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PART ONE







Chapter 1


‘Grace, she’s flirting with Crofts,’ whispered Fran, from her seat beside Grace at the back of the rehearsal room. ‘Isn’t she meant to be repelled by what he’s just suggested?’


Grace, whose mind was miles away, quickly stopped checking her watch in the semi-darkness and brought her attention back to the scene in front of her. Fran was right. Emily Kelly, all tousled blonde hair and provocative curves, was most definitely flirting with the silver-haired actor sitting next to her, even though his words were meant to shock and repel her. ‘Emily darling, gorgeous as John might be in real life, he is nearly three times your age and his character has just made an outrageous suggestion to you.’


‘I know,’ replied the young blonde sulkily.


‘Well. do you think you could manage to look a little bit shocked? This is a very important moment in the play, and girlish giggles aren’t quite how your character is meant to respond.’


‘I was playing embarrassed,’ explained Emily, pouting prettily. She clearly expected Grace to fall under her spell as easily as young men all over the country had fallen for her in her most recent TV series.


‘Right, well, it’s nearly four o’clock and I think it’s time to call it a day,’ said Grace, suppressing a sigh. ‘We’re all tired, and although I won’t be here tomorrow, Fran is going to—’


‘I won’t be here either,’ said Emily. ‘I told you that I’ve got this voice-over to do and you said—’


‘Yes, sorry, I forgot. That’s fine, it means Fran can concentrate on working with Suzie and John, but by the time you’re back on Friday do you think you could get over the embarrassment and—’


‘I wasn’t really embarrassed!’ replied Emily. ‘God, it would take more than that to embarrass me. I thought that my character would be embarrassed, because she wouldn’t understand what he’s suggesting? I mean, I realise she’s clever and all that, but you know what the Victorians were like about sex. They even covered up the legs of tables and things, didn’t they?’


Grace counted to ten under her breath. ‘Vivie is an intellectual, a Cambridge Maths graduate. Do you realise what an achievement that was for a woman in Victorian times? And now she’s learnt that her mother was once a prostitute and owns a brothel with John’s character, which paid for her education. What’s more, he’s just propositioned her. Trust me, she would definitely be shocked and repulsed.’


Emily sighed. ‘I know all that, but it’s difficult to realise what a big deal it was back then. They made sex so complicated!’ With that she grabbed her bag from the corner of the room, waved and smiled at John and within seconds was out of the door.


‘I did warn you,’ said Fran as Grace sighed with frustration. ‘John, fancy a coffee somewhere? You can flirt with me any time and Grace has to dash now.’


John, who was one of the most charming and accomplished actors Grace had ever worked with, smiled. ‘That sounds like a good idea. Are you sure you can’t join us, Grace?’


‘Sorry, I’ve got a busy few days coming up, but I’d love to another time. I hope you and Suzie are coping all right with Emily. She’ll get there in the end; I think she’s probably a bit overawed. Theatre’s so different from television, and you and Suzie–’


‘Have been doing it since before she was born!’ John said with a laugh. ‘It will be fine, Grace. For me, simply being able to reprise the role of Crofts in Mrs Warren’s Profession is fantastic. Shaw’s often considered too wordy these days.’


‘Isn’t he lovely?’ whispered Fran as Grace gathered up her things and passed her notes to her friend. ‘That voice makes me go weak at the knees.’


‘Really? Have fun then, and I’ll see you on Friday morning.’


‘Yep. What exactly is it you’re doing this time with that rich lover of yours? Front of house at the boutique hotel you’ve been busy decorating?’


‘You make it sound as though I’ve been stripping wallpaper and painting doors,’ laughed Grace. ‘The hotel is opening tomorrow, and I want to be there with David when it does.’


‘He’s back from Hong Kong then?’


Grace nodded, feeling a growing excitement at the prospect of finally seeing David after their three-month separation. She wondered what he had planned for them this evening, after so many weeks when her only satisfaction had been the phone sex they’d indulged in when their free time coincided. Her body ached with desire, a desire that only he could satisfy. He understood her needs even better than she did, having watched over her as she’d progressed through the challenges set for her at his secret club, The Dining Club.


She would never forget those months – months when he and his companions had tutored her body, teaching her more pathways to pleasure than she’d ever realised existed – but now their life together was moving forward and she was certain that once the small boutique hotel was open the two of them would become even closer emotionally, as well as providing lots of opportunities to experiment with their bodies even more… He loved her, she knew that, but she sometime found herself thinking of her old rival Amber, the woman who had been the centre of David’s world for so many years, only to find herself displaced by Grace. In her quiet moments, Grace would recall Amber’s parting words to her: At the moment, you’re a novelty, but one day you’ll be in my position. No one can hold his interest for ever. Now, with their new venture opening, Grace was determined to prove Amber wrong.
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