  A glorious anger was finally erupting inside Perdita. “This has nothing to do with Henry,” she lied. “If your damned pride can’t take a rejection.” she added desperately.


  He couldn’t argue. He couldn’t take rejection it was true. His father had rejected him when he was fourteen in the cruellest way possible and it had marked him. The old insecurities rose in Nick like bile but he’d expected this, hadn’t he? He’d known, deep down, that he wasn’t good enough for her – had never been good enough for her.


  He rose again suddenly and pulled himself up to his full height; he had nothing left to lose now. “I love you.” He raised his chin in an achingly familiar gesture. “I’ll never stop loving you. I have never loved anyone else like this.”


  At this Perdita put up her hands in an attempt to stop the flow of words pounding at her.


  But he wouldn't be silenced, “No don’t try to stop me – I’ll say it again – I love you and always will. He shook his head, despairingly. “But it’s the last time you’ll ever hear it from me. You can count on that.”


  Tears were at the back of her throat, gathering thickly, replacing the anger which, for once, was spent as soon as it had begun. “Please just try to accept what this was to me.” she said weakly.


  Nick snorted, “No I won’t accept it. Not in the way you want me to, that’s where you’ve made your mistake.” He saw to his satisfaction that he had created fear in her eyes. “Are you worried I’ll . . .” he searched for the right word, “stalk you – do you really think me that desperate? We’ve got the rest of the shoot to work through, my darling love, but don’t worry I’ll not say a word – your reputation’s safe.” He ended savagely: “After all I’ve got my pride to consider.”


  Silence.


  It was broken by Perdita’s mobile bleeping.


  “I think you ought to go. Take the car. Just go – please.” She needed to be alone, to be away from his overcrowding presence. She had made a mistake with him but not the one he’d been led to believe.


  She stood, clinging to the table edge for support, as she listened to him collect his few things from the bedroom. He thundered down the stairs and seconds later she heard him stall the clutch on the SAAB, then gun the engine as it skidded away, down the track. Only then did a desperate energy tear at her, as she understood, too late, what she had done. What she might have lost.


  “Nick!” she cried. She staggered out of the cottage, just in time to see the tail of the car turn wildly into the lane. Her legs gave way as she sank bonelessly onto the rutted track, feeling the sharp stones cut into her knees as welcome punishment. The sound of hoarse cawing from some rooks, startled from the trees, rose around her in mockery. After a while she was aware of someone’s ragged breathing and realised it was herself.


  * * *


  Nick drove blindly before sense overtook. Without warning, he pulled into a lay-by, to the fury of the following driver who blasted a horn. He thumped the steering wheel, tears of rage and frustration threatening. And then he sagged back into his seat as all the fight and anger drained out of him. A futile sense of inevitability replaced it and he wasn’t sure which was worse. He stared unseeing out of the window and cursed steadily at what he’d lost. At what they’d both lost. All the time, all these months when he had loved Perdita steadily and surely, even before he knew he loved her, he’d known it would end this way, he’d known she had always been too good for him. That she would reject him. But even so, even as the pain settled in his gut, he didn’t regret what he’d had with her. For a brief moment he’d experienced paradise and he knew he wouldn’t taste it again. Despair overtook him and he leaned his head on the steering wheel. From a long way away he heard the hollow sound of horse’s hooves and it thudded through his brain.


  “You all right, mate?” The rider stared curiously into the car.


  Nick lifted his head and nodded briefly. He didn’t feel as if he’d ever be all right again but it brought him back to reality with a jolt. He supposed he couldn’t stay in the lay-by for ever, he’d have to make a move. He pulled a map from the glove compartment and realised he’d been driving towards Wales for the last twenty miles. Fleetingly he considered finding his way back to cottage again but accepted it was – he was – a lost cause. No further argument would ever convince Perdita of what could be. So he nosed the car onto the road again and resumed his lonely journey back to London.


  


  Chapter 15


  Perdita walked slowly back into the kitchen and, with shaking fingers, picked up the shards of crockery from the broken fruit bowl. The bruised apples she put in the bin, they were too damaged to eat now. As she straightened, she saw her mobile flashing yet again. It was a text from Henry. Yet another message wanting her back. A frantic urge to escape overcame her and, making a snap decision, she rang the airport. Did he want her back in the States? Or did he want her back with him? A sense of destiny loomed over her. What exactly did Henry want? And would she be able, this time, to deny him? She needed to see Henry and sort it out once and for all.


  She was numb as she packed her bag, called a local taxi service and, with a deliberately emptied mind, she began her long roundabout journey to Los Angeles.


  Henry met her at the airport. She hadn’t expected it, in fact she had ignored his requests for information on which flight she’d be taking. But she shouldn’t have underestimated Henry. He’d rung Ed who had told him that, after a short stop to collect some clothes in London, she’d be on the red eye. So Perdita, hiding behind over large sunglasses, stepped out of first class arrivals to a battalion of photographers and Henry’s hand on her arm. The noise and lights made her feel blurred and confused.


  “Bernstein insisted,” he whispered in her ear. “Thought we may as well get the publicity bandwagon rolling asap!” He tightened his hold and leaned in nearer. “God you look gorgeous, angel.” He kissed her cheek which sent the photographers wild and got security closing in on them.


  “Perdita. You glad to be back in sunny Cal?” yelled one.


  “Look this way, honey,” called another.


  “Perdita. What are your chances at the awards?”


  “You guys back together?”


  Perdita looked up at the last question and, with a sinking heart, recognised one of the paps from the Pride and Prejudice debacle. She squeezed her eyes shut and let herself be carried along by Arnie, a seven foot mountain of a bodyguard. He’d protected them from the worst of the press last time. She suddenly felt very tired. She wasn’t sure she wanted this life any more. Arnie got them to the limo, his bulk holding back the crush, his muscled arm protectively around them. There was a brief scuffle at the door and then they were inside. It was calm and soothing. Jazz played quietly over the speakers and there was the usual champagne on ice waiting. Perdita put her head back against the seat rest and listened as the noise of the crush faded as they left it behind.


  “Drink darling?”


  Perdita shook her head.


  She turned and studied Henry from behind the safety of her sunglasses. He was still as elegant as ever, dressed in a pale grey suit, the exact shade of his eyes, with his hair swept back revealing his narrow refined features. He looked as he always did: wealthy, successful and powerful . . . and yet somehow different. She felt peculiarly detached. Why had this man held sway over her for so long? He’d entered her life at a vulnerable time, not long after her father’s death. But even so, how had she allowed herself to be so weak? To be such a victim?


  He opened the wine with a flourish and poured himself a glass. “You sure you don’t want one?” He smiled at her and raised his glass. “To you, my angel. To This Way Forward. To the Emmys. To us!” He took a mouthful. “Bit of an old rugby scrum at the airport, wasn’t it? Fucking good fun though, just like old times – eh? Where are your people, darling?”


  Perdita bit back a laugh. “You know very well, I don’t have 'people'. I came on my own.”


  “Well, that’s got to stop. You need a team around you.” He put a hand on hers and she felt her skin jump. God, what was the matter with her? She shook him off and kneaded her temples. It must be jet lag.


  “Headache?” We’ll soon have that fixed when we get to the hotel. “I have just what you need, an amazing little pick you up.”


  She didn’t answer, she felt incapable of speaking. She’d forgotten how Henry always dominated any conversation. How Henry always dominated, period. She rested her head back again and watched the palm trees flit by. A police motorbike overtook them and she flinched at the sound of its wailing siren. She closed her eyes; it was all a long way away from the little cottage in Herefordshire.


  Henry patted her arm. “Won’t be long and then you can take that pill. It’ll soon get you right again. Bernstein was saying . . .”


  Perdita let Henry talk on, not really listening. She’d forgotten too, the easy acceptance of drugs, prescription or otherwise. There was no problem that couldn’t be fixed in L.A. with either plastic surgery or an innocuous looking tablet. She tried not to think of Nick’s fingers caressing her headache away, that day in the make-up trailer. That seemed a long way away too.


  Henry dropped her off at the Wilshire, promising to pick her up at six for dinner. “Get some sleep darling and take one of these.” He pressed a small packet into her hand, closed her fingers over it and kissed her knuckles. “See you tonight. Look gorgeous for me.”


  As soon as she got to her suite she flushed them away. Then she put on her pyjamas and slid into the giant bed. She’d slept throughout the flight but was still exhausted. That was the one good thing about L.A. she thought, as she slipped into sleep, resolutely banishing thoughts of Nick, the beds were always huge.


  Of course, dinner was part and parcel of the round of publicity; she was a fool to think otherwise. But it was still a shock to undergo the gamut of flashing cameras outside the restaurant and the looks of the other diners inside. Even in Fiorentina, this most fashionable of eateries in a town glutted with celebrity, Henry caused a stir. Having made a great show of saying “We’d just like a quiet meal, the two of us,” he’d insisted on a table in the middle of the room, where they could be seen by the most people possible. They were being discreetly watched by all those around them. The clientèle was far too cynical to stare openly but Perdita felt critical eyes all over her. As she always did in L.A. she felt too big and lumpen. In contrast to the other women in the subtly lit restaurant she was less than immaculately groomed. Her eyebrows were naturally shaped, her hair not glossed and straightened to death and she had her own breasts. Unfortunately she also had the hips to go with them. Whereas in most parts of the world she felt normal, here she was three sizes too big – at least. She sipped the apple martini that Henry had ordered on her behalf and stared blankly at the menu.


  A blond and pretty waiter appeared at the table. No doubt another unemployed actor. “Hi, I’m Jason and I’ll be your waiter this evening. It’s my pleasure to tell you about our very special Specials that we have tonight.” Jason began his performance and, with great ceremony, reeled off the specials. He went into so much detail about which was carb free, trans fat free or vegan that Perdita stopped listening.


  “I’ll just have the lobster ravioli, thank you.”


  He gave a little sideways nod that was at once censorial and outrageously camp. As always in this town, Perdita felt she’d made a faux pas.


  Henry looked sternly at her over his menu. “Carbs, this late at night? Are you sure, darling?”


  Perdita shrugged, she could feel herself dissolve away, melt in the face of a culture she neither understood nor liked. It was only six thirty in the evening and she was hungry but she gave in. “Tuna Tartar then.”


  Henry smiled. “Just so! Two of those I think. And?” He glanced at Perdita in enquiry and she wondered why. He’d only go and make another decision on her behalf. “Champagne?”


  “Sparkling water.” She answered; she needed to keep a clear head this evening.


  Henry pursed his beautiful lips in disapproval and then acceded. “So be it but bring two more martinis.”


  As soon as Jason left them Henry reached over and captured her hands in both of his. Perdita was aware of an interested stirring on the tables nearest them.


  “Gosh, it’s good to have you here. You have no idea how much I’ve missed you, angel.” A habitual swearer Henry was always aware of local sensitivities to bad language and became the epitome of upper class Englishness when in public. He took her hands to his mouth for a lingering kiss but Perdita saw his eyes slide sideways to where John di Carlo sat with his fourth wife. Di Carlo was on the board of the awards panel and the fact wouldn’t have escaped Henry. The TV industry had made a good pretence of being scandalised over their affair but secretly it had titillated everyone and had caused more publicity for This Way Forward then could ever be hoped for. The fact that it involved two good-looking British stars helped them avoid the criticism, which might have been directed at homegrown talent. Henry and Perdita were seen as exotically European in L.A. and, as such, slightly risqué.


  Perdita took her hands away in a smooth gesture and picked up her glass. “How’s Julia?” she asked.


  Henry shifted uncomfortably; they rarely brought up the subject of his wife. “Well. Back in San Diego.”


  “Of course.”


  Julia hardly ever came into L.A, she hated the place. Perdita had some sympathy. Instead she stayed at the Dempsey ranch in the hills and trained her beloved horses.


  “I have some news actually.”


  “More news Henry?” Perdita looked at him over her glass; she could see he was bursting to tell her something. “Don’t tell me we’re both up for Best Actor?”


  “Sadly no,” he smiled at her and then looked down and traced an invisible pattern in the snowy white cloth. “Julia’s pregnant, actually. Expecting a little boy in July.”


  Perdita stared at him in shock. Whatever she’d been expecting it wasn’t this. “C-Congratulations.” She recovered quickly; she wasn’t an actor for nothing. “Oh Henry, that’s marvellous.” She put her glass down with a clunk and took his hands. “Really, really marvellous.”


  “Yes well, it was hardly planned but – ” he was trying not to look smug Perdita thought, “we’re both very pleased. Julia especially, of course.”


  “I’m sure she must be.” Perdita stared at her ex-lover and gave a small smile. He’d moved on and she was almost certain she was pleased for him. She felt relief wash over her; it made things clearer somehow. “Is everything well, I mean is Julia all right?” Henry had always given the impression that his wife was rather frail, he’d even once hinted that she was unstable.


  Henry gave a short bark of a laugh. “Fighting fit actually.” He raised his eyebrows and grinned hugely. “Fed up not being able to ride of course but she’s really well.” He picked up his glass and jiggled it at her. “That’s why I’m making the most of being able to drink. Julia can’t bear the smell of alcohol at the moment!”


  “I’m glad.” And, as she said the words, Perdita realised she was glad for him – and for Julia. “I mean, not about the alcohol but about Julia being all right.”


  She felt her shoulders drop and began to relax for the first time since landing in L.A.


  “Yes well. Enough about me darling. Tell me what’s been going on with you and that tin-pot production company you’ve been working for. Pride and Prejudice eh? Gosh, that’s just what the world needs, isn’t it, another version of Austen’s finest.”


  As Perdita told him about filming she felt herself relax further. It was possible, just possible, that Henry and she could remain friends. It would be nice, she thought, to have him as a friend. When he was like this, he was good company.


  The week raced past in a flurry of publicity events. Photo calls, interviews, a whole day of entertaining journalists from industry magazines and a slot on the Ellen de Generes show. At Henry’s insistence Perdita now had a team dedicated to her every need. She had a devoted Arnie and his equally enormous colleague Jackson for security, Anya permanently on stand by to do her hair and make up and a masseuse. She’d also spent a day at a salon; she was now as depilated and glossily groomed as the other glamorous women she saw in the city. Throughout all the publicity junkets Henry was attentive, considerate, unusually undemanding. After filming the TV show he took her back to Fiorentina but this time had them sat in a booth table in a more discreet part of the restaurant.


  Perdita looked about her in new appreciation. Perhaps she had been jet lagged on their last visit but the place looked more impressive tonight. The cool cream walls and dark wood flooring were very Los Angeles. As was the buzz every time someone new walked in. “If it’s Jason waiting on us again I’ll shoot myself,” she groaned at Henry as they slid along the leather clad bench.


  Henry just smiled and tucked a white napkin onto her lap. “Ungrateful brat,” he said cheerfully. “Have you any idea how difficult it is to get a table here?”


  Perdita laughed. “Some.”


  “You know, it’s been so good to see you again.” Henry gave a sigh and reached for Perdita’s knee under the table. He squeezed gently. “I know we haven’t had a minute but now the business is over perhaps we can bestow upon ourselves a little pleasure?”


  “I’m certainly looking forward to some good food,” Perdita said. Henry looked at her with a bemused expression but didn’t reply. “Do you think I can finally have some of that delicious lobster ravioli that this place is so famous for?” She looked at him and grinned. “Lovely though it is to have a team of people totally devoted to making me look gorgeous, I find their insistence on my having to exist on nothing but water, water and more water rather exhausting.”


  “Darling,” Henry said and put his arm around her waist to pull her to him for a kiss. “You can have anything your heart desires tonight.”


  Perdita laughed and picked up her menu.


  It was Louisa who served them this time. She was blonde, tiny, had a grin full of white American teeth and a fetching southern accent. She blushed when she saw who she was to wait on. Perdita twigged her as a newcomer and promised a big tip.


  It was a good evening. The food was superb, Louisa was attentive and Perdita felt relaxed enough to drink. Apart from having to take two calls Henry refused to talk business and, for once, was content to listen to Perdita. He seemed genuinely interested in what she had to say instead of looking round to see who he could network. Arnie drove them back to the hotel and this time Henry didn’t say goodbye in the car, he accompanied Perdita inside. She was aware of him watching her as she slid in the key card.


  “A nightcap would be nice, angel.”


  Perdita shrugged and let him follow her in. It couldn’t do any harm, they had nothing booked for the next day and the evening had been so relaxing, so easy, it was a shame to end it. It was cold in her suite, the air con had been turned up by the maid again, so she pushed open the balcony doors and stood for a while enjoying the balmy night air. No snow here she thought with a smile and an image of Nick, in his leather coat playing snowballs snapshot into her mind. She wondered what he was doing now.


  “Penny for them, darling?” Henry joined her and passed over a tumbler. It held Scotch from the mini bar.


  Perdita murmured her thanks and took the glass from him. A part of her brain was warning that champagne and whisky probably wasn’t a good mixture but she ignored it. She’d been living like a Spartan since she’d been in L.A. and it was good to enjoy some hedonistic pleasure for a change. She took a sip, it was good Scotch, best export quality and she swirled it round, enjoying the colour.


  “It is lovely here,” she said and turned to lean on the balcony rail. The sky wasn’t quite dark and still had turquoise and gold streaking across, a remnant of yet another perfect sunny day. The palm trees were silhouetted black and one or two stars were appearing above the smog over the city. From here, the traffic noise was muffled and it was nearly possible to imagine how it had been before this endless, sprawling city had encroached on the land. It must have been beautiful and for a minute Perdita wished she had time to explore more. The last time she’d been here, she’d lived in the States for nearly a year and had never got beyond California. There was so much more to see than this town made of tinsel and false smiles.


  Henry nodded and leaned companionably on the rail. They stood for a while enjoying the night air until Perdita shivered and they went back into the suite. An enormous sofa lined one wall – it was true, everything was bigger in America thought Perdita and stifled a giggle – God, she was more pissed than she thought. She slumped down on the cream leather and closed her eyes. It was good to have got the job done and, much as Los Angeles had been bearable this time round, tomorrow she would book her flight to Spain, do a bit of present shopping and get on a plane to visit Helen. Perdita knew she was on the edge of complete exhaustion and needed a break before having to face the rest of the shoot for Pride and Prejudice. Before having to face Nick Wainwright again. Nick. At the thought of him her eyes flew open. She’d hardly had a minute spare to think about him but now what she’d done to him came back to torture her. Perhaps it would be better when they were face to face, when he’d had time to calm down, when she could explain just how mixed up and panicky he made her feel.


  Henry loomed over her and took the glass from her wilting hand. “Back with me again, angel?” He smiled into her eyes. “You know, all this week I’ve had the strangest feeling that you’ve not been quite here. As if part of you hasn’t really left the Peak District or whatever fucking Godforsaken hole it was you were filming in.”


  Perdita didn’t know how to respond, she knew it was true, part of her was still back in England. “It’s been a lovely evening, Henry. Great food and thank you, wonderful company too.”


  By way of reply he took her hand, turned it over and pressed a hot mouth to the base of her wrist.


  Perdita flushed scarlet and pushed herself upright. “Henry! What are you doing?”


  “What does it look like?” He gave her a wolfish grin and trailed his tongue along her wrist to the sensitive part of her inner elbow. “As I said, now the hard work’s done Henry deserves a treat. And what a treat. Perdita honey, I don’t think you’ve ever looked lovelier.”


  “Henry, stop it!” Perdita skated back on the slippery leather and pulled a cushion in front as a meagre defence.


  “What’s wrong?” He began to frown. “You must have known that we’d have some time together eventually?” He shrugged. “It’s just taken a while this time, that’s all. But you must’ve known how busy it would be. And now we can relax, angel.” He raised her hand and kissed her fingers. “I’ve planned it all,” he gave a laugh. “I’ve rented a house on the beach, you can swim, relax. We can spend some quality time together. Just like the old days.”


  “But Henry, it’s not like the old days.” Perdita snatched her hand away, she started to feel sick.


  “You mean the baby? That’s not going to make any difference to us.” He gave her a smile. “Oh angel, have you been worried about that?”


  “Yes. I mean no. Not in the way you mean. Henry, we broke up. You left me to go back to your wife.”


  “My darling, is that what you thought? Come here angel.” He took the cushion away from her and Perdita felt suddenly naked. “Come here.” Henry pulled her into his arms. “No wonder you’ve been looking so distracted, so distant. Of course, I had to go back to Julia when filming was over, she’d have gone into a real blue otherwise and you know her mental health is never robust. I had to go back home for a while. But it’s you I love, have always loved. You know that honey. And now it looks as if This Way Forward may get another series so we can be together again. Nothing’s changed. I’ve got to tell you though darling, you’ve had me worried this week. For a minute I thought there was another man.” He laughed again and kissed her hair. A hand slid down to caress her shoulder and his fingers were warm and persuasive.


  Perdita remembered those moves and to what they were always a prelude. She thought back to her early days in L.A. She’d been grieving for her father, lonely and lost. She’d been mesmerised by Henry’s good looks, by the ease at which he made things happen. She’d been sucked in by his glamour and power. It had been inevitable that they’d have an affair. She had been so vulnerable and Henry had been so clever to exploit it. She still knew a small part of her heart would be his, despite his manipulating ways, his quick jealousy, his possessiveness and certainty that he knew what was best for her. His hand moved lower and the aftershave he always wore caught in her nostrils, a strident musky scent he had mixed especially. Memories of Nick’s soap and lemon smell flooded back. She remembered his arms around her as he’d carried her from the dance rehearsal, his determination, how exciting he’d been in bed, a curious mixture of tenderness, energy and hesitant passion. Henry was wrong. Something had changed. She was suddenly, gloriously certain that she no longer needed this man.


  “Henry I’m sorry,” she lifted away from him so she could look into his eyes. She saw the surprise. “I can’t do this any more. The baby does change things for me,” it was, at least, half the truth. “I thought we’d been friends this week. Good friends. But I can’t simply pick up where we left off. I’m so sorry but I don’t want this any more.”


  He shifted away from her. “I was right,” he said slowly, “there is another man.”


  “No, there isn’t,” but she blushed through the denial.


  “Perdita honey, I’ve known you for the best part of two years, don’t lie to me.”


  “There isn’t any other man, Henry.”


  “Then what the fucking hell is it?”


  “I’ve changed. I’m not the lonely, weak little ex-pat you found.”


  “The lonely, weak little ex-pat I made you mean.” His voice had taken on a bitchy quality that had Perdita suddenly wary.


  “You didn’t make me Henry. You helped my career and for that, I’ll be eternally grateful. You made my time here wonderful. Mostly. But you didn’t make me. I’m stronger now, I know what I want. I’m not so easily influenced.” This was a lie but Perdita hoped she was a good enough actor to carry it off.


  There was a long pause then Henry took a slug of whisky and leaned back. “It’s Nick fucking Wainwright isn’t it?” He looked at her from half closed eyes, the silver glinting dangerously through his lashes.


  At the mention of his name Perdita started, she couldn’t help herself.


  Henry blew out a long breath. “I might have known. Little Perdita has gone and fallen for her leading man – again. You really should try to be more original next time, darling.”


  “At least I don’t have a pregnant wife waiting for me at home!” Perdita bit back.


  “Touché.” Henry raised his eyebrows in acknowledgement and gave a thin smile. “You know, I’m beginning to find this new wild cat Perdita rather exciting.” He shot out a hand and curled a lock of her hair around his finger. He pulled at it. “Are you sure one more fuck is out of the equation? Consider it a leaving present – or a means of comparison. I assume you’ve slept together? Don’t you want a lesson from the master?”


  Perdita freed herself painfully and struggled to her feet. “Touch me and you’ll have the biggest lawsuit you’ve ever had on your hands.”


  Henry rose too. He was aroused, she could tell by the gleam in his grey eyes and the sweat above his upper lip. “Fucking hell, I love this new Perdita. Who’s going to believe I raped you darling? It’s a well known fact we’ve been having an affair and it’ll be your word against mine.” He stepped nearer and knocked against the glass coffee table. Their whisky tumblers slid off and crashed onto the hardwood floor. He gave a laugh. “Who’ll believe you?”


  Perdita edged around the table but Henry caught her by the wrist and twisted it cruelly. “After all I’ve done for you, you little bitch.” He yanked her nearer, pulling at her shoulder. Agonising pain snatched at her.


  A hammering came at the door. “Miss Perdita? Everything O.K. In there?”


  It was Arnie, thank God. He must have got the car valet parked and resumed his guard position outside her door. Perdita looked Henry straight in the eye. She no longer wanted to play the victim role that Henry had so assiduously created for her. She was worth more than that. It had taken a while for her to realise it but now she knew. She took a calming breath. “One word from me and seven foot of solid muscle will come to my aid.”


  Henry blinked; he knew Arnie was devoted to Perdita.


  “Miss Perdita?” Arnie’s deep voice sounded again.


  “And how would your wife like the news that you’d attacked me, Henry? I’d be quite happy to tell her personally. It would be my pleasure. The rest of town might not believe me but I’ve got a feeling your wife might.”


  Henry dropped her arm and Perdita resisted the temptation to rub where he’d hurt her; she didn’t want to look weak. “It’s all right Arnie,” she called out to the security guard. “I’m fine, just knocked a glass over.” She looked Henry in the eye again, he was deflating, seemed diminished somehow and she could see he was already regretting his threat. “I am all right, aren’t I Henry? You’ll never touch me again will you?”


  For a long second Henry seemed to be considering his next move. Perdita held her breath but then he pursed his lips, shook his head and left without a word.


  As soon as she locked the door on him Perdita scrambled to find her mobile, flipped it open and called the airport. In twenty minutes, she was booked onto the first flight out to Spain.


  


  Chapter 16


  Perdita picked up the tiny hire car, drove carefully out of the sprawl surrounding San Pablo airport and out through the suburbs of Seville. Not very experienced at driving on the right she forced herself to concentrate, wound the window down and kept the radio low. The air felt hot and clean after Los Angeles and very Spanish. After taking three wrong turns, she finally found herself on the more familiar route to Helen’s villa. It had been a long journey. Unable to get a direct flight to Seville she’d flown to Madrid and then caught a connecting flight. Her eyes felt as gritty as the road ahead. She’d tried to get some sleep on the plane but had spent more time reliving the encounter with Henry on a mental rewind tape which refused to stop.


  At last, the road began to narrow and rise. She nearly missed the single-track turning but then spotted the village with its houses tumbling down a rocky gorge in the foothills of the mountains. She inched the protesting car up the steep dirt track to the front of Helen’s villa, parked it beneath the chestnut tree and switched off the engine in relief.


  For a moment she sank back onto the hot leather seat and looked about her; she hadn’t realised, until she’d got here, how much she'd longed to come. The modest house was set a little way back from the rest of the straggling hamlet. A typical white walled, red roofed Andalucian village, it escaped the worst excesses of tourism by merit of its inaccessibility and the fact that it boasted only one bar-come-bakery-come shop selling the most basic of goods. It was a hiding place and Perdita felt she needed one.


  Helen came to the door and stood framed for a moment by her immaculately tended bougainvillea. Perdita tried to hide her dismay behind a cheery wave. Her aunt looked old, far older than her years and was thin and stooped. Was the cough more than a simple virus? Perdita couldn’t bear to think about it so she pinned a smile on her face and levered her way out of the car to greet her aunt with a long hug.


  “Helen, it’s so lovely to see you.” She tried not to notice how thin her aunt felt and didn’t hug too hard, the old woman’s bones felt brittle.


  “And you, dear child.” Helen pulled back and looked up into Perdita’s eyes. “So good to see you, Purdie!” There was an unspoken challenge in the older woman’s expression not to mention her illness.


  Perdita bit her lip and followed Helen into the welcoming cool of the house.


  She spent two whole days doing nothing much in particular and, apart from walking down into the village to get bread warm from the ovens, didn’t leave the villa at all. Wherever Helen lived, she surrounded herself with books, so Perdita picked out one or two she’d long meant to read but hadn’t had the time and lazed, dozing and reading on a sun lounger. From the villa’s vantage point, she enjoyed views over the verdant hills to the snow-capped mountains beyond. The sky was big and clear of the smog which haunted L.A. and had white clouds bubbling. It was quiet too; no sound of sirens or photographers or people demanding that which she felt she couldn’t give. She felt scoured, cleaned. Gradually she unwound, opened out in the warmth; her mind settled down and soothed by this most peaceful of places.


  She was careful to let only her legs get any sun; Jo wouldn’t be pleased if she was to return to filming with a golden tan and freckles. So she lay under an umbrella, covered in high factor sun cream and a big hat with just her toes dangling out in the delicious heat.


  She and Helen chatted, gossiped, and sipped home-made lemonade. Careful not to talk about what was really troubling them both. One morning Helen positioned herself carefully on a lounger and reached for one of the airport books Perdita had brought with her as a present. Helen loved them. “Ah!” she cried as she picked up one with a white cover and big gold lettering on the front. “A Penny Vincenzi. Such joy.” She reached over and patted Perdita’s arm. “As it is having you here, darling.”


  Perdita smiled at her over her sunglasses. “It’s heaven being here. I think I’ve almost caught up on my sleep. I was out for ten hours last night.”


  “Poor child. Is it still jet lag?”


  “More likely that lethal red you were so generous with last night.”


  Helen sighed. “It was the last of my Gran Reservas. I do so adore it but have to save it for very special occasions.”


  “Oh I forgot to say, Venetia sends you her love. She’s going to try and ring you. She’s finally arrived in the twenty first century and bought herself a mobile. Can you believe she’s managed without one for all this time?”


  Helen chuckled. “It doesn’t surprise me in the least. I’m convinced the woman is a throwback to 1815.”


  “She certainly got into character as Lady Catherine. She was ordering everyone around the last time I saw her.”


  “She doesn’t strike me as the method type.”


  This time Perdita laughed. “She isn’t, she just likes throwing her weight around. She’s good fun though.” Perdita paused: she missed them. She missed Venetia’s gossiping, Briony’s ribald humour, Tony’s calm, even Pete’s terrible impersonations. She thought of Nick’s energetic stride, the way he got everyone galvanised into action even on the longest days. She missed him.


  “Ready to talk about it?”


  Perdita came to, to find Helen scrutinising her face.


  “I don’t know.” Perdita frowned and concentrated on slotting in a bookmark to save her place. She put the book down and smoothed a hand over its cover.


  “Is it Nicholas?”


  Perdita jumped uncontrollably. She hadn’t allowed herself to think about Nick. She didn’t trust herself to speak, or to meet Helen’s all-seeing gaze, so she nodded.


  “Have you slept with him?”


  “Helen!” Perdita stared at her aunt in shock.


  “Oh hush your nonsense, child. Your generation always thinks it invented sex. I’ll have you know people have been doing it long before you were even born – and enjoying it!” Helen gave another chuckle.


  “Um . . .”


  “So, you have slept with him. Was he any good? Not that I need to ask. You just have to look at the man to see he’d be good in bed.”


  Perdita gave Helen a covert look and reappraised her. How her aunt managed to give out such forthright opinions while maintaining a severe privacy about the state of her health she didn’t know. It was an intriguing mixture. Perdita’s thoughts strayed back to the weekend in the cottage and she blushed. She remembered Nick’s smiles, his kisses, his ardour.


  “So what’s the problem? As well as the exciting sex you like the man, don’t you?” There was a hint of exasperation in Helen’s voice.


  “Yes, I do l . . . like him.” As Perdita said it, she realised just how much she did like Nick, how much she admired his energy and determination, even his arrogance and stubbornness were appealing. But did the word 'like' sum up the way her blood raged whenever he was near, the way her heart skipped an extra little beat in anticipation of his touch?


  “So what’s the problem, Perdita?” Helen repeated.


  “Henry asked me to go back to him.”


  “Henry!”


  Perdita looked down and studied the book cover. It had a smear of suntan lotion on it that blurred the print. “Yes, Henry wanted me to go back to him.”


  With the stiffness of old age, Helen swung her legs over the side of the lounger. “I thought you had to go to the States just for publicity for This Way Forward? I thought it was all over between you and Henry?”


  Perdita gave a twisted smile. “It is now.”


  “Purdie, will you stop talking in riddles. I’m an old lady and I’ve recently found out that I don’t have a lot of time left on this planet. Explain yourself.”


  Perdita looked at her aunt in shock. It was the closest that Helen had come to mentioning her illness. “Helen?”


  “Not a word on the subject, Purdie. No, I insist. Now, young lady, tell me what’s been going on.”


  “I don’t – ” Perdita floundered. “I don’t really know where to start.”


  “The beginning is always best I’ve found.”


  “I never knew you could be so waspish.” Perdita said tremulously.


  “Believe you me I can be a lot worse than this. Spill, as I believe our American cousins say.”


  “You’ve been watching too many bad gangster movies.”


  “Perdita!”


  Perdita giggled, despite herself, and launched into the story. She told her aunt all about Henry’s texts and phone calls, about how confused she was, about how the pull of the man was simply too strong. Had been too strong. When she had finished her mouth was dry. She took a swig of lemonade and grimaced, it had warmed in the sun.


  Her aunt was silent for a moment. “So Henry asked you to go over to the States and you just dropped everything and went?”


  “Not that simple Helen, I had to go anyway, Henry or no. I was needed for the publicity.” Perdita’s toes were burning, it must be nearly midday and the sun beat cruelly off the white walls of the villa. She pulled her knees up into some shade and hugged them.


  “So Henry asked you over there,” Helen repeated, “happily told you his wife was having his baby and then wanted to carry on with you as normal. And you considered it?” She was getting shrill in her indignation.


  Perdita managed a defensive laugh. “No, don’t worry, I never considered doing that. But you’ve got to understand Helen, Henry is a powerful man – in Hollywood and in the hold he had over me.” As she said the words Perdita felt freer. “I think I was happy to be friends. I thought he was offering me a friendship.”


  “And what did he really want to offer you?” Helen’s voice was cutting.


  “He tried to– ” Perdita found it hard to get the words out. What had Henry done after all? He hadn’t hurt her, not physically anyway. He’d not even touched her in a way that he hadn’t before. What had he really done?


  “He raped you?” Helen half rose, her face ashen.


  “No, no. Helen please don’t look like that. He wanted to – well put it like this he wanted to carry on as we’d been doing before when I’d been in America.” Perdita trailed off.


  “Oh my God, Purdie! Have you reported him? Do the police know?” Helen went over to Perdita’s sun lounger and perched precariously on the edge. She was quivering with anger.


  Perdita reached out a hand and the older woman grasped it fiercely. Perdita wasn’t sure who was comforting whom but it felt wonderful. She looked down at the age spots on the back of Helen’s hand and her eyes blurred with tears at the thought of not having this amazing woman in her life. “Helen, if I thought it would do any good I would go to the police. But he didn’t really do anything, didn’t even touch me really. And anyway, who would believe me? Henry himself said that, it was well known we’d been having an on-off affair.”


  “It doesn’t give him the right to– ” Helen puffed herself up, “to–” she searched for the word and waved a hand around, “inflict himself on you!” she settled on finally.


  “I’m all right. Really I am. He didn’t inflict himself on me.” Perdita shook her aunt’s hand a little and repeated it as she saw doubt in the older woman’s face. “I’m all right Helen. Now. I admit I’ve had a few wobbly moments but I finally stood up to him and, do you know, it felt marvellous. I felt more truly myself than I have for a very long time. Perhaps for the first time!” She smiled into Helen’s still troubled eyes. “And I don’t want to waste my time with you talking about that man. He’s out of my life and good riddance.”


  Helen pursed her lips. “All well and good Purdie but this man has played with your mind so much that you can’t seem to accept the love of a man who really deserves you.”


  Perdita gave a huge sigh, she should have known Helen wouldn’t let go of the problem. For reasons best known to her aunt, she seemed to be championing Nick without even having met him. “I don’t know if Nick even loves me, not really.”


  “Has he told you so?” The waspish tone was back.


  “Well, yes. But . . . Helen it was all so confusing. The press got hold of the story and it was ruined before it began.”


  “Have you gone mad, child? You rejected him?” Helen let go of Perdita’s hand, her mouth slack with horror.


  Perdita nodded miserably. An image of Nick’s face, as it had been the last time she had seen him, rose in her mind. Had she been mad? Yes she must have been. Why couldn’t she have seen this before? A fat tear escaped. “Oh Helen,” she said brokenly. “I’ve hurt him and it’s too late.”


  “This is nonsense about the papers and it is all nonsense Purdie and you know it.” Helen snorted. “The man frightened you because he offered you something real. Not what that oaf Henry wanted – someone to dominate and influence. Nick wants to make something wonderful with you. And you’re scared silly aren’t you? So you ran away. And to Henry of all people!” Helen put her arms round the girl and drew her close. “I think you’ve been a bit stupid for a time darling, a bit unseeing, that’s all. That Henry stopped you thinking straight. But surely it can’t be too late with Nick?”


  Perdita thought of Nick’s angry – and final – declaration of love in the cottage. She thought of the pride of the man, so much part of his make-up. “Yes,” she whispered as the tears took hold. “Yes, I really think it might be.”


  * * *


  “Let go,” said Briony as she dialled Perdita’s number. “Tony, will you stop!”


  “You’ve got ten minutes,” he warned with a grin. “I’ll be in the shower.”


  Briony watched him as he got out of her bed and sauntered naked into the bathroom. She couldn’t believe this was happening. Apart from the odd night when he’d seen Beth or had collected fresh clothes, since their return from location Tony had camped out in her house. It had been a glorious riot of nothing but bed. They’d not done much else, not even gone out for meals. Instead they’d lived on a delivery diet of fast food and even faster sex. Briony grinned to herself; she’d never been happier and certainly never more satisfied in bed. They’d done things she’d only ever read about, Tony was a surprisingly enthusiastic learner and was game for anything. The pineapple rings, Briony laughed as she thought about last night, had been inspired.


  Neither of them had mentioned any feelings. Briony was too scared and she assumed Tony was treating it as a sexy little interlude that would be over just as soon as the shoot. She clamped down on her feelings for the man with an iron control which would have surprised those who thought they knew her. She didn’t want to chase away the best thing that had happened to her. She was however, dying to discuss it with Perdita but hadn’t been able to get hold of her. She’d finally purloined a number in Spain from Ed and, hearing it ring out, settled down for a good gossip. And apart from anything else, she wanted to catch up with what the hell had happened between Nick and Perdita at the cottage.


  “So, how’s Perdita?” Tony flung himself down on the bed fifteen minutes later, only half dry. He grabbed Briony and kissed her thoroughly.


  “Tony you’re still wet! But you smell gorgeous.” Briony met the kiss with one of her own and then shoved him off. “Bugger, is that my Clarins you’ve used?”


  Tony gave her a wicked grin. “Always wondered how you come to smell so good all the time and now I know. Must get myself some. Come here.”


  And any conversation was forgotten for the moment as they rolled around the bed rumpling sheets and crushing takeaway pizza boxes.


  Finally Tony had enough. “Now, what did our Perdita have to say then?” He was too exhausted to be truly interested but knew Briony had been trying to get hold of Perdita for a week. He lay back enjoying the aftermath of another stupendous bout of sex. Briony was unusually quiet so he looked fondly over to her and noted the frown.


  Briony flicked a pizza crumb off her thigh. “Not a lot,” she said thoughtfully, “just told me L.A. had been a bit mad and that she was enjoying Spain.”


  “Did she say anything about her and Nick?”


  “No.”


  Tony rose to lean on one elbow, intrigued. “What, nothing?”


  “No.”


  “You mean to tell me nothing happened between her and Nick all alone in a cosy little cottage deep in some God forsaken rural backwater?”


  “Apparently not.”


  Tony grinned at his lover with affection. “And you don’t believe a word she didn’t say, do you?”


  “No,” she said yet again, “I fucking don’t.”


  She cast a glance around her bedroom and grimaced in distaste. She viewed the champagne bottles littering the floor and the Chinese takeaway cartons lying on their side, leaking their contents. She was suddenly appalled at the sordidness of her bedroom. She couldn’t see Perdita allowing herself to behave like this. Perdita would hold herself aloof and contained until she was sure the man was offering her not only his body and sex but a lifetime’s commitment too.


  “Tony . . .” she began.


  “Yes Briony?”


  Then her nerve went. She just couldn’t do it. She couldn’t tell the man her true feelings any more than she could tell him to go if he didn’t reciprocate them.


  “I think it’s time we tidied up.”


  Tony pulled a sorry looking flattened pizza box from under him and held it up. “I think you might have a point. What about dinner out tonight? Just for a change.”


  “Tony . . .”


  “Yes Briony?”


  “I love . . . that idea.”


  


  Chapter 17


  London seemed very grey and closed in after Spain but it suited Perdita’s mood. Just before she left she’d finally forced Helen to have the conversation about her illness. Her aunt had calmly told her that she had months left, maybe a year. Perdita had wanted to stay with Helen or bring her back to London but the older woman refused.


  “I enjoy the sunshine, my darling girl. It makes me feel better, more accepting of my fate. And I love the peace. I don’t want all the bustle and fuss of London now. Don’t worry about me, I’ve got Marita to look after me after all,” she said, referring to her companion.


  “I can’t go. I can’t just leave you!”


  Helen had given a steely smile. “Don’t let your life stop just because mine is. I won’t allow it, darling.”


  When Perdita began to protest her aunt had shushed her.


  “Purdie, you have to go back, to your filming. And you have something to sort out, don’t you darling, with a certain tall, dark actor?”


  “Don’t hold me to that Helen,” Perdita said, horrified. “Don’t make me promise.”


  Helen’s eyes glittered with a malevolent humour. “Are you arguing with me, child? And with me practically on my death bed!” She’d hugged Perdita hard. “Don’t miss out on what could be your life’s happiness. Make your peace with the man. For me.”


  And so Perdita had driven herself back to the airport, her route dangerously hampered by welling tears. She seemed to have lost so much in the last three years. Her father. Henry. Nick. And now to have to face losing Helen was too much to bear.


  But if Perdita was in pain she didn’t allow herself to feel it. She got through the next two days fuelled by wine, coffee, determination – and sleeping pills. Weight fell off her. Being able to live at home helped a little and the flat at the top of Helen’s Dulwich house had never been more of a refuge. Briony’s invitation came after a phone call from her aunt reminding her that, to use the cliché, life must go on.


  * * *


  “God you look fucking awful!” Briony said with customary frankness and slid the tea cup across to Perdita. She had suggested a hotel where they could indulge in a discreet and reassuringly expensive afternoon tea and a good girly chat. She was desperate to discuss Tony and to find out what had really happened in the cottage. But when she saw Perdita all thoughts of gossip fled.


  “Have you been ill?”


  Perdita shook her head. “It’s not me who’s ill, it’s my aunt.”


  “Who?” Briony wrinkled her nose, trying to remember. Perdita was such a private person.


  “My Aunt Helen. Well, Great Aunt really. Venetia’s friend. She sort of helped my Dad bring me up.”


  “Christ Perdita, I’m so sorry. Is it serious? No don’t answer that, I can see it is.”


  Perdita smiled thinly. “I don’t really want to talk about it, Bri.” She took a sip of tea and, remembering Helen’s imperative, tried to relax. “Tell me your news instead. What’s going on with these Canadians?”


  Briony swallowed her frustration. She knew that look of Perdita’s and accepted she wasn’t going to get anything out of her. Not today. So, over a pot of Earl Grey, she explained how a new director was on his way and that the CFAA had put in an enormous amount of investment.


  “It’s more than Nick could’ve dreamed of, certainly more than that slime-ball James put up.” Briony chewed on a scone. “God, I’m ravenous. Must be all the sex.”


  Perdita ignored the last comment. “What’s happened to James?”


  Briony shrugged. “Who knows? Who cares? I know I don’t. Louse,” she added, with feeling.


  “What did he ever do to you?”


  Briony’s eyes flashed dangerously for a moment. “We had a – ”


  “Oh Briony! Not another conquest!”


  “Not on this shoot. It was on something else I worked on, a few years’ back. Let’s just say that I’m as broad-minded as they come but even I have my limits and James bloody Barnard found them.”


  Perdita raised her eyebrows.


  “I don’t do drugs Perdita and I’m not into S and M, well not the extreme stuff anyway. Our friend James liked nothing better.”


  “God, I never knew!”


  “Very few did. I nearly didn’t take Pride and Prejudice when I found out who was directing it.” At this Briony shrugged again. “It was a job, you know, actually it was the role from Heaven. And the bills have to be paid. You know how it is.”


  Perdita smiled. She knew exactly how it was. “I thought nothing fazed you Briony.” She gave a shaky laugh. “I’ve even envied your casual attitude to men. There was a time I even tried to be like you.” And look where it got me, she added silently. “And you know our argument,” she said tentatively, not wanting to bring it up but desperate to clear the air, “I’m so, so sorry for what I said. I didn’t mean it, any of it. I want you to know that.” She reached out and put her hand on Briony’s.


  Briony stared in surprise at the sudden change of subject. “It’s forgotten lovie. We said some horrible things, apologised; now we can move on.” Briony put her hand on top of Perdita’s and smiled. “Stop fretting. You over think things, you know.”


  “I know. And nothing gets to you. I was right, wasn’t I?”


  Briony laughed and signalled to the waiter for more hot water. “Not a lot does,” she said turning back to Perdita, “but James did.” She gave a shudder. “He’s the closest to evil I’ve ever met, the darling love.”


  Perdita let the information sink in, reappraising James in her mind. “I can’t imagine him being a friend of Nick’s though,” she said eventually. “Nick’s such a straight bloke. So decent.”


  “That he is. I think they’re friends from way back when. But I think James has changed in a way that Nick didn’t want to follow.”


  “Poor Nick.”


  “Poor Nick,” agreed Briony. “But he’s O.K. now; he’s got money coming out of his ears.” She shook her head. “Tony says we’ll never believe how much they’re ploughing in.” She buttered a scone. “You want this? No? I’ll have it then. You’re going to have to put some weight back on you know. The costumes won’t bloody well fit you.”


  Perdita ignored the advice. Something else was more pressing. “But this new director, at least with James in charge Nick had some artistic control.”


  “According to Tony, this Canadian – Steve – is quite happy to let Nick have a bit of a say.” Briony waved her hand around, scattering crumbs. “Makes sense doesn’t it? Otherwise it’d be a very disjointed production.”


  “But Nick hasn’t got his production company any more.” Perdita almost whispered it. To a man as proud as Nick this was a harsh blow. She was silent for a moment. “Poor Nick,” she said again eventually.


  “True enough. But Tony says–”


  “Tony says! There’s an awful lot of ‘Tony says’ Briony!” Despite her preoccupations, the urge to tease was strong.


  “Fuck off.” Briony scowled and blushed. She made a show of pouring hot water into the teapot and rearranged her napkin quite unnecessarily.


  Perdita leaned back and grinned. It had been good to get out and gossip with Briony. Helen was right, she couldn’t just mope around at home. But of course Helen was right; Perdita had never met anyone wiser. “Briony,” she began, “I think it’s time you told me exactly what’s been going on with you and Tony.”


  When Briony had finished the story, explaining haltingly how she and Tony hadn’t really been apart since leaving the Peak District and that she was, to her surprise, completely in love, she sat with a very un-Briony-like expression on her face.


  “I think I’ve always loved him,” she said dreamily. “From the first moment I saw him, right at the beginning of the shoot, I knew he was different. I just love everything about him, Perdita. And jeez, he’s a fucking stud muffin in bed.”


  Perdita was certain she had her mouth hanging open. The thought of Tony, lovely though he was, as the object of so much love and lust was a little hard to believe. And the idea of him being a stud muffin . . .


  “God Bri. Too much information!”


  Briony fixed her eyes on Perdita and deliberately misunderstood. “I know. The great unmentionable ‘L Word.’ It’s finally happened to me and it feels great.”


  “Does he know how you feel?”


  “Christ no! I’m not telling him!”


  “Why not?”


  Briony looked at her again, this time with fear in her face. “Think about it, Perdita. I’m the proverbial office bicycle. He’s seen me with Tim, Neil, Pete. He may even have heard about James,” she shook her head and silenced Perdita’s interruption, “no, let me finish. He thinks I’m the original good time girl. It’s just a sexy romp to him and I’m not exactly marriage material, am I?”


  Privately Perdita thought her friend was underestimating Tony but she remembered Helen’s advice about interference rarely being a good idea. She sucked in a quick breath. “Would you marry him? If he asked I mean?”


  “Like a shot.” Briony glanced at her, the old devil may care look in her eyes. “But I might have a problem wearing white.”


  Perdita laughed and looked down at the now cool teapot with distaste. “Know what?” She gave a gusty sigh. “I could do with a proper drink.”


  Briony was instantly alert. “They do a mean cocktail in the bar here. Let’s get bladdered. No work ’til the day after tomorrow.”


  “One more question?”


  “What’s that?”


  “How do you feel about becoming a step-mother?” Perdita picked up her bag and giggled at the look on her friend’s face.


  “Sod off Perdita. For that, the first Manhattan is on you.”


  


  Chapter 18


  Steve, the new director, had swapped the shooting schedule aro-und at the last moment and few of the scenes they shot in the studios in Surrey involved Perdita. Mostly, they were concerned with Jane’s abortive visit to the Bingley sisters’ London house and of Darcy on his rescue mission to avenge Wickham. Briony, still nursing a hangover of mammoth proportions, had got down to work on the first day with a surprising self discipline.


  Left alone again, Perdita clamped down on all emotion; she found it the only way to deal with everything. That she wasn’t busy made things worse somehow; she had nothing to concentrate on. Nothing to take her mind off Helen or having to face Nick. She became an automaton, as professional as ever but withdrawn, frozen and unyielding. A statue instead of living, breathing flesh.


  The first time she encountered Nick on set was, ironically, for the filming of Darcy’s first proposal. Perdita’s nerves broke through her carefully built façade and she was violently sick while waiting for the first take. As she hung over the basin, in the shabby Ladies’ toilet in the film studio, she allowed herself to think about Nick properly at last. She dreaded and longed to see him again in equal measure. She looked at her reflection in the mirror and, with grim humour, thought it just as well that Elizabeth was supposed to be feeling unwell when Darcy called. Perdita didn’t think she had the strength to convey anything else.


  But any feared confrontation was deflected by a total professionalism from Nick. She supposed she should have known a man as proud and (the old-fashioned word came into her head unprompted) as noble as him would be like this. He immersed himself in his role as thoroughly as she always had. He acted as if he had everything to lose if this was a failure. How much of this was down to getting into the character of Darcy, at his most proud and self-righteous, she didn’t know. But, one thing was sure, her admiration for Nick’s disciplined approach soared. She wondered exactly how much of the man she actually knew.


  Perdita thought her own performance flat. She had been so terrified of letting go her Snow Queen persona she hadn’t let through the anger Lizzie felt at Darcy’s misjudged proposal. To her relief, once the dailies were examined, her screen performance was judged as subtle and Steve declared it acceptable.


  For once, Perdita watched the rushes with the crew. She was almost amused to see no trace of the treacherous pain she felt at being near Nick again. There was, however, an extra bite in the angry words Darcy spat at Elizabeth – that was plain to see. All day Nick and she had circled warily around one another but he held good to his promise and never spoke of what had passed between them. In fact, he took great pains to speak to her as little as possible and then only on professional matters. A cycle had been completed. It was, as it had been right at the beginning of the shoot. Well, thought Perdita, she’d got only what she deserved. At the cottage she’d told Nick to go, that it had been a mistake, a bit of fun. Perdita recalled her words with a harsh laugh. And now it looked as if he had put what they’d had out of his mind; that he was treating her in the exact way he’d said he would.


  “It’s been ‘sorted’ Helen,” she muttered in a quiet invocation to her aunt, “but not in the way you’d hoped.”


  That night Perdita took an extra sleeping pill and blanketed her despair in sleep.


  If the others noticed a restraint between the two leads, they took no action. The cosy family feeling built up on location in the Peak District had dissipated. Venetia, having completed her shooting schedule, returned home. Briony was busy filming with a new serious approach to her work and was holed up with Tony in any free time. Nick was grey with fatigue with the difficulty of having a different director put in three-quarters of the way through the project. And, as Briony had said, there was no sign of James. He had mysteriously vanished. Rumours filtered through that Nick had thrown James off the set. Quite literally. Having witnessed Nick’s temper at first hand and having new information about what James was like, Perdita could well believe it. The future of Milltown Films was ensured; it didn’t have one. Perdita could only guess at what Nick would do next. New worry lines made him look older and Jo needed all her considerable skills in make-up to redress the effects. In fact, thought Perdita, the whole project had the feel of something started with great enthusiasm and exhilaration and was now something which just needed to be got finished. It did not make for a comfortable atmosphere. Perdita found she even missed Venetia, who was making up for her absence by sending the crew and cast weekly crates of champagne and hampers from Fortnum’s. It was some little consolation.


  Perdita spent the precious hours she had off feverishly attempting to organise the next part of her life. She knew a protracted period of resting would be a disaster and sought to fill the void within her with work. There were tentative noises of a second series of This Way Forward. The publicity which had kicked off for the Emmys had stimulated the executives’ interests in the programme again. For Perdita, it seemed the perfect escape route.


  Again.


  In the meantime, a tiny but important role in the filming of a M.R. James ghost story beckoned. Perdita felt she was doomed to spend her career in corsets.


  But the news that penetrated even Perdita’s numbed state was that Schools for the World wanted her to become one of their ambassadors. She’d been invited to visit one of their projects in Mexico and planned on combining this with attendance at the awards ceremony in L.A. Anything to keep her out of England. She was managing to fill her days quite nicely, thank you. What was still empty was the space invaded by Nick Wainwright in her heart.


  * * *


  Once again the mini-bus collected them, this time to take them to the last location shoot of the production. It would be the final time most of them would work together. Once again Lloyd collected Nick, Tony and herself – this time along with Briony. The Canadian money was showing; Lloyd was beaming at the wheels of a state of the art Mercedes. Nick looked unwell, Perdita observed covertly. His shoulders were tense and rigid, his face set in lines created by stress and fatigue. His legendary stamina seemed a thing of the past. If you didn’t know him better he could be taken for a man going through the motions, too preoccupied to care about what was going on. He doesn’t understand how important he is, thought Perdita desperately. Steve was driving things but that the production was still limping along was due to the cast and crew's loyalty to Nick.


  As the bus got onto the A40, heading west, Perdita found herself cornered by Briony and swore inwardly; she simply wasn’t in the mood. Briony had, several times, tried to prize information out of Perdita about Nick. More than once Perdita had thought it would be easier to give in and tell her everything but something still held her back. Pride maybe? Or simple stubbornness? And, as she watched Briony fling herself into the seat next to her and grin with all the zeal of the newly and happily in love, she had never felt less like confiding. But Briony, being Briony was in the mood for gossip.


  “Morning darling. Beautiful day. Have I told you about these? They work a treat.” Briony held up a catalogue of sex toys and cackled. “God, I love that man,” she whispered. “He’s a stallion I tell you, a fucking stallion. And always up for something new. No pun intended.”


  “So when are you going to tell him?” Perdita demanded, frustration making her snappy. “That you love him, I mean.”


  “Hold your horses.” Briony shot a quick glance at the men on the back seat. “I’m warming up to it.”


  “Hmph.”


  “I am. I’m making great progress with the step-mother bit.” Briony said the word as if chewing lemons.


  Perdita blew out a breath, accepted that a conversation was inevitable and then laughed. She relaxed a little. Briony always had this effect on her and besides, she was genuinely curious to see how Briony was coping with Beth. An equal match, Perdita thought, with some amusement.


  “So what have you done? Not shown her some of those things I hope?” Perdita nodded to the catalogue still in Briony’s hand.


  “Not fucking likely! No,” she added airily, “I’ve just taken her out once or twice, introduced her to a few people, given her one or two tips on the old acting profession. I’ve even given up swearing as much. Trying to set a good example, you know.”


  “I’ve noticed,” said Perdita drily.


  “I know,” Briony said, Perdita’s sarcasm going unnoticed. “I’m getting much more ladylike. More like you in fact. That’s who I’m basing myself on.”


  “Briony, you’re not serious! You’ve got to be you.”


  “Course I’m not. Although I am trying to give up the little four letter wordies. Bad f-erm- habit. Oh sod it. The main thing though,” at this Briony paused dramatically and gave Perdita a conspiratorial wink, “is that I’ve persuaded Tony to let Beth go for drama college.”


  “You haven’t!” Perdita’s voice rose.


  “Sssh! Yup, nearly got him to accept that this industry isn’t only full of wankers and shitheads.”


  “I can see the new ladylike image is working.”


  Briony elbowed Perdita in the ribs. “O.K. so the characterisation slips every now and again but I really think Tony has accepted that his daughter’s set her heart on it.”


  “I never really got to the bottom of why he didn’t want her to go. I thought maybe it was because he missed out on a degree and wanted that for Beth.”


  “Well, maybe. But I think he was genuinely concerned that she wouldn’t cope with the demands of the life, the temptations, the insecurity, the tossers who try to manipulate you. You know.”


  Perdita nodded. She knew. “So how did you persuade him?”


  “Just chatting.”


  “Withholding certain favours?” Perdita grinned.


  “No!” said Briony scandalised. “I wouldn’t do that to him. Or to me, come to think about it. Actually, I think the disappearance of our friend James had a lot to do with it.”


  “How?”


  “I think Tony saw it as our esteemed director getting his true desserts.” Briony said it with some satisfaction.


  “God.”


  “I know.” Briony giggled. “Tony is quite the unreconstructed male sometimes.”


  “And you love it!” Perdita accused.


  “Of course.”


  “So when are you flamin’ well going to tell him that you love him?”


  “I will, in my own good time. But you have got come clean first, darling. Just what is going on between you and Nick?”


  Perdita studied the back of the seat in front. “What do you mean?” she said eventually.


  “Oh come off it, you’re not still denying there’s something between you?” hissed Briony, as the Mercedes accelerated and made its smooth passage onto the M40. “I mean, he’s hardly spoken to you, he never looks at you, goes out of the room as soon as you enter – I’ve never seen truer signs of infatuation!”


  Perdita looked out of the window, at the fields passing, desperately wishing she’d driven herself up to the shoot, desperately wishing she was elsewhere, desperately wishing that she and Nick were – what? She blinked back sudden tears which threatened the numb state she’d drilled herself into.


  “Briony, I don’t want to talk about it.”


  Briony pounced; for once she was not to be put off. “So there is something! I knew it!” She looked behind them, at Nick sitting next to Tony on the back seat, apparently deep in conversation themselves. “Venetia said there was. She said she’d never seen anyone so bewitched.” Briony smirked at her own cleverness. “You did know Venetia has cosied up with Nick’s mother, didn’t you? Apparently the old bat is totally star-struck – that’s why she kept coming onto the set. Likes to live the celeb life vicariously through her son, I reckon. God, what a fucking mother – and from what I’ve heard the sister is no better. Well apparently Venetia got friendly with her when we were all in the Peak District. Barbara and the daughter – Sophie I think, have even been to stay at Venetia’s country pad. I haven’t even been there!” At this Briony’s voice took on a comically plaintive tone. She inched nearer to Perdita. “I think they’re hatching a plan to get you two together. Probably bought the hats for the wedding as we speak. Probably sold the rights to Hello magazine as well!” Briony laughed. “You might as well give in, Perdita, with those two characters on your back!”


  Perdita shifted uncomfortably; deeply unhappy with the direction the conversation was taking. She knew Briony to be a gossip – one reason she got on so well with Venetia, but this was taking things too far. “Briony please . . .”


  “So, you have got to tell me what happened at the cottage! You two seem determined to get stranded in the most romantic of places.” Briony sighed, “I can just picture it – long walks, log fires. Oh there’s nothing like making love in front of an open fire!”


  This tipped Perdita from discomfort into anger.


  “Briony, for the last time – there is nothing and never will be anything going on between me and Nick Wainwright!” Perdita said it in a far louder voice than intended.


  At that moment the bus slowed for road works and, to Perdita’s utter dismay, she realised everyone must have heard every single word. She put a hand up to her face to hide her pain. Briony winced. After a frozen silence Nick manoeuvred his way to the front to talk to Lloyd about the delay. Perdita felt him looking at her as he returned to his seat. His eyes cold and empty, his lips compressed. She had never seen him looking so unhappy, so . . . closed up. Was she the one who had done this to him? Was she responsible for the change in the man? He had kept to his promise, never to speak of what had happened and now he’d caught her indulging in cheap gossip. She bent her head in shame and swallowed hard. She felt sick to her very soul at what she had done.


  “Briony, do me a favour, can you get me my bottle of water? It’s in my bag.”


  Briony, finally distracted, took one look at Perdita’s ashen face and rose to get the water immediately. The remainder of the journey was spent in silence. Perdita huddled in despair and Nick slumped against the back seat in silence. Briony had never seen a more devastated looking man.


  


  Chapter 19


  Once again Perdita was on camera for most of the shoot. They were, this time, based in the Cotswolds to capture the Longbourn scenes. Thankfully, most were based around the Bennet family, so any scenes where she had to act with Nick were few and far between. She tried hard to join in with the excitement felt by the younger actresses playing her sisters but she felt so much older and apart. She had no Venetia to distract her and withdrew from Briony; she ignored the hurt in her friend’s eyes. This time Perdita did retire like a Victorian governess, took a pill and slept like the dead. But she always woke unrefreshed, with a second’s peace before the lead weight of guilt and shame and misery sank down upon her again.


  After a particularly early call Perdita stumbled, half asleep, along the hotel corridor on the way to meet the car taking her to the location. A familiar tall figure loped towards her at speed, his head down, his shoulders stooped. Nick must have been out jogging, she assumed, as his hooded top was drenched in sweat. With a sickening lurch of her heart she recognised the scruffy jogging bottoms, with their tell-tale hole in the knee. The same ones he’d had on that night when she’d . . . when they’d made love for the first time. She caught a tang of fresh male sweat as he swept past.


  “Perdita.” He lifted his chin in the slightest acknowledgement of her existence and disappeared into his room. She stood frozen, looking back at the empty space he had left.


  She'd lost him. It was too late, She'd really lost him! She clutched onto the nearest door frame as the knowledge thudded within her. The paintwork splintered underneath her grip.


  Behind his closed door, Nick kicked out viciously at a chair before sliding to his knees, his hands covering his face in rejection and misery.


  * * *


  “So, what are we going to do about Nick and Perdita?” Briony reached a hand over to Tony and stroked his thigh.


  They were in her hotel room watching a film. The remnants of the mini-bar scattered around them, their feet lolling across the giant sofa. With no Venetia to organise them the long nights of games in the bar hadn’t happened on this shoot. Their little temporary community was gradually dispersing and, with new people in charge, it all felt very different.


  Tony slid his eyes away from the screen and contemplated his lover. His love. If he could only muster enough courage to tell her. He leaned over and nuzzled her cheek. “I don’t know. What’s going on, do you think?”


  “Well nothing, according to Perdita.” Briony shivered as Tony’s late night stubble scratched.


  “But we don’t believe that do we?”


  “Of course we don’t. Anyone can see they’re totally and completely besotted with each other. In love. Bewitched.” She liked that joke and had used it a lot.


  Tony smiled and ruffled Briony’s hair. He inhaled. Briony, fresh from a bath, gave off a warm aroma of grass and lavender. She’d no doubt been mulling over their friends’ problem, that’s where she did her thinking he’d discovered. She smelled good, she always did. Christ, he thought suddenly, I’m going to lose this woman. At the end of this month it would all be over. The shoot – and he and Briony. And he wasn’t sure exactly when he’d fallen for her. Was it when she’d grabbed him at the party or way before then?


  He pulled his thoughts back with difficulty. “Since when have you been an expert on love?”


  “I’m an expert in a lot of things.” Briony shifted away, uncomfortable at the mention of love.


  “Yeah, you’re the expert. You certainly were earlier.” He kissed her.


  “That’s me,” Briony said bitterly, “a fucking sex expert. Sexpert.” She gave a harsh laugh.


  Tony drew away and looked into her face. “What’s wrong?”


  “What are we going to do about Nick and Perdita?”


  “That’s not it. Come on love, tell me.” His heart began to skip a beat. Was she going to tell him it was all over? They’d been together for longer than he’d remembered her being with any of the other crew. But, even so, he thought he might have lasted until the end of the shoot.


  Briony gave a huge sigh and picked up Tony’s hand. She clasped it to her and looked him straight in the eye. “We’ve had a good time, haven’t we? These past few weeks.”


  “The best, in fact I – ”


  “And I get on O.K. with Beth, don’t I?”


  “Yes she thinks you’re great, you know she does.”


  “And you’re all right about her trying for drama school?”


  “As O.K. as I’ll ever be.” Tony shrugged. “What’s all this about, Briony?”


  “And you won’t blame me if it all goes wrong for her? Not that it will,” Briony added quickly, “she’s got bucket loads of fucking talent. More than I’ll ever have. In fact I was talking about her to –”


  Tony was losing patience. If she was going to tell him they were finished he’d rather she got on with it. “Briony!” He clicked off the television and turned to her. “What is it?” He looked closer and saw she was near to tears. “Oh love, come here, don’t cry”


  “It’s just that– ” Briony began, as tears, treacherous revealing tears dripped off her nose. “It’s just that I know you think I’m just this hard hearted slut. The original tart with the heart of gold. The sort that leaves no prisoners and moves on to the next conquest.”


  Tony gathered her in his arms. “What are you on about? You’re not making sense. I don’t think that about you!” Not now, he added but kept that to himself. “In fact I think I–”


  “You see, I’ve got this problem. I don’t want to move on Tony, not this time. I don’t want a new conquest.” She gave a little hiccup. “I only want . . . I only want . . . you.” She felt him go very still and her heart plummeted.


  “What are you saying, Briony?”


  She hid her face in Tony’s chest and wailed even harder. “I love you. Always have, right from when I first saw you in your ratty old body warmer with all the pockets and those terrible combats you wear and your lovely stubble and the way your eyes disappear when you grin and the way you adore your daughter and are kind to just about everyone.”


  “Whoa, stop! Briony, stop. Look at me.” Tony took her face in his hands and thumbed away the tears from her brilliant blue eyes. “Is this for real?”


  Briony nodded dumbly, as best she could seeing as how he still held her face.


  “You love me?”


  Briony’s lips trembled; she was on the verge of crying again. “Yes.”


  Tony blew out an enormous breath. “Well, it’s just as well then.”


  “What is?” A tiny voice and an even tinier glimmer of hope.


  “That I love you too.”


  Briony’s mouth fell open. “You fucking what?”


  “I love you too.” He kissed her hard. “I love what passes as your humour, I even love your foul mouth,” he kissed her again, “and God, I love how you smell.”


  They collapsed against one another in relief, their limbs tangled and their kisses ardent and thankful.


  Briony eventually surfaced, breathless. “I can’t change my name you know.”


  “What d’you mean?”


  “I can’t change my name. Bloody professional disaster. Changing my name.”


  “That’s O.K. then,” said Tony. “What about hyphenating them?”


  “A double barrelled surname? Fellows-Fuller,” said Briony on a giggle. “Fuller-Fellows?”


  Tony rolled in eyes in mock despair. “Christ, it’s a disaster. If I didn’t want to marry you so much I’d suggest just living in sin.”


  “So you do want to marry me?” Briony put her head on one side, a practiced flirt’s move. “It’s about time someone made an honest woman of me.”


  “Just what I was thinking,” he replied cheerfully.


  “Oh Tony! Have I said I love you?”


  “Think you might have mentioned it.”


  They lay back on the sofa beaming at their cleverness at finding one another and at the knowledge that it was all going to be all right.


  “So, Tony?”


  “Yes, my love?”


  “What are we going to do about Nick and Perdita?”


  * * *


  The Meryton dance scenes were the last ever that Perdita was due to film on this production. Then she could make her escape. She was due to fly out to the States, via a quick stop-over with Helen in Spain, on the following day. Any post-production would have to wait for her return. She walked onto the set with a bearing of implacable, icy calm. All she had to do was get through this one last day and then she’d be free to resume her old life, the one she’d once so assiduously tried to create, to protect. Why did it now have so little attraction for her? Grey ashes after the glory of those few days with Nick. How was she to bear it?


  Steve was making noises about getting things started, so Perdita summoned up every last reserve of professional courage and found her mark.


  “Cameras rolling. Action!” Steve’s soft Canadian accent failed to sound anything like authoritative.


  Damien Crisp began to speak. “Come, Darcy,” he said as Bingley. “I must have you dance. I hate to see you standing about by yourself in this stupid manner. You had much better dance.”


  For the first time in her professional life, Perdita felt herself drift in and out of the proceedings. Snatches of dialogue floated around her, inconsequential, meaningless. She tried to concentrate.


  “You know how I detest this. It would be a punishment for me to stand up . . .” She heard Nick’s deep tones, cultivated into something smooth and resonant for his role as Darcy.


  Focus, Perdita. Nearly time for your cue. She felt Nick’s eyes on her. She could feel the hatred, the loathing.


  “She is tolerable but not handsome enough to tempt me; I am in no humour at present to give consequence to young ladies who are slighted by other men.”


  Somehow Perdita’s brain kicked into action and she rose to walk past Darcy, to give him a look suggesting Lizzie had heard all he’d said to Bingley.


  Perdita looked sideways, as directed and met Nick’s eyes. A hard, strong stare found her. The frown – the one she had once been able to soothe away seemed to be permanently etched upon his face. It’s true she thought, hopelessly. I’m no longer enough to tempt him. Oh God, what have I done?


  Everything juddered violently into a moment of stillness, all around her melted away. The knowledge that she had been trying desperately to ignore fell into her, as crystal clear as notes from a Mozart aria.


  She loved this man.


  Perdita’s eyes widened with acceptance of the fact. I love him, body and soul and I’ve lost him. Her eyes filled with tears as she tore her gaze away from his.


  “Perdita, what in God’s name is the matter with you? You’re supposed to give him the cheeky come on!” yelled Steve, in an uncharacteristic burst of frustration. “Places please guys. We’ll need to go on this one again!”


  * * *


  The day’s filming ended; Nick caught Perdita on her way out to the car.


  “Perdita – wait!”


  She turned and hope flared within her. They stood, silent, both unable to speak.


  “You’re going then?” he eventually managed, in that low voice she remembered so well.


  Perdita looked up at him, seeing nothing but a careful, blank expression and shuttered eyes. How could he miss the love I’m feeling, she asked herself but simply said: “Yes, I’m leaving tomorrow.”


  Nick nodded, his frown deepening and began to turn away from her.


  “Nick. I . . .”


  He didn’t turn to face her again, so she spoke to his unrelenting back. “I wanted to say–” she faltered and stopped.


  A buoyant Tony pushed past. “You’d better get a move on Perdita love. Haven’t you got an early start in the morning?” He carried on, oblivious to the wretchedness in the two people he’d interrupted. “Back to sunny California, eh?”


  Perdita turned to him to say something in reply and when she looked again Nick had gone.


  “I’ll see you to the car, shall I?” Tony said and rubbed his hands together. “Blimey, it might be officially spring but it’s bloody freezing in here today. Lucky you, going back to all that sunshine!” He took Perdita’s arm in a companionable way and steered her out.


  She strained to catch a last glimpse of Nick, but to no avail.


  Nick raced upstairs taking the wide stairs two at a time, scattering dance extras in his wake, to a room at the front of the big old house they were filming in. He made it just in time to see Perdita being handed into the car by Tony. Breathing hard but not from the exertion, he rested a hand on the stone mullioned window and gazed down. What had she been about to say? Had he misinterpreted the emotion in her eyes? She’d been like the Snow Queen they’d once laughingly named her, since coming here, to this location. She’d been cool and professional and had kept them all carefully at arm’s length. Just like right at the beginning of filming all those months ago. In a different life time it seemed to him. The episode in the cottage had been a blip, a fragment of the happiness that could’ve been theirs; if only she’d allowed it. And yet, just as she was leaving, to go back to Henry no doubt – the old jealousy flared like bile – she had looked at him. With longing? With love? All the feelings he’d hidden, that he’d tried to obliterate with the squalid mess that was James and the Canadian take-over leaped back up. As alive as ever. And just as hopeless. Nick leaned closer to the window and rested his head on his clenched fist. “I love you, Perdita,” he whispered, his breath misting on the cold glass, “I can’t seem to stop.”


  


  Chapter 20


  At long last the plane’s engines began gearing up for its take-off. Perdita leaned forward, as if to urge it to make its departure faster, willing it to reach its destination. She’d been away for three weeks and it had been too long. She was on her way home, back to London, back to Nick Wainwright. Like an arrow heading for the bull’s eye she knew, for once in her life, exactly what she wanted. She was alive with new information and with purpose. She felt reborn, ready to take on any challenge that might face her. She ignored the knife edge of anxiety, cutting at her insides. She was determined it was all going to be all right.


  She’d make sure it was.


  As the plane soared into the Californian sky, Perdita allowed herself a smile. She was going to see him again – she hoped. An exquisite knot of adrenalin fizzed inside as she refused the champagne offered – she had no need of artificial stimulation, she felt as if she was bursting with intoxication as it was. When the plane emerged from the smog and reached its cruising height, Perdita tried to settle back in her seat. But her restlessness continued and, in an attempt to calm herself, she brought out the emails she’d received while away. Too precious to delete, Perdita had printed them out, kept them close to her heart, to take out and pore over again and again. She still couldn’t take in all they contained.


  The first was from Briony. Perdita laughed anew as she read it, written as it was in Briony’s inimitable, breathless style:


  Perdita love – just a word to say how much you’re missed back here in Blighty. I’m not sure what I did but I’m really sorry if I upset you in any way – I didn’t mean to tease about you and Nick!!! I know something was wrong before you went back to Spain – how is your aunt, by the way?


  Since we finished filming I’ve been staying with Venetia – she still has that bloody hat on order! She sends her love but said she’d contact you herself – kept muttering about being a silver surfer – she doesn’t change!


  Darling, whatever has happened with you and Nick – and don’t tell me nothing has because I don’t bloody believe it! However you feel about him I really think he loves you. He’s been with Tony a lot since you disappeared off, I really think he’s lonely. Tony has tried to get to the bottom of it all but Nick’s as close-lipped as you are – you make a good couple. Anyway, whatever went on, the man has been like a fucking bear with a sore head ever since you went. Did I once say I liked difficult men? I take it all back! There have been times when we all wished for the good old days of James! And I never thought I’d say that!


  Thank goodness for Tony – and that brings me to my most exciting news: we’ve come out as a couple now. I told him Perdita, I told him the truth about how I feel about him. I was terrified, when I told him, I mean. Never been more scared, not even on the press night of ‘Six Characters’ and I was shitting my knicks then, I can tell you. And guess what, he feels the same! You never know, maybe that hat of Venetia’s will get some use after all! And – the sex! God if I’d known it could be this good with one man, I’d have settled down yonks ago!


  I know you’re working with Tom Pryce soon, lucky girl, he’s sex on legs. Do you know where you’ll be based? Any chance you’ll be in London? If you’ve got time pleeeeeeeease call me when you get back!!! Fill you in on all the rest of the goss when I see you!


  Luv,


  Briony xxx


  P.S. Give Nick a chance. Look at me and Tony – the original odd couple – but it’s working!


  Perdita leaned her head back on the head-rest – was it really possible that Nick had been missing her? Did he still have feelings for her? Did he have it in his heart to forgive her? She shook her head and grimaced at her own inflated ego. He was probably just preoccupied with the tail end of Pride and Prejudice. Lowering her seat to the flat position, she tucked a blanket round and snuggled down to re-read the second message, this one from Beth:


  Hi there Perdita,


  I’ve just been on set – it was the last day for everyone today – it was so sad and even sadder that you weren’t there to share it. Nick did a fantastic speech which left everyone in tears; you were mentioned of course, as his favourite Lizzie Bennet! He’s built up such loyalty in everyone. You were missed, I know.


  According to Dad, Milltown aren’t having a wrap party but Venetia has stepped in to do the honours – at her home! We’re all dead excited – her place is supposed to be something!


  I’ve finally decided on which drama college to try for. I thought I’d try for your alma mater – might as well go for the best! Briony is helping me out, she’s been cooler than cool about it. She and Dad are all loved up and, now I’ve got over the shock (!), I think they make a sweet couple. It’s good to see Dad enjoying stuff again. I’d really appreciate your advice but don’t worry if you’re busy, I’ll catch you at Venetia’s party – you are going aren’t you? Everyone else is – what an excuse to dress up, I can’t wait!


  We were so sorry that This Way Forward missed out on the awards – Dad and I were cheering you on when we watched the ceremony (yes, we got it here) and so was Nick – he was round when the programme was on. We all agreed you were robbed and should have won everything going! Did you hear us all shouting for you?! We were loud enough for you to hear in La-La-Land! Loved the dress by the way – red really suits you. Did you meet Wentworth Miller??? It was lovely to see Henry Dempsey with his wife – they looked so happy together – but who was the man with you? I didn’t recognise him but he was yummy-gorgeous! I can’t wait to see you again and hear all your news – gotta go, Dad wants the computer back.


  Love and kisses,


  Beth.


  Hollywood had been as business orientated and tawdry as she remembered and, of course, it had not provided the longed for escape. Henry, as promised, kept his distance. He played his new role with aplomb; that of expectant father and supportive co-star. Perdita would have liked to think he’d changed, finally mellowed with the prospect of fatherhood but when she saw the leer he gave to one of the actresses on their table at the awards ceremony, she knew he was the same. Time and again she felt her eyes being drawn to Julia. Henry’s wife sat, with her bump proudly displayed in Oscar de la Renta. Perdita was aware of a surprising jealousy – she was envious of Julia Dempsey. Not for Henry; looking at him made Perdita all the more glad that it was over, that she had moved on. No, what she wanted was that look of satisfaction Julia had; the ripe, peachy contentment of the happily pregnant and it shocked her.


  The air steward placed a menu on Perdita’s table but she ignored it, food would be impossible. She had never been more glad to be on her way home. A second series of This Way Forward was looking less likely now that it had missed out on the crucial Emmys. Hollywood only chased success. Perdita was relieved; it was as if the last shackles of her old life had snapped. She knew whatever her future held; it was no longer destined to be spent in Los Angeles.


  She shook out the last email, dog-eared from being read. Venetia, as promised, had been in contact:


  Dear Perdita,


  My darling girl, how are you? I do hope this gets to you as it is the very first email message I have ever sent! You should be honoured that you are the recipient! Barbara and I have been working hard to follow the manual but in the end we had to ask that nice girl Briony to help. Barbara has been staying with me for a little while. You do remember her, don’t you – Nick’s mother. We are all, in truth, a little worried about him, my darling. Neither Barbara nor I are absolutely sure what has happened between you two – he hasn’t told his mother a thing, which apparently is most uncharacteristic. They are enviously close – oh for a son as devoted! Briony mentioned she thought there was something afoot at one point – and certainly during those nights in the bar you two looked very intimate, if you don’t mind my saying. And of course you had that delightful, if enforced stay at the cottage. But, my dear, you have both been so tight-lipped about it all. Most disappointing. I suspect Barbara feels that if there really were something between you, Nick would have confided in her. I am not so sure. He is, after all, a grown man. And such a proud one too (but not at all disagreeable, if you will forgive my little pun!). Then there is this most distasteful business with James. Of course Milltown Films is now no more; Nicholas had no alternative but to break up the company – it was obvious he couldn’t continue without James’s financial backing. It is indeed, heartbreaking. All his hard work gone in a puff of smoke, so to say. Barbara is quite distraught. She feels Nick may have to go back to voice-overs. The very thought!


  At this Perdita could almost hear Venetia’s tones of absolute horror. She sipped some iced water and carried on reading.


  He is at rock-bottom and of course this, as I know only too well, is a young person’s business. He will have to start all over again, if he is to begin another production company. Barbara and I wonder if he has the heart for it all anymore. She’s told me a little about what happened to his father and it’s a sorry tale indeed. Apparently, when Nick was little more than fourteen, his father killed himself! Can you imagine? He was also involved in our strange little world of players and got horribly embroiled in some financial shenanigans – I’m afraid the details went quite over my head!. The poor man could see only one way out – suicide. One can only imagine what they all went through. Barbara says Nicholas went completely into himself and refused to talk about it but, when a little older, became determined to rebuild Milltown Films – his father’s company. So perhaps, you can appreciate more fully why it meant so much to him. Poor, dear boy! He’s spent so much of his adult life focused on the company, he’s not had time for anything else. I think the boy is too sensible but Barbara is terrified about what Nicholas will do next. I think, however, that the real problem is Nicholas felt he might have had a future with you. So, do you think he cares for you, my darling and is pining so romantically after you? Barbara tells me he has always been this proud, ever since a boy. So he will feel, I am sure, that he has very little to offer you now and therefore will not make the first move. I do think it is up to you to approach him. You really must come back from all this gallivanting around the globe and talk to him. Mexico indeed! Why on earth go there?


  Now, about my little party. It is on the 5th and you must come, I will not accept no for an answer. I demand, as Lady Catherine has the right, to have you present. And do wear a pretty frock. Everyone will be there, including Nick and, of course, Barbara.


  Fondest wishes,


  Venetia.


  It was the most extraordinary email Perdita had ever received and from the most unlikely source. The words were stiff and starchy and seemed to resonate from an earlier age. That it had been sent as an email seemed an anachronism.


  The fizz in Perdita’s stomach died away to be replaced by a hard ball of panic and anxiety. That Nick’s company had been dissolved mattered little to Perdita but now she knew why it had mattered so desperately to him. He would be totally devastated – how she wanted to be at his side – to help. And was she reading too much into what Venetia had said? Was Barbara worried that Nick might follow his father’s example and end his own life? How much had Nick had to bear – and she had known so little of it. She wanted so desperately to be there, to hold him, to try to make this all right again. Perdita’s impatience threatened to overwhelm her; staring out into the azure sky, she uttered an urgent prayer for a swift tail wind and for Nick to be there when she returned.


  Muttering an oath worthy of Briony, she rummaged feverishly around in her bag to find a safe place for the precious messages and came across a copy of the publicity photograph taken at the Mexican Schools for the World project. Holding it up she smiled as she remembered how she had posed for this on that hot, dusty day in the middle of the Mexican countryside.


  Perdita had flown there in a numbed state, hardly taking in what was going on around her. But what she had found there had distilled her own problems into a clarity which had made her know herself for the first time.


  Once installed in the hotel in Mexico she’d rung Helen.


  “So where exactly are you my darling girl?” her aunt had asked. “I’ve had Venetia on the phone and she says you’re in the back of beyond.”


  Perdita peered through the window of her hotel room. Six storeys up, it overlooked a dazzlingly blue pool surrounded by sun-tanned bodies. Beyond was a wild looking Pacific Ocean; Perdita could see surfers doing battle with the charging waves. The windows were shut tight and the air conditioning was switched on high. She looked down at the sunbathers again and felt very remote, very separate from them. They looked mostly young; the town had a reputation as a place to party.


  “Purdie? Are you still there? I said, where are you?”


  Perdita shook her head to clear it of the aftermath of the flight from Los Angeles. “Sorry Helen, yes I’m still here. I’m in Mazatlan. It’s a holiday resort.” She tracked a surfer riding high on a breaker. It wasn’t that much different from L.A. It certainly wasn’t what she’d expected. “It’s all rather gorgeous,” she said. But it was an incongruous place from which to launch a publicity drive for an education programme.


  “But what are you there for?”


  Perdita had to scrabble for the information Ed had faxed out. She glanced over it. “I’m publicising the Pennies for Pencils project.” At least she hoped that’s what it was. She gave her head another quick shake, she really wasn’t thinking very efficiently at the moment. Hadn’t been for a while.


  “Oh! Air passengers giving their loose change in on flights? Is that the one? What an honour Purdie!”


  “Well you know, I’m doing it for Dad.”


  “He’d be so proud of you my darling. As am I.” Helen’s voice cracked.


  Perdita was instantly alert. “Helen, are you all right?”


  “Never better Purdie. Don’t fuss. Are you going to be there long? Will you have time to pop in on the way home?”


  Perdita smiled, Helen made it sound as if she was about fifty miles away. “I think I’m only here for a few days. I’m being driven out tomorrow to visit a place Schools for the World run in the countryside. Don’t know if I’ll be able to get to Spain though.” As she said it guilt snatched at her insides. “I’ll try.”


  “Perhaps after Venetia’s party then, darling girl?”


  “Yes.” The guilt lodged itself more firmly.


  “Don’t worry. I’d rather you went to the party.”


  “Oh Helen, I didn’t mean– ”


  “Of course you didn’t.” Helen croaked out a laugh. “What I mean is that I insist you go to Venetia’s party, they’re always good value and I hear Nick will be there.”


  Perdita sighed. “Helen, I’m really afraid it might be too late.”


  “Nonsense child. Venetia says he’s positively wasting away for you. Just needs some encouragement.”


  “I sense a conspiracy,” Perdita said in a mock gloomy voice. Her phone bleeped irritatingly.


  Helen laughed again.


  “Helen darling, I’m really sorry but I’ve got another call coming in. Can I ring you later?”


  “Don’t worry, darling girl. Ring me when you’ve got time.” At this Helen succumbed to a coughing fit and rang off.


  Perdita had fought tears then and a longing to be with her aunt but had simply answered her call. It was from someone called Jan wanting to finalise the details for the publicity event.


  * * *


  Perdita was handed the baby for the photo-shoot. Part of her hated the way this was a manipulation of the truth, a larger part acknowledged why this was necessary. The baby stirred restlessly in unfamiliar arms and blinked up at her from enormous brown eyes. Perdita panicked slightly – she had had little experience with babies. The infant was so frail she felt as if she had been formed from birds’ bones but Perdita had the bizarre feeling that this tiny scrap of humanity knew exactly what was going on in her troubled mind.


  “Her name’s Rosa,” said Jan, the care-worker. “Her mom died a few days ago. Worn out from years of working the fields and other stuff.” Jan was watching Perdita closely, for her reaction. “Rosa’s HIV Positive.” Jan shrugged, “She’s got a better chance ’cos she’s with us. We got better drugs now, which helps.”


  Perdita stared at Jan. A square-faced, Australian woman, she seemed to be hewn out of rock. Strawberry blonde hair and beige shirt and crumpled slacks completed an image which was strangely comforting. This was a woman sure of her place in this world.


  “What will happen to her?” Perdita asked, although she wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer.


  Jan shrugged again, although Perdita didn’t believe for a minute the casualness this conveyed. “She’ll stay with us, get treatment from the clinic we got here. If she survives.” Jan cleared her throat and then said more firmly, “when she gets older we got a girls’ education programme here too. Funded by Pennies for Pencils. That’s why you’re here. We need to get more people to donate their pennies. Raised over sixteen million, it has. Hard to believe, isn’t it, just from coppers on planes?”


  Perdita managed a semblance of a smile. That this precious life she held was dependent on the careless gesture of some transatlantic air passenger seemed too cruel. She felt the sweat begin to break out on her forehead. It was punishingly humid in the building and the ceiling fan moving sedately above their heads did little to relieve it. Sun glared off the whitewashed walls, making concentration impossibly difficult. Outside all she could see were flat fields and dusty scrub. It was very different from the neon glittered indulgence of Mazatlan. She and Jan were standing in a make-shift school room that served the child workers. The children were allowed a few short hours to attend lessons, away from their punishing regime of picking chillies in a heat which drilled through the head.


  “It’s one of Schools for the World’s priorities – educating girls. In a lot of countries it’s always the girls that get forgotten about. Don’t matter see, need to school the blokes. Man’s world eh?” Jan moved closer and put out her hand to Rosa. The baby clamped onto her finger with a vice-like grip which made Jan laugh. “We got ourselves a little fighter here, no mistake! She’ll be O.K. She’ll find her way.”


  Perdita’s eyes filled with tears and she’d been desperate not to cry, it seemed too easy a response to this enormous problem somehow, but she couldn’t help it.


  Jan saw her reaction and her attitude softened a fraction. “The way I sees it, we all got our part to play. Me, this is what I do, don’t want to do nothing else. Rosa, she’ll find her way, even if it’s not to be on this earth for long enough.” Jan’s voice faltered and Perdita could see cracks opening up underneath the granite-like exterior. Jan coughed slightly and continued. “And you, you got your job to do, some of it here.” She looked directly at Perdita. “We’re only on this planet for a short time, for some of us it’s shorter than most. But we owe it to ourselves to make the most of what’s been given.” Jan barked a laugh, “Only get one life, don’t you?”


  Above their heads the ceiling fan whirred erratically, made a grinding noise and then came to a stop, whining as it slowed. Jan took no notice, she’d turned away from Perdita and Rosa and was busy making minute adjustments to what was serving as the background for the publicity photos – two exhibition stands with colourful posters hiding the ancient blackboard.


  Perdita stood watching, with Rosa in her arms. The fan had made a difference after all. Without it the heat grew even more oppressive, sullen with humidity. Sweat trickled down her back. You only get one life. It echoed round her head, resounding through her. This was her one life and what was she doing with it? Why had she agreed to attend the Emmys? Why wasn’t she with Helen in what might be her last few months? Why wasn’t she with Nick? Why had she behaved as she had? Pining over a worthless man. Rejecting the man she loved. Perhaps not really appreciating what she had in Beth and Tony, Briony and Venetia. Her new family. Not blood relatives but family all the same. As a road to Damascus moment it wasn’t overly dramatic but Perdita, standing in the wet heat of the impoverished school room, holding a baby who may not reach girlhood and who would face a life of grinding poverty if she did, saw her problems for what they were. Not insurmountable. Not trivial but not life endangering either.


  Rosa made a tiny snickering sound and Perdita looked down at the baby. “I’ll try to make a difference for you Rosa, I promise. I’ll try to be less selfish, less self absorbed.” The baby’s eyes held one more demand. “And yes,” Perdita whispered, with a teary smile, “I’ll try to go back to him. If he’ll have me.”


  The photographer had barged in then, complaining about the heat and the jeep breaking down on the way. It destroyed the fragile intimacy of the moment. Perdita straightened her shoulders and hoped her hair wasn’t too limp or that her make-up hadn’t melted. But she wasn’t concerned for her own image, only that she looked her best for Rosa’s sake and for all the other Rosas that Schools for the World helped. It was a long session, the photographer had taken endless shots of the three of them. Rosa had clung tenaciously onto Jan’s finger and Perdita had put on her most professional face and smiled into the lens.


  Back at the luxury hotel in Mazatlan, before her flight back to Los Angeles and then onto Heathrow, Perdita could still hear Jan’s words, could still feel the birdlike weight of Rosa in her arms. She prayed that the baby proved to be the fighter Jan had predicted. You only get one life, Jan had said. Make the most of what’s been given. Clichés but like all clichés they contained a sliver of absolute truth.


  The plane continued its monotonous, droning journey and, as usual, Perdita got hopelessly confused about the time. At the first captain’s message to put their watches onto Greenwich Meantime she did so but it didn’t make her destination seem any nearer. Irritated at her futile fidgeting, and unable to bear putting the emails and the photograph away, she lay with them clenched in her hand. She gazed sightlessly out of the plane window, willing the time to pass more quickly.


  “Let it be all right,” she whispered. “Please God, let it be all right.”


  


  Chapter 21


  Nick prowled around the party like a caged animal. Never particularly at ease in these situations he’d not wanted to come. Lately, he’d not wanted to go anywhere. There didn’t seem any point, he didn’t have a production company, there was nothing on the horizon and his dream of filming The Winter’s Tale was no more. But he’d allowed himself to be bullied into the party by the combined forces of his mother and her new best friend, Venetia. He was too weary to argue. Besides which, he suspected his mother wanted him near her, for reasons he did not want to pursue. As if he would repeat what his father had inflicted upon the family! He was angry that his mother could ever think such a thing. He felt permanently angry – at everything. Still, it might not be a total waste of an evening – there could be some useful contacts here tonight – and God knows he needed them. Even Sophie was around somewhere. She’d scented a party full of people she considered important and had shunned her usual London circuit.


  Everyone was here. Well, not quite everyone. Nick’s eyes constantly strayed to the door every time he heard Venetia’s voice raised in welcome. His nerves jangled, he felt as if every sense was raw and that his skin was paper thin, threatening to expose his emotions. He cursed himself for a fool. Why would Perdita bother with him now? If he wasn’t in the same league before, he certainly wasn’t now, after the mess he’d made of it all. If only he still had his company. The shame of his failure burned inside him like acid.


  No one seemed sure if Perdita was going to make it to the party. Venetia had told him that she’d been invited but was in Mexico or Peru or somewhere definitely nowhere near the Cotswolds, or that Perdita might even be in Spain with Helen, as her aunt was so ill.


  Nick gave a twisted smile. Why should she come here, to Milltown’s wrap party, when she’d been embraced back into Hollywood? He remembered the awards ceremony – the one he’d watched at Tony’s house. It was so totally out of his experience that he had difficulty in believing it was Perdita on the screen. He’d watched her move, almost as if in slow motion. She had been wearing a red dress, tightly fitted and strapless. It had a train sweeping along behind her and at one point her companion had trodden on it and they had laughed together as the cameras flashed – a good picture for the papers. Jealousy had eaten away at him as he’d watched them together. She had looked so regal, so utterly out of his sphere. And yet, when he remembered the brief time they’d had together, he remembered the other side of her, the private Perdita with the hints still of the motherless, little girl. The thoughts churned greasily around his brain in a relentless cycle. He smiled tightly as Tony approached and took the drink offered.


  “You know she loves you, don’t you?”


  Nick laughed bitterly, “Now just who might you be referring to?”


  “Come on, give the girl a break. I think she really does love you.”


  “She told you then?” Nick scowled and took a swig of wine.


  “No.” Tony began.


  Nick raised his eyebrows at his friend. “So, how do you know?”


  “I don’t know. The way she looks at you.” Tony shrugged in desperation and cursed Briony for forcing him into having this conversation.


  “Oh, the way she looks at me!” Nick widened his eyes and waved his glass around, the wine sloshing out onto his shirt. “That’s conclusive evidence then! But, if she loves me, really loves me, where does our man Henry Dempsey fit in?”


  “I don’t know. She hasn’t said anything to me about him – or to Briony. You know what Perdita’s like, doesn’t show her feelings.”


  “And yet, you know she loves me!”


  “Yes well . . .” Tony stuttered and then gave up. He looked more closely at Nick. “This counselling you’ve been having, not helping then?”


  Nick blew out a breath. “Some,” he admitted. “I’m learning to say, ‘I was angry at my father. I am angry at my father’. Load of bollocks really.” He looked up as the front door opened again. “Doesn’t make me forget her.” He took another gulp of wine.


  “You drunk?”


  “Not yet my friend, not yet.” Nick downed the rest of the glass in one.


  “It doesn’t help, you know.”


  “Only someone deliriously in lust would say that.”


  Tony counted to ten. “Nick mate, I’m only trying to help.”


  Nick relented. “I know. Look, I’m sorry,” he said after a long pause. “Not myself at the moment. I’ve got a lot on my mind.” He gave another harsh very un-Nick-like laugh. “Busy boy, you know!”


  Tony nodded and didn’t challenge the lie. He knew Nick hadn’t received any offers since the collapse of Milltown Films. “We all care about you, you know.” he said, uneasy with the emotion.


  “Yup. Appreciated.” Nick looked at his companion. “Do you think she’ll come?” he asked, trying to keep the hope out of his voice.


  “Oh mate, I don’t know. She’s not told Briony, even if she is thinking of coming. I suppose Venetia might know more.” He put his hand on Nick’s arm, he couldn’t bear the misery on the man’s face. “But you two, you seemed really close. I’m sure she’ll try and make it.”


  Nick nodded wordlessly, shrugged off Tony’s hand and went to seek a quieter place of solace, grabbing a bottle as he left.


  * * *


  Perdita was caught in a dilemma. Having landed and checked with Venetia on the time of the party, she had to make a decision; to either go home and get some sleep but lose precious hours before driving to Venetia’s house on the edge of the Cotswolds – or she could drive straight there. The time difference had, as ever, completely disorientated her on the return journey and the familiar sick and dizzy symptoms of jet lag were adding another layer over the turbulent emotions racing through her. She wasn’t at all sure she was safe to drive. She hesitated, impatient with herself. Finally, she compromised and, as a gesture to her feminine vanity, booked herself into an airport hotel. She stood under the shower, as cold as she could bear it, for a long time, willing her body to come alive. After drinking several cups of bitterly strong coffee she took her chance on the motorway.


  “Let it be all right.” she murmured to the rhythm of the tyres on the tarmac. “Please God, let him be all right.”


  Nick found a small sitting room on the first floor. He roamed restlessly around it, picking up books and photographs, unable to concentrate on anything for long. He looked at the shelf containing Venetia’s awards and trophies. She’d had a career anyone in this business would be proud of. He’d been lucky to get her cast as Lady Catherine. He allowed himself a small smile. He wasn’t sure how much acting had been necessary – Venetia had slipped on the role without any difficulty. Nick ran his fingers across the photos on the mantelpiece and stopped at one with a sharp intake of breath. It was her. It was Perdita. He picked it up to examine it more closely. She was with an older woman, possibly her Great Aunt Helen. It must have been taken some time ago. They were formally dressed and were standing self-conscientiously looking into the camera, Perdita with a self-contained expression that was all her own.


  Perdita.


  Her hair was longer and she had the roundness of adolescence still on her face but she was still Perdita. His Perdita. Anger ate at him. Anger at the situation he now found himself in, anger at himself for tolerating James for so long. Anger at how hard he had tried to control his life. Anger at his father leaving him with a legacy of mistrust and responsibility. Anger at Perdita. Fierce little flames licked at him. They made him feel more alive than he’d felt for weeks. She’d rejected him but who had she really lied to – to him or to herself? And despite all the rage coursing through him, all he could really feel was love. Love for Perdita. Taking the photograph with him, he flung himself down onto the sofa. He took a long swallow of wine straight from the bottle and randomly pressed the remote for the TV. Inadvertently he pressed the DVD button and sighed as he saw what was playing. Fate indeed, had a strange way of working its way out.


  When Perdita stepped out of the car at Venetia’s house, she allowed herself a precious moment to close her eyes and smell the air. It was a peerless night. England was enjoying a balmy, hot spell, as so often happens in May before rainy June crashes in. Perdita looked around her, steadying her breathing, calming her nerves. She was here at last and yet now didn’t feel brave enough to enter the fray. There was still light suggested in the sky but it wasn’t needed. Venetia had the house decorated with a myriad of candles. Every window was alive with licking flames of light. Flickering torches lined the drive, showing the way to the main door, like a guide for a gladiator entering the coliseum. Venetia had the building converted into a home some years ago. Originally a farmhouse, the dramatic extension – of course Venetia would have a dramatic house Perdita smiled – rose from the shadow of the original in a spectacular glass construction piercing the night sky. She could hear sounds of music and laughter coming from within and could hear the urgent, guttural beat of the disco coming from the marquee on the lawn beyond. Ridiculously, Perdita felt shy. She took a deep breath, shook her head to clear it and went forward.


  As Beth had promised everyone was there. The girl herself rushed over and gave Perdita a tight hug. Briony shrieked and then inevitably swore and clasped her close, Jo air-kissed a greeting and Tony landed a sloppy kiss on her cheek and whispered something she didn’t hear. Even Barbara, standing with a tall dark haired girl, nodded at her with a hint of a relieved smile. Perdita blinked back her tears as she looked around. This was indeed a family of sorts. Her family. She felt as though she’d been away for a lifetime and she had a new life to come home to.


  She hoped.


  “Perdita at last, how lovely! I do hope you’ll stay over. I have a room made up for you, just in case.” Venetia came up to her and swept her into a Chanel scented embrace. “Nick’s in the Snug, my darling.”


  Perdita felt relief wash over her and her knees weakened. “So he’s here and he’s all right?” She felt giddy and was certain it wasn’t simply jet lag.


  “Of course he’s here, where else would he be?” Venetia gave her a curious look. “He’s doing his Mr. Darcy-at-the-party act – again. I’d be awfully glad if you could jolly him out of it. I’ve got some people I want him to meet.” She looked at Perdita’s jeans and thin top. “My darling girl, you could have at least dressed. Didn’t I say it was Black-tie?” Then she saw Perdita’s expression, smiled and patted her gently on the cheek. “Go to it, my child. You don’t need my permission. Go and find your Mr. Wainwright!”


  Perdita found him in the little room Venetia used for watching TV. He was sprawled on the sofa but as she got nearer she was horrified to see the fresh lines of misery etched on his face. She wanted to hold him, to croon to him as if he were a child. She wanted to offer him comfort, to offer him herself. Then she saw what he was watching and stopped dead. It was a recording of the awards ceremony. She watched herself in the Alexander McQueen dress make her way through the press cordon, Aaron Schwartz on her arm; eye candy provided by the production office. The gossipy American commentary burbled in the background and she heard her name and Henry’s mentioned in a parody of coy suggestion. Her heart thumped and she pressed a hand to her breast to still it. She didn’t think Nick had seen her enter the room but then he spoke.


  “So the rumours were true about you and Henry Dempsey” he said, without preamble. “And who’s this bloke – another conquest?” A colourless voice, flat and devoid of emotion.


  Perdita swallowed. So it wasn’t to be easy. She should have known better, she didn’t deserve any better.


  She answered him quite calmly in the end. “The man accompanying me is an up and coming actor that the studio wanted to put in the public eye.” She continued with a deep breath: “Yes, I had an affair with Henry. Yes, he was married and no, I’m not proud of it. It started as one of those on set romances. It happens. And then Henry . . . well Henry had an influence over me. I was lonely and he was powerful. He was hard to shake off.” She felt Nick’s attention quicken as he eventually turned to face her, dark eyes watchful.


  “Was that what you thought we had? Just an on set affair?”


  A pause. Then Perdita said: “Yes. At first. Maybe.”


  Again that closed-up look. She couldn’t judge his mood and couldn’t interpret the expression on his face.


  Let it be all right.


  “I offered you everything that I had, everything that I was. I offered you more than I’ve ever given anyone.” He said it as a statement of simple fact.


  Perdita remembered the effigy of the knight, his love carved into stone to last the centuries, to honour his wife and her self-sacrifice. She nodded. “I know, and I was too stupid, too mixed up to realise it then.”


  Something – desire, anticipation flickered in him for a second, for the first time in a long time. Was she saying what he hoped? After all this time?


  Neither of them moved or spoke for a moment. There was no need. The faintest glimmer of hope, of reconciliation stirred in them both.


  Perdita rushed on, heedless, needing to get it said. “Nick I’m so sorry about your father. I had no idea.”


  He raised his eyebrows in surprise and shrugged. “Would it have made a difference? I don’t expect anyone’s pity.”


  Battle not won then, not by a long way.


  Perdita smiled slightly, “I don’t think anyone could accuse me of pitying you.”


  He acknowledged the humour in the remark with a nod and a tight smile of his own.


  “I’m sorry about Milltown Films too.”


  “You’re sorry for an awful lot of things tonight, it seems.” Was it her imagination or was his voice warming – just a little?


  Perdita felt her shoulders begin to unknot just a fraction. “Yes – I am. I am sorry. More than perhaps you’ll ever know.”


  They smiled more freely at each other, knowing the truth that lay deep within the statement. The atmosphere hummed with expectation. And love.


  “I can’t pretend to feel sorry for James, though. He’s a bastard!” She edged nearer to Nick, unable to keep away for any longer. The humming intensified.


  He laughed sourly. “Another good decision on my part. I really thought it was a good idea to keep him on board. But I bloody needed him, I needed his money. If I hadn’t been so damned proud for so long . . .”


  Pride. Dangerous territory.


  A telephone rang in the distance, a shrill sound piercing through the muffled sounds of celebration. Perdita heard urgent voices calling.


  She gathered her strength and finally said what she had come to say.


  “Nick I want you to know that–” Oh God, feeble words for such strong emotion. “I want you to know that I was a fool and an idiot to not see what we could have together.” Her voice broke with feeling, she was trembling. This was the hardest thing she had ever done. “I want you to know that I love you, Nick Wainwright. I truly do. I’ve never felt this way about anyone. And, if it’s not too late –?”


  Nick started violently and then put his head in his hands. He tried to force the anger away. How could he allow himself the luxury of accepting her? He wasn’t worthy, had nothing to offer. Less than nothing to offer.


  Perdita could see his hands trembling. She backed into a bookcase and clutched at it, it was the only thing holding her upright. Eventually, after an eternity he spoke, his voice hoarse with passion. He looked up at her, his eyes bleak.


  “Perdita, I’ll always love you. There’s not been one second of one minute of one hour of one day when I haven’t loved you.”


  “But?” she whispered, her eyes filling with tears.


  “You asked me a long time ago, God in another lifetime, for some time. And that’s what I’m asking from you now. You’ve got to give me some time.”


  He rose and she thought he made to move towards her, but her eyes were blurry with stupid tears and she couldn’t see properly.


  “I don’t know if I can trust you again yet. It’s the way I am. I am what my father made me.” He feathered his finger down her cheek, as he had done before, so very long ago.


  “I know!” she cried wildly, “but we’ll find a way of making it work. I love you so much!” She was openly crying now. Nick made an involuntary move, he couldn’t help himself. Love was winning. He held her face tenderly between his shaking hands.


  “Perdita.” It was a whisper of longing. He gave up the struggle and kissed her. The humming in the room tightened into a song of desire. He deepened the kiss and felt the love he had for her surge through the last of his anger. As before, Perdita’s passionate response stunned him. Realisation dawned. Was it possible that she really did love him?


  They stumbled and fell onto the sofa, still kissing wildly, as if to let go would mean losing one another again. Her hands were in his hair, on the back of his neck, clutching at his shirt, her eager body pressing against his. Part of him went with it; the rational part recognised this was neither the time nor place. After a while, he forced himself to break away.


  “Perdita?”


  She stared at him. “No! You’re not going to reject me again, I’m not going to let you. Not after that kiss.” She put a hand to his face and traced a finger over his lips. Fear gnawed at her again.


  He captured her hand in his and managed a smile. “No, I’m not going to do that. I love you, Perdita.” They kissed again, this time tenderly, wonderingly.


  He pulled back. “We need to talk.”


  Relief poured through Perdita. “As long as I’ve got your love,” she said gently, “I can cope with anything you’ve got to tell me.” She settled against him.


  He began, haltingly and then rushed on, letting the words pour out. It was a test of a sort, if she still loved him after hearing what he had to tell her, then maybe, just maybe there might be a chance for them.


  “When my father killed himself,” he felt her react at that and pulled her closer to him, stroking her hair. “When my father killed himself,” he repeated, “it ripped the heart from my family. My mother depended too heavily on me and thought my talent would rescue the family’s fortunes. I’ve realised a lot of things recently and one of them is that it was an expectation I couldn’t possibly live up to. How could I expect to deal with that? I wasn’t much more than a child. God knows, I don’t blame my mother, she had to cope with her own grief. But I’ve felt guilt for most of my adult life. I always felt I wasn’t good enough, that I wasn’t doing a good enough job.” Perdita made a sound. “No, don’t interrupt me, I’ve got to say this. It’s important you understand what you’re taking on, Perdita.”


  She laid her head on his chest and felt his heart beating erratically. Just as in the cottage, when he had read from Lamb’s Tales, she let his voice caress her but, this time, it was telling a far more significant story.


  “Phillip Larkin was right, wasn’t he?” Nick continued and gave a tight laugh. “Dad dying like he did made me feel rejected in a way no one ought to. For too many years I lost faith in all those round me. Couldn’t trust anyone, even my own judgement at times. I should’ve spotted James was a liability long ago. And I couldn’t bring myself to love anyone. Not properly, not until you came along. That’s why your rejection hurt so much. I’d pretended that it might be possible between us but knowing all the time that the end would come.”


  Again Perdita made to speak and was shushed.


  “Let me say this,” Nick said fiercely. “Just let me get through this last bit. After the fiasco with James, I let myself believe I was a failure. Worthless. Why would anyone want me? Why would you want me? Tony tried to tell me tonight that you loved me but, being the idiot I am, I still wouldn’t let myself believe it. And now you turn up, looking like you do, telling me that you actually do love me. It’s still hard to take in.” He kissed her hair. “Do you see?”


  Perdita lifted her head and looked into his eyes, her own still wet with tears. “I see,” she said simply. “But we can work it out, Nick. I meant what I said earlier. I’m going to make you trust me. And I’ll wait – for as long as it takes – for you to do that.”


  “I don’t deserve you,” Nick said through another kiss.


  “Then let’s not deserve one another,” Perdita replied, “because I’m pretty sure I don’t deserve you either!”


  They smiled at each other. They both knew their love would see them through any problems ahead.


  Venetia burst into the room. She was panting from the rush upstairs, tears streaming down her face. “Perdita – it’s Helen. Oh my darling, it’s your aunt!”


  


  Chapter 22


  Perdita sought refuge from the oppressive heat at the end of the station platform where there was the slightest hint of a breeze. The image of her most favourite Pre-Raphaelite painting slid into her mind. Millais’s Mariana, standing by a window in a vivid blue gown, rejected by her lover and waiting in the moated grange. Like Mariana, Perdita placed hands on hips and arched her aching back. She blew out a breath and pulled at her high collar, in a vain attempt to cool down. Her restrictive costume chaffed her neck and her corset made it impossibly difficult to breathe, especially in this unreasonable heat. The hot spell in May had continued, against all expectation, through into June and the papers were getting predictably excited about the heat-wave. Perdita couldn’t remember the last time she had felt cold. She was longing for the end of the day when she could finally shed her heavy skirts and take a long, cool shower. Even her scalp was hot and itchy, with her heavy hair coiled up on top of her head. She was waiting, as they all were, for the lighting crew to finish the rigging. The heat had slowed them all; it was the only way any of them wanted to work. A heavy, languorous weight seemed to hang over them and even voices were muted in an attempt to conserve energy.


  She was waiting.


  The Queen of the South was asleep. Like a beautiful, slumbering dragon she lay dreaming in the shimmering heat. Perdita thought she was magnificent, even at the moment, when she was stationary. Perdita had been on the platform when she’d chugged in; a huge poem in energy and motion, hissing steam and growling power. George, one of a team of devoted volunteers, had invited her into the cab. Perdita perched excitedly on a little iron seat where she could feel the stinging heat from the engine fire. George proudly shown her the little brass wheel, the injector to fill up the boiler and the two small dials, one showing how much steam there was and the other indicating if the brake was working properly. The Queen was lovingly cared for, polished to within an inch of her life and testament to the passion engendered by steam railways. Perdita loved it and reached for her mobile to phone Helen, but then remembered that Helen was dead.


  She and Nick had fled the party as quickly as they could and boarded the first available flight to Spain. In less than twelve hours after Perdita had landed from Los Angeles she found herself back in the air again, this time on a plane to Seville, where Helen was slipping away into the last stages of her cancer. Again Perdita had muttered her incantation out to the clouds but the gods hadn’t listened this time; Helen had died thirty minutes before they arrived at the hospital. A nurse led them into the room where Helen lay and where Marita sat keeping vigil. At first they all sat numb and still but then, as the nurse withdrew, Marita began to sob inconsolably, the sounds echoing off the hard white walls and rising through the silence of death. Perdita sat, with her hand in Nick’s, and stared at the only dead body she had ever seen. She thought it might be frightening or disturbing. But Helen’s face was peaceful, evidence of the end of a long life lived to the full.


  You only get one life don’t you? Owe it to ourselves to make the most of what’s been given.


  In that calm white cell of a room Perdita silently promised her aunt that she would and then, with Nick’s arms around her, gave in to tears.


  * * *


  A few nights later, Nick and Perdita lay together in bed in the little villa in the hills. They’d made love tenderly, the softness of the mood growing quickly into heated passion. Perdita needed it as an affirmation of life. She needed Nick. He’d been wonderful during their time in Spain. A quiet comfort. Never demanding. Just there.


  Lying sated in his arms, she murmured, “Helen would approve, you know, of this. Of you. She had you marked out for me, right from the start.”


  Nick let a hand caress Perdita’s naked shoulder. “I’m glad. I wish I’d met her.”


  “I wish you had too. You would have liked one another.” Perdita’s voice splintered. She rolled over and pressed her face against Nick’s strong neck. He held her close and let her weep.


  When quiet again, she began to speak. “Her dying made me finally realise something. Something I began to learn in Mexico.”


  “What?”


  “That you should treasure every moment you have. Every person you have around you. It was one of the things that sent me back to find you.”


  Nick’s arms tightened around her. “You know, I’m not always going to be the easiest of people to have around.”


  “I know,” she smiled. “But I’ll always love you.”


  They’d returned to London. Nick to finalise some lingering business to do with Milltown Films, Perdita to some post-production for Pride and Prejudice. Then she’d driven to Yorkshire to this tiny part, just a few weeks work. She’d wanted to work with Tom Pryce for a long time and she’d been rewarded with a director who was profoundly inspiring. After this her horizon stretched ahead, empty.


  Perdita knew she’d have no real need to ever work again. She was a wealthy woman now; Helen had been rich and had left it all to her great niece. Perdita also had the three properties to her name. The villa in Spain she planned on selling as quickly as possible, she would maybe rent out the house in Dulwich and then there was the little cottage in Herefordshire. Awkward to get to and fairly primitive even so, she knew she would never part with it. She and Nick had flown Helen’s body back to England and had her buried in the Norman churchyard where the stone knight still slept beside his beloved wife.


  She hadn’t seen Nick for nearly three weeks now, he’d been held up in London. Impatience chaffed at her. She was terrified that her new money might be an obstacle in their relationship. She knew just how proud Nick could be. And not only that, she’d had an idea for a business venture. It would just be a case of convincing Nick to trust her.


  Perdita coughed a little, the artificial smoke they were using was being pumped out of sinister looking canisters. They all hated it, it seemed to soak up what little oxygen there was but it was more controllable than relying on the Queen. She turned to look the other way, away from the smoke.


  She was waiting . . .


  A movement at the very end of the platform caught her eye. She strained to focus between the shifting clouds of steam. A man in modern clothing was standing there, just visible, his white shirt camouflaging him amongst the smoke. Not one of the crew. As he walked nearer she recognised the set of his broad shoulders and his easy, loose-limbed stride. She remembered the disreputable jeans, faded to white at the pressure points. She walked trance-like towards him, hardly believing he was here, that he had come at last, that the waiting was over.


  Nick stopped. They stared at one another, not wanting to touch, content simply to gaze. The white smoke drifted around them, separating them from anything else. Perdita’s heart constricted with love as her eyes greedily drank him in. He wore a linen shirt, the sleeves rolled up in deference to the heat, the buttons half undone to reveal a lightly tanned chest. How she loved him, she thought incoherently.


  “Hello Perdita,” he said, in that low voice.


  “Hello Nick,” she managed. She could see his pulse racing in his exposed neck.


  “I’ve brought you this.” He held out the little copy of Lamb’s Tales from Shakespeare. The one he’d read at the cottage. The one with her notes in the margin. The one they had wrestled over before making love in front of the fire. He looked at her from beneath long, dark lashes. “I thought I ought to return it.”


  She recognised it for what it was. A gesture. A gesture of, at long last, his trust. Of forgiveness.


  Still they didn’t move and then Perdita reached out and put her hands on his. He was looking at her with such love. In a slow voice she began to speak, stuttering a little. If she offended his pride now, all would be lost. “Someone told me a long time ago that he. . .that. . .he was hoping to make a film of The Winter’s Tale. She looked up to see him smile a heart-breakingly shy smile. “I was hoping to invest some of my new found wealth in an exciting project.”


  Nick shook his head ruefully, “Then you’ll have to find someone else to produce it. Milltown Films is no more.”


  Perdita took a deep breath. “Then we’ll rebuild the company together,” she murmured in a trembling voice, hardly daring to hope.


  He looked at her, his dark eyes alive. “Perdita, my love,” it came out on a shuddering sigh. He reached a hand to her face and traced the outline of her lips with one cool fingertip. They kissed, hesitant at first and then wonderingly.


  There was no need for words.


  After a time the artificial smoke cleared a little, making them visible. Cast and crew began to nudge each other as they looked on at the spectacle of their aloof colleague being kissed so lovingly. At the incongruous sight of a woman in Victorian costume being tenderly embraced by a man in scruffy jeans and creased shirt. Some of the women sighed at the romance of it all and then gasped as they realised who the man was.


  Nick was first to become aware of their audience. He broke off the kiss reluctantly, raised his chin and indicated the crowd.


  “How long until you’re finished here?” he asked urgently. “I’ve waited this long for you but I’m not waiting much longer.”


  Perdita smiled at her love, adoring his impatient energy, anticipating what was to come. She kissed him, revelling in being able to do so. “Only another hour or so. Stay. Please . . . And watch. Stay with me.”


  And so he stayed.


  


  Epilogue


  The quiet light woke Perdita; a sort of soft white glow permeated the bedroom and it was very, very still. No birdsong. No rumble of a distant tractor. Perdita lay for a second confused as to where she was. Definitely not in Dulwich. She couldn’t hear any traffic. In fact, she couldn’t hear anything at all. Cautiously she slid out of bed, shivered her way over to the window and threw open the curtains. Wiping the glass free of condensation, she gasped.


  Snow!


  With a look at Nick sleeping off his jet lag, she grabbed a random selection of clothing and went downstairs. Nick had got in late the night before and had crashed out almost immediately. She’d let him sleep. There was an old pair of Helen’s Wellingtons somewhere – there by the kitchen cupboard. Tipping them up first to check for spiders or dead mice she shoved her feet in and went outside. The icy air made her catch her breath and stop for a moment. It was a glorious morning. White and silver frosted with a fierce blue sky above. The sort of day that quickened the blood and made you feel glad to be alive. Perdita stood, with a hand protectively on her stomach, inhaling the clean crisp country morning. She loved living in London but she enjoyed more coming back here, to the little cottage in Herefordshire. It was full of happy memories of Helen and now she and Nick were busy making new memories of their own.


  A good four inches or so had fallen over night. Like a child she clapped her hands together in glee and began to roll the body. As she worked on the snowman her thoughts flickered happily over the last few months. . .


  After that steamy, torpid day when Nick came back to her at the railway station, they’d been together as often as their work allowed. Perdita, having finished her brief stint on the film, was trying to get production going for Nick’s version of The Winter’s Tale. It was proving difficult as the co-owner of the newly formed Snow Queen Films was in demand. Bernstein, of all people, had spotted Nick in a preview tape of Pride and Prejudice and hired him for a new Western series he was making. Ironically, Nick was the one now working in the States while Perdita was deep in negotiations with Tom Pryce over casting. The director had admired her work on the ghost story and was enthusiastic to direct Snow Queen’s first project.


  Nick and Perdita had based themselves at the house in Dulwich; she hadn’t rented it out after all. Tony lived nearby which meant that Briony was a frequent presence. And, in her first term at RADA, Beth was an occasional but welcome visitor. The parties probably weren’t as grand as those in the days of Venetia and Helen but they were equally enjoyed. Life was good, thought Perdita and, with the smallest twinge of unease, it might be about to get even better. She just wasn’t exactly sure how Nick would take her news.


  Perdita put the final additions to the snowman and then slapped her woolly mittened hands together to rid them of snow. A knocking from the bedroom window got her attention. She turned round to see Nick, hair sticking up at sleepy angles, with the curtain barely covering his naked frame, grinning at her, openly shivering.


  “Snow!” she called out to him needlessly.


  He grinned even wider and pointed downwards. She got the message.


  When she got back to their room, Nick was back in bed, his arms behind his head, an unmistakeable ‘tent’ in the bedclothes.


  “Didn’t you see my snowman?” she pouted.


  “What snowman?”


  “Nick!” she threw her jacket at him. “I’ve spent hours on it.”


  “I’ll have a look later. I’ve got more pressing things on my mind. Come here.”


  “Oh, I don’t know, wouldn’t you like a cup of tea first?” she giggled and danced around the bedroom doing a mock strip tease with her scarf.


  “Perdita!”


  She went to him and lay against his long body. She stroked a hand along his naked chest and followed the tempting hairline downwards . . .


  “Jeez! Your hand’s freezing, didn’t you wear gloves?”


  “No,” she lied airily. “I’ve got quite acclimatised to an English winter now.” She continued her search, ignoring his yelps. “You old Californian softie!”


  He could take no more, wrestled her onto her back, and began to undress her. “What was the idea behind the snowman, then?” he asked as he began to pull off her jumper.


  “It’s a snow-woman actually. It’s supposed to be me,” she said, her voice muffled by wool. “All round and luscious.”


  Nick snorted. “You? Isn’t it a bit fat to be you, Perdita love?” He got her jumper off eventually. “Jesus Purdie, you’ve still got your pyjamas on!” He began to unbutton the top with delicious slowness, his tongue following his fingers. Ignoring her gasps of pleasure, he unzipped her jeans and laughed. “God, just how many clothes have you got on?”


  Perdita giggled again. “They’re some old long-johns. I found them last night when I was waiting for you, getting cold. . . ooh . . . um,” she sighed as his hot mouth found her nipple, “that’s nice.”


  “Couldn’t help it if the plane was delayed.”


  “Thought you said you got lost? Oh, keep doing that.”


  He took his mouth lower as he tugged off her jeans and long johns in one go. “I did. Never can find my way round here. I was in Newent before I knew what was happening. Had to turn round and detour about thirty miles.”


  “Thank God your sense of direction is better in some things than others,” she said primly and started as his mouth found its target.


  He held her as she began to wriggle. “Keep still, I may be some time down here . . .”


  Her only reply was a gasp.


  Afterwards they lay together, lazing in the warmth of their heated bodies.


  “So what have you been doing here all this time? When did you come down?” Nick kissed Perdita’s hair, inhaling the familiar rose perfume.


  “Fourteenth of December. Couldn’t take any more parties and I’d seen the lights switched on. Regent Street is pretty this year.”


  Nick frowned, something wasn’t quite right. “But wasn’t it lonely?”


  Perdita turned on her side and looked up at him, trying to judge his mood. “No. I went over to see our knight and Jerry invited me to a shindig up at the Red Lion.”


  “Bet that was fun.”


  “You’ve no idea how much. You have got to see Reg do his John Travolta. He’s reprising it for New Year.”


  Nick laughed. “Can’t wait.” He turned to her, serious now. “But Purdie, why didn’t you hang on for Venetia’s party? And Tony said he and Briony wanted you at theirs.”


  Perdita took a deep breath. She had to tell him at some point and it was going to be pretty obvious soon anyway. “Um, parties aren’t much fun at the moment, seeing as I can’t drink.”


  “What?” Nick sat up quickly and leaned over her, on his elbow. “Are you ill? Purdie love.”


  “Nick,” she began to pleat the sheet with agitated fingers, “the reason I can’t drink is only temporary – in one sense at least.”


  “Perdita, you’re not making any sense,” he began. “Oh God, you are ill, aren’t you?”


  “And you’re still jet lagged,” she looked urgently into his face, “I’m not ill Nick. I’m pregnant. We’re having a baby.”


  He went still and then white with shock.


  “It must have been that weekend we came here before you started filming with Bernstein.” Disconcerted by his silence she carried on, nervous now. “Nick, are you O.K. with this? It’s not too soon, is it? I know it wasn’t planned, but Nick?”


  “God Purdie,” he said finally.


  “Nick I’m sorry, it was a complete accident and I know it must be a shock. I suppose I’ve had a couple of weeks to get used to the idea.” Perdita’s heart sank.


  He gave her a penetrating look. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “Oh darling I wanted to but I just couldn’t bring myself to, not over the phone. I wanted to tell you face to face.” And, if she was really honest, she thought, had wanted to hug the news to herself, just for a few precious days.


  He moved at last and feathered a finger down her face in that way she loved so much. “I’ll be away from you,” he said, his eyes an intense black.


  Perdita nodded. “That can’t be helped but I can fly over whenever I get the chance.”


  He gathered her against him. “No you won’t,” he said fiercely. “You know how the jet lag messes you up. And now you’ve got the baby to think about . . . I’ll come back here.”


  “You’re not to stop working for Bernstein, it’s the biggest break you’ve ever had!” Perdita was indignant. It was true; Nick had been receiving rave reviews as the lone English gunslinger.


  “But how are we going to manage?”


  Perdita shrugged against his chest. “We’ll do it somehow, people do.”


  “But I want to be with you,” it came out on a long sigh. His arms tightened.


  “And I want to be with you.” She craned her neck to look at him. “Are you pleased?”


  “I . . . think so,” he said honestly. “God Purdie, I need some time to get used to the idea.” There was a long silence and then he said in a wondering voice: “Jeez, we’ve made a baby, how did that happen?”


  “The usual way I expect.” She still couldn’t judge how he was taking the news.


  “It was a good weekend, that one, wasn’t it?”


  It had been a sunny late October weekend with the trees gloriously dressed in the best Herefordshire could offer. They’d walked across the fields up to the Red Lion, collected glossy conkers and, on Saturday evening, had driven out to discover a tiny restaurant in Ludlow. Then they’d returned to make love in front of the fire. Knowing that Nick was soon leaving for the States had made it more tender than ever before. Perdita felt a remembered thrill run through her, it might be overly romantic but she was almost certain their baby had been conceived then.


  “Oh yes it was,” she sighed.


  “We’re having a baby!” Nick yelled suddenly, making her jump. He released her and gazed into her eyes. “Oh my God I’m so sorry Purdie, not thinking straight, bit of a shock. Oh my love,” he kissed her hard. “And are you all right?”


  Perdita laughed, weak with relief at his change of mood. “You seem to spend your life asking me that!”


  “So I do,” he replied and kissed her even harder. “But are you?” His masculine brain struggled to ask the right questions. “No morning sickness? No cravings?”


  “Only for you!” she said and put her arms around him. “I love you!”


  “Not as much as I love you,” he said and nuzzled her neck. “Christ, we’re having a baby! Oh and a pregnant snow-woman, duh! Perdita, how corny can you get?” He felt her giggle beneath him. “Names?”


  Perdita was getting distracted by his kisses. “W-What?”


  “Names. For babies.”


  “Nick, we’ve got a while before we need to decide on a name!”


  “Names!” he growled against her mouth.


  She moved away a little. “What was your father’s name?” she asked, almost too shy to mention him.


  “John.” He smiled. “God, I love you Perdita.” He kissed her yet again. “What about Helen if it’s a girl?”


  “Nick, have I ever told you what a wonderful man you are?”


  He paused to think and quirked a brow. “Now you come to mention it, no you haven’t. More please.”


  Perdita giggled, it was going to be all right, they were going to be all right. All of them. “You’re a wonderful man.”


  “That’s better.” He smiled his glorious, heart-breaking smile. “We’re going to be a family, Purdie!”


  “A family of my own,” Perdita murmured, realising the truth of it. She closed her eyes in bliss and surrendered to Nick’s kisses.


  “I’ll finally have a family of my own . . .”
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  According to folklore, Midsummer Eve is the traditional time for love divination, when gentlemen and ladies can hope to meet their true love. Lord and Lady Allingham hold a lavish ball for the ton every year at their country house in Surrey, Rookery End, to celebrate this ancient custom.


  The opulent splendour and sweet-scented gardens of Rookery End provide the perfect setting for romance and, as the long summer day merges into a balmy Midsummer Eve, six people are about to fall in love. . .
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   Love Engineered
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  Louise Thomas, owner of a large estate in Devon is ready to fall in love, but only if she can find a man who will put up with her thirst for knowledge in the engineering and scientific world.


  Charles Lucas is one of the country’s top Engineer’s, tipped to be the new Brunel. He is too busy with his work for love – especially with a member of the gentry. When he meets Louise, she interests and intrigues him like no woman before. But he must make some serious decisions when he hears disturbing rumours about her.


  Love Engineered (Kindle Edition) on Amazon.com


  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
Pursued by

Georgm }[1[[

A gorgeous romantctrea. Heawtlyrecommended for
g i PR ey





OEBPS/Images/00001.jpg
Pursued by

Georgm }[1[[

A gorgeous romantctrea. Heawtlyrecommended for
g i PR ey





