


[image: 001]




 
 
 

 
Two Women

 

 
EMMA ALLAN

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk






 



 
Published by Hachette Digital 2010


 
Copyright © Emma Allan 1996


 



 
The moral right of the author has been asserted.


 



 
All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.



 



 
All rights reserved.


 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 



 
A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


 



eISBN : 978 0 7481 2346 9


 



 
This ebook produced by JOUVE, FRANCE


 



 



 



 



 



 
Hachette Digital 
An imprint of 
Little, Brown Book Group 
100 Victoria Embankment 
London EC4Y 0DY


 



 
An Hachette UK Company





Chapter One


IT WAS A moment of madness, an impulse she had succumbed to without knowing why.

‘Call room service, get them to send up another bottle of champagne.’

The first bottle was empty.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course. The bill’s paid by the production. I’ll charge it to the wrap party.’

‘The wrap party is downstairs.’

‘This is a party too, isn’t it?’

Caroline Beck watched as he got to his feet, went to the phone and ordered another bottle of champagne. From outside the windows she could hear the faint tinkling of music and the distant voices of the end of the production party in the marquee the hotel had erected in their beautifully landscaped gardens. Occasionally one of the guests would decide to swim in the large outdoor swimming pool and there would be a whoop of excitement and a loud splash.

As it was her production, and her hard work as  producer that had got the production in on time and just under budget, she supposed it was correct to say it was her party. But she was not in the party mood. She had dutifully done the rounds, profusely thanked the director - her tongue clamped firmly between her teeth for fear she might tell him what she really thought of him - the rest of the cast and the crew. She had fully intended to have two drinks, a mouthful of lobster salad and get an early night.

The modern world of independent television was a constant treadmill. As one production finished another began. Tomorrow she had to start raising the finance for her next project from the mini-moguls who decided what the great British public would want to see, and that was the most difficult part of her job.

Her good intentions had faltered however. As she was about to let herself into her suite she saw Jason Leonard coming down the corridor towards her, his nylon tote bag in his hand.

Jason was a young actor Caroline had seen at the RSC playing Laertes in Hamlet. He reminded her of a young Sean Connery, with very black hair, a gaunt somewhat hungry look, deep-set eyes and a mouth as feminine and soft as any woman’s. She had suggested him for a much larger part in the production that had just finished but the director had demurred. In the end Jason played the killer, a part that had required him on location for no more than three days.

And that’s when it happened, when impulse struck and she found herself asking him in for a  farewell drink. He did not take much persuading. Later she would realise that he had been hanging around in the corridor waiting for her, hoping she would do exactly what she had done.

‘Two minutes, they say,’ Jason said putting the phone down.

‘That’s service for you,’ she said. ‘Have to use this place again.’

Jason went to the window and looked out. The hotel, once some eighteenth-century robber baron’s country seat, had gardens rumoured to have been landscaped by Capability Brown. Certainly the rolling lawns and mature shrubberies, still visible in the long June days, had been meticulously planted with trees placed to focus and guide the eye into an appreciation of perspective.

Caroline got to her feet and came over to stand beside him. The sun had just set and the sky was streaked with orange, amber and burnt sienna.

‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ she said.

He was either very shy or very clever, she decided. Another man, invited into her suite, might not have been so slow in taking advantage of the situation; he had made no attempt to touch her or even look at her with more than a casual glance. He must know he was an attractive man and be used to women making fools of themselves on his account. Perhaps he was afraid she might take offence, get upset and make sure he never darkened the door of another of her productions. With so many actors scrabbling for so few jobs that was entirely possible.

If she was going to follow her impulse to its  logical conclusion it looked like it was going to have to be up to her to make the running.

‘I need to change,’ she said. It was her version of slipping into something more comfortable.

‘Look, perhaps I should go,’ he said immediately. It was not the response she was looking for. Was it that he just didn’t find her attractive? That thought crushed her.

There was a gentle tapping at the door.

‘Open it, will you?’ She didn’t say please. She felt annoyed at the implied rejection. Turning her back on him she marched into the bedroom, deliberately leaving the door to the sitting room of the suite open. If he really didn’t want her he could leave.

The room service waiter set the silver wine cooler down on the sofa table, opened the bottle with only the faintest of pops and collected the first tray. He hesitated for a moment, looking at Jason and then through into the bedroom, then decided he was not going to ask anyone to sign the bill.

‘Good night,’ he said, closing the door behind him.

Caroline sat on the bed, debating what she should do. What did she want? Why was this always so difficult? The first bottle of champagne had made her feel light-headed after eating so little. She found Jason very attractive. He seemed to have a natural grace and ease. She loved the way his nose flared slightly if he became enthusiastic about some topic he was trying to explain to her. She wished he had fallen on her, pulled her down onto the sitting room floor and  shown her he wanted her body, past caring whether she’d be offended or not.

But he hadn’t. On the other hand, he was still here. If she wanted him it was up to her. That was the question. Did she? Was it worth the effort? It had never been in the past. Was her attraction to the man outweighing the realities, a triumph of optimism over experience?

‘Jason, come in here will you?’ she said, her voice deliberately cold and brittle, still angry that he was forcing her to make the running.

‘Do you want another glass of champagne?’

‘Bring the bottle.’

Caroline looked at herself in the mirror that lined the wardrobe doors. It had been a long day and it had taken its toll. She had had no time to change for the party and had worn the same beige cotton safari suit all day. It was badly creased. Her practical flat-heeled brown shoes were dirty and scuffed, and the running around she had done between the two locations they had filmed on had ruffled the neat bobbed style of her blonde hair. Her make-up had worn away and her tiredness made her look pasty. No wonder she hadn’t inspired his passion.

Jason carried the tray into the bedroom. The expression on his face was timorous, as though he was entering the lioness’s den and feared he was about to be mauled to death.

‘Put it down over there,’ Caroline said, seeing him wondering what to do. There were mahogany bedside tables on either side of the bed. She was pointing at one of them.

‘Look,’ he said, ‘I don’t think I should be here.’ 

‘Why not?’

‘I’ve always respected you, Ms Beck. I’ve always thought the work you did—’

‘Ms Beck? Please,’ she mocked.

‘All right, Caroline, it’s just—’

‘Don’t you find me attractive?’ So there it was. Apparently she had made up her mind. The words came out almost before she realised what she was saying.

‘You’re a very lovely woman.’ The sincerity with which he said it, and the way he looked at her, suddenly giving her the full benefit of those big brown eyes, made her shiver. Her annoyance at his reticence disappeared and she knew she had been right about his motives. She, after all, was a producer, and a very successful one, and therefore a prospective employer. He was a lowly, often out-of-work actor, who didn’t want to blot his copybook. She knew actors thought like that, she had been married to one. ‘I didn’t know what you wanted, that’s all,’ he continued.

‘I think you’re a good actor, Jason, but this has got nothing to do with work. What’s that American expression? Time out. Let’s call this time out. No consequences, no repercussions. No hard feelings whatever happens. You can stay or you can go. Agreed?’

‘Agreed,’ he said. ‘Caroline?’ Those eyes were looking at her on full beam again, with an actor’s intensity. ‘Of course I want to stay.’

‘I’m going to take a shower,’ she said. She got up and walked into the en suite bathroom and closed the door. The way he had looked at her had made her heart pound.

Quickly Caroline stripped off her clothes. She ran a lukewarm shower and stepped under it, allowing the water to cascade off her body. Oddly the position he’d put her in, of making her take the lead in the sexual negotiations that led to coitus, had excited her. It had made her behave more blatantly and less ambiguously than she ever had before. Any doubt about what she wanted had disappeared. She wanted him.

It shocked her when she realised she couldn’t remember the last time she’d had sex. It was before the production had begun shooting and that was four months ago. All her sexual energy had been subsumed into her work. It was not altogether surprising. Sex had never been a priority in her life, mostly because it had almost always been disappointing. If she had experienced shattering orgasms and raging pleasure from going to bed with men, she would no doubt have found it less easy to shunt aside. But she never had. Sex was at best a pleasant pastime and at worst a chore. Even when she had been married her enthusiasm for its pleasures, and her husband’s ability to induce anything more than fleeting enjoyment, had been severely limited. At the moment however it seemed her basic instincts were reasserting themselves, stirred up, no doubt, by Jason’s deep-set dark brown eyes.

Stepping out of the shower cubicle she looked at her naked body in the bathroom mirror. She had a good figure. It definitely could have been tighter and trimmer. Lack of exercise and too many hurriedly snatched and unconsidered meals had plumped up what had once been finely  delineated contours but she still had a narrow waist and long, shapely thighs. Her breasts, though heavier than they had been three or four years ago, had not sagged and her belly was still comparatively flat.

Unhooking the built-in hairdryer she allowed the hot air to play through her hair as she straightened it with a brush. Her hair was a flaxen blonde, expensively cut into a neat bob that was parted down the middle. She didn’t pay that much attention to her appearance but had always liked her hair to look nice: a top hairdresser was one of her few extravagances.

Carefully she wiped away what was left of her make-up with a cotton wool pad dipped in witch hazel. She never wore very much anyway. Her complexion was fair and smooth, seemingly untroubled by the daily grind of worries and decisions that assailed it.

Feeling wanton she wrapped one of the big bath towels around her body. The towel pressed her breasts together to form an impressive cleavage. She looked at herself in the mirror again and felt an unaccustomed thrill. She ran her fingers through her hair and watched it fall back into place as if by magic.

‘Sorry I’ve been so long,’ she said as she opened the bathroom door. She went to the bedside table, poured the champagne into the two glasses on the tray and picked them up. She took them over to him and handed him one. He had taken off his jacket and was sitting on the foot of the bed. ‘Cheers,’ she said, ‘Here’s to time out.’

He clinked his glass against the side of hers. ‘Cheers.’

The wine was very cold, having sat in the ice for so long.

Caroline sat on the edge of the bed a couple of feet away from him.

‘Look, I don’t what you to think I’m not very attracted to you,’ he said. He had been composing a speech. ‘I think you’re lovely. I just didn’t want you to think I’m the sort of man who takes advantage of a situation like this, I mean, who’s only interested in sex.’

Why were things so complicated, Caroline thought? Why couldn’t she just come out with it, ask him to fuck her, there and then? Why did everything to do with sex have to be surrounded by so much inhibition and intrigue? It was like trying to find the way through a maze of misty social convention and personal shibboleths. She wanted to have sex with him, not analyse his character.

‘I don’t want to talk any more,’ she said, hoping that was clear enough for him to understand. She took his glass and her own and reached over to put them on the bedside table.

‘This is very exciting,’ he said, extending his hand and touching her knee, looking into her eyes. ‘I just wanted to make my position clear. I didn’t have any intention—’

‘Shh ...’ she said. The knot that held the towel had come loose. As she leant forward to put her finger to his lips, the towel fell away from her breasts. They trembled at their freedom.

She saw his eyes looking down at her body.  Her pubic hair was short and lay flat against her skin, each hair pointing inwards to the apex of her thighs.

He hesitated for no more than a couple of seconds. Dropping to his knees in front of her he parted her legs with his hands and began to kiss the inner surfaces of her thighs. She lay back on the bed, feeling a wave of arousal as his tongue licked her flesh. She knew her whole sex would be exposed, that he would be able to see every detail. That excited her too.

‘Beautiful,’ he whispered.

His mouth played around the tops of her thighs, his tongue darting out to make little forays into her labia, then retreating again, teasing her with the lightness of the contact. His hands reached up, sliding over her body until they could gather up her breasts, his fingers clawing at the pliant mounds. He found her nipples, already puckered and stiff, and pinched them lightly, making her moan.

‘You want it, don’t you?’ he asked unnecessarily.

‘Yes ...’

His mouth centred on her labia then pressed tightly against it, pushing the soft, pulpy flesh apart, until she could feel his chin against her pubic bone. He pulled back, then used his tongue to lick from one end of her sex to the other, from her clitoris to the little hole of her anus, licking it like a child does an ice cream. After two or three passes he concentrated the tip of his tongue on her clitoris. Caroline felt a surge of pleasure. He was good at this but just as she relaxed in a welter  of sensation, he stopped and got to his feet.

‘I didn’t want you to stop,’ she complained.

He just smiled and began taking off his clothes. He stripped off his socks and shoes, undid his shirt then unzipped his trousers and pulled them down with his white briefs. His cock was erect. It was uncircumcised and the foreskin still partially covered the glans.

Caroline wriggled back onto the bed and turned to lie lengthwise. She opened her legs again and bent them at the knee. The buzzing excitement she had felt had been muted by his sudden withdrawal but she hoped it would soon be renewed.

He knelt between her legs, staring into her sex. She wanted him to kiss it again but instead he lurched forward suddenly and was on top of her, his erection butting into her labia.

She realised that there had been no physical preliminaries; he’d barely touched her and they hadn’t kissed. She raised her hands and held his cheeks, moving his face towards her and kissing him on the mouth. His lips were loose and unpursed. He made no attempt to use his tongue and didn’t appear that interested in responding to the kiss. She felt his hand reaching down between their bodies. It found his cock, jerked back the foreskin and prodded the phallus up towards her vagina.

‘Not yet,’ she said. ‘Kiss me first. Lick me some more. Lick my tits.’ ‘Tits’, the word sounded odd. It was a word she never used.

Again he ignored her. She felt the heat of his cock against the entrance of her vagina. His body  shuddered profoundly and he made an odd groaning noise that sounded more like pain than pleasure.

Instantly she felt him drive up into her. His mouth on her sex had made her wet and his penetration was effortless.

‘It’s good,’ he whispered into her ear. He began pummelling into her, his buttocks jerking up and down, the natural grace she had noticed earlier completely gone.

‘Slow down,’ she said, grabbing his buttocks and trying to stop them moving.

‘No,’ he hissed. He was too strong for her to hold. She felt his hard muscles flexing as they drove him forward. ‘It’s so good.’

One of his hands clawed up to her right breast which had been squeezed to the side by the pressure of his chest. He groped it and his fingers pinched at her nipple. At exactly that moment his body shuddered again, he groaned even more loudly than before, making the same animalistic sound and stopped his driving thrusts. Then his body started to shake. Bizarrely Caroline had the image of a dog shaking its fur as it emerged from water. She knew he had come.

‘Great, great ...’ he said. He appeared totally uninterested in her feelings. He pecked her on the cheek and rolled off her. ‘Great,’ he said again decisively.

Caroline wasn’t at all sure what to feel. Sexually she had been left high and dry. Her excitement had been given no chance to develop. He had treated her like a receptacle, after the briefest, most cursory attempts at foreplay. In a way the  foreplay had made it worse, suggesting he possessed an expertise he most certainly did not.

She blamed herself. For once in life she had behaved like the hunter, not the hunted, taking her sexual fortune into her own hands. She had acted on an impulse and it had let her down. Mustn’t try that again, she said to herself. Bad idea.

Jason got to his feet, his cock almost flaccid again. He went to the bedside table and picked up his champagne glass. There was almost a swagger about him, his deference gone. He drank his wine as though toasting some sort of victory, apparently completely unconcerned or totally unaware that he had left Caroline in a sort of sexual limbo.

‘I’ve never slept with a producer before,’ he said. He picked up the other glass and handed it to Caroline, who took it and drank it gratefully.

‘Who have you slept with, Jason?’ she said, getting to her feet. There was a towelling robe hanging from the back of the bedroom door and she hurriedly put it on, her feeling of nakedness increased by the way his eyes were roaming her body.

‘Actresses mostly,’ he said, ignoring the anger in her voice.

She really didn’t want to know. ‘Look, I’m awfully tired. It’s been a long day.’ She suddenly felt terribly weary. This was probably all her fault. She shouldn’t have behaved so blatantly, or thrown herself at him quite so suddenly. She had got it all wrong as usual.

‘You’re right, it has,’ he said cheerfully. ‘I’ve got to get back to town.’ He started looking around  for his clothes. ‘Can I have your number? I’d like to ring you.’

‘It’s on the call sheet.’ She sincerely wished it wasn’t but everyone on the production was given a list of all key personnel, their numbers and addresses. It was standard procedure.

‘Oh yes, I forgot.’

He found his white Y-fronts and pulled them on. ‘You’re doing the Mangrove books, aren’t you?’ He pulled on his trousers, then sat on the bed to pull on his socks and shoes.

‘If I can get the money,’ she replied, wishing he would be quicker.

‘There’s a great part for me. Andrew McCullough mentioned it to me. Did I tell you he was a friend of mine?’ Clearly he thought this information would impress her.

‘Is there?’ she said, the seeds of suspicion beginning to grow.

‘Hope I’ll get a look-in,’ he said, buttoning his shirt.

She clung to the lapels of the robe, pulling them up to her throat, her anger beginning to win out over her tiredness.

‘What part is that?’ she said coldly.

‘McCarthy,’ he replied.

The penny dropped. McCarthy was a very good part, much better than the sort of thing Jason had been playing. And it was right for him. Too right. It was then she knew he hadn’t just happened to be coming down the corridor as she’d let herself into her suite but he’d been waiting there for her, hoping she might invite him in. His reticence to go to bed with her had all been  a performance, a careful calculation of what he thought she wanted, all done for the sake of getting himself cast, or at the very least considered, for her new production.

She wondered how anyone with his sexual failings could imagine that such a seduction would work, but then realised he thought his sexual prowess was considerable. He was certainly behaving as though he had given her a good time so he probably imagined his plan had worked out perfectly.

‘Sorry,’ she said.

‘Why sorry?’ he asked, dressed now and pouring himself another glass of champagne without asking if he might.

Caroline had lost control. She supposed it was understandable. Her sex life had been so negligible, and what there had been of it so uninteresting, that she was ripe for the picking by an attractive hunk like Jason. But it was a momentary lapse, a rush of blood to the head. She knew just how to handle Jason and saw no reason to let him off the hook.

‘I’m sorry because I always make it a rule never to employ anyone I’ve slept with.’

His face fell. ‘But I thought ...’ His mouth had dropped open.

‘Just go, Jason.’

‘Look, I didn’t - I mean no one would ever know - couldn’t you just—’

‘I’d know,’ she said categorically.

She wasn’t making it up for Jason’s benefit. Among the many reasons her marriage had failed, the fact that she refused to employ her actor  husband in her productions had been a major cause of friction. They had had endless scenes about it, so many that she had come to suspect her position as a successful producer was the main reason he’d married her. Her refusal to co-operate in promoting his career in her own productions was something he could never forgive her. She had been unable to convince him that it would be equally bad for both of them. Bad for him since people would discount what he did because they knew he had only got the part through his wife, and bad for her as it would call into question her professional integrity, the one thing she valued above all else.

The surprise in Jason’s face had turned to resignation. He’d got it all wrong, his plans turned to dust. He’d known Caroline was susceptible to his charms and had thought this was the best way to get a part he badly coveted.

‘Good night, Jason.’

‘I’ll call you,’ he said, more in hope than expectation.

‘Please don’t,’ she said.

She walked through into the sitting room and opened the corridor door. He picked up his tote bag and marched out without another word, allowing her, with infinite relief, to slam the door behind him.

 



The offices of Electra Television were in a refurbished block on the corner of Hanover Square. Caroline, in her best working clothes - a black suit with a white blouse and sensible black suede shoes - had the taxi drop her off in Bond  Street. She had half an hour to kill before her meeting with Paul Beasley, the Managing Director of ETV, and decided to browse round.

She ignored the designer shops and walked around Fenwick’s with no real intention of buying anything. As she came out the new Armani Emporium across the road caught her eye and she decided to have a look, if only to ridicule the outrageous prices she knew she would find.

Clutching her leather Mulberry Company briefcase under one arm she walked through the swing doors of the corner shop. She saw her immediately, examining a rack of cream skirts.

‘Adrianne!’ Caroline cried.

The woman looked around.

‘Caroline!’

They rushed into each other’s arms and embraced.

‘My god, let me look at you,’ Caroline said, pulling away and standing Adrianne at arm’s length. ‘You look wonderful. How have you been? It’s so nice to see you. Where are you living now? I didn’t know you were back.’ The words came tumbling out.

‘And you, look at you,’ Adrianne said, looking her up and down. ‘You’re obviously doing well, I see your name on the credits all the time. There’s barely a programme that goes by you haven’t produced.’

‘You were always prone to exaggeration. It’s so nice to see you, Ad.’

‘And you.’

The affection between the two was genuine. Caroline Beck and Adrianne Rhodes had been  inseparable for two and a half years. They had shared a flat and a life at university and had helped each other through the drama and trauma of those earlier years, the minefields of insecurities, broken hearts, broken promises and exams. They had comforted and cosseted each other while at the same time indulging their apparently mutual sense of fun. Caroline’s overriding memory, despite all the privations of life on a state grant, was laughter. She knew also that without Adrianne’s encouragement and help in her final year, without the determination she seemed able to inspire in her, she would never have done as well. In fact Adrianne was much more interested in Caroline doing well than doing well herself. While Caroline got a first, Adrianne left without a degree.

That was not the only difference between them. While Caroline was carefully planning her career, always orientated towards television, Adrianne would only be thinking about her next affair. She had once expressed an interest in trying journalism but by the time they came to leave it was obvious she was not going to be picked up on any of the trainee schemes and seemed not to care anyway. Caroline on the other hand had won a coveted place with the BBC.

They were physically different too. Caroline was tall and blonde, Adrianne was petite, with raven-coloured long hair. Caroline’s complexion was fair, Adrianne’s olive-skinned and Mediterranean. Adrianne’s eyes were an amber brown, Caroline’s a steely blue. They had dressed differently too, Adrianne’s interest in clothes  always evident, even in the days when money was tight, while Caroline favoured the purely functional.

‘So when did you get back?’ Caroline asked.

The last Caroline had heard from her friend was in a letter saying she was going to live in Los Angeles with a cattle rancher from Texas - though the nearest she expected to get to the life of a cowboy was Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills. According to the letter the man was unutterably rich and wanted her to help him spend his money. It was the one occupation she felt she was uniquely qualified for.

‘Six months, maybe a bit longer.’

‘Why didn’t you call me?’

‘Oh I don’t know.’ A shadow passed across her face. ‘You were doing so well. Hob-nobbing with all those famous people - well, you know ...’

‘I don’t know. We’re friends, Adrianne. I’d have called you if I’d known you were back. Where are you living?’

‘Just around the corner.’

‘Mayfair?’

‘I’ve got a little mews house. Hays Mews. Do you know it? Why don’t you come around and we’ll have lunch?’

Caroline looked at her watch. ‘I’ve got a meeting in two minutes: I’ll probably be free by one.’

‘Great. It’ll give me time to rustle something up.’ Adrianne opened an embossed leather handbag with a big gold H over its catch. She took out a printed card from a silver card case that was decorated with a double G logo. ‘Here’s the  address.’ She touched Caroline’s hand. ‘It’s really great to see you, Caro. Really great.’

‘So much to catch up on. I might be a few minutes late if the meeting overruns.’

‘Wheeling and dealing?’

‘Something like that.’

‘Can I help you, ladies?’ A man in a bright yellow silk waistcoat had approached them. He had snake hips and tiny feet and minced his buttocks together as he walked. It was not in the proprietor’s interests to have university reunions on the shop floor.

‘I’ll try this,’ Adrianne said handing him a silk skirt with a wrap-over front.

‘This way, madam,’ he said, taking the skirt and walking towards the changing rooms.

‘See you later.’ Caroline said.

‘Can’t wait. I’ll open a bottle of champagne.’

 



The champagne was Krug and the ‘little mews house’ a beautiful conversion of what had once been two houses. It was arranged on three floors, with a large kitchen and separate dining room on the ground floor to one side of the front door, and a guest suite with a bedroom and bathroom on the other. A large spiral staircase with wooden steps rose to the first floor which was one vast sitting room, and then on to the top floor which was comprised entirely of an almost equally large bedroom, an en suite bathroom and a roof terrace. The bathroom was clad in sheets of marble striated in grey and black.

The south-facing roof terrace was directly off the bedroom through large patio doors. It was  planted with climbing hydrangea, jasmine and honeysuckle on the outer walls and was littered with terracotta pots overflowing with a huge selection of shrubs. There was plenty of room for a circular cast-iron dining table and four chairs, and two large luxury loungers. By dint of the high walls and the lack of any higher buildings nearby it was not overlooked and completely private.

Caroline sat at the table on the terrace once she had been given the guided tour. Remarkably, for the centre of London, it was quiet and almost peaceful.

‘So tell me all,’ Caroline said.

There was an electric dumbwaiter that carried food up from the kitchen which Adrianne had loaded with food downstairs and then sent up. She began unloading it as Caroline sipped the champagne.

‘Nothing much to tell. Chuck just didn’t work out. He said he wanted to move to L.A. and let his manager run the ranch. But he didn’t. He kept flying back there every couple of weeks. First he’d only be gone a day or so, then it was a week. Soon I didn’t see him at all. He asked me to move out West with him but, well, you can’t see me living in Arizona in the middle of a goddam desert hundreds of miles from the nearest Armani, can you?’

‘Not really.’

‘Exactly. So I came home.’

‘And bought this?’

‘Palimony. California law looks kindly on poor deserted pals. And I had a little help,’ she said, sitting at the table. She had changed into a loose  silk top and matching lounging pants with an elasticated waist, their legs so voluminous they looked like a very full skirt. Her long hair was gathered in a loose ponytail and flowed down her back.

‘It’s really beautiful.’

‘I can’t take the credit. I just bought it.’

‘You furnished it, didn’t you?’

‘Not that either. I hired a decorator.’

‘Well you hired the right decorator,’ Caroline said, determined to compliment her. They both laughed. It was as though they had never been apart, the feeling of ease and pleasure in each other’s company as strong as it had always been. There had never been any taboos or inhibitions between them, nothing they could not discuss, nor any remark that could cause offence.

They ate smoked salmon and salad with crunchy French bread.

‘So what about you?’ Adrianne asked, refilling Caroline’s glass with champagne. ‘Is it tough at the top?’

‘I’m not at the top.’

‘Oh come on, you must be one of the top TV producers in the country.’

‘I’ve been lucky.’

‘Caroline, you always got what you wanted by hard work. I know you.’

‘I got married and divorced within nine months.’ She would never have told anyone else that quite so bluntly.

‘You married? I don’t believe it. I thought you were devoted to your career.’

‘I am. It was a big mistake.’

‘Tell more more.’

‘He was an actor, not a very good actor. I thought he really loved me but in the end I think he was trying to use me as a stepping stone to better parts.’

‘Sounds bad.’

‘It was. I should have known better. I was ashamed of myself.’

‘But he had a big cock, right?’ Adrianne was displaying the openness they had always had together.

‘Not particularly, why?’

‘There must have been some reason you married him.’

‘Not sex. He wasn’t very good at it. Or we weren’t.’

‘Why then?’

‘I suppose I wanted to be in love. I wanted a bit of romance. I wanted to be swept off my feet like you were with Chuck.’

‘Chuck had a really big cock though.’

‘Did he?’

‘And he knew what to do with it.’

‘That was always my trouble, confusing sex and romance.’

‘I remember,’ Adrianne said. ‘I always told you they were not the same.’

‘Well now I’d just settle for sex.’

‘That’s not a problem, is it?’

Caroline hesitated.

‘Is it?’

‘I don’t know, Adrianne. If you want the truth I don’t think I’m very good at it.’

‘How not good?’

‘Well, when we were at university I just put it down to being young. You know, everyone being inexperienced. I thought it was the men, that they didn’t really know what to do.’

‘You never told me.’

‘I suppose I had some good times but that was because it was all so new and exciting. Then the initial impact just dissipated. Now it never seems to - it’s never what I’m expecting.’ Caroline wasn’t at all sure how they had got started down this track but she was glad they had. It was something that had been bothering her for a long time. The incident with Jason Leonard had highlighted it again and it was good to be able to talk about it.

‘Perhaps you’ve just chosen the wrong men,’ Adrianne suggested.

‘If you want to know the truth, I don’t think I’ve ever had an orgasm, not a proper one, not the sort of thing you read about in Cosmopolitan, not clitoral, or vaginal, or any other sort.’

‘You did at university.’

‘Did I? I’m not so sure now. It was exciting at the beginning when we started off but if I really think about it I was probably more turned on by my mind than my body. The idea of doing it was what got me all hot, not the doing.’
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