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BLURB

How tangled can a romantic web get?

 


When gruff arctic explorer Dominic Hartington-George seeks
sponsorship for his latest expedition, his London PA insists on a more media-friendly
profile—like dating celebrity supermodel Zeb Z.

Zeb can’t make the date, so he asks his
identical twin, Aidan, to stand in for just one evening. Aidan, a
struggling playwright, shuns the limelight to the extent people
don’t even know Zeb has a sibling, but he reluctantly agrees.

When the deception has to continue beyond the first date,
Aidan struggles to keep up the pretense. Dominic likes his sassy,
intelligent companion, and Aidan starts falling
for the forthright explorer.
But how long can Aidan’s conscience cope as confusion abounds? Will
coming clean as “the other twin” destroy the trust they’ve
built?

 


This story offers you a gruff
anti-socialite, an introvert whose good nature gets taken advantage
of, the glamorous world of London modelling, fake boyfriend, a
charmingly hotch-potch theatre group, a heart-to-heart at the top
of a mountain, and a mischievous pair of blue briefs!
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Chapter
1


Dominic Hartington-George poured four
sachets of sugar into the indistinguishable hot liquid they served
in these premier London-address offices and sighed to himself.
Sitting on his own in the luxuriously carpeted foyer, he wondered
if he could work the Tardis-clone vending machine enough to get a
chocolate bar as well.

On the pretext of needing a piss, he’d escaped from the
meeting currently going on between his agent, Tanya Richards, and
his PR company representatives. Well, he hadn’t said that
exactly, as Tanya had already
briefed him about his language needing to be more socially
acceptable. Apparently he wasn’t on the top of a snowcapped
mountain at the moment, where no one cared how he expressed his
bodily needs except for the odd passing llama.

Dominic wondered idly why a llama’s company felt infinitely
more attractive compared to the meeting. And as an experienced
mountaineer, he’d met a few llamas in his time. But he couldn’t do
anything about today, could he? He couldn’t run away like he
usually did—or as Tanya and
his mother accused him of doing—to some mountain range to hide
himself in another wild adventure.

Because he was broke.

Not only that, but he was hawking his begging bowl around
London in the hope of a sponsorship deal. He had to endure long
meetings, cheesy smiles that set off a cramp in his jaw, and daily
spreadsheet reminders of just how much money was involved in
climbing the Eiger. It all just emphasised the size of the shit pile he was in. What was
more, he struggled to cope with negotiation at the best of times.
In fact, he was beginning to think he’d be better suited to
standing outside on the street and offering copies of the
Big Issue. He was no bloody good at bowing and scraping. Wasn’t
that what he employed Tanya for, anyway?

“It’s a necessary evil,” she’d told him firmly.
He’d just announced his next expedition, and
she’d announced a resounding, financial no-can-do. “You may have
an aristocratic name and impeccable pedigree, but—”

“Bugger-all
money?” he’d interrupted almost gleefully. For centuries his family
was famous for being adventurers—and infamous for gambling away
every treasure they ever owned. Great-Grandad had wasted the final
thousands of the family fortune on a rangy horse in the Epsom Derby
that, rather than romping home at 200-1, had fallen over its own
feet in the first fifteen yards and had to be put out to grass.
After that, the surviving Hartington-Georges moved to their more
modest London properties and lived on the erratic income from
opening their ancestral home to the public. Dom suspected his
elegant sophisticate of a mother had never got over the shock of a
stranger approaching her one afternoon and asking to be escorted to
the baby-changing facilities.

Tanya had continued, “So if you
want to continue your mountaineering projects—”

“No question!”
he’d snapped.

Tanya had just inclined her head, unfazed. She hadn’t
worked for Dom for two years without learning “his ways.”
“So we must look at ways to raise the
funds. And one of those is
through sponsorship deals. Take that disgusted look off your face,
Dom. A lot of sportsmen and explorers do that nowadays.”

“Climb mountains with a big
yellow M emblazoned on my forehead?”

Tanya let a smile tease the corners of her
mouth. “I think it’d be more suitable if it were in the outdoor
clothing and survival equipment market. I have contacts I can
approach.”

Tanya always had contacts. Dom had to admire that in her.
Also her ability to manage her insolent runt of an assistant,
Eric—oh, and her ability to cope with Dom in full grumpy mode. There weren’t many people who
managed to do that. His own mother only dropped into his Ladbroke
Grove house a few times a year. Otherwise, they were both happy to
keep correspondence to the occasional phone call or bumping into
each other at family friends’ events.

“You need to come out of
your shell,” Tanya had said to him. That was an hour before she
employed the PR company. “And that doesn’t include dancing on a pub
table to karaoke.”

Bloody hell. If
having a night out with his climbing mates wasn’t coming out of his
shell, Dom didn’t know what was. At the end of a training week in
North Wales, he’d needed to unwind. A visit to a familiar and
discreet London pub around the back of Kentish Town, where the
licensing hours were applied loosely, if at all, had been just the
thing. The food was plain, plentiful, and delicious, though the
karaoke machine was a new addition. Dom had tolerated it only
because it promised a set of old rock classics. He’d been halfway
through a roaring-drunk rendition of “We Are the Champions” when
he’d been snapped by one of those damned paparazzi, passing by on
the off chance of a story. And yes, he had been standing on the
table at the time, but the landlord didn’t care, so why should
anyone else?

But apparently that wasn’t the right kind of
shell-emerging. “Other options?”

Tanya had looked him in the eye and said
wryly, “Get a job. You know, like the rest of us mortals.”

Dom had felt physically sick. Not at the thought of hard
graft, he was used to that and was no coward when it came to rolling up his sleeves. But the
thought of sitting in an office in a suit and tie, shackled to a
computer for eight hours a day, and answering to
someone else….

He’d shuddered.

So here he was now, in the plush offices
paid for by poor saps like himself and the companies who branded
them, trying to rebrand Dominic Hartington-George.

It was time to face the music again.
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Dom had hoped to sneak back into the conference room with
his coffee (tea? rat’s pee?), but everyone turned to
face him as he took his seat
again. Tanya frowned at him, and Eric had that habitual smirk on
his face, as if Dom were the greatest entertainment since
schoolboys painted glue on the teacher’s chalk. Of course, Dom
thought rather glumly, that might be true, even if chalk had given
way to an iPad stylus.

Two virtually interchangeable, slick-looking blondes in
brightly coloured, tightly
fitted skirt suits and matching pearl earrings represented the PR
company. One of them blushed every time she looked at
him.

She was the first to
speak. “Tanya says you’re looking for a makeover. You know, like
they do on the TV? 10 Years
Younger, Look Good Naked, that kind of thing?”

What was this modern habit of talking in
questions all the time? Dom stared at her steadily until she
blushed again. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said
bluntly.

“I mean… obviously you
don’t need help with your looks,” she stammered.

Ah. That explained
some of the blushing. He often got that with younger women. If he
turned his head, he would catch sight of Tanya’s frown moving to a
whole new level of disapproval. It was almost enough to cheer him
up.

“Just the presentation,”
the other girl said, more sharply. The young one looked at her with
naked gratitude. “We’ll get someone on his wardrobe. Ellie, look
into a suitable hairstylist too.”

“Hairstylist?” Dom switched his glare to her.
Polly, he thought her name was. He reassessed her as more assertive
than just slick. Was that why his death glare didn’t work as well
on her as on other people?

Polly raised an eyebrow at him as if she could hear exactly
what he was thinking right then, and she was far from intimidated.
“And let’s now address the, shall we say, thorny issue of
social image.”

“What the hell does that
mean?”

Polly didn’t even flinch. She was obviously
used to stroppy clients.

Tanya touched his arm. “Dom. Please. You
want your funding, don’t you?”

“But why does it matter what I look like?” He
could hear the plaintive note in his voice; he sounded like a
petulant child. But he didn’t want to be bothered with this. “I climb rocks and
mountains, ladies. I wear bulky, padded clothes and thick-soled
boots. My face is usually covered with goggles or a mask against
the sun and dust. I grunt and curse and fart. I see no reason for
social chitchat, I eat like a hungry horse, and I don’t—repeat,
don’t—moisturise.”

To his surprise Polly laughed. “I hear you,
Mr. Hartington-George.”

“Call me Dom,” he said
grudgingly.

“You’re a fine man, Dom. Handsome and assertive
and brave. We know all that.”

They do?

“We’re just looking for a
way to brand you so that other brands want to match up with you.
They’ll pay for that privilege, you see. And that means making you
look even more attractive.”

“And more amenable,” Tanya
said half under her breath.

Dom couldn’t say he hated Polly’s style of
flattery, but he was still wary. And he supposed he hadn’t spent
much time or money on his looks for a few years now.

“What about a girlfriend?”
Ellie asked timidly.

Dom started.

“If the client were seen with a
suitable partner…
someone already media-friendly….”

“The intrepid adventurer
captured and tamed by homespun beauty? Great idea. It’d certainly
build a marketable strapline.” Polly nodded and started scribbling
on her notepad. “We have Alisha W already on the books. And I
believe Suzie de Luca is in London for a shoot.”

“No thanks.” Dom’s deep
voice sounded very clear in the room.

Beside him, Tanya closed her eyes.

“Well, if not them, there are plenty of other
ladies who’d love to be seen with you,” Polly
continued,
unconcerned. “It’d be just another assignment, of
course…”

“Of course,” Tanya echoed,
her voice rather faint and her eyes still closed tight.

“…although we would expect
you, Dom, to look happy with the arrangement on photoshoots and at
public events. Meanwhile, it’ll be excellent publicity for both of
you, and you may even build a little romance, while persuading the
media that the Daredevil Man in the wild can also be the Doting Man
at home.”

“No thanks,” Dom repeated slowly. “Maybe that
would be fine if you
hadn’t missed the whole point. The point that, even if I had time
for dating, I don’t date women.”

Tanya leaned forward over the conference
table and sank her head into her hands.

Eric snorted. Dom hoped it was because of nerves and not
ridicule, else he’d thrash the kid when they got out of here. Eric
was in his early twenties, over keen, too bold, and completely unfazed by Don’s
gravitas. And he had the most disrespectful sense of humour Dom had
ever known—albeit it made him laugh.

Ellie’s eyes opened
very wide. “You mean you’re gay?”

“You’re choosing now to come
out?” Tanya muttered.

“It’s not a matter of coming out!” Dom snapped
back. What bloody century did these people live in? These city
types were meant to be alert to the whole modern-world thing. “I’ve
never been in. I just don’t
choose to expose my love life to every bloody person on the
planet.”

“If you had one to expose,”
Eric mumbled.

Dom glared at the kid, but Eric returned the stare without
fear. Bugger.
Dom should never have invited Eric
on that mates’ night out, or confessed in his cups just how bloody
long it’d been since he, Dom, had dated anyone—man, woman, or
llama. Meanwhile, the rest of the room was deathly
silent.

Then Polly laughed again.

Laughed? “Something
amusing you?” Dom asked icily. He pushed his chair back, ready to
leave.

Tanya made a small sound of distress, but
Dom was just thankful this would be the end of the whole stupid,
misguided campaign—

“That’s perfect!” Polly smiled broadly. “I’ve
already had interest in your expedition from We Will Survive, who supply climbing gear to
most of the London exhibitions and stores. They have a contract for
next year’s ascent on Everest too. And we all know how they embrace
equality on all levels, don’t we? This really will launch you as a
man of the moment.”

“Do we? Will
it?”

Tanya surreptitiously pinched Dom in his
side.

Polly rushed on regardless. “They have a major presence in
the LGBTQ community and are
linked to many gay climbing clubs and events. They’ll be thrilled
to have representation from another openly gay celebrity.” She was
already directing Ellie to look up a contact number.

“Another?”

“They used the famous gay
model Zeb Z for that swimwear campaign last year.”

“Famous for what? Being
gay?” Dom was still irritated, especially as things didn’t seem to
be going the way he expected. “There’s no way you’re promoting me
for my sexuality rather than my work.”

“No, no!” Polly’s smile never wavered. “That’s not
what I meant. Just that I know now where to start pitching the
campaign. You and Zeb
Z. This is a great
idea!”
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2


 


“A great idea?” Dom was still trying to get his
head around it. “That now you’re trying to
organise a blind date
for me with someone I’ve never even heard of? Won’t this Zed
person—”

“Zeb. Zeb Z. He’s always
excellent press—”

“Won’t he be just as pissed off as—let’s take a
wild guess here—as I might
be?”

Polly’s eyelids flickered, and her gaze
darted between Tanya and Dom. “Why would he?”

“You’re talking about setting him up with me, to
go out on a date, to
be seen romantically together—”

Polly and Ellie burst into loud laughter.
Dom stared at them, wondering when he’d stepped into the Twilight
Zone. There was no other explanation for being surrounded by
lunatics like these.

“Zeb will know it’s only a
game,” Polly explained. “Of course he will! He’ll do anything for
publicity.”

“He… what? You mean he’ll
date a complete stranger for the sake of
self-promotion?”

Polly didn’t even credit that with an answer. She just
continued beaming at Dom as if he’d made the greatest joke this side of “a man walks into a
bar”.

Dom glanced over at Tanya, and she gave a
small shrug. She looked as bemused as he did, though decidedly more
resigned. However, Eric—damn him!—was nodding along with Polly’s
words.

“He’s a serial dater,” Eric said to Dom, with the
confident assurance that came naturally to most media people under
twenty-five. “I read it all the time in the gossip magazines. He’s
a good-time—” He paused and smirked happily at Dom. “—a
good-time guy
it’d be in this case, wouldn’t
it?”

“I’ll chase you down one
night,” Dom muttered back, “and throw you and your sick jokes off a
cliff.”

“Gotta catch me first,
old-timer,” Eric said airily and turned back to Tanya.

When Ellie also turned to Tanya and started
gabbling away about Zeb Z’s schedule, Dom tried to tune out all the
nonsense.

No such luck. Polly’s voice broke into his reverie. “Dom?
May I remind you”—Dom bit back the “hell no” that sprang to his
lips—“that you still need that makeover? Maybe we can arrange a
personal shopper? A
stylist?”

Eric snorted. Again. “Good luck
with that.”

“Whatever.” Dom didn’t even
have the energy to bite their heads off. “Sort it out with Tanya.
I’ll wait outside.” He wanted out of there, and fast. He knew he
came across as a grumpy old beast, but to be honest, he felt more
weary than angry.

All he’d ever wanted to do was travel, and ever since he
was in his teens, his wanderlust had nagged at him. The reputation
of his explorer ancestors was in his blood. To his mother’s eternal
disappointment, he’d barely
scraped through college, but he earned enough exams to get him onto
the staff of an Outward Bound center. He then spent every spare
moment training and studying his true passion—climbing. Finally
he’d been accepted on some overseas events. Then slowly he worked
his way onto more ambitious teams, and eventually he ran his own
expeditions.

That was what he loved, where he really felt comfortable
and as if he belonged. Out on the mountains, unencumbered by what
others called civilised life,
at the mercy—and the glory—of the elements. Pushing across
challenging terrain, finding his way without the benefit of GPS,
calling his own schedule, and concentrating fully on the rewards of
surviving with nature. He wanted to be there, not here in a plush
office with diamond-cut glasses of artificially sparkling water and
fruit sliced into exactly the same-shaped pieces.

He pushed his chair back again, and this
time he got as far as the door before Polly called to him.

“Thanks for your honesty and
cooperation, Dom. I
really think this is going to be a wonderfully high-profile
opportunity for us all.”

“Oh Jesus,” he muttered
under his breath. To him, it had sounded more like a death
knell.
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“Dom?” Tanya inched her way
along the corridor toward the foyer. She had the kind of look on
her face that wouldn’t have looked amiss on a lion tamer,
approaching the wildest beast without a chair or whip in her
hand.

Dom had perched himself on one of the ludicrously
uncomfortable plastic benches, designed by someone
who obviously had a much smaller
frame—and a less padded arse—than Dom’s. He sipped at another cup
of generic liquid from the vending machine. The liquid might be
green tea this time. Like he cared.

Tanya sat beside him. “It’ll be all
right.”

Dom bit back the sarcastic response to that. He had nothing
but sympathy and respect for Tanya, putting up with him for the
last couple of years. His mother had persuaded him he needed an
assistant for the promotional aspects of his career, even while he
protested he needed no such
thing. But his mother, who would have preferred a chief of industry
or, at the very least, a barrister for a son, had gone ahead and
employed a PA for him.

Tanya had coped with booking his trips, liaising with
embassies and officials throughout the world, and handling
newspaper stories and interviews on both radio and TV. Dom loved
sharing news and photographs of his trips, and he considered
himself a pretty decent photographer, with several illustrated
expedition accounts already published. But he abhorred the idea of being a media personality.
And that came across pretty obviously with anyone he met. Tanya had
become his first line of defence and the person who soothed all
those he offended. Insult was his natural talent—he’d told her so
on her first day. And ever since then, she’d made it her personal
mission to prevent him getting away with it.

“Sorry for the impromptu announcement about my
shockingly minority love life,” he said with a scowl. “But it’s
better they know what they’re taking on, right?”

“Right.” She smiled.
“You’re a whole package, Dom.”

Dom had known he was gay since he first became aware of his
sexuality. It had never been anything to make a fuss about. It
wasn’t until he was well into his teens and heard the horror
stories from some of his gay friends that he
realised how twistedly
certain sections of the human race viewed it. From then on, Dom had
learned to keep that side of his life to himself.

Not that there was much to be discreet about. Eric’s snide
comment had been right: Dom’s
love life had been barren for a long time now. When did he have the
time to date? Or the appetite? Apart from the occasional one-night
stand, the men he met were either singularly uninterested in him,
or uninteresting to him. The whole bloody thing was a lottery, and
the odds were stacked against him now he’d passed
thirty-five.

“Anyone around at the
moment?” Tanya asked quietly. “If you’re already involved with
someone, I’ll alert the agency at once. You have every right to
your private life.”

“No.
No one right now.”

There weren’t any social obstacles; his parents had never
had any problem with him dating men. There was a precedent in the
family, though his mother rarely talked about Great-Uncle Godfrey,
except to bemoan that he’d been the one to tempt Great-Grandad into
gambling in the first place. But God only knew, even if he found a
man he could bear for more than an hour socially, Dom didn’t want
all that sappy stuff: the hearts and flowers, the rings, the stable
home life. Why the hell did they think he climbed mountains and dug his way through
mud-sodden valleys? It was to escape all that boring domesticity.
Dom craved excitement, but it had never been through his love life.
He’d never found a man who gave him that zest.

“I’m just acting like a
spoiled child,” he admitted ruefully. “But I don’t want to have to
spend time with some….”

“Some?” Tanya
nudged.

“Some tabloid twink,” he muttered. “Some effete
airhead without a scrap of interesting conversation, who’s never
been adventuring farther than Hampstead Heath, and who’s more interested in their
shoes than—”

“Than you?”

He had the grace to laugh at himself.
“Dreadful arrogance, isn’t it?”

“No.” Tanya’s voice was
gentle. “You just know what you like and don’t like. And you’re not
very good at hiding it.”

“I don’t see the point. It’s not my scene, Tanya.
Clubbing and flirting and… whatever modern men do.” Surely the
expectations of his twenties and early thirties were all behind him
now: the hope of finding a suitable partner, but then the
increasingly
depressing progression of meet, touch, repel. He could cope with
the occasional ache of loneliness. That was what a set of new maps
was for.

“I know, sweetie. But
sometimes we have to make compromises.”

He caught an undertone in her voice that
surprised him. “And I guess that’s what you do with me all the
time, right?”

She chuckled. “Yes, you grumpy old git, it is. Good thing I
like you, isn’t it? And I want you to be able to do what you love,
which is travel, and explore, and discover new
experiences.”

“Bought a lottery ticket,
did you?”

She thumped him on the arm. “You think I’d
give you my winnings if I won? Let’s give the agency their head on
this.”

“You really think it’s
necessary?”

“Yes, I do.” She bit her
lip. “Dom, you’re a really great guy. You just hide it too
well.”

He shifted uncomfortably on the approximation of a wrecked ship’s hull. “You think
this’ll work?”

“For God’s sake, who knows? You’re a
commitment-phobe, without a shred of
visible romance in that snowcapped heart of yours. I know being
seen on the town with a sexy young thing in skintight designer
jeans is the last thing you’d choose to do with your Saturday
night—” She sighed and nudged her head against his shoulder. “—but
if it’ll get you the attention, and therefore the funds you need,
it’s worth a try.”

Dom decided to let the insults pass. After all, they were
all true. “How long do you think I’ll have to put up with
it? Him?”

She laughed. “It’s just for a few social events while
you’re in London. It’s not as if they’re asking you to go out with a rabid llama.”

There was that llama again: the one Tanya
was so fond of mentioning. He’d opened his mouth to protest his
preference for the simpleminded animal when Tanya slapped a hand
over his mouth.

“And you never know,” she said firmly. “You may
enjoy it!”
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Aidan Vincent stared at the letter in
astonished horror.

 


We regret to inform you that despite our earlier
preliminary discussions, the London Lane Theatre will not be
available to host your production of For His Eyes Only. We
apologise for any inconvenience this may cause. We were initially
very interested in the concept. However, we now find we have a
prior booking in August for a crossover comedy-drama starring two
popular actors from television.

 


They recently featured in the reality show
I’m a D-list Celebrity on a Desert
Island with a
ballroom-dancing quiz-show presenter who bakes in his spare
time…

Okay, so that final sentence wasn’t a direct quote from the
letter, but Aidan knew it would be the real reason behind
the cancellation of his
pitch. Apparently it was TV celebrities
who sold theatre seats, not the content of the show.
The London Lane had been the last
hope on his list of venues that would consider his new play. They
had a reputation for hosting new playwrights and bringing fringe
theatre to the capital. As his part of the deal, Aidan had a new
play all ready to go, including a small company of players who’d
joined him in a local amateur group and were already half-rehearsed
in their parts. It had seemed a great match.

Please keep in touch,
the theatre finished their letter. We always welcome approaches from new local
talent.

But not this year, apparently. His heart
sank with the last hopeful bubble of his dreams.

“What do you think, Aidan,
love?” Wendy Rackham’s soft, breathy voice broke into his tortured
thoughts. “This head cold makes my voice too low to get a real
sense of Erica’s part.”

“Sorry?”

“Aidan?” She put a hand on his arm, her delicate
perfume wafting lily of the valley under his nose. “Are
you all
right?”

The actors from the Dreamweavers theatre group were all crammed into his small flat in
Twickenham for another read-through of the play. There were only
three of them, but all were a mainstay of Aidan’s work and loyal to
his direction. And after all, new plays were put on with smaller
and smaller casts these days. Ben-Hur was unlikely
to be shown in a London theatre anymore; patrons were lucky if they
got a full Twelve Angry
Men. For each of Aidan’s
productions—and there’d been an impressive dozen of them since he
left drama school six years ago—the company did the initial
readings and editing over casual evenings at Aidan’s flat, then
followed up with rehearsals at the local pub, the Plough, or a
nearby school where one of Wendy’s many nephews taught. When the
play was finally ready to be performed, they hired the tiny
function room upstairs at the pub. It wasn’t the ideal venue, with
raucous laughter echoing from the bar below and the frequent
groaning of the toilet block’s plumbing, but Aidan and his troupe
had done their apprenticeship with pride, with plans to break into
off–West End one day.

But now what?

He felt nauseous. Now they’d be back to
square one, begging the use of the school hall and pub function
room, performing on carpets ingrained with beer or against a
backdrop of an atlas of the world and the latest GCSE results.

“What’s up, Shakespeare?” Titus Regis bellowed
from over on the sofa, where he was squashed up against the
youngest member of the troupe, Simon Scot. Titus looked as
if he was enjoying
both the proximity to young blood and Simon’s nervous hero worship,
even if the latter had never been acknowledged publicly.

Titus was Aidan’s leading man: tall, dark,
and striking, in his midforties, with a small horse-breeding farm
in Surrey. Aidan could totally imagine him roaring out commands
across the paddock, because Titus’s voice rarely needed
amplification. Whatever its effect on stage, it was really useful
for getting served in a crowded pub.

“Nothing’s up,” Aidan said. He
shoved the letter into
his jeans pocket.

“Crap,” Titus
boomed.

Beside him, Simon winced and clutched his
copy of the script all the more tightly, his adoring gaze fixed on
Titus.

“Darling….” Wendy fluttered with concern at
Aidan’s side. She was a gorgeous, middle-aged woman, who struggled
with playing maternal parts instead of her previous career
performing pretty ingenues, however much Aidan praised her on her
natural beauty. If they were out and about together in town, he had
to steer her away from salons offering Botox injections. Though he was a bloody sight more
tactful than Titus, who was fond of saying, “At least it’s not the
ugly sister for you yet!”

“I mean it. Everything’s
fine,” he reassured her.

But it wasn’t. He felt completely shaken. He had relied
totally on the London gig to be his first step toward the West End.
It wasn’t as if he had aspirations for the London Palladium. His
plays were gentle, witty comedies based on domestic life rather
than overblown, glamorous musicals, but he’d have been
thrilled to get a pitch in a
real commercial theatre. And his work was just starting to get a
name for quality and wit after some complimentary reviews in the
London suburban press.

Hard on the heels of his disappointment was the secondary,
financial shock. The pub performances were fun but rarely covered
costs. He’d needed the London booking, which would have been
offered on a share of the box office takings. They’d have had
access to a city location, established advertising, and use of
professional props and costumes—and hopefully much better audience receipts. During
school semesters he taught acting skills to kids at a
Saturday-morning club, but he always struggled to stretch that
income over the holiday periods. He could see working as a waiter
in his imminent future, or maybe a temp job at sale time in the
local department store.

Oh God.

Aidan wasn’t the world’s best at dealing with the retail
public, but what else could he do? Without some support, there
wouldn’t be enough money for basics, let alone
luxuries like props and
promotion. He was living virtually hand to mouth at the moment
anyway, since he’d had to pay for a new clutch on his ancient car
and get the persistent damp patch in the kitchen fixed. Panic
started to rise like a physical lump in his throat. His life and
ambitions seemed to have derailed over the last few years. Where
had it all gone wrong? No money for light and heat.
Food—

“Sit down!” came Wendy’s best schoolmarm voice.
She could project as well as Titus if the need arose. “Aidan, do
you hear
me?”

“What’s the matter with
him?”

That was Simon, ever curious.

“Must be a panic attack,” Titus announced.
“Haven’t seen him go that colour since I dropped the skull into a pint of bitter
during his Hamlet,
Questioning at the Plough in
2013.”

Aidan was half pulled, half guided onto the sofa beside
Titus, who promptly shoved Simon off with barked instructions to go
and fetch a glass of water. Then he busied himself plumping the
cushions behind Aidan’s back. Wendy waved her hands around Aidan’s
neck as if to loosen his tie
even though he was wearing his usual T-shirt. She gave a huff of
confused frustration, breathing perfume all over him
again.

“Move it, Florence
Nightingale.” Titus held the glass of water under Aidan’s nose and
jiggled it.

“It’s not a panic attack. I was just taken aback.”
Aidan bit back a sigh. “Please. I’m not one of your horses, Titus.
I can manage a glass of water on my own.” He sipped at it, aware of
the three pairs of eyes peering at him. Worry from Wendy,
fascination from Simon—was he studying Aidan for ways to play a fainting
character, for God’s sake?—and Titus with a “there you are, all
better now” bluff assurance. Aidan’s heart sank farther. He had to
tell his friends the bad news.

Here goes.

“We don’t have the London
Lane Theatre gig. They just confirmed it’s already booked for
August.”

There was a moment of confused silence, and
then a snort of disgust from Titus.

“But they promised that
booking!” Wendy said.

“I know. But I suppose they have a better offer. I
mean, a show that’ll
do better.” He pulled the letter from his pocket and it did the
rounds of the group, eliciting gasps and growls of disappointment
and anger.

“You’ll challenge this, of
course,” Titus said. “We had a verbal contract.”

“Aidan.” Wendy’s look was
surprisingly shrewd. “You can’t just give up.”

“Of course I won’t,” Aidan
protested, but he could see she wasn’t convinced. The trouble was,
he was crap at selling himself under the best circumstances, and
this was far from that. “I’ll get us another venue.”

“The pub?” Titus snorted. “We only had twenty people last
performance, and two of them never looked up from necking the whole
time.”

“And what about costumes?”
Simon was the unofficial wardrobe and general stage manager and
also played supporting roles. “Ours are on their last legs. And the
scenery we could have used? Lights? And—”

“I’ll sort it all, okay? We’ll have to do the
rounds of charity shops again. We’re no worse off than before.” But
no better either. The London Lane had been extremely supportive of
him when they first
discussed his plans, though Titus joked it was because the manager
had developed a bloody huge crush on Aidan. So it looked like his
personal charm had failed too. That shouldn’t have been a surprise,
judging by his previous, hapless love life.

“Do you want to continue
the read-through?” Simon’s question was as breezy as if nothing had
happened.

“No.” Even Aidan could hear
his voice was wobbly.

Wendy smiled sympathetically at Aidan. “We’ve had enough
drama for the night, I think. We’ll see ourselves out. Call us when you want to schedule the
next rehearsal.” She stooped to kiss him on the cheek on her way
out and murmured, “Don’t be afraid to ask for help, darling. You
can’t always be the rock for everyone else to rely
on.”
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4


 


When the buzzer announced another visitor to his flat,
Aidan nearly ignored it. But maybe one of the troupe had forgotten
their belongings. Titus’s phone frequently fell out of his pocket
and got stuck down between the sofa cushions. Aidan hauled himself
from where he’d been lying
morosely on the sofa, ran a hand through his hair to smooth it
down, and dragged himself to unlock the door.

A young man burst into the flat with an unusually
aggressive flourish. The door slammed behind him, and Aidan’s huge
collection of theatrical programmes tumbled off the hall table with a thud as the
visitor swept past toward the living room. The man spun around in
the doorway; Aidan was close on his heels.

“Hi, sexy!” He wrapped two strong, lean, masculine
arms around Aidan’s waist and planted a sloppy kiss on his cheek. “I had a
meeting at the Hammersmith studio, so I thought I’d drop in on my
favourite twin.”

“You mean your only twin? Hi, Zeb.” Aidan
struggled to take enough breath, but he didn’t begrudge the hug and
the kiss. That was just his brother’s boisterous, effusive way.
Aidan really appreciated the affection at this moment, but he
admitted to himself this was one of the reasons he no longer shared
a place with his twin. The dramatic turmoil was exhausting. “I’ll
put the kettle
on.”
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