
        
            
                
            
        

    
Los Angeles, 1924

Broadway producer Lewis Cartsdyke has come to Hollywood with a business proposition for starlet Poppy Edwards. But as he’s watching her sing in a downtown club, dressed in a man’s suit that skims her lush curves, a much more wicked proposal comes to mind.

Poppy has fame, wealth and an aversion to love. Lewis offers the kind of passion she craves—delicious, sensual heat without complications. Night after night she abandons herself to sensation, promising she won’t lose her heart the way her sister did. But for Lewis, uncomplicated is no longer enough—and soon he won’t be satisfied until he’s claimed all of Poppy in blissful surrender.
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Chapter One

Los Angeles, January, 1924

Lewis

The club was downtown under a Venice Beach grocery store, and a very far cry from the harem-like decadence of the Cocoanut Grove, where I’d had dinner the night before under the palm trees. Bunty’s this place was called, according to my source, though there was no sign of any sort over the door. A fug of smoke so thick it stung your eyes hung low like a dirty bit of lace over the roped-off dance floor where six girls dressed in some exhausted-looking silk flowers were doing an unenthusiastic hula.

My backhander bought me a table at the front along with a glass of something they called bourbon, which was probably about as authentic as the dancers’ costumes. I took one sniff and put it to the side. Above me, on the balcony, men were leaning over and catcalling. In Harlem, a place like this would be stuffed full of wannabe sophisticates out to claim their stake in history by taking part in the Jazz Age. Whatever that is. Fitzgerald and his like have a lot to answer for. I met him in Paris once. Unlike most of his acolytes, he struck me as the real deal, dead set on taking the road to destruction just as fast as he can travel.

I was thinking about him as I sat, not drinking my drink, watching the dancers in that louche little club making their dates with their exit. I was thinking I could be just like him if I let myself. Not the writing, but the self-destructing. I was thinking that I had a hell of a lot more reason than Fitzgerald, too, because to my knowledge he’d never seen what I’d seen.

But that’s a path I’ll never take. What happened in Europe, what I saw, it could have destroyed me, but I won’t let it. That’s the difference between me and the others. That sounds smug. I’m not smug, but I’m darn sure I’m not gonna let myself wallow, either. I know I’m one of the lucky ones. I owe it to the rest to make the most of my luck, and that’s what I’m doing. If I’m not happy, then I ought to be. I’m good at what I do. I like it, too. I have any number of people happy to claim I’m their friend. Any number of women, too, though I’m not one of those guys who needs anyone except myself. I’m not lonely; I’m self-reliant. That’s what the war taught me more than anything, that the only person you can depend on is yourself. I’m happy. Why shouldn’t I be happy?

I’d taken a sip of the bourbon. It was just as bad as I’d thought it would be. Thankfully, my thoughts were interrupted by the MC announcing the next act. I didn’t recognise her at first. I was expecting a blonde, and the person who walked onto the stage had black hair. I was expecting the soft curves and low-cut dresses she wore on-screen, not a man’s dinner suit. I was expecting her to sing something bubbly, light, fun, flirty. I was expecting her to be sexy, vampy, maybe even cute. Like her movies. What I got—my God, what I got.

She sang a jazz number I didn’t recognise, though it was, needless to say, about a woman done wrong. Her voice was husky, smoky, the sort of voice that makes your hair stand on end. She didn’t milk it the way another singer might, and it was all the more believable for that, her song. She stood there in front of the band, in her too-big man’s suit with her slicked-back hair and her face completely devoid of cosmetics, all big eyes and pale cheeks and sultry mouth, and I’ve never seen any woman so incredibly sensual in my life.

I’d been sceptical about her ability to act. That was why I’d come here, on a tip-off. I realised two things at that moment. She was wasted on the screen. And I wanted her.

Poppy

I don’t know what it was that made me notice him. Usually when I’m singing I don’t notice anything or anyone save for the band. He was alone, which was unusual, but it wasn’t that. It was the stillness of him. The way he was watching me, so focused, utterly intent. I let him catch my eye, something I never do because it gives men all sorts of wrong ideas. And some women. In the early days, when I first started singing here, when I first realised that I had to sing somewhere, even if walking on stage alone brought back such painful memories, back then I used to—sometimes. I tried both, men and women. Neither worked as well as I hoped. Maybe because I thought they wouldn’t.

But this man. I’d never seen him before, that much I was sure of. He wasn’t good-looking enough to be in films. His hair was cut short, no floppy bit at the front to slick back, but really short, as though he didn’t want to be bothered with it. There were lines on his high forehead. He was clean-cut, no fashionable moustache. A strong jaw that a camera would love. Deep-set eyes. I couldn’t see the colour in the fug of the club, but I could feel them on me. Boring through me. Watching.

I sang two songs. Songs that would have surprised Daisy, shocked her, even, but I can’t sing the old stuff, and this new jazz, it suits me. I don’t just mean my voice, but the lyrics, the mood. So sad. As if they were written for me. When the dancers came out at the end of my slot, I could have edged backstage as I always did, but I didn’t. Even though he made no sign, I went over to his table and sat down opposite him. His eyes were blue. He was younger than I’d thought, maybe thirty. And he had that indefinable air about him, of wealth or power or both.

‘You were staring,’ I said, by way of introduction.

‘You were extraordinary.’

‘I can hold a tune.’ I shrugged, but I was pleased, and that surprised me, because my singing, it’s very personal. You’ll say that’s a contradiction, because if it was so personal then I wouldn’t do it onstage. But no one knows me here—or if they do, it’s the kind of place where they choose not to say. And Bunty’s, it’s like no place I’ve ever performed before—there’s nothing to remind me of those times. When I sing here, the songs are for me. Just for me. So like I said, I was kind of surprised to be pleased, because usually I don’t give a damn.

‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’ he asked me.

Did he mean talk? I was pretty shocked to discover I hoped not, though he made me nervous. Or I made myself nervous. The way I’d noticed him. The way my body noticed his, such a contrast between us, in the way he filled his dinner suit. There was a kind of ruggedness in him that I liked. He wasn’t smooth or debonair or any of those movie-star qualities I saw day in, day out on-set. His appeal was much more basic—and I don’t mean like that phoney, Tarzan of the Apes kind of basic, either.

I led him to the bar. It was empty because the show was in full swing, and anyway, it had a class that the floor space didn’t. They had real booze on the glass shelves, not hooch, and the ceiling was beaten copper, a strange, wavy design that was echoed on the bar top. Like a stormy sea. I liked it. We sat on the high stools and ordered highballs. He had long legs. Not scrawny, either. And he didn’t smoke.

‘Do you have a name?’ I asked.

‘Do you?’

The way he said it made me wary. No one from the studio knew I sang here. Ridiculous to think—I reminded myself that he couldn’t really see inside my head, even though he gave that impression. I took a swig of my drink. ‘You heard them announcing me,’ I said. ‘I’m Very Simply Vera.’

‘Vera. Right,’ he said, and I told myself it was just my imagination, the doubt I heard. ‘Well, I’m Lewis. Pleased to meet you, Vera.’

‘Lewis.’ We clinked glasses and stared at each other. I was feeling decidedly edgy now. Part of me wanted to run. I just about managed to stop myself from checking that my wig was in place. It wouldn’t move—I’d fixed it painfully thoroughly. My breath was coming in short little huffs, as if I’d been running, and I couldn’t get it under control. My heart was racing, as if I’d drunk way too much of the stuff the studio calls coffee. We were sitting side-on to the bar, so our knees were touching. When I reached for my glass, even though I didn’t want to drink, he caught my hand in his.

I should have pulled away but I didn’t. His skin was warm. His fingers were rough. He didn’t say anything, but it was clear, in the way his eyes seemed to blaze at me, how much he wanted me. I felt an answering heat. I can’t remember the last time I’d felt like that. Not in a long time. Never so strongly. I was crazy to even consider it. The man was a total stranger. We’d barely exchanged half a dozen words. But I was already past considering. And the fact that he was a total stranger was kind of the point. I didn’t need complications. I certainly didn’t want them. But what I wanted, really wanted, was this man.

Is that shocking? I don’t know why it should be. I’m twenty-seven years old, not seventeen, and no matter what the studio would have the world believe, no matter how well it suited us for the world to believe, that was never going to happen between Randolph and me. Years ago I had to stand by and watch the mess love made of Daisy. It didn’t so much destroy her as empty her out. She was there, and not there. The war. It wasn’t just the men in the trenches who died. When her husband was killed, he took Daisy with him. I couldn’t get her back. I tried, but there was nothing left to of her to retrieve. She lost Anthony and she lost her voice. I lost her and our act. That’s why I’m here—I couldn’t stay. Neither of us could bear it. Together we’d just have kept reminding each other of what had happened. With an ocean between us, we can pretend it didn’t, which is what we do. Pretend I chose to come here. To go along with her story that it was the chance she’d been waiting for to go out on her own. I thought maybe after a year she’d join me or ask me back.

Five years, it’s been. Which is fine, because life is good here, it really is. I’ve worked blooming hard to make sure of that, to change myself from one of the Edwards Sisters to Poppy Edwards, star of the silver screen, and sometimes Very Simply Vera. I’m here and I’ve every reason to be happy and it’s all down to me, and me alone, and that’s the way it’s going to stay. So you can see, can’t you, why I don’t, won’t, will never do the hearts-and-flowers stuff.

The problem though, was that while I’m more than immune to romance, I do like the—now I’m going to be shocking again, but there it is—I like the sex, and what’s more, I don’t see why being anti one means I should be deprived of the other. So maybe it had never quite lived up to my expectations, but that just meant I should persevere, right? I mean, that’s what you do, isn’t it? If at first you don’t succeed, and all that. And I had a feeling that with this man it would be good.

So I drained my glass quickly and slithered to my feet. ‘Ready?’ I asked him.

He looked taken aback for about a second, and for about a second I felt as if I’d got the upper hand. I realised I’d have to keep it like that, too. This was not a man who would take kindly to being messed about.

‘Where to?’ he asked, throwing a note down on the bar, catching up quickly enough.

I couldn’t take him home, obviously. ‘You tell me.’ I gave him one of my seductive smiles. They worked well on-screen. They worked very well on Lewis. ‘I’m at the Ambassador,’ he said, ushering me up the steps of Bunty’s.

That gave me pause. Like every so-called Hollywood star, I’d been there. The Cocoanut Grove was the place to be seen, and the venue of choice for pretty much any studio event. But we weren’t going to the nightclub. And it was late enough for anyone staying in the hotel to be in their rooms. If I was careful, and if I left early…

I whistled a passing cab, laughing at the look on his face as I did so. My sister taught me how to do that. Not that I had much cause to use it these days, with a car and driver at my disposal and another car of my own sitting in my garage at home. Where I should be, tucked up in my ridiculously big bed getting my beauty sleep. Instead of that, I was in a cab with a stranger heading uptown to spend what was left of the night doing—I looked at him in the dim light, and shivered. Whatever we were about to do, I knew it would be good.


Chapter Two

Lewis

I did struggle with my conscience, but honestly, it wasn’t much of a battle. I’m not proud of that, but I’m trying to tell the truth. I wanted her. I wanted her more than I’d wanted a woman in a long time. She moved me. That’s not an excuse, either, just the plain truth again. She looked so absurdly feminine in that suit. Strong, too, but vulnerable. And that moved me. You’ll say that makes it worse, that I felt like that, and that I still took her back to my hotel without telling her I knew who she was and, yeah, I guess if someone had told me this story, I’d maybe have said the same. But this wasn’t a story, it was happening to me, and nothing like this had ever happened to me, so I didn’t say anything. Besides, she didn’t want me to know. Vera, she called herself, not Poppy.

Even though it was past two in the morning, the Ambassador’s huge neon front entrance was lit up. It looks like a flying saucer. Poppy looked as if she might run, then she just tossed her head back and walked in, as if she didn’t care who saw her. I admired that. Furtive, now that would have got her noticed. In the lobby that reminded me a bit of Grand Central, she waited, leaning careless as you like by the elevator while I claimed my key. The night clerk gave her barely a second glance; he was too busy trying not to embarrass me.

In the suite, though, she looked nervous. If she’d said something then, I would have had second thoughts. I hope. ‘You want a drink?’ I asked her.

She shook her head and wandered over to the window, which looked out over the Ambassador’s Crystal Plunge swimming pool.

‘You want to go home?’ I said, joining her.

‘I’ve thought about it.’ She looked up at me, all big eyes and white face, and smiled, a soft smile that made her look lost. ‘But so much has changed, it wouldn’t be home any more.’

‘I didn’t mean England, I meant…’

‘I know what you meant.’ She turned away from the window. ‘I’m in a strange mood.’

Any other woman, I’d assume she was looking for reassurance. The usual compliments. This one—she wasn’t any other woman. ‘I’m in a bit of a strange mood myself,’ I told her. ‘I didn’t exactly plan this when I went to that club tonight.’

‘Would you have sent me one of those little notes backstage if I hadn’t come over and talked to you?’

‘I doubt it.’ Which was the truth. ‘I’m glad you did,’ I added, ignoring the sneaky little voice that asked me if I’d think so in the morning, when there was business to be done.

She nodded, giving me a lop-sided smile. ‘I hope you will be.’

I pulled her up tight then. She was slighter than I thought, under that suit. There was hardly anything of her. ‘I hope you will be, too.’

And then her smile changed, as though she’d switched it for someone else’s. ‘The only reason I’m here is that I don’t doubt it.’

Poppy

I wasn’t acting. At least, it didn’t feel like acting. Yes, okay, when I smiled at him just before he kissed me, that wasn’t my smile, but I’m not sure I have a smile to call my own any more. It’s second nature to me to cover up. I’ve always done it, from when I was a child. Daisy, too. At the orphanage, we learned pretty quickly that it was a mistake to show how you really felt, what you really thought. That’s not acting. That’s just one of the rules of survival.

And even if I was acting at first, when he kissed me, I soon stopped. It was a gentle kiss. That surprised me. Cautious? A bit. He wasn’t showing it, but maybe he was nervous, too. He didn’t seem to me to be the type of man to be nervous—quite the opposite. But when he kissed me—like I said, he seemed on edge.

How to describe a kiss? I can say it was perfect, and it was, but my idea of perfect probably isn’t yours. His mouth fit mine. It felt—right. He kissed just right. Not stagy. Not a screen kiss, all posture and fluttering hands. Gentle, like I said. But not reassuring, you know, not the kind of kiss where you think there’s nothing else. I was very sure there was more—and I wanted more. That kiss had an edge to it. An appetizer of a kiss.

He slid his hands under my dinner jacket. He didn’t grab, he stroked, as though he was trying to find out my shape under my shapeless clothes. I liked that. I liked the way we were both wearing the same thing, but he looked so different in his. His suit fit him. An expensive, made-to-measure job. Mine wasn’t even off-the-peg; it was out of the prop department. And it didn’t fit at all. What it did, though, was make me feel so much more female beside him. A real cliché, I know that, but there’s a reason why such things become clichés.

He liked it, too, the way we looked. And he liked looking. I didn’t usually. I see far too much of myself on-screen to want to look when I don’t have to. There was a mirror on the wall. One of those fancy ones, all jagged edges decorated with coloured glass. He stood me in front of it and put his arms around me, opening my jacket. My body was pressed back against his. I could feel he was hard. He was much taller than me. Much broader. The contrast between the two of us and the way were dressed the same—it was arousing. Odd, but arousing.

He slid my jacket off and began to unbutton my waistcoat. I watched his hands on me in the mirror. His mouth on my neck. His breath on my cheek. My waistcoat slid to the floor. He opened his palms and cupped my breasts through the starched front of my shirt. Tanned hands. White shirt. My nipples were as hard as he was. Throbbing like he was. As he stroked them, I rubbed my behind against the ridge of him, and watched his eyes close in response.

He pulled my shirt out of my trousers. They call them pants over here. Even after five years, that still sounds terrifically rude to me. He touched me, with just the silk of my chemise between us now. His hands sliding flat over it, spanning my waist, up to my breasts again, teasing them into such an agonising delight. Then one hand down, sliding past the wide waistband of my trousers, under the silk of my knickers, and it was my turn to close my eyes. Just for a second. Then I opened them. I wanted to watch.

I was amazed at how wet I was. He slid into me so easily. Stupid, but my knees really did buckle. His hand on my breast supported me. Then the assault began. On my nipple and inside me, sliding, stroking and teasing. And I watched, fascinated, as if it wasn’t me. My face was flushed; my eyes seemed huge. His were fixed on me, watching, intent, as he touched me, as if he knew exactly how to touch me, just as he’d known exactly how to kiss me.

I wanted it to go on forever, that hot wet slide, that mesmerising stroking, so soft, so sweet, such a contrast with the sharper tightening when he teased my nipple, and the spark seemed to run all the way down through my belly to the spot between my legs, which started to throb. More insistent now. Did he read it in my face, that I wanted that? I don’t know. I was watching, but I wasn’t thinking as he touched me, stroked me, making me pant and clench and heat, as though I was melting around the hot core of me that he touched, and when I came my eyes closed and I heard myself, a harsh cry, and I felt him picking me up, and I clung onto him like some helpless maiden, the kind that’s always getting rescued from train tracks in the movies.

He set me down on the bed. ‘Have you got…?’ I asked, and he nodded, leaving me briefly to get the preservative from the bathroom.

‘You sure?’ His face was set. Flushed like mine.

‘Yes.’

His hands were shaking as he dragged off his clothes. Mine, too, as I fumbled with what was left of my own, kicking off my trousers, my shoes, my stockings, my underwear, shivering, my fingers icy, all of me icy except inside.

Naked, he looked even more impressive than with clothes on. Hard-packed muscles that rippled under the skin. I’d remember that later, when I replayed it all in my head. The contrast of tanned arms and pale shoulders. The rough hairs on his chest. I touched all of him. Ran fevered hands over all of him. I must have, or I wouldn’t have remembered. But at the time it was all hot skin and rough and smooth textures. Hard, and silky soft. I wrapped my fingers around his erection. Stroked. But only for a moment. I wanted him inside me. Same as he did.

‘Ready?’ he asked, and I smiled, or laughed or something, because he smiled or laughed, too, and it made my insides clench again, that smiling-laughing thing, and made me realise that it wasn’t over, far from over, and he must have seen that in my face.

I fell back on the bed. He entered me slowly, but not too slow. Sliding. Opening me up. Making me cling to him, and my clinging making him groan. In and in he slid, and when he thought he was done, I wrapped my legs around his waist and he slid in farther, his eyes widening, his mouth curling. Not smiling. Curling. He held me like that and I held him, just looking at him, for seconds. Then he began to rock. The smallest movement, just rocking, and I began to clench, and I didn’t want it to be over, so I dug my fingers into his shoulders.

‘You like that,’ he said, and it wasn’t a question.

I tilted under him. ‘You like that,’ I said, and that wasn’t a question, either.

He kissed me, his tongue sliding into my mouth, and he thrust at the same time. A tiny movement, but almost enough. Almost. I dug my fingers in farther. ‘Yes,’ I said, though he hadn’t asked me anything.

‘Yes,’ he said, and I knew what he meant.

Another kiss. His tongue. The hard, hot thickness of him thrusting. And ‘Yes,’ I said again. And ‘Yes,’ this time the words a hiss of pleasure as he thrust harder. ‘Now.’

It wasn’t an order—it was a plea. He ignored it. ‘Wait,’ he said, and that was an order, his hands sliding under my behind, tilting me higher. ‘Not yet.’

I moaned. I clung. I tensed. I could feel it and I didn’t want to resist it, though I didn’t want it to happen. ‘Not yet,’ I echoed, like a prayer.

He kissed me again. There was sweat on his chest. His eyes were so dark, his face strained. He tasted of salt. Of heat. Of sex. I kissed him back, touching my tongue to his, and he gave a long groan. ‘Now,’ I whispered, insistent.

‘Now,’ he said, and pushed high into me. I started to come. He thrust again, harder. I cried out. I pushed, arched, clung, and he thrust again, harder, faster, urgent now, and when he came, he cried out, too, his chest heaving, his arms straining as he pulled me up, tight against him, so that I felt him pulsing not just inside me but against me, our skin sticking, our breath harsh, our eyes glazed but still watching, wide. Still seeing.

Lewis

I thought my heart might actually break out of my chest, it was hammering so much. Sensational. A very overused word, but that’s what it was. I told her so, when I came back from the bathroom. I don’t usually. I mean, I say all the right things, you know, but I don’t usually mean them. That makes me sound like a jerk. I’m not a jerk, but I’m careful not to give the wrong impression. I think about what I say, what I do, how it will sound. And that makes me sound manipulative, contriving, unfeeling. I’m not any of those things either, except maybe I don’t feel much, but I am—like I said, I’m careful.

The fact is, I’m not so easily moved. You’ll say it’s hardly surprising, after what I saw in the war. Most probably everyone who was in France is the same, you’ll say. Maybe, but it’s not an excuse I like to use. I wasn’t even fighting. Sure, driving those ambulances you see things you never want to see again. My point is, I won’t make excuses. It happened, it’s over, you learn, you move on, which is what I’ve done. I told you, I know I’m lucky. Was I like this before? Heck, how do I know? Am I cold? If that means do I know not to let anyone get too close, the answer’s yes. Another thing I learned in France. People die, even people who aren’t supposed to. Even when they don’t carry guns, but stretchers. People die, and they leave behind lots of people who think they can’t get by without them. You don’t just see the mangled mess that guns and shells make of men in the trenches. In the hospitals, you see the mangled mess the war makes of the ones they left behind. So no, I don’t think I’m cold, just pragmatic. I’m focused. Independent. I know what I want. I know what I don’t want, too. Uncomplicated—a big yes to that. Involved, needy—big no. But great sex? Who doesn’t want that? If only it was easier to find without all the strings. That night I’d found it, though, and I told her. ‘That was goddamn amazing,’ I said.

She laughed, though it was more like a kind of low growly noise. ‘Yes, it was.’

I sat down on the bed beside her. She was still sprawled on her back, the sheet only just covering her. She was so slim, she could have—what is it they say—yeah, she could have walked through rain.

‘Really, I mean it,’ I said, running my hand down the outline of her leg, my body already recovering, already thinking that it might be an idea to start again.

But she rolled away from me. ‘I have an early start. In fact, I really should be going.’

She was already out of bed, already pulling on her underwear, picking up her shirt. I watched her for a moment, enjoying the view, my mind still sluggish, too concerned with what we’d done, what I’d like to try next, to realise what was happening until she was pulling on her pants, sitting back down on the bed to tie her shoes. I got up, began to look about for my own clothes.

‘What are you doing?’ she said.

‘I’ll come with you.’

‘I’m perfectly capable of getting home on my own, thank you very much.’

The way she said it kicked off alarm bells. Defensive. Very defensive. Funny, I didn’t think about it at the time, but I should have been pleased, not—hurt’s too big a word, but it will do. ‘I’ll come down with you,’ I said. ‘At least let me make sure you get a cab.’

She stood up, shrugging into her jacket and waistcoat at the same time. ‘There’s really no need. I can make a far more discreet exit on my own.’ She smiled a tight little smile and held out her hand. ‘Goodbye, Lewis.’

Goodbye, not good night. Her accent had become decidedly English. Her expression decidedly cool. And that’s when it finally hit me, the full stupidity of what I’d done—as she was holding out her hand, making it perfectly clear that however amazing the sex had been between us, there would be no more. I stared at her, speechless for a few endless seconds, as I tried to work out what to do, and more importantly, what I should be feeling. Because what I should have been worried about was business, and what I was actually thinking about was pleasure.

Her smile became a frown. She withdrew her hand, tucking it behind her back. ‘What’s wrong?’

What was wrong was that I never mixed business with pleasure. What was wrong was that she had no idea who I was, and absolutely no idea that I knew who she was. What was wrong was that tomorrow—strike that, today—I planned to make her an offer she couldn’t refuse, but she most likely would refuse it now, because she’d think it came with all sorts of conditions. And what was really, really wrong was that despite all this, I still wanted her. What had I done?

I should have told her right there and then, but I was pretty certain that would have put an end to it. If I could buy myself some time, I thought, I could come up with something. So that’s what I decided to do, not thinking for a moment that what I’d be doing was digging myself in deeper. ‘Nothing’s wrong,’ I said. ‘Let me give you some money for the cab.’

The look she drew me then! ‘Just so that we’re as clear as crystal,’ she said, and her voice pretty much tinkled like crystal as she spoke, ‘I don’t want anything more from you than I’ve had. I don’t need to be recompensed or rewarded. I don’t need to go through the charade of one or other of us saying we’ll call, and I certainly don’t need you to pretend that it meant anything more than it did. I might not have your experience, but I’m neither an innocent nor an ingénue.’

See, no strings, just exactly what I’d wanted. Only suddenly I didn’t. She fastened her coat and crossed to the mirror to smooth her hair, which I realised must be a wig, and was amazed had stayed in place. She was cool as the proverbial English cucumber. I was impressed, I have to say. Acting or not, she was good. I wanted to applaud her. I wanted to kiss her. So help me, I wanted to kiss her, and it took every bit of self-control not to as she turned, gave me a theatrical little wave and sauntered out of the bedroom. I waited until I heard the click of the outer door closed, and then I dropped back onto the bed, where the sheets smelled of us, and I lay there for the rest of the night, wondering what on earth I was going to do in the morning.


Chapter Three

Poppy

I must be a much better actress than I thought, I was thinking to myself as I quit the Ambassador, sneaking past the desk clerk downstairs while he was on the telephone, then out onto Wiltshire Boulevard, which I know after all these years I should just call Wiltshire, but that would be like calling Regent Street Regent, or Drury Lane just plain old Drury. There is Piccadilly, mind you.

I know, I’m what do you call it—procrastinating. All the way in the cab home—see, I said cab and not taxi—I was congratulating myself on how coolly I’d made my exit, and how I’d managed to head him off when he looked as though he might suggest meeting up, though actually I wasn’t sure that was what he’d been going to suggest. And I hadn’t for a second thought he’d really been offering to pay me with the offer of a cab fare either, but it had been easy, you see, to pretend offence when half of me was wanting to get right back into bed with him and the other half was telling me to get out fast.

I thought about that when I got home. It was too late to go to bed, so I squeezed myself some orange juice and sat out by the pool. I love the oranges in California. I love that I can say casually, I squeezed myself some juice and sat out by the pool. My pool. My house. When I came out here, I was kind of famous, in an English sort of way, for being one of the Edwards Sisters. But on my own—I was starting from scratch. Daisy’s a better actress than me. When she walks on-stage, the audience go still. But I have the kind of face the camera loves. Movies are not the same. Nothing’s the same without Daisy, but since I had no option but to be without Daisy, I’m lucky I did have the option to make movies.

To someone practically brought up on the stage as we were, it’s not real acting, mind you. For real acting you need an audience and a voice. It was Daisy’s idea to run off to the theatre. We lied about how old we were. They must have been glad to get rid of us, the orphanage, or they’d have looked harder. We must have had something or they’d have sent us back, that first company we joined. I wonder sometimes if any of that first company ever see my pictures. If they did, they’d probably think them a joke. It’s hardly acting when you don’t use your voice.

That’s why I sing. Partly why I sing. You’re probably thinking I’m a bit of a drama queen, going on about how tough it’s been when I didn’t lose my husband, and compared to what I had on the stage as one of the Edwards Sisters, I’ve got real fame and fortune now. I have it all, you’re probably thinking. I agree. But you see, I thought I’d had it all in London. This was a very different all. I miss the bit that I’d had to cut out. The bit that wasn’t so much left behind, but dead. So I sang and it helped, a bit. A little bit. I thought it was more than a little, until I met Lewis. But that’s jumping ahead.

Sitting by the pool, drinking my freshly squeezed orange juice that morning, I was deliberately not thinking about Daisy or Lewis. I was reminding myself how lucky I was to be here, to have found such an excellent agent, to have a face that fits. I’m rich, I was thinking. It’s fun being rich, though not as fun as I thought it would be. I’m not really that keen on the parties, and it cuts you off from the real world, the combination of money and a famous face. That’s why Randolph and I work so well together.

I fell asleep on the sun lounger, thinking about poor Randolph. I woke up with the sun coming up, thinking about Lewis, and I had that jangly feeling, the too-much-coffee feeling, though, ironically, it was probably because I hadn’t had any coffee to drink at all that morning. Another Californian habit I’d acquired, drinking coffee and not tea. I put the percolator on. I have help, but not full-time. I like to look after myself, even if everyone thinks I’m rather strange for doing so. I like to cook, too. My kitchen is everything I never had growing up. I know, I know, but you have to make what you can of what you’ve got, right?

I headed upstairs to shower—another American habit I have now, showering instead of bathing. I stood there under the stream of water, enjoying the way it tingled over my skin, enjoying the way it reminded me of last night. And then not enjoying that, because that was one of the things that were making me edgy, that wanting. Wanting more before I’d even left. I didn’t like to be distracted. I didn’t like the idea that Lewis was a distraction. I never allowed any man to be a distraction. It was one of my rules. One of the reasons for my success. At the risk of repeating myself, it was one of the main reasons I was happy.

* * *

‘And cut. That’s a wrap. Thank you, darlings.’

‘And thank the Lord for that.’ Randolph rolled his eyes at me as he straightened up from our trademark clinch. He was dressed in flowing Arabian robes for this picture. I wasn’t wearing very much, lying on the divan under the canopy that was supposed to be under the desert stars. You can get away with a lot if you set a movie in some make-believe exotic location.

Randolph held out a hand to help me up. He’s always a gentleman, even when the cameras aren’t rolling. ‘Word on the grapevine is that our next is to be a pirate. What do you say to a bit of swashbuckling, Poppy Poppet?’

I didn’t say anything. I hadn’t signed the latest contract, even though my agent swore it was one of the best deals in Hollywood. I would sign, of course I would. In fact, I had a meeting with him in half an hour to go over it. I fluttered my fingers at Randolph and headed off the set calling toodle-pip. He loves that. So English, he says. I don’t tell him I never said it back home. I was reminding myself that this deal was exactly what I wanted, to be one of the top-paid actresses in the movies, even if the movies I made were becoming tedious, when I opened the door of my dressing room.

And there he was. ‘What the—’ I stopped, mouth hanging open, door wide open, too. ‘I thought I made it clear last night…’ I thought, you see, that’s all it was. I didn’t think about the implications of him being there, not only in the studio, but in my personal dressing room, not until he spoke.

‘Close the door, Poppy.’

Poppy! I felt sick to my stomach. ‘Get out.’

‘I’m not a reporter, if that’s what you’re thinking.’

It was, but I wasn’t going to let him think he could read my mind. And it wasn’t what he’d write that was making me feel sick. It was—I felt let-down. ‘You lied to me,’ I said.

He raised his brows at that. ‘Vera?’ he said, and closed the door, pulling me into the dressing room, and I let him. I let him lead me over to the couch, sit me down, let him sit down beside me, because I was so stunned.

‘Did you follow me last night?’

He shook his head.

‘Did you know then, last night?’

He nodded.

‘How did you know? Did someone at the club tell you? Or—wait—are you from the studio?’

‘No.’

‘Because if you are, I’m not in breach of contract. You can’t sue me. I don’t use my own name. I don’t even get paid.’

‘Poppy, I’m not from the studio—at least, not from your studio.’

‘I don’t have a studio after today. I haven’t signed—oh, my God, is that what you’ve come to tell me, that the offer’s not on the table any longer?’ The offer that I’d taken so much for granted that I’d actually been pretending to myself that I didn’t care. The offer that would make me money enough to give up acting in a few years and to live the high life, just on my interest, if that’s what I wanted. Which it wasn’t. ‘Well, is it?’ I said, and my voice sounded shrill, even to me. What was funny, if funny’s the right word, it wasn’t the loss of the offer that I was so upset about—it was him. Lewis. He’d lied to me. And, yes, I’d lied to him, but it wasn’t the same. He’d deceived me and it hurt. It shouldn’t hurt. That it did, that made me even more mad.

‘Fine,’ I said, because letting him know what I really thought was out of the question, ‘you know what, I’m sick of to death of making these stupid movies anyway. It’s not acting, and in case you didn’t know, just changing the scenery and dressing me up as Marie Antoinette instead of a—a desert houri doesn’t fool anyone. Five films I’ve made in this last year, and if there had been a script, which there obviously wasn’t, it would have been the exact same for each of them.’

I’d got up from the couch to make this speech. I was glaring at him, and I really was almost as furious as I seemed. He should have cowered. He should at least have looked a tiny bit discomfited. Instead, he had the temerity to smile. ‘You’ve no idea how glad I am to hear that.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Is this your houri outfit?’ he asked, completely ignoring my question. ‘Is a houri the same as a concubine? I must admit, it has a certain appeal, whatever it is. In fact I’m willing to bet that I’d much prefer it to your Marie Antoinette. Which I’ve never seen you play, incidentally. How did I miss that?’

‘You didn’t. I haven’t.’

I think I already said that I wasn’t wearing very much. A pair of harem pants that weren’t transparent, but were designed to look as if they were, being lined with flesh-coloured silk. A jewelled thing on top that was apparently based on one of the famous Mata Hari’s outfits, and covered me less than my own underwear. I grabbed a silk kimono from the screen in the corner and put it on, not because I was embarrassed by my body—I’d revealed far too much of it on-set for that—but I was embarrassed by the fact that I liked him looking at me, and I liked his reaction. ‘I have a meeting in half an hour,’ I said to him, trying to sound cool.

‘Had,’ he answered. ‘With your agent. I cancelled it. And before you get on—what do you guys call it—your high horse—do me a favour and just listen. I have a proposition for you.’

‘Right. Of course you have. Well, I don’t do the casting couch thing. I never have and I don’t intend to start with you.’ I wasn’t angry now. I wasn’t about to get on my high horse. I was just what he would call gutted, though I wasn’t about to let him see that. ‘So whatever it is you’re proposing, Mr Whateveryourname is, the answer is no.’

‘It’s Cartsdyke,’ he said. ‘My name is Lewis Cartsdyke.’

Lewis

Usually people are pleased when I tell them who I am. Sometimes a bit flustered, occasionally a bit intimidated, but mostly pleased. Poppy looked at me in horror.

‘You’re Lewis Cartsdyke? The Lewis Cartsdyke? Broadway producer? Owner of Cartsdyke Studios? Why aren’t you older? You should have a moustache. A monocle. A cigar. Bloody hell, why didn’t you tell me?’

She sank down onto the edge of the couch and dropped her face into her hands. When I tried to touch her, she shook me away violently. ‘I screwed up,’ I said, because it was abundantly clear to me that I wouldn’t get anywhere without admitting the truth of it. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—last night. I had no intentions of—but then I saw you sing, and I guess my brain just shut off.’

She just stared at me, her face a complete blank.

‘Poppy, what we did had nothing to do with business. You’ve got to believe me. I’m just the same as you—I absolutely never mix business and pleasure and I certainly don’t kiss and tell.’

She was gazing down at her hands. Her hair, her own hair, was like a fluffy golden halo round her head, utterly at odds with the outfit she wore. She had a perfect profile. No wonder the camera loved her. That straight little nose. The cheeks. And the mouth. Just looking at that mouth made me want to kiss her. And thinking about kissing her made me think about all the other things we’d done and thinking about that made me want to do them all over again and so much more, and I had to struggle real hard to get my mind back to business. Which, believe me, is not something I struggle with often.

‘What if I do,’ she said to me, and my confusion must have shown on my face. ‘Kiss and tell,’ she said. ‘What if I do that?’

‘You never do.’

She shrugged. ‘I’ve never been out of contract before. What’s my silence worth, Mr Cartsdyke?’

There was a definite challenge in her voice. She watched me, one thin eyebrow raised. ‘Are you trying to blackmail me?’ I asked her.

‘Is it working?’

‘You haven’t thought it through. I might not like having my name in the press, but it won’t do me any harm to have the world know that I’ve seen one of Hollywood’s most beautiful stars in the flesh.’ I couldn’t resist touching her leg, running my hand up the outside of her thigh. I wouldn’t have done it if I hadn’t been so sure she was playing with me. I’m not like that. I certainly don’t do business that way. But she was, she was definitely playing with me. And I found I liked playing with her.

She trapped my hand, curling her fingers round it. ‘I could say the same, Mr Cartsdyke,’ she said, and once again her English accent was like cut glass. ‘Your name is a legend of stage and screen. It can’t do me anything but good to have it entwined with mine.’

No one does irony like the English. I wanted to laugh, she was so good. She hadn’t let go of my hand. The sash of her kimono was loose. My eyes had wandered down to the delicious cleavage on display. She shifted on the couch, just a fraction, to let me see more. I no longer wanted to laugh. ‘What about Randolph Farrell?’ I asked her. ‘They like their leading ladies to be the faithful type here in Hollywood. Even if the man they’re reputedly faithful to is otherwise inclined.’

‘Randolph isn’t—that’s not the issue with Randolph. Your sources aren’t as good as you think, Mr Cartsdyke.’

She was gloating. The thick black stuff outlining her eyes made them look huge, made her face look exotic. Her smile, on those dark red lips, was almost exultant. I couldn’t have cared less about what way Randolph Farrell was inclined, but I was enjoying myself too much to let her know that. ‘So tell me then, what’s the real story?’ I said.

She shook her head. She was close enough for her hair to brush my cheek. ‘I don’t kiss and tell.’

‘Which is why you’ll never make a blackmailer,’ I said, smiling at her.

She laughed, not at all put-out at having been caught out in a lie. I liked that she laughed. I reached for her, pulling her towards me, except I’m not sure that I needed to pull. My hand was on her shoulder. The other was still on her thigh, hers covering it. I could feel the rise and fall of her breasts, but my eyes were on hers. We sat like that, just gazing at each other, as if we were waiting for someone to call, “Cut,” and the heat built between us, and it was painful, wanting so much to kiss her. I almost did. I moved my lips towards her, then she jerked back, and I jerked back, and the silence and the breathing became awkward, and I cursed under my breath, cursed myself for my own ineptness, my own stupidity.

‘We need to talk,’ I said.

‘I don’t want…’

‘Business.’ I got to my feet. ‘I have business I want to discuss with you.’

She chewed on her lip as she eyed me up. For the first time that day, I thought she wasn’t acting. ‘If we do talk, we have to forget last night happened,’ she said finally, ‘because I truly don’t, not ever. Mix the two, I mean. It’s one of my rules.’

I didn’t doubt she was serious. It was exactly what I wanted. Absolutely what I wanted. ‘It’s one of my rules, too,’ I said, meaning it.

‘Fine. Then I’ll listen to what you have to say, though I make no promises. Did you really cancel my meeting with my agent?’

‘Only because I wanted to speak to you first.’

‘Don’t ever do that again, Mr Cartsdyke. I make my own decisions. It’s one of my rules.’

‘That makes two of us.’ I’d grown kind of used to having what I said go, I suppose. It’s not false modesty, just the simple truth, that power breeds power, and I had a lot of power in the industry. She had no idea what I was going to put on the table. She’d called my bluff on the state of her contract, but I hadn’t admitted anything. I liked the way she stood up to me. I admired her for having rules. So few people did. But I wasn’t about to let her ride roughshod over me. ‘I’ll book us dinner while you get changed,’ I said.

‘No. Come to my house. I’ll cook you dinner.’ She laughed, seeing the surprise on my face. ‘I can cook, you know. And I do want to hear what you have to say. I’m—I need a change. I think it might be time. Come at seven. The address is—but I suppose you know the address. You’re a man who does his research.’

‘I do.’

She nodded, giving me a quizzical look. I wondered if she realised how sexy it was. She’s an actress, I reminded myself. Sure she knew. She most likely had a whole portfolio of looks practised in the mirror, one for every occasion.

‘Seven, then,’ I said, and left before I surrendered to the impulse to kiss her goodbye.


Chapter Four

Poppy

I mentioned I don’t really like Hollywood parties. Honestly, I don’t socialize much at all here. I’m not exactly a recluse, but I like my own company. I like my life here, even if it does feel as though I live in a bubble, away from the real world. Look what the real world did to Daisy and me. And I do like my work. It’s exciting being on-set, and it could even feel more like real acting if the studio would give me better parts and not have me forever tied to being rescued by Randolph. I think he’s tired of it, too, though it’s not something we talk about. I don’t talk, not really talk, to anyone any more.

So you can see that it wasn’t like me to have invited Lewis Cartsdyke out to my house and offered to cook him dinner. At the time I thought it was a neat solution. Back home, as I worked barefoot in my kitchen, I was singing as I jointed the chicken for a chasseur. The tarragon came from my own little collection of herbs, which I grew in pots out by the pool. It’s one of my favourite dishes. I know what you’re thinking, it’s so obvious, but I didn’t see it that way. He had a business proposal. I was just cooking dinner. Why not make him my favourite meal in my own kitchen? Why not wear one of my favourite dresses, which isn’t a dressy dress at all, and certainly not the kind of dress I’d wear to entice a man, but floaty and cool and deceptively simple in the way all Lanvin’s dresses are. Daisy and I, we both love Lanvin. Clothes are one of the things we can still talk about.

When he rang the doorbell, my heart started to pound just a bit. I was excited to see what Lewis was going to say, because once I’d got over that really strange encounter in my dressing room earlier, I’d decided it was going to be good news.

He was dressed deceptively casually too, and he looked—well, there’s no denying he looked good. Open-necked shirt. A suit in a soft brown colour. I hadn’t noticed how tanned he was last night. ‘For you,’ he said, handing over a beautiful bunch of roses. Pale pink. ‘I know this is business, but I saw them and I thought of you.’

‘An English rose?’ The studio gives me flowers all the time, and Randolph has someone send them to me regularly, but no one—no, that makes me sound pathetic. I’m not pathetic. Hearts and flowers, I don’t need them. Did I say that already? ‘Come in,’ I said, not telling Lewis after all how lovely the roses were.

‘Something smells good.’

I shrugged. ‘It’s nothing special.’

I’d led him through to the kitchen, because that was the way out to the garden, and it’s at its best at this time of the evening, but he stopped in front of the stove and lifted the lid of the pot. ‘It smells special,’ he said, picking up a teaspoon without a by your leave and dipping it into the sauce. ‘Wow. You really can cook.’

I didn’t like that I liked him there, and I didn’t like what my liking did to my insides, watching him in my lovely kitchen at my stove licking the sauce I’d made with such care from my teaspoon, so I switched the heat off under the pot. ‘We can eat later. I thought we’d talk outside.’

He didn’t move, but looked around my kitchen, taking in the copper pots and the strings of onion and garlic, the dresser stacked with its pretty selection of mismatched plates and tureens and jugs that I’d picked up in markets over the years. The room that was the nearest thing to how I’d imagined home would be. ‘It’s nice,’ he said, ‘not at all what I expected.’

Which made me uncomfortable, because this was me, more than any other place, this kitchen, and I didn’t like anyone seeing that, and I was pretty sure that he did. I picked up the tray with the glasses and wine and headed outside. He followed, but I could feel him watching me. I was aware, suddenly, of my bare feet and bare face. I’d thought that it would help to make it obvious that I hadn’t got all dressed up, even though I was wearing my favourite dress. Now I felt—exposed. I considered running upstairs and putting on some lipstick, but he’d notice. He’d already noticed way too much.

I put the tray down and poured the wine. French. Tart, with a hint of honey. Another advantage of having money, you can bypass Prohibition. I’d curled up in my usual seat on the wicker sofa, thinking he’d take the seat opposite. He sat down beside me. My bare feet were almost touching his leg. I tucked them under. He raised his glass. Touched mine. His eyes weren’t so much blue as grey in this light. The grooves on his face were deeper. My hair, which curled wildly when left to its own devices, was caught in my lashes. He reached over and brushed it away. The lightest of touches on my cheek, it was, but it was enough to remind me. And him. I could see him remembering. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. Seconds, minutes went by. I had to force myself to move, to take a sip of the wine. Still, it was there between us. Not just the memory. The wanting. Again.

‘Business,’ he said, putting his glass down, as if he was talking to himself. ‘Business.’

I smiled brightly in response. ‘You obviously know the studio has offered me another contract.’

‘And you’ve already told me you’re not eager to accept.’

‘No. It’s not that. I—it’s a really good deal.’

‘To do more of the same. You and Randolph Farrell. The dream couple, on- and off-screen. Is that written into your contract?’

‘No, of course not. It’s just—you know, the publicity machine. Actually, it suits me. Us. We both need a cover. Randolph because he’s in love with a married woman. Me because everyone expects me to love someone.’

‘What happens when you really do fall for someone?’

‘I won’t.’

‘One of your rules?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’

He smiled. Sort of. ‘One of mine, too, as it happens, only I don’t fake it.’

‘You don’t have to,’ I said indignantly. ‘You’re a man, and you’re the kind of man who has women falling at his feet, I’ll bet. People expect a man like you to play around. It’s different for me. You said it yourself, they expect me to live my life the way I make my living, and I won’t, so I fake it.’

‘What makes you so sure you won’t?’

‘I just won’t,’ I said. He looked at me then, waiting. It was none of his business. I could have told him so, but I didn’t. I didn’t think about why I didn’t, not then. ‘It screws you up,’ I said, ‘okay? You meet someone, life’s a peach, you get used to life being a peach, and it changes you, it makes you all soft and you think that’s a good thing, but then you lose them and because you’ve let yourself get all soft, losing them destroys you. You can’t go back to what you were, so you have to make do with what’s left, and if that means huddling inside your empty, wrinkled peach skin all alone, with no room for the other people that love you…’

I stopped, digging my knuckles into my smarting eyes. I’d said far too much. He’d seen much more than I’d said. I got up, mumbling something about the chicken, even though I knew perfectly well I’d switched the stove off. When I came back, I had myself under control. Thought I had.

‘Was it the war?’ Lewis asked.

‘Of course it was the war. Everything was the war. But it wasn’t me I’m talking about, if that’s what you’re thinking. It was my sister. Her husband was killed.’

‘It was a real bastard, that war,’ he said.

I’d been waiting, holding my breath, readying myself for the questions, already preparing to tell him what I should have said at the start, that it was none of his business. ‘Yes, it was.’

I waited again, still tense. Lewis was frowning. What was he thinking? I had no idea. When he spoke again, I got the impression he’d been going to say something else, but I didn’t know him well enough to be sure. ‘We have a lot in common, Poppy Edwards,’ he said with a strange little smile. ‘We’re more alike than you think. But you don’t need a patsy. Let Randolph sort his own mess out.’

‘It is a mess, and I doubt it will ever be sorted out. That woman makes him so happy when she’s not making him miserable.’

‘And she’s married. And she’s probably going to stay married as long as he lets her string him along.’

Which was something I’d tried to say to Randolph myself, though not quite so bluntly. ‘Right now it suits us, and it’s none of your business.’

‘It will be, if you sign with me. I’m not interested in signing Farrell. And I know, because of last night, that you’re not interested in him, either.’

And just like that it was back again, that thing between us. Bodies. We were bodies as well as minds. Bodies with desires very different from what our minds wanted. ‘I thought we agreed to forget last night.’

‘I don’t know about you, but I’m finding that pretty difficult.’

‘Try harder, Lewis,’ I said, and I was pleased at how it sounded, because I was also pleased that he was struggling, and no way should I be pleased about that.

He ran his fingers through his hair, smiling at me. It was a good smile. It went to his eyes. It went to my blood. ‘You look so fragile, like a puff of wind and you’d just float away like a feather, but you’re a tough little cookie underneath, aren’t you?’

‘I know what I want.’ I didn’t mean it to sound the way it did. I shouldn’t have looked at him when I said it, I suppose. Then saying it, while I was looking at him, I thought it. That he was what I wanted. And I’d been wanting him all day. And that was what the food was about, and the dress. And if he hadn’t brought me flowers. If he hadn’t looked so good. If that heat between us, if we’d just managed to keep it at bay. But right at that moment, as if someone had switched on one of those huge big arc lights and shone it directly on us, it was obvious what we both wanted.

Though we still tried to pretend we didn’t. He took a swallow of wine and a deep breath. ‘Tell me,’ he said.

‘Success,’ I said.

My feet had edged out from under my dress. One of them was resting against his thigh. His hand covered it. I let it rest there. ‘Which you have,’ he said. ‘From what I heard, you can name your price at the studio.’

‘My agent will be delighted to hear that. It will give him an excellent lever when he’s bartering with you.’

He laughed. A soft, throaty sound. His fingers were stroking my foot from ankle to toe, toe to ankle. Rhythmic but not at all soothing. I straightened my leg just a bit, to give him more. ‘I don’t think you’ll sign with me for the money, though I’m happy to match whatever they offer.’

‘What do you think you have that’s so tempting, then?’ I asked, and I admit, I meant it exactly the way it sounded.

He was stroking my calf now, a feathery touch, and it was sending signals, shivers, all the way up. ‘The chance to act,’ he said. ‘The chance to have a say in what pictures you make. Have you got anything on at all under this dress?’

He broke the spell then, swearing and jumping up, finishing the wine in his glass in one gulp. ‘I’m sorry. If you didn’t look so—I’ve never had this problem before. Look, let me just—’

‘It’s not just you. I’m sorry, too.’ Which I was. And mortified. ‘I don’t, either, Lewis, normally. Not this. I’m—I’ve never had this problem before, either.’

Maybe it was because I didn’t pretend. ‘Maybe it’s because it was so great,’ he said. ‘No, strike that. Let’s not. Look, I’m not talking about movies the way you know them, okay? I’m asking you to sign a deal that will let you make talking pictures.’

‘Talking pictures! Is there such a thing?’

‘Not yet. Maybe not for a couple of years. But when it comes—Poppy, it will be a sensation. Listen,’ he said.

And I did. And listening, fascinated, I forgot about the other thing between us for a while, and so did he. We talked through the rest of the wine and through dinner. He knew it all, the technical stuff, but he wanted to know what differences I thought it would make, having sound. To acting. To stories. To casting. Everything. I was enthralled. I was fascinated. I was pleased, to have my brain picked, to be consulted by an expert as an expert. It wasn’t until the end of dinner, when we were sitting back out at the pool with our coffee, that he asked me about the stage. ‘How long since you’ve been in front of an audience?’ he said.

‘Five years.’

‘I know you can act, and you can sing, too, but you need practise. Like I said, it might be a couple of years before we can make sound commercial.’

‘So I’ll keep acting in other movies.’

He was twisting his coffee cup around in its saucer. ‘I was thinking, it would be better if you did a few shows.’

Lewis

Poppy was on her feet, wandering round the edge of the pool, her hair like a halo in the dusk. She walked like a dancer, pointing her toes, her feet so slender on the tiles, her ankles unbelievably slim. So fragile, she looked, but I knew she wasn’t.

‘What kind of shows?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know. Some drama. Some singing. A mix. You’d have a say in that, too. I’m talking Broadway, Poppy. What do you think?’

She laughed. Not at all the kind of laugh you’d expect from her. It was the full-blooded, throw-back-your-head kind. ‘Please. Oh, Lewis, yes, please.’

And she looked so good. So different. Her eyes sparkling. Her bare lips all pink and lush. Not like the woman from last night, and I thought, I couldn’t stop it, I thought, I wonder what it would be like, sex with this woman. Would it be different from last night?

I tried to stop it. I really did try. When she came back from the kitchen with a bottle of champagne and she began to wrestle with the cork, laughing, I tried not to think about that, either. Then it popped, and she gave this little squeak, and the champagne ran down over her hand, and I took the bottle from her and licked her hand, and she went so still. I licked each finger clean. Then I kissed her palm. And she moved towards me, and her lips were no more than an inch away.

‘We can’t,’ I said, more to myself than to her.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Though I’ve agreed, haven’t I? I mean, it wouldn’t be like a casting couch or anything.’

Her hand was still in mine, pressed against my chest. ‘We haven’t discussed terms.’

‘My agent does that.’

That fact that I was even thinking about it should have sent me out the door. The fact that I was already doing more than thinking about it—but that’s the thing, I wasn’t thinking. If I had been, I’d have realised that Poppy was the type of woman to get under your skin, even though I never let anyone get under my skin. But she was already there and I didn’t even notice because I was too busy noticing the effect she had on my body to worry about my head. She smelt of something floral. Her hair was soft on my cheek. When I kissed her, she gave this little sigh, and I wanted to give one, too. It felt like a long time since we’d kissed. It felt like way too long.

After that, though we both said it—we shouldn’t, we shouldn’t, and just this once, and never again—it was too late. Hands. Mouths. Her skin like silk. It really was like silk, pearly white in the moonlight. She did have underwear on, but it didn’t take long to lose it. We were naked on the terrace without any memory of taking off our clothes. Her nipples were so pink, like her mouth. She tasted so good. Her hands on me felt so good. Stroking. So urgent, so quickly. She was so hot and tight and wet so quickly. Panting. Moaning. Not talking now, except to say there, and there, and slow, hard, fast, there and there, and yes, yes, yes.

The tiles were cool on my back. Poppy was hot on my front, her mouth hot on mine. I was so hard. I thought I would die if I couldn’t be inside her. When she lifted herself onto me, sank down, slid down, pulling me in and up, so deep, so hot, so wet, I could have died then, I swear, and happily.

But she wouldn’t let me. She held me tight inside her, watching me as she lifted herself and then slid down the length of me. Sliding slow, really slow, then faster. Watching me with this smile on her face that drove me crazy. I wanted to drive her crazy, too, so I touched her. Stroked her. Holding her still while I was deep inside her, one hand on the sweet flesh of her ass, I stroked between her legs, found her so tight, so ready, that it was easy, a pleasure, a delight, to keep her there, not letting her go, making her hold on, making her wait, until she exploded, and I lost control then, twisted her onto her back then, to pound into her as she came round me, crying out, kicking out, nails on my back, her breath on my cheek, so tight around me that it was seconds before I exploded, too. And minutes, long minutes, before I realised we hadn’t used any protection. It was more minutes after that before I managed to care.

And it was days after, when she told me there was no harm done, that I discovered a part of me, a tiny part of me, but part of me all the same, that was disappointed. I should have run then, but I didn’t. What I did was I pretended it hadn’t happened, that I didn’t care, because I never had before, and I was so good at it, the pretending, that for a while it worked.


Chapter Five

Poppy

When Randolph first told me about his affair, I was shocked. He tried, he said, to keep away from her. Every time he told himself that would be the last. It broke his own rules, you see, her being married. He’d never broken them before, but no matter how wrong he believed it to be, he still kept going back.

I expect you see where this is going. Lewis wasn’t married. Had never been close, from what he told me, just like me. But despite the fact that it was breaking one of our strictest rules, we couldn’t seem to stop. We told ourselves every time that it would be the last. Then we did it again. ‘It will wear itself out,’ I said to him. We’d been at his studio all day trying out all sorts of technical things with sound recording equipment that looked like something from a hundred years in the future to me. My voice sounded scratchy when he played it back, but it was still my voice. The little room with the big microphone thing was empty by then. I was exhausted. Sex should have been the last thing on my mind. It was the first.

It was Randolph who came up with the get-out clause. ‘You’re sure it’s just the sex?’ he asked me over lunch one day. And when I nodded, though he looked quite unnecessarily sceptical, he said more or less what I’d said to Lewis. ‘Then it’s just a case of riding it out, if you’ll forgive me being so crude. And if you can get a bit of publicity for yourself, then all the better. Throw me over for Cartsdyke,’ he said when I looked confused.

‘I can’t. He would hate it. And then when it was over…’

‘This is 1924, Poppy, not 1824. Infidelity is all the rage, and I’m not suggesting that you’re unfaithful, my dear, I’m simply suggesting you abandon your butter-wouldn’t-melt image and become more of a Modern. You’re beautiful and you’re a star. Make the most of it, and of your passion for that man, because neither will last forever. And as to him hating it—honestly? I’ll bet you anything you like he’d hate it even more if you and I continued to tell everyone we were an item. Ask him.’

So I did. I asked Lewis, and after a lot of frowning, he said it was a neat solution. Publicity. No-guilt, no-strings sex for as long as we wanted. And no rule-breaking, not really, because this was in its own way a business deal. And that’s how I salved my conscience, too, though I have to say my conscience didn’t need much salving.

Word got out about Bunty’s when I signed to Cartsdyke, and anyway I was singing in the studio, taking lessons, too, so I didn’t miss it. I was happier than I’d been in a long time.

I was happy before. I think I said that. I thought I was, anyway. As happy as I could be, considering I’d had to learn to live without the only family I’d ever known, the only person I’d ever really cared for, to say nothing of exiling myself and starting out on a brand-new career all alone. I hadn’t been happy when I arrived in California, mind you. I’d been cut up, lonely, miserable, grieving.

But I tried never to look back. I couldn’t change it, so I wouldn’t waste time doing the woe-is-me thing. Another thing I’d learned early on. When you’re one of hundreds with not even a distant relative to come visit you every now and then, there’s no one to feel sorry for you. So when I got to California, I rolled up my sleeves and got on with my life and until I met Lewis, my life was exactly the way I wanted it, going along at a nice even keel. I mean, yes, I was frustrated sometimes with the parts I had, but not enough to have rocked the boat. I had my singing to balance that out.

Then Lewis came into my life. He gave me the chance to act. We were a perfect match physically, and mentally we clicked, you know? We both had the same rule book. We played the same game. It was a game I started to enjoy way too much, but I didn’t notice, because you don’t, do you, when you start to climb up the happiness scales. You don’t think about it until you start to fall again.

So you see, the rule I’m talking about breaking isn’t the business-and-pleasure thing. Don’t get me wrong, it was bad enough his being my boss, but we’d already managed to bend that rule to fit us. No, it was the other one. The not-getting-involved one. The one about being self-reliant and independent and not letting anyone get too close. For a few weeks, we stopped worrying about the little game we were playing and just enjoyed playing it. And then…

We were having dinner, Lewis and I, at the Musso and Frank Grill on Hollywood Boulevard, because then there would be photographs, which was good business. That’s when it all fell apart. I didn’t see it coming, because I’d stopped looking out for it. He was already there, you see, in that space under my skin, leaving me vulnerable, exposed, leaving me with no option but to rip him out before he destroyed me.

Lewis

She saw it coming before I did. That day at Musso and Frank’s, all I had on my mind was Broadway. I guess I knew, deep-down, that I was in deep, but it had been so long since I’d let myself look deep-down, I’d pretty much succeeded in kidding myself that I was immune. Don’t get me wrong, things between Poppy and I were amazing, I knew that. Not just the sex, but the way our minds worked. As though we were in tune. But you see, I thought that was work—that’s what I told myself. We wanted the same things, we were both ambitious, we complemented one another. It was a business relationship with sex thrown in. Yeah, I know, I ought to have taken a look in the mirror, but I didn’t. Not until that day. Then Poppy made me look.

‘Tell me about your sister,’ I said to her once our steaks arrived. I’d been working on an idea, you see, though I hadn’t told her. I’d even put in a few calls. I thought it would be a surprise for her, and I’d decided to sound her out. It would make for great business, too, if I could pull it off, but truly, it was Poppy and not business I’d been thinking about.

But she got all defensive straight away. ‘Why? What do you want to know?’

‘You were an act once,’ I said. ‘Tell me about it. Did you sing?’

‘Yes.’

Just that. Yes. A very clipped yes, all English accent and icicles. I should have stopped there. One of the rules we’d stuck to was not getting too personal. You might think that sounds ridiculous, considering how very physical our relationship was, but that’s it, you see. We had work and we had sex but we didn’t do the bit in-between. Yes, we talked and told each other stories and made each other laugh, but it was all around the business. Movies. The theatre. Hollywood. Broadway. So when I persisted with the questions, she started to give off those no-trespassing signals, and they’re the kind of signals I’d give out myself if she asked me, say, about France, which she wouldn’t because she had no idea. And, see, once I thought that, once I realised how little I’d told her about me, it made me realise how little she’d told me about her, and I wanted to know more. So I thought, in my convoluted, totally unprepared kind of way, that the way to do that was to keep asking what she obviously didn’t want to tell. ‘So,’ I said, ‘what happened when you broke up the act, left her for Hollywood. Was she mad?’

‘No.’

‘Couldn’t she have come with you? To LA, I mean, didn’t they want the two of you?’

‘Yes.’ She sighed heavily. ‘They did want us both. Only Daisy, I told you she lost her husband, and she—why are you asking me this, Lewis?’

‘Why are you being so touchy?’

‘I’m not! I just—my sister and I—I told you about it. It wasn’t me who broke up our act—it was Daisy. Actually, she broke up. Literally, pretty much, and that broke me up because I couldn’t help her, and she stopped singing, and she stopped talking for a while, and no matter what I did it seemed to make her worse, because she knew she was killing my career as well as her own, and… It didn’t happen all at once. She went back on-stage at first, within weeks, and I thought—we all thought she was coping. But she wasn’t.’

Poppy pushed her plate away, the steak for which Musso and Frank were famous, almost untouched. When she brushed her hair out of her eyes, her hands were shaking. ‘I lost my sister, Lewis, because of the war. I’m sorry, but thinking about it tends to make me touchy, so if you don’t mind, I’d like to change the subject.’

And that’s when I said it. I said what was in my head, without thinking. I don’t often do that, though I’d started to do it a bit more around Poppy. ‘That’s why you’re scared,’ I said.

She’d picked up her fork again to mess around with the leaves on her salad plate, but when I said that, it clattered onto the table. ‘Of what?’

I hesitated, but I knew I’d already gone too far. ‘Right from the start, you’ve been so careful to stake out your ground. Here’s the bit that’s mine. Here’s the bit that’s yours. God forbid we meet in the middle.’ And saying that, I began to realise how much I wanted to meet in the middle. Yeah, it should have scared me, but at the time, I was thinking it wasn’t down to me to make the move. That didn’t occur to me. I was thinking it was down to Poppy. At least, I wasn’t exactly thinking that in a reasoned way. Reason came much later. I’m just trying to explain—you get the picture, right? I pushed her. I did push her. I just didn’t think she’d push back. Even though I was the one who said how much we had in common, I didn’t think this was as much about me as her.

‘You hold back,’ I continued, as if I hadn’t said enough. ‘With us. It’s been two months since Bunty’s. We’ve been together nearly every day, but you keep insisting it’s nothing. It means nothing. You’ve never even let me—in your house, I’ve never even been in your bedroom. And all this, it’s because you’re scared.’

‘You’re damn right I’m scared,’ she hissed. ‘We were everything to each other, Daisy and I. Everything. We’ve looked after each other since we were kids. We didn’t even have to talk to know what the other was thinking, that’s how close we were, Lewis. I knew she didn’t want to marry Anthony. I knew she was scared she’d be hurt. But the war is a great lever for guilt. And once she’s committed to something, Daisy doesn’t do things by halves. She loved him and he made her happy and I wasn’t jealous, in case that’s what you were thinking. I was happy for her. So when it all fell apart—I could see, Lewis. I could see inside her, what it was doing, and she knew I could see, she knew that her pain was mine. That’s how close we were. That’s how painful it was. Too painful for us to stand. So, yes, you’re darn tooting I’m scared.’

In the war, one of the things that terrified me most was the way things unravelled. A guy starts out as walking wounded, and you think all that’s wrong with him is shock. He can’t hear you because of the blast. That blank look on his face, it’s because he’s disoriented. So you make him wait, because you’ve got other cases, cases where it’s obvious what’s wrong because things that should be inside are outside. And this guy, he’s not bleeding. Then he starts that shaking you can’t stop, and you realise there might be more. And then there is blood, he’s coughing it up. And then this guy, he’s dead. Just like that. And you could have done something, but you didn’t, and you didn’t because you were distracted, and then it was too late.

Unravelling. You see what I mean? Well, that’s what happened that day at Musso and Frank’s. I thought I was lining up a nice surprise. Then I realised it might not be such a good idea, but I couldn’t let it go. Then I realised that all the stuff Poppy told me that first night about her sister wasn’t in the past at all. And then I realised that regardless of what we’d agreed and regardless of what she’d told me, I still wanted more than she wanted to give, but before I could say that, she was standing up and the waiter was hovering in the background and looking at our steaks. Poppy was crying. I’d never see her cry real tears and I was pretty certain they were real tears, and instead of doing—I don’t know what I could have done, but I didn’t do it. Instead, I said the most inane thing I could think of. ‘There’s no need to be scared,’ I said. ‘The war’s over.’

‘It’s not the only thing that’s over,’ she said, pushing the table back so violently that it scraped along the wooden floor, making a shrieking noise that turned every head that wasn’t already looking our way.

I threw a bundle of bills down on the table and followed her out of the restaurant onto Hollywood Boulevard. As I grabbed her arm, she turned towards me, her face white, but whatever she was going to say was lost. There was a flash, that smell as the light went off, and there we were, caught on-camera, exposed and raw in the middle of a break-up for all the world to see.

Poppy

They took another picture as I wrenched my hand free. I forgot we came in his car. I thought about running. In London, that’s what I’d have done, but here in Hollywood people don’t walk on the pavements—sidewalks. So I sat in the car, determined not to speak, incapable of speaking at first. Lewis drove me home, silent, his knuckles tight on the wheel. I thought he was angry. I was too caught up in what I was feeling to see anything else.

By the time he pulled into my driveway, I had myself under a little bit of control. Lewis being Lewis, I knew he couldn’t let it go without an explanation, and so I was steeling myself to give him one as I led the way out to the pool.

‘I don’t understand why it has to be over,’ he said.

‘You know perfectly well why. You’re asking something from me that I’m simply not prepared to give,’ I said to him. Even though I’d actually already given it, had already fallen for him. But I thought as long as he didn’t know, I could go back, you see, to where I’d been before. I thought I’d learned a tough lesson from Daisy. I didn’t realise then, in the heat of all that emotion, that I hadn’t learned anything at all. I still thought I could go back. I clung to that thought as though it was a life raft.

‘We can forget this. We can carry on as we were.’

I did notice a hint of desperation in his voice then, and that surprised me. Then I realised he was thinking about his movies and his Broadway show. Which was more than I’d been thinking of. ‘I never break a contract,’ I said, ‘and I won’t start now. This was always a business arrangement. Just because you and I no longer want to play hootchy-kootchy…’

‘You don’t want to.’

‘…doesn’t mean I’ll be anything other than professional,’ I continued, cutting him off. I was playing the lady of the manor, stopping short of looking down my nose. Pathetic, but it was all I could come up with. I had to get rid of him. ‘I expect you’ll find a way for us to work together that doesn’t entail too much contact.’ Even as I said it I felt sick. I couldn’t begin to imagine how I’d cope, seeing him without wanting, longing.… No, I wasn’t going down that road, especially not with him standing there looking as if he might actually be hurt and he might actually care. Lewis didn’t do caring. ‘At least we’re spared making some story up for the press,’ I said, and I managed to keep my lady-of-the-manor voice. ‘It will be all over the papers tomorrow.’

‘So that’s it,’ he said.

There was hurt in his eyes. Pride, I told myself. ‘That’s it,’ I said.

‘You’re not even prepared to—to negotiate?’

‘On what?’ I sounded bitter now, but you see, I was only just beginning to realise what I was wilfully destroying. I was so tempted just to back down, but if I did—no. Every day what I felt would get stronger and stronger. What I felt now was nothing, absolutely nothing compared to what I could feel if I let myself, and there was absolutely no way that I was going to let myself, because how can you possibly love a man who refuses to love you back? So it’s best to strangle what you’re feeling at birth. Of course, I didn’t realise you couldn’t do that.

‘Negotiate on what?’ I demanded again, because he hadn’t said a thing. ‘What is there to negotiate, Lewis?’ I glared at him, God help me, hoping that maybe there was something after all. If he’d just give me a sign that he cared a little bit for me, and then I realised what I was thinking, and I got so mad at myself, and still he didn’t say a thing, only he kept looking at me, so hurt, though why I had no idea, and that made me even more angry. ‘Nothing,’ I said to him. ‘There’s nothing to talk about. I don’t even know why you think there could be. We’re the same, you and I. We’re both too damn scared to let anyone in, and we’d rather be lonely than hurt, and that’s what they call the bottom line. The thing is, Lewis, I know why I’m the way I am. I wonder, though, what’s your excuse?’


Chapter Six

Lewis

Screwed-up. Poppy was screwed-up. I was screwed-up. We were both screwed-up. I was so mad, that was all I could think about for the rest of the day. I wished I drank strong liquor. Instead, I went into my office and locked the door and stayed there until everyone else had left the lot. Boy, was I mad. Too mad to even begin to untangle the mess of who had said what and what it all meant. It was all wrapped up in a great big solid knot of accusations and half-truths and downright lies.

My instincts were to go to the contracts, because work was what mattered, wasn’t it? Forget what can’t be fixed, just work with what you have. When something was broken—but when something was broken, it was usually because I’d broken it. Never, not since the war, had I let anyone or anything get in the way of my determination to get to the top, to do things my way. And never, ever had I allowed myself to feel as though the world was tilting, tipping, going into a black hole and taking me with it.

See, there’s a reason I never think of the war—and that’s the reason. But suddenly I couldn’t help thinking, and I truly wished I drank then. I don’t mean recreationally. I mean like Fitzgerald does. Didn’t I tell you I understood him? It was Poppy’s fault. What’s your excuse? I sat at my big mahogany desk looking out blankly over my big carpeted office and blaming her for bringing it all back.

It was easy not to think of it here. It wasn’t like England. In England I’d bet there was no avoiding it. Too many men fought. It’s too small a place. Here it’s easy to forget. So few of us, such a big country for us to get lost in. It was Europe’s war, not ours. We came in at the end and won it for them, and now we were happy to let them get on with it.

But I was there, too. Poppy doesn’t know that. Hardly anyone does. I pretend I don’t know it myself. Mostly, I believe it. It all came back that night as I sat in my office. Not in dreams, the way it did for years after, but like a moving picture, with sound. Like one of the pictures I’m trying to make. All the men I saw. All the suffering. The blood and the guts. I’d been prep boy, thinking he was going to Europe to get worldly-wise, thinking he was playing a part in history. I never went back to Harvard. I’d cut that part out of my history. Like an abscess, like poison, something alien, foreign, thinking all those years that was what made me whole.

That night I realised I’d cut a piece of myself out, and I set about putting it back, because that night I realised what was right there under my nose, and had been from the moment I saw her in Bunty’s. Poppy was under my skin, and I wanted to keep her there.

Poppy

He left town. I didn’t see him for nearly a week. I got through the days because that’s what I’d always done. I thought, the more days I get through, the less painful it will become. Wrong, Poppy. The more days I got through, the more I realised what I had lost. If only I hadn’t let it happen—but it was too late. I’d fallen in love with Lewis Cartsdyke, and it was the kind of love you just know isn’t going to go away. I don’t know how I knew that, since I’d never been in love before, but I did.

I never read the press so I don’t know what they said, except that it was over, and I knew that because my agent called. After he’d called Lewis, mind you, who had reassured him that the deal was still on.

I’m not the crying type. I worked at my singing. I took classes. I spent a lot of time working on very complicated recipes in my kitchen, which I gave to my maid to take home. It never occurred to me that I could do anything but endure. I’m used to enduring, and putting on a front—I’ve made a career of it. Playing a part was second nature to me. It wasn’t so hard to keep playing it and playing it. Except at night. So I didn’t sleep much.

* * *

I’d been trying my hand at baking bread. I liked the kneading. I’d just put the dough on the window ledge to prove for the second time when Lewis appeared at my kitchen door. ‘We need to talk,’ he said.

Ominous. I didn’t think my heart could sink any lower, but it did. I managed a smile. Sort of a smile. ‘You want to cancel,’ I said.

‘It’s not about work. Can I come in?’

‘I’ll come out. It’s too hot in here with the oven on.’

I sat on my wicker sofa. He sat opposite. Not beside me, the way he used to do. He looked tired. ‘You’ve been working too hard,’ I said inanely.

‘It’s not about work,’ he said again, and I thought, shut up, Poppy, but I didn’t. I offered him a drink. He said no. I asked him if he was hungry. No again. He didn’t just look tired, he looked worn-out. Older. That frightened me. Not work, which could only mean—what?

‘I was in France,’ he said.

I put down the glass of orange juice I’d been fiddling with. ‘Last week?’ I asked stupidly.

He shook his head. ‘The war. I was an ambulance driver.’

I didn’t know what to say. It hadn’t even occurred to me to ask. It never occurred to me, because you didn’t in England, because everyone had been, and here in Hollywood I hadn’t met a single person who had. And in turn, no one ever asked me if I’d lost someone, because why should they? ‘You never said. Why didn’t you tell me?’

He shrugged, then he shook his head. ‘I thought I’d put it behind me. I thought…’ He paused. Swallowed. Rubbed his eyes. ‘I thought if it was going to mean something, then I had to forget it.’

Which made sense. Which was what I had done. Thought I’d done? ‘What’s changed?’ I asked, pulling myself back from that question.

‘You, I guess. No, not just you. Me. You’ve changed me. Poppy, I—look, I know this is probably too late but I—no, goddammit, it’s not too late. I won’t let it be too late. That’s why I’m here.’

He jumped to his feet and began to pace back and forwards the length of my little pool. He was frowning, a deep frown. And muttering to himself. And then he came back and sat down beside me. The closest he’d been to me since that day in the restaurant. I ached to touch him. I had no idea whether he wanted me to or not, so I just sat there, waiting.

And then he told me. About the war. His war. And the months afterwards. Terrible things. Horrible things. Not new, but told in a new way. I took his hand. His fingers gripped so tight. ‘But I made it,’ he said to me. ‘I was one of the lucky ones. That’s what I kept saying, over and over, that I was lucky. That I had to do something with that. And I thought I had. Okay, I haven’t invented a new medicine or played a hand in getting votes for women, but movies and plays, you have to get good things out of the war, too, don’t you? Not that the movies came out of the war, but…’

‘People need fun, don’t they?’ I said, thinking of all the revues that played in the West End at home, all the theatres that Daisy wouldn’t sing in.

‘Exactly. So that’s what I thought, see, that I hadn’t wasted it. That I’d helped get some good out of it, but then…’ He picked up a cushion, turned it over in his hand, put it back down. ‘Then you asked me, what’s your excuse.’

‘I’m sorry. God, Lewis, I am so sorry. I had no idea—’

‘No, you didn’t, because I made sure you didn’t.’ He tried to smile, but his mouth wavered. ‘I didn’t tell you, not just because I didn’t want you to know. I didn’t want to know. And then you asked me and I sat in my office all night thinking about it.’

‘Lewis. Oh, Lewis, I didn’t mean to upset you. If I had just—but I was so hurt, and…’

‘Yeah, I know that now, too.’ This time his smile was a bit more successful. His fingers curled round mine. ‘Took me awhile to get there, but I did in the end, and I can’t tell you how relieved I was.’

‘Relieved? That I was hurt?’

‘Not that you were hurt, but that you cared. Because I do, too, Poppy. That’s what I came here to tell you. I’m in love with you.’

My mind was still trying to take in all the other things he’d told me. I was running to catch up. I didn’t notice what he’d said at first. And then my brain just stopped.

Lewis

I said it, and she blanked me. Then I realised she was most likely shocked. ‘Poppy, I’m in love with you.’ She stared. I hadn’t meant to blurt it out. No wonder she stared. I guess it had been in my head for so many days now, I was used to it. I guess it was a shock. Then I started to worry that it was a bad shock. ‘What I’ve been trying to explain—’

‘You’re in love with me?’

‘Yeah.’

‘But you said—you don’t believe in that, Lewis.’

‘Didn’t. Wouldn’t. What I’ve been trying to say is…’ I stopped again. What the hell was I trying to say? I was so tempted just to kiss her, but we’d done that, and she’d just think I wanted her, which I did, but I didn’t just want that. ‘What’s kept me going all these years since the war is thinking that I was making something positive out of it. What I didn’t know until you forced my eyes open, until I thought I might lose you, is that I was letting it make a coward of me. Scared. I was damned scared, every bit as scared as you, though I couldn’t have said exactly why, the way you can. I couldn’t have given you one single reason. I still can’t, but I can try.’

‘You don’t have to.’

‘I want to.’ And I did, but it was like herding cats, trying to make sense of all those feelings. ‘It was the dying for no reason. It was the way death is so unfair. You’re in the wrong place at the wrong time. Or you don’t shoot fast enough. Or the ambulance you’re in hits a pothole and your wound opens and the driver is too worried about getting the stupid wreck of a thing to the hospital so he can go back for more to check on what’s happening. I’d open those doors and sometimes they’d all be dead. It was the knowing it wasn’t my fault but not believing it, thinking I could have done something, anything. It was all so random, nothing to do with right and wrong. That was the thing more than anything. The good guys suffered just as much as the bad. In the end, I wasn’t so sure there even were bad guys.’

‘Not like in the movies,’ she said.

‘No, but that’s not why I make them, before you ask,’ I said, though to be honest, I hadn’t thought about that before, and I wondered if it was true.

‘I know that. You’re not that uncomplicated.’ She kissed my hand then, a strange, comforting kind of kiss like she’d never given me before. Like I wouldn’t have wanted before. It worked. ‘Have I made any sense at all?’

‘For someone who’s only just started to try, a lot,’ she said. ‘I’ve had five years of trying and I’m only just—I think it might take awhile, Lewis.’

‘I think it might. What I’m wondering is—what I was wanting to ask you was…’ I swore under my breath. I hadn’t thought this part through. I hadn’t planned on doing any more than getting this far. I certainly hadn’t planned on baring my soul, but I knew I had to try. ‘I don’t want the war to have made a coward of me. I am scared, Poppy. I’m still scared. What if it turns out that all those years of cutting myself off mean I can’t do any different?’

‘I could say the same.’

‘You could.’ I looked at her then, trying not to hope, not yet, but I couldn’t stop myself. ‘Does that mean you’ll try?’

‘Does that mean you will?’

Such a typically Poppy answer that it made me laugh. ‘What on earth do you think I’ve been trying to say to you? I want to try. I want to try real hard. We’re survivors, you and I. If anyone can make it, we can. So I’m willing to take a chance, and I’m asking you to take one, too.’

‘Yes.’

I was so intent on getting ready to do battle, I thought I’d misheard. ‘What?’

‘Yes.’ She smiled at me, a smile I hadn’t seen before. ‘I said yes. I’m in love with you, too. I realised how much I was in love with you that day in the restaurant, and there was no way on earth I was going to let you know how I felt when I thought that you couldn’t—wouldn’t—but now you say that you will and I—I love you, Lewis.’

‘Why the hell didn’t you just say so!’

To say we fell on each other makes it sound less than romantic. We were starving for each other, though. We kissed as if we were parched. As if we couldn’t get enough. You’ll tell me it’s a cliché, but I don’t care. They felt different, those kisses. I felt different. When I kissed her, I was telling her with my mouth and my hands how much I loved her. How terrified I’d been at the thought of losing her. That I wanted her with me, inside me, tucked right there, inside me.

Yeah. Exactly. But there you go; it was the truth. And it felt as if she felt the same. And when I started to undress her there by the pool, she shook her head, and took my hand, and led me up to her bedroom. And you know what, I’m going to close the door on what happened then, because that was different, too. We made love. Enough said.


Epilogue

Variety Magazine, April, 1924

RMS Olympic docked today in New York harbour. The sister ship of the tragic Titanic, there were no signs of her war service when she was piloted into her berth, paintwork spanking new, brasses shining.

Amongst those on board were the London stage actress Daisy Edwards and with her a real English aristocrat, Lord Harrington, known better to those who like to take to the air as the owner of Harrington Aviation. Miss Edwards was reunited with her sister, our own star of the silver screen, Poppy Edwards. As our photograph shows, despite the tears, the sisters made a glamorous pair.

No wonder movie mogul Lewis Cartsdyke is smiling there in the background. A little bird tells us that the sisters will be starring in his brand-new production on Broadway. A musical about the war in Europe, Mr Cartsdyke told our man in the theatre. Well, that’s certainly something we’ve never seen before! Though since our Mr Cartsdyke has never been one to swim with the tide, we shouldn’t be surprised. His studios in Hollywood are currently closed for what he calls extensive renovations. The particulars are strictly under wraps, but we can tell you exclusively here that they’re all in the name of talking pictures!

What will he think of next, you ask? Mr Cartsdyke had nothing to say on the subject, but the look on his face says it all. We reckon it won’t be long before wedding bells are ringing for the lovely Poppy and her dashing producer. But let’s keep that one under our hats.
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