
        
            
                
            
        

    
London, 1923

Stage actress Daisy Edwards goes looking for escape at a wild party. Instead she finds reckless passion with a total stranger. Like Daisy, Dominic Harrington is reeling from the Great War, desperate to feel again. But the erotic force of their encounter leaves Daisy unsure whether to run or succumb….

Even if he hadn’t met her in a police cell, Dominic would have no doubt that Daisy is trouble. For the first time in years, he feels intrigued, aroused and vibrantly alive. Both insist there will be no promises, only the rapture of the moment. Pleasure is its own reward—but when it’s this addictive, how can they ever walk away?
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Chapter One

London, October, 1923

Dominic

The telephone rang at two in the morning. Constable Durning was as apologetic as ever. He probably thought he was getting me out of my bed, but it was one of those nights when I knew better than to try to sleep. Three times in a fortnight. The man was certainly earning his retainer. But even though it took me less than half an hour to get to the police station, by the time I arrived, Grace had left.

‘I’m sorry, Mr Harrington, but there was nothing we could do to hold her. Miss Harrington wasn’t actually arrested this time,’ Constable Durning told me, looking distinctly uncomfortable.

‘Then why did you call me?’ I hadn’t been sleeping, I hadn’t even been trying to work, but that didn’t mean I was happy to be dragged out on one of those dank foggy London nights on a fool’s errand.

‘Miss Harrington insisted,’ Durning said.

He looked absurdly young tonight, far too young for his uniform. He reminded me of Jeremy, except that Jeremy would have been nearer thirty than twenty by now, and the constable, with his baby-smooth face, would have been far too young to go to war and get himself killed. Born too late, some of the post-war generation said about themselves, as if it was a bad thing. As if they had missed out on something. They had no idea.

The constable selected a key from the board, beckoning me to follow him. ‘I thought my sister had left,’ I said, my feet automatically taking the familiar route to the cells regardless.

He unlocked the door. ‘She did, sir, but she said that you would take care of this.’

‘This’ was a woman. Lying on the wooden-slatted bed, her cheek resting on her folded hands, her long, slim legs curled up, she was out cold. ‘What the hell did Grace expect me to…’

But the constable was already heading back to the desk, and it was obvious what Grace expected me to do, though why my dear little sister decided not to hang around to tell me…

I sighed, because the answer to that was obvious, too. Grace knew better than to give me options. The woman on the bare bed sighed deeply. She was dressed in something gold that shimmered in the dingy light, clinging to her form, more like molten metal than fabric. She was slim, they all seem to be slim these days, but there was nothing in the least boyish about her shape. I noticed that, and I surprised myself by noticing. Breasts. Hips. An enticing dip at her waist. There was a sleek curve to her calves that made me want to run my hands over them. Silk stockings. Gold shoes. Her clothes screamed haute couture. And money.

On closer inspection it was clear that she was older than Grace and the wild group of Bright Young Things my sister tore around London with. Her lips were painted scarlet. A bright slash of colour in her perfectly pale face, there was something lush about those lips, something almost succulent. Long, sooty dark eyelashes. A smooth cap of hair that looked shiny blue-black in the dim light. She was like a very beautiful effigy, save that no statue had ever had the effect she was having on me. No woman, either, not for a long time. Before…

But I made a point of not thinking about before, not now I was living the after. For so long I’d been sure there never would be an after. It was what I’d wanted more than anything back then. But now that I had it—be careful what you wish for, my mother used to say. One of the few things she ever said that was right. She’d be appalled if she knew how her daughter was behaving. Not that Grace would give a damn. Not that Grace seemed to give a damn about anything. One of the things we have in common.

The woman on the bench began to stir. She sat up. She moved like water. Her eyes were huge. They looked black, though they couldn’t be. She was what they call a stunner. And she was what I’d call stunned. Pupils dilated and totally vacant, eyes unblinking. ‘I don’t suppose you have any idea where you are?’ I asked.

No response.

‘Or what your name is?’

‘I need to go home,’ she said.

Her voice was husky, but her pronunciation was quite clear.

‘If you’ll tell me where that is, I’ll take you.’

A vacant look. I could have left her. She was nothing to me. Of course, Grace wasn’t nothing to me. Speaking honestly, though, it wasn’t for Grace that I put my arm around her. There was something—broken, fragile, lost?—in the woman’s face that I recognised. She staggered against me as I helped her along the corridor that smelt—mostly—of bleach, while she smelt of something much more exotic and infinitely feminine, which my contrary body liked a lot.

‘Do you have her bag, her effects?’ I asked Constable Durning. But he shook his head. No hat, no coat, and there were obviously no pockets in that slinky dress she wore. She began to slither down to the floor. ‘I don’t even know her name,’ I said, fumbling for a douceur.

The policeman pocketed my note expertly. ‘Very funny,’ he said.

Her legs gave way and I caught her, hefting her over my shoulder. I must have looked confused, because the constable stopped smirking. ‘You really don’t recognise her?’ he said, looking quite incredulous. ‘Surely you must? She’s one of the most famous women in London. On of those actress sisters, Daisy Edwards.’

Daisy

I thought at first I was dreaming, only my dreams usually brought me out in a cold sweat, had me falling and falling, or running, or landing with a crash, and this one—I lay there, eyes tight shut, trying to find the right word, but not trying too hard, because I didn’t want to wake up.

This dream made me feel safe.

As soon as the word popped into my head, I realised that if I was thinking about it I couldn’t be asleep, and I stopped feeling safe—if that’s really what I had been feeling—and my heart took up its usual just-awake hammering and my eyes flew open, and then my heart just about stopped as it became clear that safe was the last thing I was.

No matter how many martinis I had, I had never before failed to get myself home. This definitely wasn’t home, and I’d had—I counted—two, three martinis at most, which, to someone who had grown as accustomed to them as I had in the last few years, was practically nothing.

I tried not to move, though all my instincts were to run, but he seemed to be asleep, the man I was in bed with—and I really, really didn’t want to wake him up. He was lying on his back, his face turned away from me, towards the wall. He had on a shirt and trousers. And I…

The jet beads that looked so fantastic on the black lace insets of my gold Lanvin dress were digging into my back, but I was still wearing the thing. And everything else. I wiggled my toes. Everything, save for my shoes.

So he hadn’t even tried. I felt curiously insulted, which was strange, because that was the last thing I wanted. Though as I leaned over just the tiniest fraction to take a look at him, I was taken aback to discover my body and my mind didn’t quite agree.

He wasn’t handsome, not in that classic, smooth way of Douglas Fairbanks or Rudolph Valentino. It was difficult to tell his age, but I reckoned he must be somewhere between thirty and thirty-five. Dark brown hair that looked as if it might wave if it weren’t so short. A swarthy complexion, and even in his sleep there were lines furrowing between those thick brows. A strong nose. A strong face. He looked like a hard man, or he would, were it not for that mouth with its full bottom lip and its intriguing little curl at the corners.

I eased back, the better to take a measure of his body, without really allowing myself to register that’s what I was doing. A sprinkling of hair at his throat, where his shirt was open. A strong body to match his face. Muscled. He was the kind of man you’d see in one of those films of Poppy’s striding across the screen to scoop the heroine up in his arms. You’d be safe there, I thought, with your head on one of those broad shoulders.

Safe. That word again. I didn’t like the idea that it was this man who’d crept into my dreams, so I dragged my eyes away from him to survey my surroundings instead. The room was very masculine, all pale walls and dark furniture. Stark and modern. Clean lines, uncluttered, functional and discreetly expensive. How the hell had I got here?

I was light-headed. My brain was all sharp edges. When I eased back the sheet and slowly, carefully, began to sit up, I had the most awful feeling. Like first-night nerves. That dreadful sense of anticipation and premonition, as if you’re about to step into an abyss. I remembered the party, a flash in my head like a photograph with sound, and the dread deepened. Surely I hadn’t been so stupid?

But I was pretty certain that I had. Biting my lip, I edged out of the bed. The man didn’t stir. My feet touched the soft, pale carpet, and I ran for the door.

* * *

I made it as far as the bathroom, since I didn’t have any shoes, or any money for a taxi-cab either, and I sat on the edge of a huge bath, shaking. In the theatre, people do all sorts of things to calm their nerves and enhance their performance. The white powder in those slim little boxes worn like jewellery these days, that was one way. I’d never tried it. It wasn’t just that I found the whole process of sniffing it off-putting; I wasn’t too sure about the result. Martinis softened the edges of the world and gave a slow slide into oblivion. It seemed to me that white powder had the opposite effect. Why take something that makes the world seem like a brighter place when it’s not?

But last night I’d been just desperate enough to try. It wasn’t work. I never need anything to help me with my work. Nerves are what makes an actress. But after. It was his birthday, you see. Mine, too. It was one of those odd coincidences that Anthony took as a sign when we first met. He was a great one for signs. I turned twenty-nine yesterday. My husband would have been thirty-one. I celebrated with a needle full of cocaine. And just my luck, of course, that rather than making my world sparkle, it made it black. One of my so-called friends helped me to inject it, and after that I don’t remember a thing.

I felt surprisingly well, physically. Anything could have happened. My stomach clenched into a knot then, not with fear, but the opposite, whatever that is. When the cold of that needle pricked my skin, that’s what I’d wanted. Anything. Anything to make me feel something, no matter how bad. And all I’d got was oblivion.

No, that wasn’t true. There was one of those stupid treasure hunts, and I was in a car. And then I was in the street refusing to get back into the car. And then—and then really nothing. I had no idea how I’d got here or who the man in the bed was. But I’d spent the night with him and he hadn’t touched me, and suddenly that wasn’t an insult but extremely reassuring.

I got up and stared at myself in the huge mirror over the wash-basin. Washed clean of powder and lipstick, I looked like a ghost, all white cheeks and big black pools for eyes. I wasn’t beautiful, Poppy is the beauty of the family, but there’s something about the way my face is put together that fits with the fashion. I ran my fingers through what was left of my hair. Anthony would have hated it, but I liked it. They cut it with a razor. I never had it shingled; I preferred it straight. Sharp edges.

People found me intimidating. Some men saw me as a challenge. It wasn’t deliberate, on my part. When Anthony was killed, I simply stopped thinking about that sort of thing. But staring at myself in the mirror, I realised that was a bit of a fib. In dreams, sometimes, recently, those thoughts had been there, and I’d wake up with that particular ache. Watching the faint flush of colour creep up the pale skin of my throat, I couldn’t deny that it was there now. And thinking about that man in the bed, I couldn’t deny it had been there when I’d woken up, too.

What was it about him? Was it that he hadn’t touched me? That he’d slept, fully clothed, beside me, quite indifferent to the charms that so many men would have found irresistible—if sales of those stupid picture postcards were to be believed. But I doubted it was more than the novelty value. Sisters. Poppy and Daisy. The contrast of my dark hair and her blond. That, and the fact that Poppy really was a beauty.

There was a tin of tooth powder on the shelf above the sink. I took some, using my finger as a brush. Today was the first day of my thirtieth year. I’d been a widow for nearly six, which was three times longer than I’d been a wife. Anthony was dead. So many of them were dead. And I might as well be. If I could only prove that I wasn’t.


Chapter Two

Dominic

The first surprise was that I’d slept—and with no dreams that I remembered. In fact I’d slept deeply enough for it to take me a moment to remember what had happened. And even then I’d only just realised she was gone, the famous actress, when the door to my bedroom was flung open and there she was, looking none the worse for wear.

Quite the contrary. She stood there, framed in the doorway like some sort of exotic goddess. She didn’t walk across the floor towards me; she seemed to glide. Maybe it was the dress. You could see the outline of her legs through that shimmery gold. They were long legs. And her eyes, in the morning sunshine that filtered through the windows, really did look black. ‘Quite an entrance, Miss Edwards,’ I said, because that’s exactly what it was.

‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘but I think, in the circumstances, you might call me Daisy.’ That husky voice again. It gave me goose bumps. I liked that she didn’t try to pretend she wasn’t acting.

‘Dominic.’ I should have got off the bed, but I wanted to see what she would do. Something told me there was going to be a show, and maybe it was because I’d slept, or maybe it was the primitive in me, because I’d rescued her. Probably, though, it was because she was a sinfully attractive woman and she was here, in my bedroom, that my body was very much aware of her presence. And even though my body hadn’t been the slightest bit interested in any woman for so long, I waited, and I wasn’t disappointed.

‘Dominic,’ she said, making quite a meal of it. A slow drawl—it made my name curl like smoke. Then she produced a smile that was the exact same thing: a slow curl. ‘I take it you rescued me,’ she said. ‘Funny, but I don’t remember you being at the party.’

‘That would be because I wasn’t. I picked you up from a cell.’

The mask slipped when I said that. For a second she looked pretty horrified. Then it was back. Her reputation as one of London’s finest actresses had obviously been earned. She arched one of those perfectly shaped eyebrows. ‘So I’m a jail-bird,’ she said, with a whimsical little smile. ‘Tell me, Dominic, do you hang about the police stations on a white charger?’

‘No, I don’t saddle up until I get a telephone call.’

She laughed at that, and I got a glimpse of the woman behind the mask again, but the sound of her laughter seemed to startle her, and it was gone before I could decide whether or not I liked what I saw. ‘How charming,’ she said, sliding down onto the bed, sitting so that the curve of her behind just brushed my thigh. ‘Do our boys in blue call you every time a female is brought in?’

‘Oh, no, I’m very particular. They know only to call me under very specific circumstances.’

Her face froze. ‘You’re a reporter. How very naive of me.’

I caught her wrist as she made to go. ‘I’m Grace Harrington’s brother.’

She frowned over that, and then she smiled. Not a stagy smile, a more gentle thing, and more fleeting. It made her look younger. Relieved. Oddly vulnerable. ‘Oh. I see. Yes, Grace does rather have a habit of getting into scrapes, from what I’ve heard. You don’t look very like her.’

‘She takes after our mother.’ Which she did, in looks, if not in temperament. That she got from our sainted and now not-so-dearly departed father.

‘Thank you,’ Daisy said. ‘For not leaving me there, I mean. I suspect you’ve saved me from the embarrassment of a very unflattering picture in the paper.’

‘No one knew you were there.’

‘Save the policeman who called you. And let’s face it, it’s not likely that you’re the only one greasing his palm. If Grace hadn’t had him call you—as I presume she did—then he would have been on the telephone to the gentlemen of the press.’

She said it with a kind of world-weariness. I supposed that dealing with such things is part of being a famous actress. And that under that soft, vulnerable face, there must be quite a tough little nut. The contrast was—I don’t know, it was intriguing. ‘You didn’t have a handbag with you,’ I said. ‘I had no option but to bring you here. There’s a telephone in the hall if you want to call someone. If there’s anyone at home worrying, I mean.’

It had only just occurred to me. She wasn’t wearing a ring, though she wasn’t wearing any other jewellery either, which was a bit odd. But she simply shrugged. ‘There’s no one,’ she said. ‘I live alone.’

‘Me, too.’

There was a silence then, as we stared at each other. I hadn’t meant it to sound the way it did—or maybe I had, because my hand, which was still clasping that slim wrist, was already pulling her down towards me. I hadn’t been planning on kissing her, I hadn’t planned anything, but as she leaned in to me, and I smelt the faint trace of her perfume and the mint of my own tooth powder, and those big, big eyes seemed to look way too deep inside me, I couldn’t not have kissed her.

There was a split-second, as her lips touched mine, when I thought, This is a mistake, and I almost drew back. And then I didn’t. Her lips were soft, her skin cold. Her hands were icy through my shirt-sleeves, I remember. She kissed as if she wasn’t used to kissing, and I probably did the same, because I wasn’t.

Then something shifted. I don’t know if it was just me. It felt like both of us. We—we found it. Our mouths matched. Her eyes closed. Or mine did. And she sank against me, all soft curves through that dress, her breasts pressed against my chest. And she kissed me. Dear God, how she kissed. I felt as if she had reached inside me and twisted my guts with that kiss. When she tore her mouth away, I was struggling to breathe.

‘I don’t do this,’ she said.

I thought she meant she was going to leave. ‘I don’t, either,’ I said. ‘Not since—not now.’

She nodded. ‘No,’ she said, with a sad little smile, ‘not now.’ She sat up, pushing her hair back from her eyes. ‘I took cocaine last night. I never have before, but I was…’ She shrugged. ‘Anyway, that’s what happened.’

‘Did you enjoy it?’

‘I have no idea. No. I wanted—I just wanted to feel something.’

‘And did you?’

She shook her head, giving me another of those tragic smiles. ‘Nothing works any more.’

‘No.’

She touched my face, running her fingers over my forehead, my cheeks, my mouth, as if she was trying to read something from it. ‘That did. For a moment, that did.’

I touched her the way she had touched me. Forehead. Cheek. Mouth. ‘It did. Maybe we should give it more of a chance.’

She stared at me with those big eyes. Then she shrugged, and leaned back in to me. ‘Why not?’ she said. ‘I’ve tried everything else.’

Daisy

I couldn’t believe what I’d just said, but it was the one thing I hadn’t tried. It wouldn’t be the same. This man was nothing like Anthony. But that was the point, wasn’t it? I didn’t want gentle. I didn’t want loving. I wanted raw. I shuddered as I looked at him. That particular twisting, wrenching kind of shudder that comes from low inside you. Raw was exactly what I wanted, and I was pretty sure raw was what I would get from Dominic Harrington.

Maybe it was shameless of me. Calculating, even. Maybe I was still under the influence of that stuff. I don’t know. I didn’t think about it. It was as if something inside me had been caged and I’d opened the door just a tiny bit, but already it was pacing, anticipating. I could have shut it back up again at that point. I’m pretty sure I could have. But I didn’t. I wanted this. I needed it. But at the same, I was scared I wouldn’t have the courage to go through with it. So I did what I’ve always done—I played it. I imagined myself as Poppy’s friend Theda Bara, and quite deliberately I let out my own version of the Vamp.

I wriggled free of Dominic and got to my feet. The fastenings on my Lanvin gown were at the side. I undid them and let the whole thing slither to the ground. He was watching me. He couldn’t take his eyes off me. Daisy would have been blushing by now, but it wasn’t Daisy standing here in her stockings and her cream silk underwear. I leaned back over the bed to unfasten his shirt, but he caught me, rolling me down beside him onto my back. And then he kissed me again, and it was what I wanted. Exactly what I wanted. Raw. Rough. Hot.

He slid his leg between mine. I could feel the weight of his chest pressing against me. He still had his shirt and trousers on. I tore at the shirt, kissing him back just as roughly as he was kissing me. His tongue slid into my mouth. I touched mine to his. It was a shock. A good one. Like being jolted into life. Our mouths opened. Our kisses were wild. It was like fighting. Not anything like before. Not anything like anything, actually.

My Vamp would not just lie back or follow his lead as Daisy had done with Anthony, so I pushed Dominic over onto his back and ripped his shirt free of the buttons. He pulled me on top of him and kissed me again. I was astride him, my legs either side of him, and I felt his solid body, packed hard with muscle, under me. His chest, covered in a fuzz of dark brown hair, rose and fell fast, making his stomach ripple. He pulled the flimsy straps of my camisole down over my shoulders and my arms. My nipples were already hard when he cupped my breasts in his hands, already aching when he pulled me towards him and took one in his mouth and sucked.

Flooded. That’s how I felt. Flooded. But it wasn’t enough. ‘Harder,’ I said, and my voice sounded strange. Harsh. Guttural. He was circling my other nipple with his thumb. I felt as if he were tightening a wire inside me. ‘Harder,’ I said again. I don’t know why.

I didn’t want him to stop, but I didn’t want to surrender, either. I was—I was afraid. I wasn’t ready. I needed to take him with me. If I didn’t take him with me, it would be too—it wouldn’t be right. I had to fight. I think that was it. If I submitted, that’s all I’d be doing—submitting. Giving. Not taking. And I needed to take; I couldn’t give in. It sounds—I don’t care how it sounds, that’s how it was.

So I wriggled down, my mouth on his body. His throat. His chest. His belly. His skin was hot. He tasted salty. Up and down his chest went, in and out the muscles on his belly went, rippling like water on hard-packed sand. Down I went, kissing, licking, nipping, kissing, until I reached the top of his trousers. And then I fumbled with the fastenings. Just not used to them. He laughed, and his voice sounded strange, too. That guttural sound. Just like mine. And he undid his trousers and pulled them off, his underwear, too, and I couldn’t help staring, fascinated, though I tried to pretend I wasn’t. I wasn’t really so sure of myself here, because when Anthony and I had—but no, I wouldn’t think of Anthony.

Vamp. I was a Vamp. I would not lose control. Not yet. I would not hesitate, because that would show weakness, and I couldn’t be weak. That was the point of this. Strength. I was fighting for something. I was fighting for this wild thing inside me. I couldn’t be weak. I reached for Dominic, and I curled my fingers around that satin-smooth length, tightening them just enough so he throbbed in my hand. I could feel him tensing, all of him, tensing, and I felt such a surge of power. I’ve never felt anything like it. It made me want to watch him as I stroked, and watching him made me shiver and tighten inside, too.

He kept his eyes on me, my face, then my hand, and then my face again. His eyes were glittering, his expression strained, but still he watched me, and I could see him struggling for control with each slow slide of my hand up and down his cock. Just thinking that word, Daisy would have blushed. Actually, Daisy wouldn’t have thought that word. But when I thought it now, it made me heat, but not because I was blushing. Because I was thinking of him inside me, sliding in and out.

And I think he saw that, or maybe he couldn’t take any more, or maybe he was thinking like me, that this was a battle, because he rolled me onto my back again and his kiss was savage. I kissed him back like a savage, too. Then he worked his way down my body as I had his, kissing my throat, my breasts, licking and sucking huge waves of pleasure from my nipples down low to my belly and lower. Then down. He pulled my hand-stitched underwear from me as if it was nothing. I was lying there in just my stockings. He was between my legs, looking down at me, chest heaving. Then he smiled. Not a happy smile, but—I don’t know how to describe it, but I felt that smile reflected in mine, and he slid his fingers inside me, just as I’d imagined, watching me just as I’d watched him, and I curled tight inside with the effort not to let go. He stroked me slowly. Watching. We were both watching. I’d never watched before. Never wanted to be watched in this kind of secret moment. But there was something about the image of the two of us, not quite joined, my pale skin against his olive-coloured, and something about the way he touched me, watched me, that made me want to rip at him, to push myself at him, to have him deeper, to dig my fingers into him, not to hurt, but close to that.

It caught me by surprise. I couldn’t stop it then. The tensing, clutching. I tried to hold on. I struggled, but he wouldn’t let me, and then I didn’t want to hold on, all I wanted was for him to be inside me. He sensed it. Saw it. Heard it. I grabbed and clutched, and he pulled me against him, and I wrapped my legs around his waist, and he slid into me, hard and high, and dear God, but it was—it was like nothing. Everything.

I was already coming. I was shouting. ‘Harder. Again. Harder.’ I didn’t know what I meant. I just wanted, wanted, wanted. I couldn’t remember the last time I had wanted. It was so good just to want. And then it took me, as he pounded into me, and I grabbed onto the headboard and arched up so that he thrust higher, and I cried out over and over, over and over, barely conscious of him coming, pulling himself away from me just in time, and it was only then that I thought we should have used a preservative, but honestly, I didn’t care, not then. All I cared about was the tidal wave that caught me, wrenched me, turned me inside out, and cast me up, panting, under the hot, hard body of a man who was a total stranger.


Chapter Three

Dominic

She didn’t stay. I was glad at the time. I dimly remembered from before that afterwards was a time for holding, for tenderness, for gentle words and quiet murmurings. Honestly, I could barely imagine such things, let alone act them out. She probably could have—acted, if not remembered—but she didn’t want to. She was out of my bed as soon as it was over, pulling on that dress, refusing to catch my eye, and that suited me just fine. I gave her a coat. She wouldn’t let me give her money for a taxi-cab, or call one. She seemed as anxious to be gone as I was to be rid of her.

It wasn’t shame or embarrassment or regret, I don’t think. It was the—the revelation. As if we’d discovered something inside so unexpected, so intense that not even we wanted to look at it. As if we’d ordered tea or champagne and been served neat gin or worse, that stuff that passes for gin in the New York speakeasies these days. As if we’d been served fire-water. Maybe it was just fire.

That sounds crazy. But I didn’t feel crazy as I stood at the door of my flat, watching her float down the stairs. I felt gutted. Turned inside out. I wanted her gone, but I didn’t want her to go. She was too much, but I hadn’t had enough. In the trenches, there were boys who were addicted to the morphine we were supposed to save for emergencies. In the trenches, it got to be impossible to tell the difference between what was normal and what was an emergency. In the trenches, where anything short of hell was a good day, it was hard to deny anyone anything that helped them through, though it cost the rest of us. It was the worst part of my job. Worse even than waving my Webley pistol at the poor bastards who hesitated when we were going over the top. But it’s a fine line. Too much. Not enough. It’s why I never drank in the trenches.

And I never talk about the trenches, either. Five years. You’d think it would be enough time to forget. Anyway, what I’m trying to say is that Daisy was the same. Too much, but not enough. It scared me, and nothing much ever scares me. Not now.

She didn’t look back. I watched her from the windows of my sitting room. She didn’t look up from the pavement outside. She was only there for a few seconds before a cab pulled up. Daisy is one of those women for whom cabs always appear. It was only then, as she climbed in, that I realised I didn’t have her address or her telephone number, and I wanted both. Realising that sent me straight to the bathroom, to a shower cold enough to make me stop thinking of anything, and then out, out of the city to my airfield, though it was Sunday.

Work is what I do. Work is what I am. It turns out I’m good at making money, which is just as well, because though it’s been closed up since the army left, Harrington House costs a small fortune to maintain. I wish I could let it rot, but I can’t, any more than I could ever live there. It’s not mine. It’s Jeremy’s. Like the title I never use.

Jeremy. Something else I never think about, but sitting at my desk, looking out over the vast, deserted hangar where one of our planes was sitting part-assembled, crouching like a wingless bird, it was as if my brother was there beside me. He’d never been here. Building planes was part of my afterlife. What would he make of the state of his precious home, shrouded, shuttered, the rooms still lined with rows of iron bedsteads that no one wanted to reclaim, the furniture still crammed into the attics, the paintings still stacked in the huge bank vault, which was also a fortune to maintain?

Stupid question—I knew the answer. Jeremy, who had inherited the house and the title aged eighteen, would have been appalled. Would our mother have married the American if Jeremy hadn’t been killed? Would Grace be running wild? Probably not. And what about me? Oh, I don’t know. What was the point of asking such questions, anyway? Jeremy was dead. Our mother was in America. Grace seemed hell-bent on living life at the kind of speed my planes flew at. And I—I just got through each day.

Until this day. Daisy Edwards hadn’t just turned me inside out, she’d let my demons loose. The last thing I wanted. It had taken me years to capture them all. I’d have to have a death wish to see her again. Pushing back my seat, standing at the window that looked out over the hangar, at the wingless plane, I was forced to admit that I had exactly that.

Daisy

I didn’t look back and I didn’t look up, though I was tempted. Even though I was, let’s face it, running away, I still wanted to look back. Honestly, there was a bit of me that didn’t even want to run. It was as if I were two people, which will teach me for trying to be—Daisy and the Vamp. Though the Vamp would no more have stayed there than Daisy. I know that doesn’t make sense, any more than any of it made sense. Daisy, Vamp—they were one and the same. I hadn’t really been acting back there, in that bed with Dominic, not after the first few moments. Sure, when I was acting, I kind of inhabited my character, as they say, but I never had any problem shedding her when the curtain went down, and I never forgot, not even on-stage, that I was acting. This was different. I didn’t know who I was, what I’d been playing at. I did know that it left me feeling. Don’t ask me what. All that mattered was that. Feeling.

So there, I thought as I ran myself a bath back in my flat. I could feel. So there, I thought, as I lay in my lovely big claw-footed tub with the water way too hot, and images, like one of those What the Butler Saw machines, played over in my head of what, exactly, I’d felt, and how, exactly, Dominic had felt, too. So there, I thought, as that buzzy, clenching excitement took a grip inside me again. I closed my eyes and let myself remember all of it then, and I gave in to the temptation to touch myself, remembering, which I hadn’t done in so long, and it wasn’t as good as it had been that morning, in bed with Dominic, but it was still good and that was so much more than nothing. So there.

Only later I thought, so what? And what now?

* * *

Sunday. No show. It would be easy to find out his telephone number, but what would be the point? Dinner was out of the question. I knew, even then, that getting to know him, even just dinner getting to know him, would be dangerous. Sharp edges, that’s how I survived. I didn’t want to soften them with detail. I’d done that once, and look where it got me.

Hearts really do break. They really do, and believe me, even when they’re mended—because they can’t stay broken forever—even then you can still see the scar. You can feel it if you run your fingertips over it, and you should, because then you remember how painful it was in the breaking, and how the tiniest thing can open it up again months, years later.

Really, just the tiniest thing is all it takes. Not the obvious things. You’re prepared for the obvious things. You pack the photographs away, and the presents he gave you. You bury the wedding ring in the ground by the white stone they put up beside all the thousands of other white stones, even though you know he’s not under there, because there was nothing of him left to put under there. You cut yourself off from his family because you can’t bear the way they try so desperately hard not to blame you for not having had the foresight to bear his child. You remind yourself that it was the right decision, to make sure there was no chance of a child while there was a chance there would be no father to look after it at the end of the war, but sometimes, when his mother looks at you in that gently blaming way, you wish you hadn’t been so sensible.

No, it’s not those things that insinuate themselves and jemmy your heart apart, it’s the things you can’t control. The back of another man’s head that looks just like his, the way the hair grows. The dates that just keep coming round inexorably every year. Birthdays. Your wedding day. The day he died. Every single year. I had to throw out the dress I was wearing the day the telegram arrived. I had to change the soap I use because he loved the smell of it so much. Lavender. So old-fashioned, just like him. I wear Caron’s Tabac Blond these days. I chose it because I knew he would hate it. Sometimes, when I’m filing my nails, I’m sure I hear the door closing behind me. He never could stand the sound of an emery board.

Did I love him? It was such an agony when he died, I must have, even though I tried my hardest not to. It’s funny, but while Anthony was like a ghost always just out of sight over my shoulder, I’d become good at ignoring him. That morning, though, the first time I’d ever been with another man, he wouldn’t leave me alone.

Did I feel guilty, as if I’d been unfaithful? No. Anthony betrayed me first. Not with another woman, with another love. His country, he called it, but it was more than that—or less, I don’t know, he never could define it when I pushed him, and I often did. It was one of the few things he’d get quite worked up about, his country. He got it from his father, who got it from his father, and that school they all went to, that—that’s where that reverence came from. That stupid, stupid, stupid idea that it was his duty to fight.

I begged him not to go. Then when he did, I refused to tie myself to him. And then when I finally did what he wanted and became his wife, I tried so hard not to care too much. But you can’t stop that. And the war, the bloody war, it’s very good at making you care too much against your will, because it’s way, way too practised at fulfilling your every nightmare. I fell in love with Anthony because of the war. I married him because of the war. Of course he was killed. It couldn’t end any other way.

What’s more, it had ended the same terrible way for thousands and countless thousands of other women in much worse cases than mine. When I went back on-stage a week after the telegram, they were all scandalized, Anthony’s family and mine. For me, it would have been wrong to do anything else. Not because Anthony would have wanted it—despite what he said about being proud of me, I’m pretty sure he wanted me to give it up—but because—well, what else would I do? I’m not the weeping-willow type. I didn’t deserve pity. The war had made me a wife and a widow. I wasn’t going to let it kill me, too.

They said in the papers that I was a trooper, doing my bit for my country. That made me so angry. When Poppy left London for California to star in a moving picture, I could have gone with her. I still think about it sometimes, but despite the fact that she’s always urging me to visit, I get the feeling she needs to be alone, and so do I. We know each other too well. It grates, that knowing. It’s easier to pretend we don’t know, and that’s easier when there’s an ocean between us, even though I do miss her.

* * *

It was when I was taking my curtain call that I got that strange feeling of being watched. I mean, obviously I was being watched on-stage, but the audience were watching St Joan. This was different. Someone out there in the New Theatre was watching Daisy. I wasn’t surprised when Dominic Harrington walked into my dressing-room, though I was surprised that he had been shown in.

‘I don’t like visitors back stage,’ I said.

‘So they told me.’

He closed the door and leaned against it, making no attempt to come any farther, making it obvious that he would go if I said so. I didn’t. I didn’t want him to go. Actually, that’s only half the truth. I was pleased to see him. Now I didn’t have to fight myself not to call him.

What was it about him? He stood out, for a start. He had what they call here, in the theatre, a real presence. He wasn’t good-looking—I think I said that before. But he really was attractive. I mean, really attractive. That mouth. Those eyes. The way he looked at me, not even attempting to hide that he wanted me, it gave me a buzz like a really strong martini, only much better. I could feel my cheeks heat under my grease-paint. I wanted him right back, every bit as much. No need even to think about my Vamp. I ought to be blushing now, thinking about it, but I’m not.

It was—it was visceral, how he made me feel. It still is. What is it about him? Partly it’s that darkness lurking behind his eyes. The fact that it’s lurking. That he won’t let it out. That he’s not one of those men who have to talk. That he’s one of the ones who want to forget, but can’t, but he’s trying. Like I do. Only I would never, ever equate what I’ve been through with what he’s been through, you understand. Only how he handles it.

‘I have to change,’ I said, looking down at my skimpy St Joan outfit.

He smiled, a smile that played havoc with my stomach. ‘You were good,’ he said.

‘You didn’t expect me to be?’

He shrugged. ‘I knew you could act. I just didn’t expect this.’

I was wiping the last of the paint from my face and rubbing in cold cream. It was the way he said it, determined not to let it matter, that made me realise he was just as much confused by what happened between us as I was. ‘I wasn’t acting yesterday,’ I said, though I hadn’t meant to. ‘Only at the start.’

He didn’t pretend to misunderstand, but he wasn’t about to let me see that it mattered, and I liked that. ‘You were good,’ he said again, and the way he said it left me in no doubt of what he was talking about. I bit my lip to stop myself smiling.

‘So what did you expect,’ I asked, ‘that I’d be in a revue, one of those musicals?’

He laughed at that. ‘I’m extraordinarily glad you weren’t.’

It made him look so different, that laugh, the grin that followed. Younger, of course, but I could see he could have been charming, too, once. Still, if he put his mind to it. ‘I certainly wouldn’t go short of work if I sang,’ I said. ‘There’s barely an audience for anything but musicals in the West End these days.’

‘Why don’t you?’

‘I used to. Before…’

There was one of those silences. I prayed that he wouldn’t fill it by asking, and he didn’t. Instead, he levered himself away from the door. Even as the leading lady, my dressing-room was pretty small. Dominic made it seem tiny.

‘I know,’ he said, and when I turned away because I thought I might cry, he put his hands on my shoulders, made me get up from the mirror and face him. ‘I know you lost your husband. I know you don’t want to talk about it, any more than I do, but I wanted you to know that I know.’

I nodded. I swallowed hard. ‘Yesterday, you were the first since.’

‘Five years since the Armistice,’ he said, looking a bit desperate. ‘Afterwards, when you left, I kept thinking that should be enough time to forget.’

‘I doubt there will ever be enough time.’

‘I was thinking, maybe the trick is to stop trying,’ he said. ‘What I mean is yesterday, you weren’t the first, but you were the first to—yesterday, I—you—I forgot. With you, I mean. I was—I was…’

‘Free,’ I said, then shook my head. ‘No, not that. But there wasn’t anything else, for a while. Just—just us.’

‘Yes.’ He smiled that curiously curling smile that tied knots inside me. ‘If you’d looked back, I’d have asked you to stay.’

‘If you’d called me, I’d have looked back.’

I was smiling, and it had happened without my even noticing. What I was noticing was the breadth of his shoulders under his dinner jacket. The fan of lines around his eyes that didn’t come from laughter. The grooves that ran between his nose and his mouth. And his mouth. Such a contrast, that mouth, so soft and sensual set in such a hard face. I was standing there, not quite in his arms, but close enough to touch him, in my tunic and tights, with my hair flattened on my head, and my face shiny with cold cream, and I didn’t even think about how awful I must look until afterwards, because the way he was looking at me, the heat in those eyes of his, it was as if I was naked. And that’s what I wanted to be. Naked.

It was as though I’d said it aloud, because he put his arms around me then. And I moved right into them. And he kissed me. Hard. And I reached up and pulled his head down so he could kiss me even harder. And there it was, just like the morning before, that flame, that heat, that tension, only more, tighter, because this time I knew that I wouldn’t be disappointed.


Chapter Four

Dominic

I didn’t go to the theatre thinking this would happen. No, that’s not entirely true. I didn’t go to thinking it would happen at the theatre, but I went hoping it would happen, because I took a preservative with me.

On-stage, she was mesmerising. Offstage, just looking at her made my blood heat. She looked so fragile, and so damned determined not to be. She was beautiful too, that goes without saying. Even when she was dressed as Joan of Arc, that tunic and those tights showed off every sensuous curve. I’m sure that wasn’t the intention. Maybe it’s because I’d seen them in the flesh, those long legs, that soft skin, those curves. I could have looked at her forever. Just looked. Though I’m glad I got to do more than look.

I didn’t mean to kiss her like that. I meant to ask her out to dinner. I meant to try to be civilised, to remember what it was like to be civilised, but as soon as her mouth opened under mine, as soon as she responded to the pressure of my lips with a pressure just as fierce, any idea of civility fled.

I’ve never been like this with any other woman. Before—before I used to pride myself on my finesse. I was a gentleman, if you know what I mean. Ladies first. But when Daisy kissed me I couldn’t think, never mind plan my next move, and I didn’t have to worry about what she wanted, because she made it very clear that she wanted exactly what I wanted. She kissed like a devil, and it happened again, that raw, ripping sense of being flayed, of having my skin torn open and having her crawl inside me, flood through me. I can’t explain, but it happened, and I couldn’t stop it, though I knew I should.

‘It can’t mean anything,’ she said, wrenching her mouth away, panting up at me. ‘You understand, Dominic, this doesn’t mean anything.’

It did, I knew it did, but I also knew what she meant and at the time I was certain, pretty certain, that I agreed. ‘No,’ I said, ‘nothing. I understand.’

I’d got rid of my jacket and my waistcoat. She’d ripped open the buttons of my shirt. I was struggling with her tunic. She tugged it over her head in one fluid movement, just as she’d removed her dress yesterday. She moved like a dancer. I made short work of the cotton thing she wore underneath. I lifted her up onto the dressing-table. She wrapped her legs tight around my hips and kissed me again. My hands were on her breasts. She has beautiful breasts.

I watched her as I touched her. Watched her eyes slide heavily shut as I stroked those perfect hard dark pink nipples. I watched her in the mirror, the way her back arched as I caught one of her nipples in my mouth. I lifted her up to help her wriggle out of her tights and her knickers. I thought I couldn’t get any harder, but the sight of her in the mirror then—I really thought I might come.

She was wet when I touched her. She was as tight as I was hard. I could feel her fighting me as I stroked her, just as she had the first time. Wanting. Not wanting. Like me. Fighting. I’d forgotten where we were until she bit my shoulder to stop herself crying out. I couldn’t remember whether the door was locked. I didn’t care. I felt her clenching tight around me, trying to stop herself. I didn’t want her to stop. I needed to be inside her. Just like that. One minute I was thinking, wait, the next minute I couldn’t, didn’t want to. And then she kissed me again, and I knew if I didn’t hurry it would be too late.

I did remember the preservative, but only just. I tilted her towards me. She wrapped her legs around me again, digging her heels into the backs of my thighs. I looked down at her, and she was looking straight at me, her eyes dark, glittering, right with me. Then I slid inside her and she let out this tiny sound, like a sigh, and started pulsing around me straightaway, but pulling me in higher, her nails digging into my shoulders, urging me on, as if I needed any urging, and I thrust like a wild animal and she laughed, this strange sound, and said yes, yes, yes, over and over, a harsh whisper in my ear, with each thrust, and I came quick and hard, harder than the first time, and just as lost.

She put her hand over my mouth. That’s what made me realise I’d cried out. Her hand, soft on my mouth. I looked over her shoulder and saw my face in the mirror, skin dark and flushed, pupils huge. I barely recognised myself.

‘Don’t,’ she said, shaking her head slightly.

‘What?’

‘Apologise.’ She gave me one of those smoky smiles, reading my thoughts before I had them. I’m not sure how I felt about that. I’m still not sure.

‘I’m not usually so—did I hurt you?’ I asked her.

‘No, but I think I left my mark on you.’ She pointed to my shoulder, and there it was, a purpling bruise where she’d bitten me. ‘I’m not usually so, either,’ she said, ‘but that’s the point, isn’t it?’

She was right, but standing there, naked and emptied, I wasn’t that clear about what the point was, though I knew there was one—and that, really, she was avoiding it. I shrugged. I picked up my clothes and headed for the tiny bathroom in the corner of the dressing-room. Her self-possession bothered me, but when I came back and caught her unaware, wrapped in one of those Japanese kimono things, there was a moment, a split-second, when she was standing there, staring off into space and looking quite as shipwrecked as I felt.

Then it was as if she’d smoothed her face over with her hand. She picked up my coat and handed it to me. ‘I’m glad you enjoyed the play,’ she said.

Making it perfectly plain that she wanted me gone. Making it perfectly plain that she was determined to stick to what we agreed—it couldn’t mean anything. Exactly what I wanted. Thought I wanted, until that point. Then something inside me sort of shifted. I took my jacket, but I shook my head. ‘Get dressed,’ I said, ‘we’re not done yet.’

Daisy

Was that the start of it? The point where, if I’d just ignored him, I could have walked away? It can’t mean anything, I’d said to him, but I hadn’t really been talking to Dominic, I’d been talking to myself. It couldn’t mean anything, because I couldn’t go through that again. I wouldn’t. I’m pretty sure now that it was already too late. I’m pretty certain that even if I’d simply left him as soon as I woke up in his bed, it would have been too late. Looking at Dominic, it was like looking in the mirror, in a strange way. Not that I saw myself, but I saw inside myself.

Good grief, how utterly self-indulgent that sounds. Like something one of Poppy’s Hollywood friends would say. I don’t believe in fate, but if it had been another day, any other day than that day, that Dominic had hauled me out of the police cell, would I have done what I did? No, absolutely not. But it was that day, and I did do what I did, and I’d just done it again, and it was every bit as good. So when he told me we’re not done yet, I told myself that this was different, that because Dominic was nothing like Anthony I wouldn’t be so stupid as to care. He was my drug, that was all. I’d found my drug, and I was going to keep taking it until I didn’t need it any longer. That’s what I thought to myself as I pretended to consider telling him that we were done. That’s what I thought to myself as I washed in that tiny cubicle, and behind the screen I pulled on my favourite Chanel, the claret velvet with the long sash. Dominic was my drug, and I was Dominic’s drug, and we’d use each other, and then when we’d had enough of each other, we’d be—better? I didn’t think that far ahead. Looking back, my capacity for self-delusion astonishes me.

* * *

‘We could go to the Café de Paris,’ Dominic said, ‘but it’s a fair bet my sister will be there at some point tonight, so I thought we’d go some place a bit quieter. Unless you’d rather –’

‘No.’ Behind the screen I dabbed powder onto my knees and pulled my coat on, keeping my eyes fixed on my hands as I fastened the two huge buttons. Moiré velvet, chocolate-brown, trimmed with fur, it was newly delivered from Paris, and had cost me a small fortune. I told myself it was cold outside, and my gorgeous new coat was warm. I shivered as the silk lining caressed my bare arms.

In the mirror, as I applied a coat of lipstick, I could see him watching me. Such an intimate act, putting a face on, and not one I ever let anyone watch, but I enjoyed it. He didn’t pretend not to be watching. I didn’t pretend to be unaware of him. Our eyes met in the mirror. They held, just enough time for us both to remember what had happened on that dressing-table half an hour before. For us both to know that we’d do it again, right now. For that knowing to be there between us, almost tangible, when I turned, putting the gold cap on my lipstick, tucking it into my beaded evening bag. For it to feel as if he touched me as he ushered me out, even though he didn’t, not quite.

We walked to Covent Garden, where he said there was a good restaurant in a basement there. A crowd of Bright Young Things appeared, en route to a party, or more likely coming from one to go to another.

‘No Grace,’ I said.

‘They’re so young,’ Dominic answered, frowning as we stood back against a railing to let them clatter past. ‘What the hell were you doing with them on Saturday night? Do you often—I mean, you don’t strike me as someone who cares much for parties.’

‘I don’t.’

‘Then why are you friends with my sister?’

I hesitated. He spoke casually, but he wasn’t looking at me casually. ‘I’m not, not really,’ I said.

He raised a sceptical brow. ‘You know her well enough for her to risk my wrath when she called me in the middle of the night.’

‘Were you angry? Were you sleeping? I didn’t know—was it very late?’

‘I wasn’t sleeping,’ he said. ‘You haven’t answered my question.’

‘Has she spoken to you?’ I asked, because I’d just realised what it was he’d asked. Not how we came to be friends, but why. ‘You have spoken to her,’ I said flatly. ‘It was Grace who told you about me.’ I was embarrassed. I was disappointed. Not so much with Grace, but with Dominic. ‘I don’t need anyone to feel sorry for me.’ I turned to go.

He caught my arm. ‘I don’t feel sorry for you, Daisy. Grace didn’t betray any confidences, if that’s what you’re worried about. She told me that you’d lost your husband, that’s all. She told me that she liked you. That you were friends. That’s it, I promise. My sister—my sister doesn’t confide in me. Truthfully, I’m willing to bet you know a lot more about Grace than I do.’

‘If that’s true, I’m not about to spill the beans on her. Is that why you asked me to dinner?’

‘No! I asked you to dinner because I wanted—because I thought—oh, because it’s what people do, isn’t it? Ordinary people. They go out to dinner. They talk. They get to know one another before they go tearing each other’s clothes off and—and devouring each other as if they were—as if they were savages.’

He had his hands on my arms, but I wasn’t making any attempt to escape. It was cold enough for his breath to make clouds in the night air. I could feel it, warm on my face. He was speaking low, soft enough so that only I could hear. I could feel the tension in him, and at some point along the way, my own anger had become tense, too. Was it that word, devouring?

‘Maybe we’re not ordinary people,’ I said. ‘Maybe we are savages. Maybe that’s what the war made us.’ I forgot we were in Covent Garden. If I’d remembered it wouldn’t have made any difference. I lifted my face to his as I spoke. I stepped into the shelter of his body. ‘Maybe the hunger we have doesn’t need food.’

His hands slid under the wide sleeves of my coat. Cold fingers on my warm skin. His mouth hovered over mine. My heart was pounding. Then, just as I thought he would kiss me, he stepped away. ‘No,’ he said. ‘You don’t get out of it that way.’

‘What do you mean?’ I was struggling to catch up with the fact that he’d rejected me, but I think I could have guessed what he meant, really.

‘Why don’t you want to talk about Grace?’ he said.

‘Why don’t you talk to her yourself?’

‘I haven’t tried.’ He said it as if he’d only just realised it. Then he looked guilty, as if he’d only just realised how terrible it sounded. As if he didn’t care. Yet he did, enough to bribe the constable at the desk. ‘Does she talk to you?’ he asked.

‘Dominic…’

‘I don’t want you to tell me her secrets, and I didn’t ask you to dinner to talk about my sister. I just—do you think you could help me to understand her?’

Why now? I could have asked, but I didn’t need to. What we’d done had stirred everything up. Everything. I could feel it myself, all these things I didn’t want to think about jumping inside my head for attention. And because I really didn’t want to think about them, I thought it might be better to think about Grace instead. I know. Displacement is the fancy term Poppy would use. And I know I’m guilty of it. But I said, didn’t I, that my capacity for self-delusion is pretty huge.


Chapter Five

Daisy

The restaurant was low lit; the food was excellent. A ham terrine with pickled cucumber, duck leg with lentils. I was hungry. There was wine in a big jug, not a bottle, but I didn’t drink much of it. Dominic knew the woman who served us. He knew her husband, the chef. He spoke to both in what sounded to me like fluent French. You could tell that they were more than fond of him. Much more. The woman, she had that way of looking at him that told a familiar, tragic story, of what she’d lost.

‘They had a little place in Montdidier in Picardy, the Renauds,’ Dominic said, when I asked him how he came to know them. ‘I ate there often, when I could. Montdidier was one of those towns on the front—right on the front, sometimes. After—they lost both their sons at Verdun—so after, they wanted a complete change. You’ve been, I assume? You know what it’s like there?’

‘Yes, I’ve been.’ I forced myself to remember the ruined towns and villages the train had taken me and all those other grieving widows through. ‘Rubble and dust and too many women in black,’ I said. ‘Then too many white crosses. Far too many.’ I took a sip of my wine then. ‘It’s supposed to help, that pilgrimage. I think it did help his mother and father, but I found it—he wasn’t there, you see. Anthony. My husband. All that effort gone into making those cemeteries pretty. All those stones carved with names. It felt like an apology. Too late.’ I reached for my wine-glass again, but my hands were shaking too much. That surprised me, as much as what I’d said. ‘Sorry.’

‘Don’t be.’ Dominic shook his head and took my hand between his. My fingers were cold. His were warm. It was—it was nice. Another warning I should have heeded. It was very nice. ‘I’ve never been back,’ he said. ‘Not even to see—you know, don’t you. Grace will have told you about Jeremy.’

‘Your brother.’

He nodded. ‘When we got the letter, the one that tells you where the grave is, it was about six months after the Armistice. That was when my mother told us she was getting married again. An American. She wanted Grace to go and live with her in New York. She tore the letter up. If she didn’t see the grave, then Jeremy wasn’t dead. I think that was it. No, I know it was. But I wonder now—about Grace, I mean. We never talk about it, but if you thought it would help, I could take her.’

‘But she’s been,’ I said, surprised into telling him what his sister had obviously kept secret. ‘Last year,’ I added, because it was too late to pretend ignorance, and he looked so shocked. ‘March, I think.’

He let go my hand, and I missed that more than I should—his holding it. He topped up his wine, but then simply swirled it around the glass, staring down at it, frowning deeply. ‘April,’ he said eventually. ‘That’s when she was first arrested. A bit too much of a coincidence, don’t you think?’

‘I think…’ I hesitated, but it wasn’t betraying Grace because she’d never really confided in me. She’d never had to. ‘I was at the bar in the Café de Paris the night Grace and I met. Alone. “Isn’t it funny,” she said to me, “that when a man drinks alone at the bar, it’s a sign that he wants to be just that, alone. But when a woman drinks at the bar, men always think she’s looking for company.” She sat down next to me and she ordered us both another martini. “You don’t give a damn,” she said to me, “because you’ve got nothing left to lose. And I don’t give a damn because if that damned war taught us anything it’s that life is way, way too short to care.”’

I had been turning my wine-glass round and round in circles, but remembering Grace that night, remembering myself, I was suddenly angry. ‘She was wrong,’ I said, pushing the glass away. ‘It’s not that I have nothing to lose. I have my sister. I have my acting. I do have a life, even if I don’t quite feel alive, some of the time—I have a life. She was right about the fact that it’s too short, though. Too short to wish away, which is what I’ve been doing.’

‘You’re not the only one.’ Dominic caught my hand again. His grip was tight, but I liked it. I couldn’t ignore a grip that tight. ‘Is that what Grace is doing, too, wishing it away?’

‘I don’t think so. I think she’s—Dominic, don’t you think she might just be trying to get your attention?’

‘Don’t be so…’ He sighed heavily, than swore. ‘I don’t know. They hate us, I think. The ones who were too young. They think they’ve missed out on something, some of them. The others, they think we’ve destroyed it all. They don’t realise we meant it for the best.’

‘King and country,’ I said bitterly. ‘Anthony said—he believed, I think he really did believe, that it would be an honourable death.’

‘We all did. It’s how we were raised. It’s one of those things you’re brought up to believe in and you never question because it’s never tested. And then when it was tested, it was too late. Grace is right. We did destroy it all.’

His voice made my own bitter tone sound warm in comparison. ‘You didn’t declare war, Dominic. You were not one of the generals responsible for all that slaughter.’

‘I led my men into our fair share of slaughter. I believed in it, Daisy. At first. All of it. Just as your husband did. Only I lived to regret it, and he did not.’

‘You can’t possibly feel guilty about not being killed,’ I said, realising even as I spoke that he did feel exactly that.

‘Don’t you?’ he said, after a moment’s silence.

‘I didn’t fight.’

‘You’re alive, though by your own admission you feel dead. Why is that, do you think?’

I didn’t like the way he was looking at me. Too late, I realised how far we’d strayed into exactly the kind of conversation we’d understood we wouldn’t have. The kind of conversation I’d never had, and I was willing to bet Dominic hadn’t, either. Was it then that I realised that I had wandered far beyond my own boundaries? ‘I’ve been there,’ I said, tugging my hand free from his and pushing back my chair. ‘I’ve loved and I’ve lost and I have no intentions of ever going through that again.’

He was on his feet too, taking my coat from Madame Renaud and helping me into it. ‘You’re scared, Daisy,’ he said softly. ‘I recognised it the moment I saw you. But it’s not just that you’re scared. It’s not just that you don’t want to have your heart broken again. That’s not the only reason you’ve got more armour-plating than a tank. You’re alive, Daisy, and he’s not. You can’t bring him back, but you can make sure you don’t enjoy what he hasn’t got. Sounds like guilt to me.’

‘And I bet it sounds familiar, too!’ I whipped round to face him then. ‘Is that why you won’t use your title, Lord Harrington?’ I threw at him. It was a low blow, and I was betraying Grace’s confidence, which I’d told myself I wouldn’t do, but I was hurt and angry and furious because he was right.

‘I don’t use my title because it’s not mine,’ Dominic said, his face set, obviously as angry as me, though a lot more in control.

‘It is yours. Just as that great big country estate is yours. Closing it up and pretending it doesn’t exist won’t bring your brother back, but what it will do is allow your mother to keep on pretending he’s not dead.’

‘Is that what Grace says?’ Finally, I bit my tongue. ‘She does,’ Dominic continued, ushering me out of the restaurant. ‘Did she also tell you that my mother can’t bear to look at me? That one of the reasons she put an ocean between us is because every time she sees me she wishes I was Jeremy?’

We were back out in the street. ‘Dominic, I’m sure that’s not true.’

‘It’s late,’ he said, hailing a passing hackney cab and opening the door for me.

I could have kicked myself. He was so determined not to let me see he was hurt, I knew it must be bad. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said pathetically.

He shrugged. ‘Don’t be. You were right. We’re not ordinary people. Dinner was my mistake.’

He closed the door and gave my address to the driver. He didn’t come with me. I couldn’t ask him to. I watched him as we drove away. He didn’t move. Just stood there on the kerb staring. I didn’t sleep.

Dominic

I didn’t think she’d come. Two weeks since that night at the Renaud’s restaurant, and there had been no communication of any sort between us. A lot of thinking on my part. A lot of talking between myself and Grace. My sister sailed for New York in a couple of weeks. I told her that I didn’t have any sway with the police there. She laughed and said she’d just have to try a lot harder not to get arrested. Things were—better between us. Not good, but better. She made me promise to sort out Harrington House. She also made me promise to see Daisy. The first I wasn’t so sure about. The second I needed no persuading.

Still, I didn’t think she’d come. I knew she hadn’t seen Grace. I also knew from Grace that she’d been keeping away from the Café de Paris and all the other places where she used to prop up the bar. She could have been drinking her martinis at home, but when she walked into my office at the airfield, she didn’t look as if she’d touched a martini in a while.

Black. She was wearing black. Long coat, lying open. Underneath it she had on one of those dresses that looked as if she’d been stitched into it. Demure. Long sleeves. High neck. But that just drew attention to the body beneath. And that body made mine tense with anticipation.

She closed the door behind her, behind my fascinated secretary and equally fascinated accounts clerk, and shimmied over to my desk. ‘I didn’t think I’d hear from you again.’

‘I’ve been busy.’ I pulled out a chair for her. ‘Thanks to you, I’ve been busy.’ I told her about Grace.

‘New York,’ she said. ‘That’s a big new city to get into trouble in.’

I laughed. ‘My sister’s words, almost exactly.’

‘You think the change of scene will do her good?’

‘The war isn’t there, in New York. Not in your face. And our mother is there. Grace seems set on—on opening her eyes, is how she put it.’

Daisy raised her brows. ‘Did you think about going there yourself?’

‘Yes.’ I was sitting opposite her, with my desk between us. She had that bland actress face on, determined not to give anything away. ‘I thought about it,’ I said. ‘I thought about all you said to me that night, too, though, and it seemed to me you were right.’

‘About what?’

‘Jeremy’s dead. I’m alive. Sheer luck, but my luck. I should make the most of it, not pretend it hasn’t happened.’

‘Do you think you can?’

Her control slipped when she asked me that. She looked anxious. As if it was a question she’d asked herself. Which of course she had, I saw then. Which was why I forced myself not to shrug her off. ‘I don’t know.’

‘No,’ she replied with a quivering smile, getting to her feet and walking over to the window that overlooked the runway. ‘We have that in common.’

She gazed out of the window in silence, and I watched her perfect profile. She had on one of those hats that look like a bell. Black. Her hair curled out from under it onto her pale cheek. Her lips and her nails were scarlet. ‘I was angry with you,’ she said, speaking at the glass, ‘but mostly I was angry with myself. It seems such a waste.’

She whirled round suddenly, the tiny pleats of her dress rippling out to give me a tantalizing glimpse of her knees. ‘I expect I’d be a stout matron with a brood of children if Anthony had lived. He wouldn’t have wanted me to stay on the stage. I’d probably have been happy. I know he would have been. I’d have made sure of that. Even if—but I made my choice. I’d have stuck by it.’

Her hands were clenched into fists. ‘Did you love him?’ I asked.

‘Yes. I did then. I wanted to wait, though. We were both so young. If we met now, I doubt that I would, but if we met now, and he hadn’t died, and there hadn’t been a war, I doubt I’d be this,’ she said, holding her hands up, gesturing at herself. ‘Whatever this is. I don’t know. Do you know who you are, Dominic?’

‘I know I’m not what I was.’

‘Yes.’ She smiled briefly at that, and perched on the desk beside me. ‘I’ve had enough of the guilt. You see, you were right about that,’ she said. ‘I’m glad you wrote. I wanted to tell you that. To say thank you.’

‘Does that mean you feel better?’

‘Maybe. I don’t know. It means I want to.’ She picked up a pen, one of those promotional things that a sales rep from a tyre company had given me. ‘I don’t want to—you understand, if you want to—whatever you want, I can’t—it won’t—I can’t make promises. It can’t mean what it would have. Before.’ She dropped the pen and looked straight into my eyes. ‘You understand that, Dominic. I’m not the settling-down type, if that’s what you want.’

Another woman wouldn’t have dared be so blunt, but then I would never have sent a note like the one I’d sent to Daisy to any other woman. ‘What I want is you,’ I said finally. ‘Just you and me. And each day as it comes. Nothing more. I don’t think I’m capable of anything more any more than you are.’

She cupped my chin and leaned towards me, smiling that smile that made my toes curl in anticipation. ‘That sounds like a deal to me,’ she said. Then she kissed me. A slow, slow kiss, running her tongue along my bottom lip. ‘Now,’ she said, sliding from the desk and out of my reach way too early, ‘let’s start as we mean to go on. I want to do something I’ve never done.’

‘Right here?’ I said, laughing. ‘I warn you, there’s no lock on the door, and my secretary –’

‘Can walk in any time she likes,’ Daisy said. ‘We’re going flying.’


Chapter Six

Daisy

Being up in an aeroplane was terrifying, the kind of terrifying you never want to end. I screamed up there. I begged Dominic to take us back down to earth, and I didn’t mean it and he didn’t listen. Afterwards, we went back to my flat. No questions, no need to say anything. It was the only thing that could be done after that; the only thing we wanted.

We made love as though we were still flying. I’ve never felt so—just so. He did things to me that I couldn’t even have imagined, because how can you imagine what you don’t know can be done? He kissed my body as if he was afraid to leave any inch of skin untouched. He kissed me in ways that still make me blush thinking about it. In ways I don’t want to describe. There are terms. I know now, there are technical terms. But it wasn’t technical, what Dominic did to me. It was magical. Stupid word. But true all the same.

We drank lemonade afterwards. Not champagne. We didn’t need champagne. I didn’t want it. So we sat in my bed, completely naked, and drank lemonade and told silly stories and we laughed and what was strange was, we neither of us noticed that we were laughing until later.

There was ice in the lemonade. Cold ice. Warm skin. Hot mouths. Kissing, stroking, our skin scented with what we’d done. We lay together afterwards in my lovely big claw-footed bath, soaping ourselves in the oil-perfumed water. And though we were exhausted by then, we still couldn’t get enough.

He never stayed overnight, not once, but he called me every morning. We talked on the telephone. Not about anything. We talked about what we’d done. We talked about what we wanted to do. Words I can’t write, we said to each other. And we traced our desire with our own hands, on the other end of the telephone line. Do the operators listen? I didn’t think about it at the time. Afterwards, I didn’t care.

He came to see me in the theatre every night. Sometimes he watched the play; sometimes he arrived at the last curtain. We never went out in company, though we did go together to Southampton to see Grace off on the Berengeria. She told me to take care of Dominic. She gave me one of those significant looks when she said that. I pretended not to understand. I pretended there was no reason for any sort of look.

Dominic

It was the week before Christmas when I took Daisy to Harrington House. I woke up one morning and knew it was time—though it wasn’t as if I’d been conscious of thinking about it that much before. I thought I’d been doing what we said, just taking each day as it came. Only it turned out that all of those days, all of that time with Daisy, added up to something more than I’d planned or expected. But not more than I wanted.

What I wanted was a whole lot more. That’s what I was thinking when I drove her through the gates to the estate. Not that I told her so. I didn’t tell her anything, because—well, obviously because I was scared. I didn’t know, you see, if she felt the same. No idea. No plans to ask, either. Not at that point.

‘I didn’t think it would be so grand,’ she said as we pulled up in front of the house. ‘It looks like a castle. How old is it? How many bedrooms?’

‘About two hundred.’ I was struggling with the locks on the front door. ‘And about thirty.’

She stared, wide-eyed, as we entered the marbled hall. ‘Two staircases,’ she said. ‘It’s a bit creepy. I bet Miss Havisham and her wedding feast are here somewhere.’

I could see what she meant. Our footsteps echoed as we wandered around the place. There were cobwebs everywhere. It felt sad. Forlorn. The war had left its mark here, as everywhere else. Iron bedsteads stood stacked in the bedrooms. The patients had left their names on the plasterwork. ‘The dining room,’ I told Daisy when she asked where the operating theatre had been, pointing out the grapes and wine flagons on the cornicing, which was too high for anyone to bother damaging it.

‘Where are all the furnishings?’ she asked.

‘In the attic. The valuables are stored in vaults.’ I was distracted. Bringing her here, I realised it wasn’t so much about clearing up the past as about recognising there just might be a future. I can’t tell you how terrified that made me, looking beyond tomorrow. But it wasn’t just terror. I wanted it. I really wanted it.

‘So everything is still here. You could put it all back together,’ Daisy said.

I was so busy with my thoughts, I didn’t notice that she’d started to do that thing she did when I first knew her—withdraw into herself. Look out from that beautiful face as if she didn’t own it. I didn’t notice. ‘That’s what Jeremy would do if he were here,’ I said, gazing out the window at what was left of the rose garden, which wasn’t much. ‘He loved this place. He came into the title very young. Harrington was his life.’

‘But he left it all the same.’

‘There was never any doubt that he would sign up. I told you…’

‘Yes, you did. King and country.’

There was an edge to her tone that made me turn round then.

‘My sister would probably love this place. It’s perfect for one of those moving pictures where the heroine is captured by an evil brute.’

‘Poppy. I saw a poster for her latest the other day,’ I told her, trying to work out what was wrong. ‘I forgot to tell you. Daisy –’

‘She’s lovely, isn’t she?’

‘I think her sister is lovelier.’

‘No.’ She wrapped her arms around her chest. She wouldn’t meet my eye, but pretended an interest in a vulgar piece of verse someone had written on the wallpaper. ‘I have presence,’ she said. ‘Poppy’s the beauty.’

‘That, my love, we must disagree on.’

She turned at that, and her face looked stricken. ‘Don’t call me that.’

I could have retreated. I could have brushed it off, but I didn’t want to. ‘My love,’ I said again, and it felt so right, just saying it. ‘Daisy –’

‘No! I told you, I was perfectly clear about it. I told you it couldn’t—I couldn’t. I’ve done that. I won’t do it again. I can’t. I told you, Dominic.’

She pushed me violently away, and before I could stop her she was out of the door, running.

Daisy

My love. My love, he said. Can your heart really stop and then start again? Mine did. He hadn’t meant it, I tried to tell myself. He had, though. He’d been waiting for me to reply. Watching me. Seeing inside me, the way he always does. The way I’d got used to. Come to enjoy. Only now, I didn’t want it.

I ran. Opening doors at random, running up one set of stairs, then up again, along galleries, into dark, dusty corridors. At the top, the very top, were the attics with the furniture, ghostly and sheeted. I stood panting, crying, fists clenched. I was furious, thinking back over all the moments when I could have walked away. Right back to that morning when I woke up in his bed. If only I’d left then. Or after the first time. Or after the next time. If I hadn’t gone to the airfield after that letter he sent me. If he hadn’t listened to me. If I hadn’t listened to him.

You take a step along a path. You tell yourself it’s just a tiny step. You can always turn back. The view looks good from where you stand, so you take another step. The view looks even better, so you take another, and still you tell yourself you can go back any time. You don’t notice that you’ve stopped looking back. You pretend that the small things you pick up on the way don’t mean anything. You tell yourself that it’s the novelty of it that’s so appealing. You tell yourself that while it’s fun not to be walking the path alone, you’d be just as content to do so. You don’t notice how much each step changes you, because you don’t want to notice, because that would mean you’d have to do something about it, and you’re not ready to do that. To step off the path. To walk away. To break those insidious silky bonds that form, tie, pull you tighter together with each step.

Standing shivering in the milky light filtering through the attic windows, I knew it was too late, though I was terrified, far too terrified to admit it. If I had just kept to my routine of acting and martinis and solitude and surviving, this wouldn’t have happened. I felt as if I was standing on an abyss and I was furious at Dominic for putting me there, but I was much, much more furious with myself.

When he found me I was cowering on a chair, hugging my coat around me like a suit of armour. I must have looked awful. Tear-streaked, dust streaked, shaking. I didn’t care. If I could have hidden there in that attic, with all the other relics, until I turned to stone or dust myself, I would have. That way I wouldn’t have to think. Wouldn’t have to act. Wouldn’t have to jump. Or run.

When he tried to pull me to my feet, I cowered away from him like a frightened animal. The look on his face then. Not pity, but as if he’d struck me. I pushed him away and got to my feet. ‘I can manage on my own,’ I said.

‘I know.’ He picked me up, hugging me to his chest, ignoring my protests. ‘I know you can, Daisy,’ he said. ‘We both can. But don’t you think it would be nice not to have to?’

Dominic

I took her down to the kitchen, the smaller one, not the huge barn that used to be the servants’ hall. She was ashen, her eyes wide, shaking violently when I set her down in a chair, pulling it close to the range. There was coal and wood. It was funny how easily I got the fire to light; I’d been away so long.

Daisy said nothing, which was a relief, because I knew that if she spoke then she’d tell me it was over, and it couldn’t be over—although it would be different. That’s one thing I’d learned in the war. You can’t go back. There is only forwards, even when you know that forwards will take you into no man’s land.

The room began to heat. I put a kettle on the range to boil. Daisy raised her hands to the flames. She wasn’t crying now. Her face was set, like a mask. She was pressing her knees together under the mint-green silk of her dress. Trying not to shake. Same reason she pressed her lips so tightly together.

No going back, but there was a way forwards. I could see it. I just had to make her see it. My love, I’d called her. I hadn’t meant to, but once it was out, there it was, hanging between us. The truth we’d been avoiding. The thing we’d said wouldn’t happen.

‘I could have taken it back,’ I said, because the silence was becoming painful, and with every passing second Daisy was garnering her will to walk out and she wouldn’t come back. ‘I didn’t mean to say it. I could have pretended it didn’t mean anything more than one of those darlings that everyone says these days.’

‘You still can,’ she said, not looking at me, but there was anguish in her voice that squeezed at my heart and made me all the more certain.

‘Daisy, the problem with the truth is that once it’s been said, you can’t unsay it. And I don’t want to.’

‘Then it’s over.’

‘No!’

‘I can’t.’ She pushed her chair back and got to her feet again, but then she stood there, frozen to the spot. ‘I can’t, Dominic. I won’t. I made it through the last time, I haven’t—I just can’t imagine getting through it again. I have my life. I have my career…’

‘Which is severely limited by the fact that you won’t play anything other than tragedy. Have you thought about that, Daisy?’

She winced. It was brutal, but it was true, and I was fighting for my life here. Not the way I fought in the trenches. I wouldn’t die without her. I’d proved I could go on. But I was fighting for the life I wanted. Just how fiercely I was prepared to fight made me realise then just how badly I wanted it.

‘I have my career,’ she said firmly, ‘and it might not be good enough for you, but it’s good enough for me. And I have my sister –’

‘A sister who you never see. Not even in her pictures. Another thing you need to think about.’ Brutal, like I said. The look she gave me, white fury and deep hurt. I wanted to sweep her into my arms and say that it was all right, the way they do in the films. Tell her that we could go on as we had. That having what we’d had would be more than enough. Then the credits would roll. But if I’d said those things, it wouldn’t be any more real than those movies.

I risked taking her hand, because I didn’t want her to run. It was freezing. It lay limp in my grasp. ‘Daisy, don’t you see. Just because you don’t see her doesn’t mean you will be hurt any less if something happens to her. More, because if something did, you’d spend the rest of your life regretting the time you could have spent together.’

‘No. You’re wrong. It’s not like that.’

But for the first time, there was doubt in her voice. Another point when I could have stopped. Left my point to sink in. Backed off. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. ‘I didn’t come here to show this place off. I came to show you that it was done. History. That I was ready to face the future.’

‘One day at a time. It’s what we’ve been doing, Dominic. We’ve been doing it so well.’

‘Dammit, Daisy, it’s not enough. Not for me. Not any more. I am so tired of being alone. I’m sick and tired of not raising my eyes beyond the horizon of the next twenty-four hours, of not expecting or planning or anticipating. Of not hoping. Of never taking more than a tiny piece of life at a time. Of not allowing myself to want more. I want more, Daisy. I want you.’

‘You have all of me there is, Dominic. I don’t have anything else.’

‘That’s not true, and you know it. You’re scared –’

‘I’m not scared. I’m absolutely terrified. I can’t. I won’t. I wouldn’t be able to—what happens when it ends? What will happen to me? What then? When you’ve had enough of me, if you leave me, if you die, and I’m alone again, with another life to take apart and rebuild. I can’t. I won’t take that chance. How can you ask it of me? Why couldn’t you just have been happy with what we had when it was so much more than we thought—that we believed—why couldn’t you just have let things be!’

Daisy

I was crying. Shrieking. My hands were claws, tearing at his coat sleeves, then fists, pounding against his chest. Sobs stuck in my throat like lumps of stone. My chest was heaving. I just kept thinking over and over, no, no, no. I don’t want to hear this. I don’t want to think about this. I don’t want to have to try to deal with it.

He didn’t fight back. He let me howl and wail and lash out at him. I knew I was getting hysterical, and there was a part of me that just wanted to let myself go the whole way, because then I really wouldn’t have to think and he couldn’t ask me any more. But there was another bit of me, like the part of me that always knows when I’m on-stage that I’m acting, the part that can direct and analyse, that little voice inside me that watches me all the time. The part that’s mostly silent. But when it speaks…

That part was saying to me, the lady protests too much. If it really didn’t matter, that part of me was saying, you wouldn’t be fighting so hard for it not to. And another thing that part of me noticed was Dominic. Hanging grimly on, absolutely determined. Fighting in his own way.

I stopped. I stopped wailing and crying and let my hands fall limp to my sides. I stared up at him, and inside, it was like a sort of dawning horror. A whiter, colder terror. The kind that you can’t escape. ‘No,’ I said, but this time I was speaking to myself. The knowledge in me. ‘No.’

Dominic pulled me close. I didn’t resist this time, but I didn’t cling, either. ‘I can’t pretend it hasn’t happened,’ he said, ‘and I don’t think you can, either.’

‘Yes, yes, I can,’ I replied.

It was the way he stilled that made me realise what I’d said, how my words had betrayed me. His fingers tightened on my arms. I felt the sharp intake of his breath. Now comes the fancy speech, I thought. I wish it had. That I’d have been able to dismiss.

‘I’m not going to make you promises I can’t keep,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what will happen. If I thought about it, if I thought about all the things that could go wrong –I have thought about them, actually. But what about the things that could go right?’

He touched my face, forcing me to meet his eyes. The look he gave me then, so raw, so exposed, it made me feel as if I was being squeezed tight from the inside. ‘Daisy, think about these last weeks. They’ve been so good.’

I was crying again, silent tears streaming down my cheeks that I couldn’t stop. ‘Because we didn’t care. That’s the problem. When you care, they see. The gods. The fates. Whatever is up there, if anything is up there, or anyone. They see you care, and that’s when they laugh and they say, silly Daisy, and they take it all away.’

‘A few weeks ago, I’d have agreed. A few days ago. But—it would be a lie to say I’ve stopped looking back, but I’ve started looking forwards, too, Daisy. I can see there’s a future for us, and I like the way it looks.’

‘For how long?’

‘I don’t know. It feels like forever. But even if it’s not, wouldn’t you rather have however much it is? We could have walked away so many times. I could have left you in the cell. You could have left me in my bed the next morning. How many times were there, when we could have stopped but we didn’t?’

And it was that. His seeing into my head, his saying my thoughts aloud, that stopped me. Made me listen. We could have stopped, but we never did, not once. I tried to imagine what it would be like without him, and I couldn’t. Without him, I couldn’t lose him—but then what would I be? Not what I am. I could choose to be without him by walking away, or I could take a chance on my future and have him for now—maybe forever. And that—that appealed.

I didn’t say the words. He didn’t say the words. Instead we kissed. He kissed me. I kissed him. It was like it always was, and it was different. Slower. As if we had more time. Not all the time, but more. It was the same when we made love. Slower. Wide-eyed. Watching. Taking our clothes off in front of that big black stove slowly. Our fronts burning. Our backs freezing. Kissing. Touching. As if we never had before. As if we always would. Stroking slowly down. Kneeling on the ancient quilt he pulled from one of the chairs, kissing, touching, stroking. Watching. A slow slide and he was inside me. Rocking. Rocking. And the waves were elemental, rolling over and over and over.


Chapter Seven

Dominic

She didn’t say the words then, but afterwards, as we lay together in front of the stove, she let me hold her, and she let me talk to her of the next week, and the week after.

Three months later, and we’re both still scared. There are times in the ominous hours before dawn when it’s there between us, the terror of loss, the memory of what it can do, and the gnawing sense that this time it would be so much worse. But the difference is, in those ominous hours, we’re there. Together. We hold each other. We don’t lie; we don’t pretend that it’s all going to be fine. After such a war, you can never lose the knowledge that your world really can be blown apart. Nothing will ever be the same. We know that. But we’re learning, Daisy and I, to like the new world.

Tomorrow we sail for New York to see Grace. To meet a producer who wants to put Daisy on Broadway. And to see my mother. To sign the deal with her maverick doctor friend who wants to buy Harrington House. He has some interesting theories about neurosis, and he needs patients. That is one thing the war has made sure he’ll have in abundance here in England.

So much has changed since that night I found Daisy in the police cell, I can’t quite believe it. We still haven’t said the words, but they’re there between us every day. And one day soon, I know we will.
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