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A note to readers:


This is a work of romantic fiction that I hope will bring readers that warm, fuzzy feeling and dash of escapism we love. It’s not meant to be a self-help book, though the characters are coming to terms with some mental health issues, but if it helps you in anyway to feel like you’re not alone in how you have felt personally, I am glad. Times have been especially tough on our mental health of late and I think it is important to remove the stigma around it. I’d also like to mention that these characters only represent one person’s possible experiences and points of view. We are all different and our experiences (even of the same issues) can vary but are never any less valid.




Chapter One


Lila


The clatter of footsteps on the stairwell outside, along with the buoyant voices of crew leaving the production offices for the weekend, only made Lila more aware of how quiet it was in the makeup department.


Sibyl, Lila’s temporary boss as of this week, sat at her desk in the corner, back turned, hitting the keys of her laptop intermittently with her gel tips and sipping from a steaming cup of tea, which smelt like damp earth. Perhaps brewed from the freshly turned soil of the last junior makeup assistant’s grave.


Apparently, Sibyl had lost three members of staff over the last six weeks of pre-production as it geared up ready to move onto location in Sicily and now they were desperate. Lila knew that was the only reason she was being considered. Not through intuition. Sibyl had told her. If there had been more time to recruit, she wouldn’t be considering someone like Lila, fresh off an evening course, regardless of the glowing references from her tutor, who happened to be an old friend of Sibyl’s.


It was understandable really, if a touch demoralising.


Lila collected the strewn powder brushes from the dressing tables and glanced over at her boss’s hunched shoulders. Should she be instigating a conversation? Was that the normal thing to do in this moment? Ask Sibyl what plans she had for the weekend or…or something?


Click, click, slurp…huff.


No. Sibyl was concentrating and wouldn’t appreciate Lila disturbing her. She took an antibacterial wipe and cleaned the soft bristles of each of the brushes, dropping them back into their drawer. A flash of something shiny reflected in the mirror closest to her and she glanced up to see a young woman with short silver and purple hair pushing the door wide open. Ruth’s gaze took in Sibyl and skipped right over to land on Lila.


‘Hey.’ The other makeup artist strode over to her, fastening the belt of her pink and black polka-dotted mac. ‘Are you almost finished up in here? A bunch of us are heading to the pub. Wondered if you fancied coming?’


‘Oh.’ Lila turned to face her, hand clenching around the dirty wipe. The usual contradiction of thousands of words in her head and none coming out of her mouth, assailed her. She glanced over to Sibyl whose back was still turned and swallowed. ‘Err…I’m nearly done. Are you going now?’


‘Yeah, it’s the one on the corner. The Turnball – no that’s not right—’


‘The Turnpike,’ Sibyl muttered just loudly enough that she wasn’t talking to herself, and then exhaled heavily out her nose.


‘Yeah, that’s it. Thanks, Sibyl. You’re invited too of course, boss-lady, but I know you’ll say you’re too busy.’ Ruth grinned over her shoulder at Sibyl’s stiff shoulders.


‘Correct.’ The one-word sentence was punctuated by a particularly hard impact on the laptop keypad.


Ruth pressed her lips together and raised her eyebrows a little at Lila, then nudged her arm gently. ‘So, what d’you say? We’re all dying for a chance to get to know you better. Shall we wait for you, or will you meet us there?’


Butterflies swarmed into Lila’s stomach. Nothing else Ruth could’ve said would’ve made her less eager to go than the prospect of a group of people she didn’t know, eager to ply her with questions. She might’ve tried to force herself; she knew she needed to push herself out of her comfort zone when it came to this sort of thing… But between flying across the Atlantic on a whim and discovering her boss was somewhat less than welcoming, she was just about done with this week. An evening at the pub with curious work colleagues was more than she could cope with tonight. But how could she explain that without sounding like the complete weirdo that she was?


She couldn’t. So, she’d do what she usually did. Lie.


‘No. I mean—’ She cleared her throat as her voice came out hoarse. ‘I’ll meet you there. Just need to finish up here.’


‘Great! It’ll be nice to have a chat outside of work before we all fly off next week.’ Ruth gave a small smile, her eyes lingering on Lila’s face just long enough that the scrutiny made a blush crawl up her cheeks.


‘Definitely,’ Lila said, knowing she sounded anything but definite. It wasn’t like Sibyl had confirmed that Lila was going to be joining the production in Sicily. This week had been a trial – in all senses of the word. But pointing that out in front of Sibyl seemed pushy – not to mention how embarrassing it would be if Sibyl announced that Lila hadn’t got the job.


Ruth spun on her heel and headed back out the way she had come. Silence descended again as the door closed.


Lila bit the inside of her cheek hard and scrubbed at the dressing table with another wipe. The counter only had a couple of smears of foundation and powder, but she approached it with a methodical up and down and across rhythm, until she managed to make the shiny Formica squeak. Sibyl half turned her head at the sound but didn’t get her chin past her shoulder before she returned her attention to her screen.


Lila threw the soiled wipes in the bin and snuck a look at the clock. Fifteen minutes until she could leave. Or ask to leave, if she could pluck up the courage. Oh, God. How on earth would she cope with a six-month shoot, working closely with Sibyl, if she couldn’t summon the gumption to speak to her?


And what was she going to do when she did knock off for the day? Walk into the pub and face a committee gathered, waiting to interrogate her? No. She was going to run home and hide. And then they’d ask her why she hadn’t turned up. And she’d have to lie again.


If she ever saw them again. She might’ve taken some comfort in that thought if that outcome didn’t mean she’d failed at yet another profession.


This was a disaster. Her mom was right. She was completely out of her depth.


Lila swallowed, her throat like sandpaper. That prickly, hyper-aware feeling that her every move was being watched and judged crawled over her skin. She concentrated on breathing slowly and her downcast gaze fell on a box tucked beneath the counter. It had been half opened after it was delivered earlier that day. She dived for it and hefted it up onto her hip.


‘I’m just going to put these down in the store cupboard,’ she announced and took a tentative step towards the door. At least that would show some initiative, wouldn’t it?


‘Hmm?’ Sibyl glanced over her other shoulder and eyed her. ‘Oh, yes, fine. You can go after that.’


‘Okay, thanks.’


‘Oh, and Lila?’


‘Yes?’ Her rapidly beating heart leapt at the thought that this might be it, the moment she heard the verdict and knew whether she was going to Sicily or not.


‘Make sure you put those products in the right place. Double-check the labels and the cataloguing system. I don’t want them going missing.’


‘Right. Absolutely. Will do.’ Lila nodded and exited the room at speed, unsure whether she was relieved or not.


There was still a background rumble of people talking and moving around, the door at the front of the building creaking to signal each exit, but Lila turned right towards the back of the building. The further back she walked, the more desolate it appeared and the tension in Lila’s chest eased. This was a good idea, to show she wasn’t a slacker and had a brain. And if it meant she didn’t have to spend another minute alone with her boss or fend off any more invites, that was just a bonus.


Lila descended the spiral staircase down to the ground floor, which was home to the large empty rehearsal rooms at the front and all the storerooms at the back for props, costumes and the other equipment she wasn’t yet familiar with despite the labels stuck to the heavy fire doors. One of which stood ajar, propped open by a small wooden block.


As far as Lila knew, only Sibyl had a key, so it was left open the whole day for the makeup artists to grab what they needed and stock up the products required for the testing that had gone on during the day. Also, the light inside didn’t work, so they had to find their way around using the flickering glow from the long florescent bulb out in the corridor, which was emitting a disconcerting buzzing noise.


The room was about three metres deep by five across and tall stainless-steel shelving reached along all the walls and cut across to make small aisles. There was a lot of makeup in there. Lila paused in the doorway for a minute and rummaged around in the top of the box to take a look at the exact name and make of the compacts of powder she was carrying. Once she memorised it, she set the box down beside the first set of shelving and started searching for the right crate to stow them all away in.


This job was going to take longer than she had thought. She couldn’t even see the top shelves. She moved deeper into the shadowy room, rounded the aisle, and spotted the small stepladder. Rather than pick it up though, she took a seat on it and leaned her head onto her hands. This was ridiculous. She’d literally come and hidden in a cupboard to avoid her boss and the prospect of going for a drink with her new, friendly work colleagues.


This had to stop.


She knew it wasn’t as easy as her just telling herself that, but she also knew that the counsellor they’d sent her to in high school would have called this “avoidance behaviour”. She’d only gone to see the man three times before she avoided that too. And in hindsight, he’d been talking sense; she just hadn’t been ready for it.


Perhaps she was never going to be ready for it.


How could she contemplate taking a job that meant that she was going to spend every day with a bunch of strangers, live in a strange place and…just how? She couldn’t even manage a trip to a bar with them. What was she going to do if she had to share accommodation with the whole makeup team – share a bedroom – and she couldn’t even escape at the end of the day?


This was a nightmare of her own making. She should just go upstairs and tell Sibyl that she’d been made another job offer and it suited her better and she was very sorry, but she had to go home and make a pillow fort to bury herself in.


Except she had no home in England. Only a thirty-day visa. If she quit, she’d have to fly back to New York and face her mom and the big, fat “I told you so”, which would be directed at her every day. Along with that resigned, disappointed and confused expression. The one that said, I’m not quite sure how you’re related to me and why I have to put up with how pathetic you are.


The only other option was to seek out her half-brother, Stephen, who happened to live in London. But given that she still hadn’t contacted him since she received his letter out of the blue last summer announcing that the father who’d walked out on her as a kid, had walked out on him years before that, it hardly seemed right to go knocking on his door because she was about to be out of cash and homeless. And, of course, he was a complete stranger. Strangers were not her forte. Which was why she was currently hiding in a dark cupboard contemplating quitting everything.


No. She had to keep on trying. It was probably going to be a mess. She didn’t have a clue how she was going to manage. In fact, she was probably going to be given the boot by Sibyl for being a complete oddball, but at least she would have given it a go.


She needed to stop feeling so crippled by her social anxiety. She was twenty-five years old and she wanted a life. She wanted a career, and friends, and maybe even a little bit of self-respect when she finally got in contact with her half-brother.


And this job was the first step.


Rowan


Rowan loved his job. Calling it a job hardly seemed fair, given that he was paid large amounts of money to basically play make-believe. He knew he was lucky, and he felt it, but insomnia had a way of making even the things he usually enjoyed seem like an ordeal.


He’d been awake since four that morning – having only just managed to fall asleep a couple of hours before – and his itinerary had included an interview for early morning television, another for a magazine over the phone on the way to the pre-production office for final wardrobe checks, where he’d spent the rest of the day putting costumes on and taking them off again, being remeasured and accidentally poked with pins.


He hoped it was accidental anyway.


When they’d taken the last photo of the day, he’d finally been able to check his phone and in amongst an abnormally high number of missed calls there was a message about his sister, Siobhan, going into labour. Hours ago. But the moment he lifted his phone to his ear to call his brother-in-law to see what was happening and if everything was okay, Gerrard, his agent, walked in.


That was not a good sign. And probably explained all the missed calls.


Gerrard swept into the wardrobe department in the way he always did, scattering people who were doing their jobs and sending them off, telling them he needed to speak “privately” with Rowan.


‘Hey. What are you doing here?’


‘Well, I couldn’t get hold of you on your phone.’ Gerrard raised his eyebrows and looked pointedly at the device Rowan was still holding.


‘I literally just checked it. What’s wrong?’ He threw it down on the chair behind him and decided to appease the urgent feeling in his chest by getting changed while Gerrard talked. At least that was progress towards what he needed to be doing. Getting his arse over to the hospital.


‘I spoke to Sebastian this morning.’


‘Which Sebastian? There are a surprising number of Sebastians.’ Rowan slipped the braces from his shoulders and unbuttoned the fly on the old-fashioned trousers of his costume.


How many weeks early was the baby coming? Two? That was normal, wasn’t it? Nothing to worry about there?


‘The Sebastian who matters most to you at this moment in time.’


Rowan laid the trousers over the back of the chair and sorted through the clothes rack behind him to find his own clothes, willing his brain to focus. ‘Sebastian Hayward? The producer?’ Rowan closed his hands around the pair of dark jeans he recognised and slid them off the hanger.


‘Bingo.’


‘And?’ Seriously, for someone who’d blown into the room like it was a matter of life and death, Gerrard was taking some leisurely detours while on his way to making-the-bloody-point. Rowan thrust his legs into his jeans while bracing for the bad news. It had to be bad news.


‘That video of you that went viral has reached his attention. It’s cooled his enthusiasm for you dramatically.’


Rowan swore and looked up at the ceiling before yanking his jumper over his head. ‘Those were isolated incidents over five years of press junkets. I bet any actor could have a reel put together making them look…’ He trailed off, trying to think of the right word to describe the compilation of moments some random stranger had decided to edit together of him responding to deliberately provocative questions from the press. Maybe it was a matter of opinion, but he thought it was damn rude to ask a stranger about their personal relationships and sex life. He’d never been willing to smile and accept their attempts to nose into his private life.


‘Like a “sassy bitch”,’ Gerrard supplied the video’s title, arms crossed over his chest. ‘And no, not any actor could have a reel put together like that, because most of your counterparts know how to hold their tongues. They paid attention to their media training. Image is very important to the studio – this franchise is going to be family friendly – so it’s going to be a no-brainer for Sebastian to put those actors on the audition list for his new franchise. You can’t keep being rude to the press, sleeping around and expecting it not to damaging to your prospects.’


‘I don’t sleep around.’ Rowan faced his agent with his hands on his hips. ‘And even if I did, I fail to see what that has to do with me playing the part in a film. It’s acting. Clearly, I don’t have superpowers in real life but that didn’t stop me playing that part for the last five years.’ If he did have superpowers, he’d use them to grab his stuff and fly out the window over to the hospital – or turn invisible whenever the paparazzi took to following him around.


‘No, that’s the problem. You don’t see it, do you? No matter how many times we have this conversation.’ Gerrard threw up his hands, paced away and turned back. ‘If you don’t do something about this, I don’t see how I’m going to be able to help you anymore.’


Rowan stared at the man who had guided his career for the last decade, something finally penetrating the red fuzz of his exhaustion and desperation to leave, in a way that made him feel sixteen-cups-of-coffee sober, his heart galloping. He’d fallen into this career, and Gerrard had helped him get to where he was now. He wasn’t exactly a classically trained actor and he’d spent years waiting for the other shoe to drop. Maybe it was happening now. If Gerrard decided he was too much hassle, why would anyone else want to take him on? ‘Are you threatening to drop me?’


Gerrard looked away. ‘I don’t want to, Rowan. You’re so close to making that step into the real Hollywood set, if only you could figure out how not to be so—’ He waved his hand in Rowan’s general direction.


Rowan took a turn at supplying the words Gerrard was struggling to find: ‘Myself?’


‘Yes. In a way. Learn to court the press. Show them what they want. Then the producers will see what they want, and the world will be your oyster. You’re your own worst enemy at the moment.’ Gerrard sighed, like a long-suffering parent. ‘Rowan, show business is a game of influence and popularity. There are only so many tools at your disposal to make a name for yourself – and you’ve been determined to undermine every step up the ladder you’ve made by destroying your position with the media. I pulled out all the stops to get you the audition for Helios when you were nobody and I’m prepared to do it again to get you this next big role – a proper role, not this small-budget project.’ He waved his hand around dismissively. ‘You know I only agreed to this because Stan Gillian’s cameo is going to boost its credibility. But if you want to make that leap to solid A-lister, you have to meet me halfway. I’m not going to waste my time on a lost cause.’


Rowan wiped a hand down his face. ‘Is it a lost cause? Have I been struck off the possibles list?’


‘…Not yet. They’re still working on the script, and I’ve convinced him not to make any final decisions until autumn when it’s ready. We might be able to salvage it if you make a concerted effort to change your image with the press. At the moment, you’re all working-class hunk with a chip on your shoulder and a revolving bedroom door.’ He held up his hand as Rowan went to object again. ‘It doesn’t matter whether that’s true or not. It’s what people think. We need to show them a different side of you.’


Rowan took a deep breath. He knew exactly where this conversation was heading. ‘Is this your fake relationship idea again?’ he said, his voice low, so no one lingering in the hall might overhear.


‘It’s ideal. Cassandra is the quintessential all-American sweetheart.’ Gerrard smiled as he referred to his other client, an internationally famous supermodel who obviously gave him far less trouble than Rowan. ‘Have them believing you’ve settled down into something long term with her and you’ll make enormous strides repairing your image and become half of a Hollywood power couple in one fell swoop. Give the press something positive to print about you for a change. The reformed rogue. A fairy-tale love story of opposites attract.’


Rowan bit down hard on the inside of his cheek to stop himself reacting to the steaming pile of BS Gerrard was proposing. He didn’t want to throw his career away because he couldn’t control his mouth or his temper or whatever it was that got the better of him all the time. Especially when he was going through a spell of insomnia and his irritation level was in the red zone.


‘How do we make them think it’s something long term when I’m going to be away all summer? I won’t have the time.’


‘That’s the reason I had to come here to talk to you. I’m flying out to Rome this evening and I want you to join me. Cassandra’s doing a fashion show there. You can make a public appearance together at the charity gala tomorrow night and then spend the rest of the week with us at a villa on the coast before you move on to Sicily. A few snaps of you at a candlelit dinner or cosying up on the beach and the news will write itself.’


Rowan failed to stifle his groan this time.


‘What?’ Gerrard bit out.


‘I just…physically hate the idea of pretending like that.’


‘Jesus Christ, Rowan, you’re an actor and like it or not, this is part of the job. I’m not asking you to shag her on a balcony – just hold her hand or smile at her over a glass of wine. And then all you need to do is make this little movie, keep your dick in your pants and your lips zipped for the summer. It shouldn’t really be so hard when there is so much at stake here.’


Rowan squeezed the back of his neck and glanced at his phone as it buzzed with another message. He needed this conversation to be over so he could find out how Siobhan was. Also, because it was making him want to set fire to something.


But there was a lot at stake. He had to prioritise his career. It was what had finally given his family security; gradually he’d paid off the debts, bought them all homes in quiet, safe neighbourhoods. If he landed this other big job – another high-profile commercial franchise like Helios but with him as the lead, coming in with a name already – they’d never have to worry about bills or decent clothes or whether they could afford his nephew Jordan’s school trips ever again. And he would be able to give his new niece or nephew whatever they would need too.


‘Fine. Fine. I’ll do it. But I’ll fly out tomorrow in time for the event. I have somewhere I need to be now.’


‘Okay, if you must.’ Gerrard sighed again and waved his hand towards the door as though giving Rowan permission. ‘Remember, pack for the week – I’ve organised a media-handling refresher for you too that’s happening on the Monday.’


‘Great.’ He was almost relieved enough that he didn’t sound sarcastic as he grabbed his phone and legged it before Gerrard could bring up more of his crimes against celebrity.


There was a small huddle of wardrobe crew just down the hallway, clearly waiting for his impromptu meeting to finish, and he threw them an apologetic smile and kept walking. He needed some privacy and the whole building seemed to be on the move, leaving for the weekend. He headed in the opposite direction. Rain was falling in sheets outside, so stepping into the car park wasn’t an option. There must be somewhere private where he could phone his brother-in-law, Terry, or his mum to find out what was happening and which hospital to head to.


The pre-production building was a maze of narrow corridors and doors with Post-it notes announcing their temporary use. He headed down the rear stairwell to the ground floor and spotted the open door to a small storage room. There was no light on, so he assumed it was empty. He started scrolling through his phone to bring up Terry’s number and his foot caught the small wedge of a doorstop that had been holding the door open as he darted inside.


‘No—’


He jumped at the female voice calling out from somewhere in the room.


‘Don’t let the door—’ there was a colossal bang and everything when black ‘—shut.’




Chapter Two


Lila


As soon as Lila had felt slightly calmer, she’d stood up and resumed her search for the right crate for the powder compacts. Outside she heard hurried footsteps, clanging on the metal spiral staircase, but she carried on working. The footsteps were far too swift to be Sibyl, she was sure.


But as she tiptoed up on the top of the small steps to look at the top shelf, she saw the gap in the doorway fill with a tall figure. A tall, male figure. The glow from the phone in his hand just enough to illuminate the bottom of his face. Just enough for her to find him familiar, that jawline…but even if he was familiar, he wasn’t a makeup artist. And if he wasn’t a makeup artist, what would he be doing coming in here?


Lila barely had time to think on it any further, when he appeared to stumble, and the door began to swing shut behind him.


Self-preservation outweighed her habitual shyness and she called out: ‘No! Don’t let the door—’ His head swung in her direction at the sound of her voice and then snapped back to the swinging door, but not fast enough for him to react.


Bang.


The door closed, extinguishing all the light. ‘Shut.’ She finished the sentence quietly.


There was silence. Lila’s heart beat loudly in her ears and she blinked in the darkness.


‘Err…sorry, I didn’t realise anyone was in here.’ His deep voice reached out and ran its fingers over her scalp and the question of his identity was answered.


Rowan Walker. The lead of this film they would be shooting in Sicily and one of the stars of the blockbuster Helios movies. His hypnotic voice was one of his trademarks. Low and smooth but coupled with a rough-around-the-edges London accent. Lila found herself simultaneously aroused and terrified. Attractive people always made her even more self-conscious than normal. Famous attractive people were like her kryptonite – another reason she must be insane to be trying her hand at this career path – but that wasn’t the only reason she was suddenly anxious. Rowan Walker was a well-known ladies’ man and now she was trapped in a pitch-black room with him.


Show business was a cesspit of sexual harassment these days, wasn’t it? It always had been apparently but now everyone knew for definite the problems rife within the system. It wasn’t that she imagined Rowan Walker would be attracted to a wallflower like her, but sexual assault wasn’t about attraction, was it? What else was he doing down here in the makeup department’s storeroom? Running an errand for Sibyl? Ha. No way.


Should she scream? He hadn’t done anything yet, but did she want to waste precious moments when she could be hailing someone to come rescue her? Where was the hairspray? She could use it like pepper-spray she supposed and then tie him up with…with some hair extensions.


‘Are you okay?’ His voice didn’t sound any closer. ‘Look, sorry I barged in and gave you a shock. I’m just going to go.’ She heard him scrabble around near the door. ‘Is there…is there no door handle on the inside?’


‘No,’ Lila murmured. Was this part of the act? She groped her hand along the shelf, searching for possible weapons. She had a better chance of defending herself while her night vision was more adjusted to the light in there than his was.


‘No?’


‘No. There isn’t.’ Lila tried to force some strength into her voice, but it came out wobbly. Frightened little rabbit was hardly the impression she wanted to give off. And so much for yelling for help. God, she didn’t even have her phone on her to call someone. ‘That’s why the door was propped open.’


‘Right. I see. Of course.’ The light from his phone glowed again as he unlocked the screen, and he swore under his breath. ‘Fantastic. No bloody signal in here anyway. What a waste of time.’ A huff of air carried across to her. ‘Is someone coming down here anytime soon?’


‘I don’t know. I don’t think so,’ Lila answered the abrupt question automatically and then could’ve cursed herself. If he had come in here for a less than innocent reason, now he knew he potentially had all the time in the world, and she had no means of getting out. ‘I mean. Probably. Sibyl should be down soon to lock up – or check on me to see why I haven’t gone back up.’


‘Oh. Good. We just have to wait then?’ There was a soft thump that sounded like him leaning against the door and then the silence stretched out. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked after a while, his voice softer. ‘You’re very quiet considering the circumstances. What’s your name?’


‘…Lila.’


‘Well, I’m sorry I got you stuck in here, Lila. I hope you’re not gonna miss your bus home or anything. No big plans for the evening that I’ve ruined?’


Lila gave a little laugh that skated the edge of hysterical. ‘No. No big plans.’ Maybe she should have just gone to the pub. This was putting things into perspective, wasn’t it? Would having a drink with a group of people she didn’t really know truly have been worse than the prospect of being assaulted?


‘I’m Rowan by the way. From the cast. Been here doing wardrobe fittings today.’


What was she supposed to say to that? Hi, or nice to meet you, or of course I know who you are, your face was on the bus I took this morning? In the end she ended up blurting out ‘Okay.’ She cringed but at least the benefit of being in the dark meant she didn’t have to look at the bemused expression on his face.


‘Are you okay, though? Cause you sound really freaked out. Are you frightened of the dark or something…oh, oh shit. Honestly, I was just looking for somewhere to make a phone call. You’ve got nothing to worry about from me. I’ll stay right over here. I swear I’ve got no ulterior motive for trapping you in this room. I was just being a distracted moron.’


‘You came into a dark storeroom to make a phone call?’ She forced herself to voice some scepticism.


‘I was in a hurry and needed some privacy and I wasn’t thinking. And now I’m stuck and there’s no bloody signal anyway.’ He paused. ‘Do you really think someone is coming down soon, or were you just saying that because you wanted me to think there was no time to attack you?’


Lila flinched and didn’t know how to answer that. It didn’t matter anyway because he carried on talking. Filling the silence, the way people did a lot when her tongue froze.


‘Sorry, sorry.’ He swore again. ‘I am crap with words and I’m really antsy. That was no way to reassure you, was it? God, I’ve got to get more sleep.’ The last bit he muttered mostly to himself, with a sigh, before raising his voice again. ‘I’ll tell you the truth, Lila. My sister’s gone into labour, and I needed to call and find out whether everything is going okay, so being stuck in here – and it being all my own bloody fault – is driving me nuts. Just tell me, should I hammer on the door and start yelling?’


Lila didn’t weigh it up for long. He sounded genuine. And yes, she knew he was an actor, but still, he wouldn’t be offering to draw attention to their predicament if he was planning to take advantage of it surely? Her heart was still beating hard, but she swallowed over her dry mouth and admitted: ‘We should probably call for help.’


‘Right. Right. Okay.’ There was a strung-out moment where he did nothing, and Lila tensed in every muscle because that would be the moment when she’d know if he’d just been bluffing her. But no. There was a slight rustle and then loud thumping as he hit at the door, presumably with his fist. ‘Hey! Anyone? Can someone help us?! We’re trapped down here! Hello!’


As he banged on the door, Lila descended the steps with wobbly legs. He stopped after a few minutes, his throat hoarse. Oh no, if he lost his voice before the shoot started, that wouldn’t be good. Would Sibyl blame her for that?


‘Okay, if no one heard that, then there’s probably no one to hear it, and we are really up shit street.’ He coughed a bit and cleared his throat. ‘You don’t happen to have any other ideas, do you?’


Rowan


Rowan knew he was starting to sound desperate. His muscles were locking up as though stockpiling the energy required to try and break the door down.


How could he have been such an idiot? What if something had gone wrong with his sister during labour? What if his family needed him and thought he was just ignoring their calls, the same way they probably thought he’d ignored their texts earlier in the day?


But he couldn’t lose it. That wouldn’t actually help anything…well, if he managed to break down the door, that would help, but how likely was it? It was one of those heavy old fire doors. He was pretty fit after years of playing a superhero, but he wasn’t deluded enough to think he’d be able to kick down a door without something else to use as a battering ram. That’s how the police did it. He’d seen it happen enough on his estate growing up.


And he didn’t want to terrify Lila any more than she already was. She was hiding somewhere over in the corner, her American voice all faint and trembly. He didn’t blame her for being nervous. Of course it seemed dodgy. Some bloke bowls into the stockroom and traps you both inside, in the dark. He hated the thought he was freaking her out. The last thing he ever wanted was to make a woman feel threatened.


So, he forced himself to take a few deep breaths and planted his hands, palms flat, against the thick, cool paint on the door.


‘Maybe.’


‘Sorry?’ He hadn’t expected her to answer his question, she’d been quiet so long.


Tentative footsteps approached. ‘Maybe,’ she repeated, coming a little closer. He straightened up and tried to make her out in the gloom. His eyes were just about adjusting to the darkness, but still all he could see was a petite grey shape and the pale gleam of white skin. ‘You asked if I had any ideas, and I might. Maybe—’ she took a deep breath as though summoning the courage to put forward her idea ‘—maybe we could take off the broken bit of the lock from in here, and fiddle with it to get it unlatched from this side?’


A flicker of hope ignited in the black cloud surrounding him. ‘Great idea…but with what? All I have on me is my phone and—’ he patted his pockets in his jeans ‘—some chewing gum. I’m no MacGyver, but I doubt that’s enough to fashion a screwdriver from.’


She laughed quietly and it eased some of his tension. Now he knew she wasn’t as scared, at least that was something. ‘We might be able to find a metal nail file or some strong hair pins in here,’ she said.


‘Yes!’ Thank God one of their brains was working. ‘Let’s get on it. You need to use the light on my phone so you can search?’


‘That would help, thanks.’


He swiped at the screen and selected the little torch setting. He hoped it didn’t drain the battery. He needed enough left to make a phone call to Terry and to use the Oyster app to pay for the tube or bus to get to the hospital and then home. To pack. Because he was supposed to be going to Italy in less than twenty-four hours’ time.


Honestly, if it wasn’t for the fact he didn’t really dream when he could actually sleep, he might have thought he’d passed out in the car on the way to the TV studio and was having an epic anxiety nightmare.


So, one stress-inducing issue at a time. First, let Lila see if she could find a tool to implement her plan. It was a good plan. And even if it didn’t work, at least it was doing something, rather than climbing the walls. Or trying to kick down a door.


He stretched out his arm for her to take the phone from him and her fingers brushed his as she took the bottom of it. She jolted a bit as though he’d given her an electric shock. He let go as soon as he was sure she had hold of it – his own skin tingling. Lord, she was jumpy. But smart. And she smelt amazing. Fresh like linen and sweet like cherries.


Rowan tucked his hands in his pockets and stepped back a bit. What a bizarre thing to think, given the circumstances. He supposed the darkness was heightening his other senses.


She went over to the first rack, to his left, and crouched down, the light from his phone scanning along the bottom almost like a metal detector, fast and methodical. She moved to the next level up and he carried on watching – feeling utterly useless.


‘D’you reckon I should bang on the door again?’ He rubbed at his forehead.


‘Couldn’t hurt, I guess.’


So, he banged again until his fist felt bruised, and his throat ached. When he stopped, he was panting. ‘Surely someone heard that.’


‘If there’s anyone up there to hear.’


‘You reckon everyone’s gone?’


‘It’s the weekend, isn’t it?’


‘Yeah, there was a mass exodus going on when I was heading in this direction.’ He looked around himself fruitlessly again, still seeing nothing but a box full of dark shadows. ‘There’s got to be a security guard or someone working late though.’


‘I hope so.’ The light from his phone wavered as she stretched it up towards the top shelves.


‘Can you see up there?’


‘Not really no,’ she admitted. ‘There are some steps around the corner though. I can grab them.’


‘Why don’t I do the top shelves?’ He needed to do something.


‘Sure. It’ll be quicker if we don’t need to keep moving the steps.’ Her voice was stronger now and she seemed to be relaxing as every minute passed and he wasn’t attacking her. So that was something. They began looking over the boxes and trays and crates that were packed floor to ceiling. So many powders and potions.


‘Christ, this is a lot of makeup.’


‘It surprised me too.’ She lifted the phone for him to check on the shelf above her head and the light shone over the glossy black of her hair. He glimpsed a small, narrow nose and long, curling lashes before he forced himself to concentrate on the shelf.


‘Is this your first film shoot, then?’


‘Yeah. First makeup gig full stop.’


That might explain the nerves. ‘You’re fresh out of uni?’


‘University? No. Just…slow at choosing a career I guess.’


‘What made you want to get into makeup then?’


‘Oh…’ He heard her take a sharp little breath, like he’d shocked her. ‘I like how versatile it is, I guess. And clever. How you can pick out different features and it totally changes someone’s appearance. But you know all that, obviously.’ She cleared her throat.


‘It does help so much to get into character. Having the physical makeup on I mean, rather than just CGI that’s added later. I had these big sucker wounds all down one side of my body for one film. It took hours but watching the SFX artists build it up was amazing.’


‘I’d love to do that kind of thing one day. I probably should have started sooner though – I’ve got so much to learn. I wish I’d known I wanted to do this when I was in school.’


‘You’ll get there. It’s ridiculous the way kids are expected to have their futures all mapped out at fourteen just so they can choose which exams to take.’ He shook his head, realising he’d gone off on a tangent. ‘Sorry – my nephew had to choose his options at the beginning of the year and was freaking out because he still isn’t sure what he wants to do.’


‘So, you didn’t know you wanted to be an actor when you were fourteen?’


‘I knew I liked mucking about in drama class. I just never thought I could be an actor for real.’ In truth, he’d never imagined much of a future for himself at all. His dad had been dead for six months by the time he took his options, but the anger – the habit of living day by day – hadn’t left him yet. What did broken boys from the estate end up being? Trouble, mainly. His aspirations had been limited to getting through the day, getting through school, and having a laugh with his mates. ‘I thought I’d probably end up full time at the garage where I had a weekend job.’


‘What changed?’ she asked and then immediately rushed on. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to be nosy. You probably feel like you’re being interviewed.’


He frowned. ‘You’re fine. Don’t worry. We’re just chatting. I was spotted by a casting director when I was on an A-level school trip at the theatre. She was trying to fill a part and I had the right look. I took her card, went to an audition, one thing led to another and here I am now.’


‘Trapped in a glorified cupboard.’


He laughed at her quip, and his blood pressure went down a few more millimetres. ‘So, what led you to this cupboard?’


‘Literally? I was avoiding going out for drinks with everyone.’


‘Why?’


‘Because I didn’t want to explain my life story to them.’


‘Wow, is that a polite way of telling me to shut the fuck up?’


‘No. No.’ She sounded so horrified, he had to laugh again. ‘I just feel so stupid. It’s silly not to want to go for drinks with people.’


‘Why? Sometimes you’re just not in the mood, right?’


‘I suppose,’ she agreed, but she didn’t sound so sure and went quiet again.


‘Are you coming to Sicily?’ he found himself asking. He told himself it was because the chatting took his mind off the frustration of the situation. Not because the idea of him having the chance to get to know her outside of an escape-room situation-comedy scenario, was starting to appeal to him.


‘Possibly. As long as we don’t expire in here over the weekend.’


He huffed a laugh. ‘Here’s hoping that’s not the case.’


Lila


Lila hoped it wasn’t the case as well, although she had swiftly done a U-turn in her opinion and realised that being with Rowan was a lot more pleasant than getting the third degree at the pub. If you ignored the whole trapped and desperate-to-escape vibe.


He was pretty easy to talk to. Her social anxiety didn’t mean it was impossible for her to enjoy conversing – it was just the odds of relaxing into it were really against her. A large part of it depended on the person she was trying to communicate with. If they were cold and gave off a judgemental attitude – like Sibyl – she found herself shrivelling up inside, but Rowan…That voice was like some kind of sedative drug and his ability to sound so normal and down-to-earth, when she knew he must be anything but… She’d never really known what charisma meant, but she felt like maybe that was the spell he was putting her under.


It was tempting to lift the light towards his face whenever he spoke but she carried on searching. ‘Oh, this might be something we can use. Could you hold this, please?’ He took his cell back and followed her movements as she pulled a plastic box out. It was a stash of supplies used to create fake wounds. There was a small knife inside for slicing the rubber into the right shape. It had to be extremely sharp to make sure the edges stayed neat. She unclipped the box and took it out. ‘D’you reckon this could work?’


He put his cell phone just by their shoulders and leaned in to scrutinise it. And just like that, Lila’s internal organs froze. His face was suddenly less than a foot away from hers, the light cast across his features and revealing…well, the image she knew from films and TV and magazines and posters. But in the flesh. Cheekbones sharp enough that they probably should have considered using those as a tool first and foremost. A mouth with such a sensual curve to the bottom lip, it was almost indecent, and eyes—


That flicked up to hers and held her in their golden depths, all honey and whisky tones. So warm in real life, she was infused with the strangest feeling; like drinking hot chocolate after walking home in the snow, thawing from the inside out.


Time suspended as he stared back at her, and she realised he was taking her in for the first time too. Her cheeks flushed with a much more usual kind of heat, and he stood up straight, breaking the moment.


‘Let’s do it,’ he said. Lila nearly dropped the knife. And then nearly dropped the box too. He cleared his throat. ‘I mean, yeah, it looks like it could work, let’s give it a try.’


He slid his phone into his pocket, instantly making the darkness draw in again, despite the faint glow from his backside. His fingers found her arm – she jumped at the warmth of his hand, and he immediately apologised – continuing his search for the box to slide it back on the shelf.


He backed away towards the door, getting his phone out once more and directing it at the lock. Lila took a deep, quiet breath and told herself to get it together. They needed to get out of here.


They regarded the inside of the lock critically. Four regular-sized screws. She slipped the plastic sheath from the knife and slotted the thin blade into the cross on the top of the first one.


‘Righty-tighty, lefty-loosey,’ she reminded herself before she attempted to turn it. Nothing happened, except that she was scared the blade was going to snap. Her hands were shaking a little because he was watching her and she didn’t know if it was that, or just a male thing, that made him offer to try. They swapped tools.


His fingers were long, hands tanned, and his wrists looked strong. Not that she’d ever really looked at someone’s wrists and assessed them in that way before. He tried a different screw, bracing his other hand around the lock.


‘C’mon,’ he muttered, right before the force he was putting on it made his hand slip. He hissed and there was the chink of the knife falling to the tiled floor.


‘Oh no. Are you okay?’


‘Yep,’ he replied, and she directed the light up to his face to see he was sucking at the side of his hand.


‘No, you’re not. You cut yourself. Let me see.’ She pulled his hand down and saw an inch-long gash, welling instantly with blood. ‘That is not good. That knife was practically surgical. You might need stitches.’


‘It’s fine. It’ll be fine.’


‘Oh, stop being such a guy about it.’ Her tension released in the scold, and she instantly felt mortified. ‘Sor—’


‘Don’t apologise,’ he interrupted. ‘You’re right. I’m being an idiot. There must be something we can use as a bandage in here.’


‘Definitely. Squeeze the sides together, I’ll find something. Lord, wouldn’t this all be easier if there was a working light in here.’ She tried to laugh.


‘Well, while we’re wishing for useful things, a phone signal and a working lock would be good too. What is this hellhole they’ve given the makeup department? D’you reckon it’s because Sibyl’s such an old dragon?’


Lila laughed in shock but didn’t say anything. She remembered seeing the cotton wool pads in the right-hand corner of the second shelf up from the floor. And there had to be some cleansing wipes somewhere. She juggled some supplies and hurried back. ‘I’m making such a mess of the shelves.’


‘Just think how mad they’re going to be when we have to start eating face cream for sustenance.’


‘I think the cucumber face masks would be tastier.’


He laughed and took his phone back from her again. She wiped the slice on his hand clean. It was still bleeding freely, so she taped a wedge of cotton wool pads around his hand as tightly as she could to try and stem it. ‘Thank you.’


‘Least I could do. My silly idea to use a knife as a screwdriver.’


‘It was a good idea. The screws are probably rusted into place.’ He fiddled with his phone and turned the torch app off, then checked the screen. ‘Still no signal.’ He sighed.


They were still standing close together and she suddenly became very aware of how tall he was. And that his whole frame was practically vibrating with tension.


‘I’m sorry. This must be driving you crazy.’


‘Honestly. Yeah.’ He lifted his arm and rubbed it across his forehead. ‘It’s a little like torture. No offence. It would be worse if you weren’t here.’


For some reason that made her blush again, which was totally ridiculous. He would have been glad of anyone for company in this situation. In fact, another six-foot-plus man would probably have been preferable, as they might have at least had a fighting chance of barging the door down. ‘Oh, I know. Same,’ she managed to say, and he laughed.


‘If I weren’t here, this wouldn’t have happened to you at all,’ he pointed out.


‘How is your hand? Does it feel like the bleeding has stopped yet?’


‘I…can’t really tell and there’s no point worrying about it anyway.’


Ha. No point worrying. If only Lila knew how to make her brain obey those three words. ‘Let’s keep looking, maybe we’ll find a better tool we can use.’


‘Hmm…like a hacksaw? Or a power drill?’ He sounded doubtful and grim in a way he hadn’t before – not that she was an expert on his personality based on half an hour locked in a room together. Maybe he was always this up and down.


He followed her as she moved behind the first row of racks around to the back of the room to start in a different corner. She worked even quicker this time. If Rowan Walker bled to death in the stockroom with her, forget losing her chance at the job, she could end up in prison in a foreign country. Plus, she didn’t like the idea of him dying. Obviously she didn’t like the idea of anyone dying in general, but that went quadruple for charismatic young men she was locked in a room with.


She clambered up the steps, pulling boxes forward and then – there it was:


A tiny window.


Rowan


‘Rowan.’


Hearing Lila say his name for the first time, her voice urgent and excited, made his stomach tighten. He was greedy to see her eyes again; that shining green, a flash in the darkness, like he’d stumbled across a cat at night, and they’d stared at each other in a moment of suspended fascination before she disappeared again.


Maybe he was still losing blood? He had that fuzzy at the edges of reality feeling, which he usually put down to the insomnia.


‘Come here, look,’ she called him again and he roused himself, squeezing the pad of cotton wool over his cut, the sting helping to bring his focus back as he walked around the shelving. ‘There’s a window.’


‘Really?’ He moved towards her voice, scanning the rear wall of the cupboard, and bumping his arm into her shoulder when he came across her.


‘Up there.’ She pointed and he followed the slender outline of her arm. He squinted up at the top shelf, a patch of light different to all the other shadows and continuous behind the row of bottles. As he stared, he made out the edge of a frame as well.


‘It doesn’t look very big.’


‘No. But we should check it out anyway.’ She darted around him and dragged the small steps over, ascending them and making herself busy moving the products that were in front of the window. ‘Oh, it’s bigger than I thought y’know. I bet I could fit through it. If we can get it open, that is. Is your hand okay enough for you to take some of these boxes and put them on the floor?’


‘Of course. Pass them down.’ It was a lie. His hand was throbbing. It was a good job that when they got out of there, his first stop was going to be the hospital because he was starting to wonder if she’d been right, and he needed stitches. No point crying about it now though. Lila was trying to rescue them.


They made a good team; quick and efficient. Soon, more light filtered into the storeroom. He shoved the last box on top of the tower they’d stacked and looked up at her, leaning across the top shelf. He could now see that her T-shirt was a dusky lilac colour, and she was wearing skinny light blue jeans. As she tiptoed up to reach further across, he held himself back from his impulse to put a steadying hand on her waist. ‘How’s it looking then?’


‘Well,’ she huffed with effort, ‘you may need to come up here and try to get it open. My arms aren’t quite long enough for me to get any real force behind it, and it looks like it’s been shut for decades.’


‘Sure. I’ll give it a try.’ She came back down the steps and though her face was still shadowy, the weak light revealed a little more of her: a wide mouth; lips pale and heart-shaped; and a small, delicately pointed chin. It was like gathering fragments of a jigsaw puzzle without knowing the picture on the box. His curiosity was piqued. She didn’t seem as interested in looking at him, but he supposed there was a good likelihood his face wasn’t such a mystery. Or he was making her uncomfortable again…


He climbed up to the top of the ladder, ducking his head and leaning across the shelf so he didn’t hit his head on the ceiling. The window had an old-fashioned hook fastening. Really insecure normally but very stiff and dusty. Without too much strain, he was able to lift it and push hard with his right hand. A rush of cool air hit him in the face and the pitter-patter of rain on concrete outside filtered in.


Because the building was on a hill, the level of the car park was higher on this side than at the front of the offices, so there wasn’t such a huge drop either. Finally, his luck was starting to change. As soon as he thought it, he felt stupid. Sure, he wasn’t having a great day – but in the grand scheme of things it could have been worse.


‘Ah, the taste of freedom,’ he joked. ‘It looks really tight though – you sure you’re going to get through there?’


‘If I can get my head through then the rest of me should fit right? That’s the theory, isn’t it?’


‘I have heard that. And I suppose if your head gets stuck at least someone outside will notice.’


‘Charming.’ She gave a little laugh. ‘Maybe you should stick your head through it then? Since it’s more recognisable than mine.’


Once again, her dry humour brought a smile to his face. ‘Come on, you must know any actor’s head would be far too big to fit through such a small space.’


‘You don’t seem so big-headed.’


There was no guile to her comment, just soft honesty and it sneaked under his guard and prodded at a tender spot he hadn’t even realised was there. It pleased him to know he hadn’t made such a bad impression on her after all. Weird. Maybe it was because he’d frightened her earlier. Usually, he didn’t give a toss what people thought of him – although no one wants to be thought of as a possible sexual predator. Gerrard would do his pieces if Rowan came out of this somehow managing to garner an even worse reputation for himself.
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