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  Prologue




  Carey stared up at the ceiling and willed Anton Klubcic out of her bed. Why couldn’t his PA call him? Or surely there was a minion to be fired, or a plane to be caught,

  or a multi-million dollar movie holding its breath for his go-ahead? She felt his weight shift above her and she closed her eyes and held her breath in hope, but Anton had other things on his mind.

  He caught a red ringlet of her hair around his finger and she felt him tug it insistently.




  ‘Open your eyes and kiss me.’




  Anton liked girls to do as they were told. She could feel his breath on her face as he waited for her and her eyes really didn’t want to open at all, she had to drag them apart, then force

  out a little smile for him, as if he truly was the only man for her. She let him pull her closer until her lips met his and he could catch her in another bristly kiss. It was 10.15 in the morning,

  why couldn’t a chambermaid burst through the door? His tongue twisted with hers and she bore it gracefully, even managed a little sigh.




  ‘What will I do when you’re gone?’ He touched her cheek with a stubby finger.




  She looked up at the sweat beading at the edges of his Botoxed forehead, at his thick white hair, parting still in place, at his large bulbous nose.




  ‘Draw me up a ten-million-dollar contract?’




  For a moment she thought she’d blown it. He looked back at her completely stunned, and then let out a hoot of laughter and she giggled in relief as he collapsed against her, pinning her

  down on the mattress and kissing her again.




  ‘I see I’ve met an honest girl at last.’




  ‘Anton, I swear I was joking!’ she protested, winding her hands around his neck, thinking I’ve blown it, fuck, fuck, fuck.




  ‘Of course you were.’ He looked at her appraisingly. ‘So do you have an audition today?’




  She’d told him over and over again and still he’d forgotten, and she realized this was the first time she’d properly got his attention since they’d met the evening

  before. He probably didn’t even remember her name.




  ‘It’s the casting at Hyatt Adonis. I’m Carey Sloan,’ she added for good measure.




  ‘I’m sure you’ll do very well.’ He looked at his watch and she saw him flinch at what he saw.




  ‘Are you okay?’ She stroked his face.




  ‘Time’s up, baby.’




  She pouted at him. ‘Oh please don’t go.’




  ‘I’m not.’ He laughed. ‘You are.’




  ‘I don’t think so,’ she stammered. ‘This is my room.’




  ‘So?’ He rolled away and turned off the bedside light, returning the room to a gloomy dusk.




  So she had pissed him off. Adrenalin pumped through her. Don’t cross him, don’t challenge him. All the warning bells were ringing but still she couldn’t stop herself.

  ‘This is my room, Anton.’




  ‘But you keep me awake and now I need to sleep. In four hours I catch a plane to Japan. You can come back when I have gone.’




  He found a blackout mask on her bedside table and put it on, then turned his back on her, pulling the covers high around him, shuffling himself comfortable.




  She ripped back her sheets and jumped out of bed. It was 10.15 and at a quarter to one she’d be walking into her casting at the Hyatt Adonis Agency, 1965–1703 Sunset Boulevard, LA

  90716. What the hell was he playing at? In precisely two and a half hours she would be walking into the most important moment of her life and this fat fuck under her sheets was giving her no time

  to prepare. In fact, she wanted to cry. He was completely ruining everything by not getting out of her bed and giving her back her room.




  She’d been going to order room service and eat croissants in bed and then do some yoga to keep herself calm. She’d been going to groom and pamper herself for as long as she wanted,

  with no flatmate banging on the bathroom door. Did Anton know just how often she got the chance to spend time in a room like this? Did he realize how badly she wanted that part? Just how much he

  was ruining her life?




  From his stillness she wondered if he was already asleep, and she knew there was nothing she could do but what she’d been told. She walked naked through the room to her cupboards.

  She’d wanted to think about what to wear for the casting and here she was having to make the decision in the dark.




  She looked at her clothes. The part she was up for was of a young French farm girl caught up in the First World War, and she couldn’t see much in her cupboard to help convince the casting

  director she was the one. But then, as the girl spent most of her scenes naked in a hay barn with a doomed British soldier, she guessed it was probably the body under the clothes that mattered

  more. She wondered if that was why she’d ended up in Anton’s bed in the first place. Perhaps she’d already auditioned without even realizing it.




  In the gloomy light she chose a pair of tiny cut-off jean-shorts, a jewelled leather belt she’d bought in Las Vegas, a shocking pink vest top that went with her nail polish and clashed

  with her hair, and a pair of high wedge-heeled sandals. She took them into her bathroom, then moved quickly into the shower, washed, dressed and put on some mascara and lip-gloss.




  From the doorway she looked back at the fat little gremlin lying in her beautiful king-size bed, polluting her beautiful room. What a waste of time, she mouthed at him. And then she remembered

  how hard he’d come on to her the evening before, and how although sleeping with him had probably not kick-started her career, not sleeping with him would certainly have ended it.




  At the lifts she caught a glimpse of herself in the huge hotel mirror and immediately felt better. She had to admit those Vita-Tan pills had worked brilliantly – even in the unforgiving

  Los Angeles sunlight her usually pale skin had a beautiful Hollywood glow. She turned to check the backs of her legs.




  Eat your heart out Rory Defoe, she whispered at the mirror.




  Rory Defoe was playing the lead, the British soldier in the film. No, he wasn’t a soldier, she remembered, he was something else, something odd, a cameraman, that was it. She didn’t

  know cameras had even been invented then. Perhaps it wasn’t the First World War but the Second? She leaned forwards to check her mascara. Much more importantly, whoever got the part would

  have a love scene with Rory Defoe in a hay barn. Enter Carey Sloan.




  The lift had still not arrived. She hit the button for a second time and wondered whether to take the stairs, but the mirror was just too tempting to leave right away. She stepped back a pace

  and looked at herself appreciatively. She tossed back her ringlets, then tried a sad look for the mirror, gave her reflection a little wave as she imagined herself standing at the door to the hay

  barn, saying goodbye to her soldier. She had to get the part. The film was called To End All War, and although she’d been given the script she hadn’t read it all yet,

  couldn’t even say what the movie was about, beyond the scenes between the farm girl and the soldier-cameraman. But what she did know was that it was produced by Anton Klubcic, financed by

  Anton Klubcic, distributed by Anton Klubcic, bankrolled by Anton Klubcic. Don’t cross Anton Klubcic, that much she did know.




  She wondered if she’d upset him.




  Carey Sloan.




  She imagined him wagging his fat finger as he shouted out her name to his secretary, telling her to write down the name Carey Sloan in his book of girls never to work in this town again.

  And that would be it. Her career over just like that. And Anton had done just that before, finished small-time players who had done no more than cough in a key moment at one of his premieres. And

  then, other times he’d done the opposite, plucked his Eliza Doolittles out of the gutters and into his beds, making them stars. The actress Liberty Boyd, co-star of To End All War, was

  only the most recent. Carey had allowed herself to fantasize she might be next.




  She straightened to her full six foot, pouted a little at her reflection and tried to wipe the look of worry off her face. Why had she made that stupid joke? Men like him, paranoid, unstable men

  with egos the size of the Beverly Hills Hotel, shouldn’t be teased. She should have known better.




  She was still at the mirror, still deep in thought, when finally the lift doors opened behind her. And so quietly that she wasn’t even aware it was happening, a man stepped out behind her,

  so that where once there had just been her, now there were two. It was as if by the power of her thoughts alone she’d conjured him out of thin air. Rory Defoe, surely the sexiest man on the

  planet, standing right behind her, barefoot, with wet hair and a skimpy towel, looking as if he’d just stepped out of the shower.




  With the knowledge came a great rush of elation and she found she was unable to make a sound, could only stand there beside him, and look at him look at her, and then it was all too much and she

  only had time to think, briefly, I’m going to faint, before she sank down on the floor of the hotel corridor, literally collapsed at his feet.




  Rory thought it was very funny, she fell so tidily and carefully. When she didn’t move he dropped beside her and touched her forehead with his hand, and after a few seconds more her eyes

  fluttered open.




  ‘You need to lie down.’




  ‘I am lying down.’




  ‘Somewhere more comfortable than a cold marble floor. Where’s your room?’




  ‘I don’t want to go there. Help me to a chair.’




  She felt a wonderfully strong Rory Defoe hand clasp her arm and help her to her feet and then gently push her down again into an ornate gold-painted armchair positioned beside the lifts.




  ‘Do you want me to fetch you some water?’




  ‘No,’ she shook her head. ‘I’ll be fine in a moment.’ She laughed at herself, shaking her head. ‘I cannot believe I just did that. How embarrassing. Although

  I guess you’re always having girls falling at your feet.’




  ‘Never ones as pretty as you.’




  She went to stand up again, then paused and sat abruptly back down.




  ‘Are you in a hurry? Is there someone I should call for you?’




  She couldn’t believe he was there, crouched at her side, so close she could hardly stop herself from resting her cheek against his beautiful chest. ‘I don’t know anybody

  here.’ She leaned forwards and let her long red curls fall around her face. ‘But please don’t worry about me, you surely have better things to do.’




  Carey wasn’t to know that girls had tried this trick on Rory more times than he could remember, ugly ones, pretty ones, tall ones, short ones, all of them thinking they were the first to

  come up with such an ingenious ruse. Usually he left them to it, but something about Carey caught his interest.




  ‘Where’s your room?’




  ‘Just down there. First one on the left. But I told you we . . . I . . .’ she corrected herself hurriedly. ‘I don’t want to go there.’




  ‘Then you’d better come to my room. I don’t think you should be left on your own until you’re sure you’re feeling better. I’ve got a script to read.

  We’ll share a brandy and I can keep an eye on you. Half an hour, that’s all. Then I’ll let you go.’




  At that moment a hotel porter smartly dressed in a black and gold suit came scooting swiftly around the corner.




  ‘Mr Defoe, I don’t think . . . ’




  Rory waved him away. ‘She’s fine.’




  ‘Please, Mr Defoe, you’ll surely understand we can’t have our guests behave like this.’




  ‘She fainted,’ Rory said.




  ‘Oh, I am sorry. Please forgive me, sir. I heard you laughing and I saw her on the floor and you were there above her and I thought . . .’




  ‘What did you think?’ Rory asked.




  The man dropped his gaze and looked hurriedly away. ‘I’m real sorry, Mr Defoe, I thought nothing, nothing at all.’ Then he looked beseechingly back at Rory. ‘Please, sir,

  you know I did not mean any offence. It’s just, after last night . . . ’




  ‘Ah, yes, last night,’ said Rory. ‘Of course.’




  ‘What happened?’ asked Carey.




  ‘None of your business,’ said Rory, and she saw for the first time how pale he looked, and how his hand, still holding on to her arm, was shaking.




  ‘And we’ve had other guests, not like you, sir, no, not like you at all. Guests who do not know when to stop, who have no sense of what should only be done behind closed

  doors.’




  Rory nodded. ‘You thought that you were seeing it all over again.’




  The porter sighed. ‘Sir, yes. You could say so.’




  ‘Then I will take this young lady.’ Rory turned back to Carey. ‘What’s your name?’ She told him. ‘I shall take Carey to my room. I will look after her

  carefully and when she is fit to travel I shall send her on her way.’




  Carey rose eagerly to her feet.




  ‘What floor are we on?’ Rory demanded, re-tucking in his towel, bashing at the lift buttons, and for the first time Carey found herself wondering why that was all he was wearing.




  ‘Where were you going?’ she asked him.




  ‘You know what? I don’t remember.’




  ‘Don’t worry about us,’ she told the porter, feeling rather sorry for him. ‘We’re off now.’




  As the doors opened she saw the relief on his face that they were no longer his problem. Of course, with Rory dressed like he was, and with such a bad-boy image as he had, no wonder the poor guy

  had leapt to such conclusions.




  She turned back to Rory, her finger hovering at the floor numbers.




  ‘Do you want to go up or down?’




  He came towards her and took her in his arms. ‘I think both,’ he replied.




  Anton’s temper held for all of the ten feet from his hotel door to the lift but was lost completely when a hotel porter told him exactly what had happened to the tall

  red-headed girl that he’d seen at the lifts.




  ‘I thought I heard his fucking voice. Would know it anywhere. What room’s he in?’




  ‘I don’t think I can tell you that, sir.’




  ‘Look here, you little shit.’ Anton spun around looking for something to throw and saw a blue glass jug full of flowers.




  ‘Please don’t do that, sir.’ The porter moved like lightning and lifted the vase to safety.




  ‘Tell me his room number. Jesus Christ, if you don’t tell me, my secretary will. She booked all the fucking rooms in the first place. You realize why he’s here, do you? That

  sex-addicted, drug-addicted snake? He’s here because of me. Because of me and my film and if I find he’s done anything, if he’s laid even a finger on Carey Sloan, he will never

  work in this town again. Never, do you hear me?’




  The porter nodded nervously. Anton took a deep sigh. ‘Okay, it’s not your fault. I know that. Just doing your job, I understand. I respect that, In fact I like that. I’m sorry.

  I get angry. I’ll give you a job, you know what. I’m going to give you a fucking job, make you more money in a month than you make in this place in a year. Wait, don’t move. Wait

  right there . . . Sofia . . .’ he bellowed into his mobile phone. ‘What floor is Rory’s suite? And where is that?’ He nodded at the porter. ‘First floor, the entire

  fucking first floor, can you believe we’ve given him that? Who the fuck does he think he is?’ He turned back to his PA. ‘And Sofia, got a guy here, I want to give him a job.

  He’s right here. Listen to him and fix something up for him, will you?’ He handed the porter his mobile phone. ‘Hand it in to reception when you’ve finished and I’ll

  pick it up later. Right now I need to find Carey Sloan.’




  Anton wanted to kill Rory. He’d felt it the very first time he’d met him, two months before, when they’d met to talk about the film. Anton had looked into Rory’s indigo

  blue eyes and could almost see the beautiful girls reflected there. Rory had slept with more beautiful women than anyone else he knew, women who Anton knew would not look twice at him, even for the

  part of a lifetime. And he hated Rory for it, hated his dark good looks and his body that stayed so perfect despite the partying, and his height and his youth and his wealth and his talent. Hated

  the way he could drink and take drugs all night long and still break your heart on set the next morning. At times Rory’s talent made Anton feel as if everything he’d achieved was second

  rate, but now, finally, Anton was the one on top because his company, Studio X, was backing Rory’s next film, To End All War, and for the first time Rory was dependent on him, and

  although he had a loyal following, and people that counted talked of Oscars one day, he wasn’t there yet; he needed this film to work, Rory needed Anton on side.




  Outside Rory’s suite, Anton hammered on the door, then when nothing happened leaned close to listen. He heard nothing. It was an expensive door, designed not to let out its secrets. Anton

  waited just five seconds more and then knocked again, and this time Rory answered almost immediately.




  He took away Anton’s confidence like no one else he knew and he hadn’t even said a word. It was something in the way he looked at him, looked down at him, because for a start he was

  so tall, but it was also because there was something in his expression that said he found everything about Anton faintly funny.




  I want to kill him, Anton thought again, and pushed Rory backwards without saying a word, walked into the room to find Carey sitting demurely in a chair, wrapped in a hotel bathrobe.




  He strode over to her, fury meaning he didn’t think what he was saying.




  ‘Take it off,’ he demanded.




  ‘No!’ she cried.




  ‘Take off the bathrobe. I want to see what you’re wearing underneath. If you’re wearing anything underneath.’




  ‘How dare you?’ Rory walked up behind him and shoved Anton so violently that Anton found himself falling sideways into a sofa. ‘Don’t you dare humiliate her like

  that.’




  ‘It’s okay, Rory.’ Carey had seen the purple rage on Anton’s face. She stepped up and let the bathrobe drop to the ground. Beneath it she was wearing a large blue

  shirt.




  ‘I didn’t want to wake you,’ she told him gently. ‘I thought it was better that I slipped away quietly, in my best hotel nightshirt.’ She came closer and gave him a

  little smile. ‘I think I might steal it. Do you think they’d notice? I have my clothes here. I was going to find somewhere to dress, perhaps go down to the spa, and then I met Rory and

  he kindly said I could come here and use his suite.’




  She looked beseechingly into Anton’s eyes and said it very firmly, so that there was no mistaking the implication in her words. She hadn’t slept with Rory. She was telling him that.

  Of course she hadn’t. Now Anton felt a fool even to have thought of such a thing. She’d only just left him, she’d left their room, what, fifteen minutes earlier? Surely even Rory

  couldn’t move that fast. Anton straightened on the sofa. He still couldn’t look at Rory but he could nod quietly back at her, covering up his bluster and anger as if it had never been

  there.




  ‘The porter said you’d been ill. I was worried.’




  ‘And Rory was so kind.’ She smiled sweetly. ‘All I needed was a quiet few moments sitting here with a glass of water.’




  He nodded. ‘Go back to your room. Recover there.’




  Anton waited but there was no hint of a glance to Rory. ‘Of course, Anton. Great idea. But I’m fine, now, promise, completely better.’




  Anton waited until Carey was safely out of the room and out of earshot and then turned back to Rory.




  ‘First, I will kick the shit out of you if you ever touch me again. Second, I will crucify you if you go near her on set. If I give her this part she’s going to be under your nose

  and you’re not to touch her. And if I find out that you have she’s finished, you’re finished and the film is finished. Over. Got that? And third, if you don’t get your act

  together soon the film’s finished too.’ He cast a disgusted look around Rory’s suite, at the drawn curtains, the contents of the mini-bar scattered across the tables and floor,

  the overflowing ashtrays. ‘How did that window get broken? Did a woman jump out of it?’




  ‘I don’t like threats, Anton. I thought I explained that to you the first time we met.’




  ‘Then you’d better get used to them because you’ll find I do like them.’




  ‘Carey is her own boss.’




  ‘No. Carey is a cheap tart who’d sleep with a gorilla if it could help her career.’








  

     

  




  One




  When you go home, tell them of us and say,


  For your tomorrows, these gave their today.




  

    ‘You should let your moustache dry. If you go outside now it might blow away.’


  




  ‘So, glue it on tighter.’




  Ella prodded it tentatively. ‘Okay, keep still. I’m going to get my gun.’




  ‘Jesus, Ella, whatever I did I’m sorry.’




  ‘And stop talking, for God’s sake. Let it dry.’




  But instead, damn him, Matthew laughed and then spun on his swivel chair so that he could face her. ‘What gun?’ he asked, forgetting about the dirt that had taken her a good half

  hour to build so painstakingly across his face. He absentmindedly scratched at his cheek with a fingernail, taking off some more.




  She grabbed his wrists in her hands. ‘You are so unprofessional.’




  ‘What gun?’ he insisted without moving his mouth.




  ‘Glue gun, and if you don’t keep still I’ll shoot you with it.’ She swivelled him around to face the mirror once more and leaned over him, swiftly replacing layers of

  grime to his face with her stipple sponge, then moved back to consider.




  He lay back again and closed his eyes, surrendering happily to her touch.




  ‘Does it shoot real bullets?’




  ‘What do you think?’ She quickly changed sponges and pressed across his top lip, making perfect fat droplets of vaseline sweat. She blew on them gently, then stifled a yawn.




  Silence but for the steady sound of his breathing.




  ‘Oh God, do that again,’ he quietly begged. ‘That was heaven.’




  She ignored him, concentrating on what she was doing, still not happy with the dirt on his cheek. It was too obvious where he had rubbed at it. She stretched for her trolley with a foot and

  rolled it closer, then reached across him to look for the colour that she needed, a creamy oil-based powder, Burnt Dawn, third from the right, second row down. In the scene he was shooting today,

  Matthew’s character, William Denman, was caught in a gas attack and lost in no man’s land.




  Matthew leaned close in to the mirror and studied himself intently, and Ella took a step back to allow him.




  ‘I look heroic,’ he breathed, and he was complimenting himself not her.




  ‘Just don’t touch your face.’




  ‘Certainly not.’




  He said it so reverently she had to smile.




  ‘You think I’m vain, but wouldn’t you be?’ He still couldn’t take his eyes off his reflection. ‘James McAvoy eat your heart out.’




  ‘I think that was the Second World War. You’re in the First.’




  ‘But who looks cooler in their uniform?’ He held up his hand to silence her. ‘Don’t say anything. You know it’s true.’ His eyes found hers. ‘And

  I’d have made a brilliant Ambrose March.’




  She snorted with laughter. ‘Actors, actors, how come your egos grow so big?’




  Matthew didn’t like that. ‘If I didn’t think I was any good I wouldn’t survive.’




  ‘That’s probably true.’




  ‘Absolutely it’s true. You don’t know what it’s like. You sit in here, gossiping with your mates, pouring yourself a coffee, mixing your scar gel, while outside I’m

  putting my soul into a part and most of the time nobody even notices.’ He was watching himself in the mirror again, now transfixed by the emotion on his face. ‘Being an actor

  isn’t easy, Ella.’




  ‘I know it’s not, Matthew.’




  ‘I live with William Denman’s torment every day.’




  ‘It must be very hard.’




  ‘You said I was unprofessional.’




  ‘You were.’




  ‘Want to see how professional I am?’




  ‘No. Why? What do you mean?’




  Without a pause he went on. ‘I am Lance Bombardier William Denman of the Shropshire Division of the Royal Horse Artillery,’ he told the mirror. ‘Yesterday my beautiful Irish

  mare, Culloon, was shot beneath me.’




  Great fat tears immediately welled up in the corners of his eyes.




  ‘Don’t! Stop! Your face!’ Ella leapt for a box of tissues.




  ‘I’m showing you that I don’t need some menthol blower to make my tears.’




  ‘You’re such a jerk, Matthew.’ She dabbed carefully at the corners of his eyes.




  ‘I’m showing you I’m good at my job. I’m saying I carry William’s pain with me everywhere. Can you imagine how that feels?’




  ‘And I’m saying I’ve spent the last three hours working on your make-up so your pain is my pain too, and please hold on to your tears until you get on set, where I’m sure

  they’ll be appreciated.’




  He grinned. ‘So, don’t call me unprofessional. Okay.’




  ‘Loser.’ She caught his chin and turned his face towards her, relieved to see that the tears had drained away again with no lasting damage. ‘Freak.’




  He settled back in his chair. ‘Actor. Did you hear the extras cheer when we wrapped last night?’




  ‘Yes I did.’




  ‘That was such a great feeling.’




  ‘Good.’




  ‘And when I went into Florent yesterday I was stopped four times for autographs.’




  ‘You must be very proud.’




  ‘You’ll regret this conversation when I’m a star. When I refuse to have you make me up because of your previous lack of respect.’




  But he’d lost her, as usual his face proving far more interesting than his voice. Ella had given him special-effect hand-painted contact lenses, one bloodshot and both with tiny broken

  capillaries, and she was interested to see that the recent tears had given his eyes an unnatural glow. He was going to cry again once filming began, so he definitely could do with yellowing up

  – he needed a drop or two of Eye Juice, which just might sting a little (she hoped) as she popped it in. It was a mixture that she’d made for a horror film a couple of years earlier and

  he needed just the tiniest drop to give a hint of mustard to his corneas. She tipped back his head and held his chin to stop him flinching, then carefully squeezed the bottle and watched as his

  eyes instantly responded.




  ‘I think you’ll find you’ve been lucky to have me,’ she told him, holding his head still for a moment more.




  No, she could see he wouldn’t believe that. Make-up artists, two-a-penny, that’s what Matthew thought. She could tell that he was always slightly thrown by what he saw as her lack of

  deference and didn’t yet have the nerve to confront it. And she knew that if he ever did make it to super-stardom he’d become a self-regarding monster.




  He shifted under her hand. ‘Let me go. I’ll be late.’




  ‘You know Poppy will come and get you when they want you. One minute more. I need your eyes to settle down.’




  She let go of his chin, then unscrewed a tube of Blood Gel S7-63 and squeezed a pea-sized blob on to the top of her hand. Immediately he turned to see what she was doing.




  ‘Keep still.’




  ‘Honestly, Ella, you’re so predictable.’




  ‘And be quiet or I’ll glue your lips shut.’ She stirred in a streak of brown. ‘Or perhaps I might stick your nostrils together. See how convincing your acting is

  then.’




  ‘You’d be doing me a favour because it’s tough out there today. William’s caught in a gas attack.’




  ‘You think I don’t know that?’ She gave him a hard stare as she mixed her colours, irritated because clearly Matthew thought she didn’t know. At the end of a full

  week of filming and God knows how many hours in her chair and he still believed there was little more to her job than sticking on his moustache and pushing him out of the door every morning. For a

  moment she wondered about putting him right, stopping him leaving the trailer until she’d gone to the back and fetched the giant memory boards, showed him how she and the rest of her hair and

  make-up team knew the script better than almost everybody else, inside out and especially back to front. She could have pointed to the notes and photographs built up around each scene that told

  them exactly where every new spot of blood had been added or smear of dirt wiped away, how the continuity of the film depended on them getting it right. She could have explained about the months of

  preparation undertaken by the hair and make-up and the costume departments, tracking down the photographs that showed the cut of a First World War uniform, the style of hair; the hours and hours

  watching Ambrose March’s original footage of his friends and comrades; the painstaking, perhaps the Oscar-winning lengths her boss Rosalind had gone to to ensure she’d got everything

  exactly, precisely, wonderfully right.




  Instead she decided not to say a word. He’d been a bore and this was his last day under her care. Even if he had to return for re-shooting, with any luck she wouldn’t be looking

  after him. And in any case she knew he wasn’t interested. He never questioned whether his moustache was sufficiently 1916 or if the dried blood on his face was sufficiently brown. It never

  occurred to him to wonder how the stains and stiff dirt had been added to his uniform – by burying it underground for three weeks before filming. To him the costume department and the make-up

  artist were there to make him look the part; how they did it didn’t really bother him.




  She reached for a fine flat brush, touched it to the colour on her hand, then added a minute smudge to a blister just below his jawline. For a while there was silence as she worked, then

  suddenly he spoke again.




  ‘I’m standing beside a gun carriage and I’m staring out across a plain. Ahead of me the land looks as though it has been churned by a mad plough. As far as I can see there is

  nothing but mud, no trees, not even a blade of grass . . .’




  She was aware that the intonation of his voice had changed, so subtly she could hardly say how.




  ‘There are turrets of mud and craters full of water. At some point we’re going to have to move forward, and how I’ll get this gun carriage across such a quagmire I don’t

  know. But we’ve done it before, and I don’t have to move yet, and for now it’s very peaceful and still and the early morning mist is shot through with pink and gold. And you know

  what? I’m actually thinking it’s a beautiful day. I stroke the neck of the horse beside me and I tell us both that this beautiful morning mist is going to hide us and keep us safe.

  I’m standing there looking at that pink and gold, waiting, half asleep . . . And then I smell pineapples heavy in the air and suddenly all hell breaks loose.’




  Ella’s hand still hovered next to his cheek. Then she dropped into the chair beside him. He looked different too, his eyes had gone dark and wide and he stared at her with such desperate

  intensity she felt a strong sense of unease building up inside her. Of course it was Matthew, but it wasn’t Matthew, it was William Denman, and again she wanted to tell him to stop because

  she knew what he said next might be too heart-rending to hear. She knew the script but this wasn’t the script. The words he spoke were suddenly, completely real.




  ‘And all around me men are starting to clutch at their throats and shout and even as I’m standing there watching them I can’t stop myself taking these deep suicidal breaths. Of

  course once I knew it was a gas attack the horror and terror made me just like them. I vomited up my guts I was so afraid. But then, before I had a chance to think what to do, the guns started

  firing, shells exploding and our horses were shrieking, slipping in the mud, trying to bolt free with those great gun carriages holding them back. I don’t mind telling you I let go of my rein

  and ran, but I couldn’t see where was forwards and where was back. I remember how hard it was to breathe and how I could look around and hear and see nothing at all. I remember the mist thick

  as smoke and all around me a sound like the crackle and snap of twigs on a bonfire and then I saw a man running in front of me and I followed him, zig-zagging to dodge the snipers, until suddenly

  his tin hat was tossed into the air like a spun coin and he fell and I realized the crackling sound was machine-gun fire.




  ‘I was shot in the shoulder. I fell and I lay there and I could hardly cough I was so weak. I closed my eyes and waited to die and when I opened them again I found I was beside Ambrose. I

  saw that he had a gas mask on and was unconscious or dead.’




  ‘How do you know this?’ Ella whispered, even though she didn’t want him to answer. She wanted him to go on, to keep talking in William’s soft Shropshire burr, a low

  hypnotic voice that, for all the times she’d watched him, all the times she’d read the script, she’d heard nothing like before.




  ‘There was a shell hole just a few feet away from us and I knew that if I could get Ambrose into it he might survive. I got to my knees and then, I don’t know how, I managed to get

  back on my feet and I stood up for the last time and dragged him in by his ankles and lay back down beside him. But I still couldn’t die, could I? Not yet.’




  Ella silently shook her head. Now he was back on the script and she knew what happened next.




  ‘Because there was his camera, his Aeroscope, oh yes, we all knew its name. There it was, standing up on that blasted heath, half buried in mud. Once I’d seen it I found I

  couldn’t look away again, couldn’t even close my eyes. I’m choking and coughing and crying and dying and that Aeroscope is all I can see. Everyone knows how much I hate that

  camera. I’ve told anyone who’d listen and plenty who wouldn’t. I’m the last person to be held responsible for it now. And haven’t I disliked Ambrose every day that

  I’ve known him? And now I’ve saved his life but Jesus that’s still not enough. Dear God, I cry. Don’t say I have to fetch that camera. Let me lie here, let me die. And I

  know that if I leave it where it is nobody will ever find it. It will get buried, forgotten and I want to let it because I happen to think no man should be shown the war that Ambrose March has

  filmed. But I also know that that camera is as much a part of Ambrose as his heart.’




  Ella had thought she knew this part of the story inside out and back to front, better than anyone. She thought she’d read through the script so many times it couldn’t still surprise

  her. And she’d thought Matthew was a flashy know-all without much talent and very little sympathy for his part and clearly that wasn’t true either. But this wasn’t the script

  – in the script Matthew barely had a line to say – this was the truth, William Denman speaking out from the grave.




  ‘So I tell myself to crawl out once more but this time I find I cannot move. I’m sinking in a sea of mud, I kick my legs out from under me and the movement forces me back to reality.

  I cough, curl up in pain, I’m so exhausted, so very weak. And then my eyes open again and the camera is still there and I know I have to reach it. I try to push myself to my feet but this

  time I only make it to my knees. I move so slowly through the mud and the floating silence and that camera never gets any closer.




  ‘I touch it. I lift it up. And then, one-armed, I carry it all the way back to Ambrose and when I get there I drop it beside him, try to protect it with his greatcoat, and then I fall to

  the ground. And Ambrose doesn’t wake up and he doesn’t know that it was me who saved him or me who saved his camera.’




  Ella put her brush quietly down on the table beside Matthew.




  ‘You’re very good. It’s a shame nobody else will get to hear you say that.’




  Matthew said in quiet surprise. ‘Don’t say I made you cry?’




  ‘Something in my eye.’




  ‘Rest In Peace, William Denman.’




  ‘What you said just then . . . I’m sure that must be how it was.’




  He nodded. ‘Of course it was. It was like that and much worse, every day. But I like to remember that Ambrose did know he’d been saved and who saved him. It’s well

  documented that Ambrose recalled being shot and that he woke to find himself in that shell hole with William beside him.’




  ‘And we know what Ambrose March did next too. Got back to his feet and immediately started to film William’s dead body. What kind of a man could do that? He’d almost died,

  he’d woken to find a dead man beside him and even then the first thing he did was reach for his camera.’




  ‘But by filming him he was honouring William in the only way he could. Those stills have become some of the most famous images of the war. That sequence that Ambrose filmed just before he

  fell – the piece that William saved – it was so shocking he wasn’t allowed to show it until after the Armistice, and even then for years only in private cinemas. Now historians

  say that it is one of the best, most remarkable sequences they have.’




  ‘I’ve seen it.’ Ella nodded. ‘It’s exactly the same footage Hayden is dropping into the script. Matthew, I’m sorry.’




  ‘For what?’




  She smiled. ‘Only for having you down as a good-for-nothing actor who hardly realized which war he was in.’




  ‘Phew, proved myself in the nick of time. You know how I like a chance to show off.’ He shifted in his chair, looked back at himself again, and she could see he was pleased

  she’d said it.




  Sweet Matthew, she thought, just eighteen and with such unexpected talent. ‘I hope you had a chance to show off on set.’




  ‘I hardly have a word to say and what I do say they’ll probably cut. You know it’s a little part.’




  She shrugged. ‘It’s a little part that packs a big punch. This could make you.’




  ‘No, Rory is the one who will take the glory this time. But one day, one day it will be me.’




  In their first few weeks of filming she hadn’t seen enough of Rory Defoe’s acting to make a judgement. She’d heard people say he was very good on set and very bad off it,

  holding up the entire cast and crew while he finished a crossword or a cup of coffee and frequently turning up for early morning shooting still drunk from the night before. She’d been on set

  for a few of the scenes that he’d shot with Matthew – there’d been two covering the first time Ambrose March and William Denman had met at Euston station on their way to the Front

  – and then a couple of weeks of filming the large battle scenes in no man’s land, including the scene where William saved Ambrose’s life, but at the time she had been in charge of

  the hair and make-up of ten extras as well as Matthew’s and there’d been no opportunity to stand back and take Rory in.




  She picked up her powder brush and dusted Matthew lightly across his face, setting everything in place. He was almost ready to go.




  ‘You haven’t met Rory yet, have you?’ Matthew asked.




  ‘I’ve said hello.’




  ‘Did he answer?’




  ‘Very politely.’




  ‘Are you scared?’




  ‘Of what?’




  ‘Come on, Ella, of working with him. This has to be the most monumental break for you. When he asked for you to take over from Melinda you must have been thrilled – surprised,

  I’m sure, but so excited.’




  Instantly she was irritated by him again. Instead of answering straight away she started to pack away the powders, creams and brushes, returning each of them to their rightful place among the

  hundreds of others.




  The head of hair and make-up, Rosalind Lane, was looking after the female lead, Liberty Boyd, and in truth, if Rory hadn’t always worked with his own personal make-up artist, Ella would

  probably have been assigned to him from the start.




  She zipped up a sponge bag and closed another box of colours. ‘I’m interested to know why you think that.’




  Immediately Matthew was on guard. ‘Why? What’s the matter? What did I say?’




  ‘What is it that makes you think I could be out of my depth?’




  He stared her out. ‘Because he’s a star.’




  ‘And you don’t think I’ve made up stars before?’




  He shrugged. ‘You’re working on people like me and the extras, so no, I don’t think you’ve made up stars before.’




  ‘Then you’re wrong. Okay, there’s an order, of course: Rosalind at the top. But even Rosalind isn’t too grand to make up an extra when she has the time, and I’ve

  been looking after you because my main actor, Marat Benjern, isn’t due on set for another week. Once he arrives I won’t have time to work with anyone else.’ Then she remembered

  that had all changed now. ‘Actually, wrong, what am I saying? Of course now I’ll be working on Rory, Minnie will be looking after Marat.’




  Matthew was clearly surprised. ‘I didn’t realize you were ever down to look after Marat.’




  ‘That’s because you never asked me. And in case you’re wondering, no, that won’t be a monumental break for Minnie either.’




  ‘Don’t say it like that. And it’s not that I don’t think you’ll do a fantastic job on Rory, of course you will. I suppose . . .’ He screwed up his face in

  consternation, clearly desperate not to trip over again. ‘It’s just you’re so fresh and gorgeous.’




  She winced. ‘Oh shut up, Matthew. That makes me sound like a bunch of flowers.’




  ‘I mean it. You can’t have been working for more than a few years, so how come you’ve got so far?’




  ‘Because I’m good. Because a couple of years ago I was on a horror film with Rosalind called Skin Tight and we worked really well together, and then we made Lorna Doone

  last year and Rosalind won an Oscar. But you know I’m only taking over Rory because Melinda had a burst appendix. I’m sure she’ll be trying to get back on set as fast as she

  can.’ Actually Ella hoped Melinda would take her time. Once she began working with Rory, she couldn’t imagine having to stop again and the chances of there being a seamless and

  unnoticeable changeover seemed unlikely.




  ‘She didn’t get appendicitis, she got pregnant.’




  ‘That’s just a rumour.’




  ‘Still. You keep Rory at arm’s length.’




  ‘You know I can’t do that. Up close and personal. It’s in my job description.’




  Matthew shook his head. ‘Please, Ella. Everybody says he’s completely out of control. You don’t want him to take you down with him.’




  ‘He’s a great actor and honestly, I’ll be fine.’




  ‘Give him another week and he’ll hit meltdown. If he’s not shagging the wardrobe assistant he’ll be drunk on set. You know Hayden released him for three days’

  re-shooting Life As You Know It in Kiev? Apparently he got back at five this morning and isn’t going to bed at all. He’s so unprofessional! How’s he supposed to give us all

  his best shot this afternoon when he hasn’t even been to bed?’




  Desperate, all-consuming envy, that’s what she could hear in Matthew’s voice. He wanted the chance to rush from a film set in Kiev straight to one in northern France with no

  sleep in between. He wanted the possibility of shagging the wardrobe assistant.




  ‘I’ll sort him out.’




  Matthew caught her expression and smiled wanly. ‘Okay, I’ll shut up. Recognize the talent of a superior smart-arse and trust that we’ll all nurture him and keep him safe, get

  the best out of him for all our sakes.’




  ‘That’s about what I was thinking, yes.’




  ‘You’re such an angel. You know that, Ella? Clearly not an evil thought in your head. Come to Florent with us all tonight. Help me drown my sorrows. Tell me how you get on with

  Rory.’




  ‘As soon as this day’s finished I’m going back to my hotel room, and I’m going to sleep.’




  ‘You’re so wild.’




  ‘No. Just been up since four.’




  ‘So have I.’




  The door of the trailer opened suddenly and Poppy Jones, their Second Assistant Director, leaned through and smiled at them both.




  ‘Okay, Matthew? You ready to go? And Ella, Rory will be coming to you in a couple of hours. He’s not due on set until . . .’ Poppy consulted her call sheet, ‘. . . after

  lunch. Two thirty.’ She smiled at Ella again. ‘You’re free until eleven thirty. Catch a snooze?’




  She laughed. ‘Exactly what I’m going to do.’




  Meanwhile Matthew had got to his feet, and now Ella stood back to look at him one last time.




  An eighteen-year-old soldier of the Great War looked back at her: pale, hollow-eyed, his uniform of the Shropshire Division of the Royal Horse Artillery battered and worn, the khaki trouser legs

  too short, the black boots full of holes.




  ‘I’m scared, Ella.’




  Matthew said this to her every morning.




  ‘You’ll be great.’




  ‘But I’m scared, Ella,’ he repeated and sighed again. ‘Last day. This was meant to be my big break and I don’t think it’s happened.’




  Poppy looked back at her call sheet. ‘Anton Klubcic is on set today.’




  Matthew leapt to attention. ‘He is? How did I not know that? Is that meant to make me feel better?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Ella, ‘because now you know he’ll be watching you. Give it to him. Show him what you’re made of.’




  Matthew swallowed nervously. ‘I don’t know if it’s better or worse that I know he’s here.’




  Ella caught Matthew’s shoulders in her hands and leaned towards him.




  ‘Don’t be such a wimp. Get out there and make sure that if Anton Klubcic remembers anyone it’s Lance Bombardier William Denman. You die today, you’re never going to have

  a better chance. Do it, Matthew.’ She stepped back, patting his moustache one last time. ‘By the way, you do know you’ll never get this off again, don’t you? Now get out of

  the trailer and on to that set or you’ll start to annoy Poppy.’




  Matthew took a deep breath, then stood up. ‘Okay, Ella. Thank you.’ He hesitated. ‘I wish you’d kiss me goodbye.’




  ‘What, and spoil your make-up?’ She leaned forward and kissed him very lightly on the cheek, handing him his khaki jacket, which he slipped on, then his greatcoat, which he carried

  over one arm. She did up his brass buttons one by one, then took one last considered walk around him, checking that everything was exactly as it should be. She straightened the brown leather Sam

  Browne belt that crossed his chest, rubbed her shoe over his boot, brushed at his shoulders, then checked his moustache a final time and held open the door to her trailer.
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