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For my fellow tender-hearted introverts who are feeling sad and overwhelmed. I hope this book is the friend to you that it has been to me. I hope in these pages you find joy and escapism and a safe space to feel all your feelings. I hope you know that we like you very much, just as you are.





[image: ]



Chapter 1 CYNTHIE


I am 90 percent certain that my personal trainer is trying to kill me, but if she’s truly homicidal she’ll have to get in line: the list of people who want me dead is currently pretty long.

“Stop crying like a little baby and give me five more!” Petra yells.

“I’m not crying,” I pant, clinging to what little dignity I have left as I crawl across my exercise mat. “I am sweating. I think my eyeballs are sweating. Is that even possible?” I take a deep, shuddering breath. “Physiologically speaking, I mean.”

“I am not here for a science lesson about your sweaty body!” Petra snaps out. “I am here to make you strong! Right now you are not strong, you are weak and limp! Like a worm! Or the leaf of lettuce!”

Every sentence out of Petra’s mouth is punctuated so emphatically with an exclamation point that I can almost see them floating through the air toward me, though that could be the delirium brought on by how exhausted I am.

Standing over me in her hot-pink Lycra workout gear, she looks and sounds like the meanest cheerleader in the world. Petra is small and blond, with a bouncing ponytail and perfect white teeth: a tiny Serbian prom queen with the dark, shriveled heart of Wednesday Addams. I love her. At least, I do when she’s not actively trying to destroy me.

Over the speakers, Mary Poppins sings peppily about spoonfuls of sugar. Petra’s obsessive love for Julie Andrews is extremely intense, and today it was her turn to choose the music. While I would not previously have considered Julie’s oeuvre to be the obvious soundtrack to a workout, I have to admit she does have some bangers.

I attempt to curl my body into another of the impossible crunches Petra wants. “It hurts,” I whimper.

“Life is pain, princess.” Petra is unmoved.

“Hey,” I say, like a hostage trying to forge a human connection with their captor, “I love that film.”

She frowns. “What film?”

“ ‘Life is pain, princess,’ ” I repeat. “Isn’t that a quote from The Princess Bride?”

“Oh.” Petra tilts her head to the side and nods. “Yes, I have seen that film. I like best the giant rat.”

Of course the woman is on the side of the rodents of unusual size.

“I suppose you were team Darth Vader, too,” I grumble, falling back against the floor, my jelly-like limbs splayed around me, refusing to move any further.

“His cape is excellent,” she says with approval, before nudging at my leg with her foot. “Now we will do the light weights.”

I groan, which only makes her smile widen—like a shark showing off all its teeth.

“We do the jabs and the uppercuts and you pretend you are punching that man in the face.”

I don’t need to ask her which man she means.

“Okay,” I agree, letting her drag me to my feet.

Once I’m standing with the weights in my hands, I mirror her stance and start moving my arms, putting some snap into the jab-cross movements.

“You can do better than this!” Petra is fired up, bouncing on the balls of her feet. “You hit him in the face! You hit him in the mouth! Go for the groin! You break that asshole’s nose!”

“Yeah,” I pant, arms flailing everywhere as “The Lonely Goatherd” blasts out at top volume. “Fuck him.”

“That’s right.” She nods. “Louder!”

“FUCK HIM!” I yell, twisting my fists, imagining the punches landing on Shawn Hardy’s stupid, handsome face.

Petra cheers and lets loose a string of Serbian profanities.

“What does that mean?” I ask when I come to rest with my hands on my hips, sucking in deep gulps of air.

Petra considers this for a moment. “It is like… I hope the thunder from the sky fucks you until you are dead.”

I blink.

“We Serbs are very good at cursing,” she adds proudly.

“Clearly.”

“We are done for today. Make sure you drink the water and stretch.” With a flick of her ponytail, Petra moves to stop the music, cutting Julie off mid-yodel.

“It is better,” Petra concedes, as I guzzle from my water bottle. “Maybe you will not be total embarrassment after all.”

I start to stretch my hamstrings. “I don’t know…” I feel a flutter of nervous energy. “I’ve never done proper combat training like this before. It’s going to be intense—so many classes in martial arts and weapons. I’m going to have an axe to wield.”

“Nice.” Petra takes a swig from her own bottle. “Will you also get to wear a cape?”

She looks so hopeful that I say, “Probably.” And now I know exactly what to get her for Christmas.

“But they want a more muscular look,” I continue, flexing my bicep, which is certainly more of an event than it was a few weeks ago. “I’ve still got a way to go.”

I’ve been putting in a lot of hours with Petra lately, which has been fine with me. Until this scandal blows over, there’s no way I’m voluntarily leaving the house, so my home gym has been a place to burn off some of my rage.

When I first bought my place in LA, I didn’t give much thought to the large exercise space in the basement, even though the Realtor had been in raptures about it. As Petra would be the first to point out, I am neither a natural nor an enthusiastic athlete.

I was much more interested in the bright, sunny kitchen, and in the rooms that weren’t just big empty glass boxes but felt a little familiar, given the 1920s English-Revival style of the building. An LA mansion was hardly a two-bedroom semi in Wiltshire, but it felt a lot closer to home than some of the properties I’d been looking at.

After spending over twenty years plotting to get as far away from the place as possible, it was a real kick in the teeth to find myself feeling homesick.

Anyway, it turned out the Realtor had been right all along and I was extremely grateful for the slick, kitted-out room that I had once referred to as “the dungeon.” Preparing for my next role in a big comic-book-hero franchise has been the perfect distraction from the disaster that is my life.

Perhaps disaster is the wrong word. Catastrophe? No, what’s worse than a catastrophe? It sounds like the Serbs could just about do justice to the absolute bin fire of the past month.

It’s been four weeks now since the news of my affair with Shawn Hardy hit the tabloids. Four weeks of relentless attention, of paparazzi camped outside the door, of increasingly hysterical headlines, of earnest think-pieces, of tweets and letters and emails ranging from “I’m very disappointed in you” to “I wish you were dead.” I’ve been called a slut, a whore, a scarlet woman (a fun throwback). There’s even been an SNL skit about it—so I hear, anyway. I haven’t seen it because Hannah confiscated all my devices after I spent the first week curled up under a blanket, crying and subsisting entirely on ice cream.

“If you leave it to melt, you can just drink it straight from the carton,” I had told her, wild-eyed and sugar-drunk. “The tub is already cup shaped, and there’s no washing up. It’s the perfect method. Do you think people know about this?”

“You don’t even do your own washing up,” Hannah had replied sharply, wrenching my phone from the birdlike claw my hand had formed around it thanks to hours of doom-scrolling.

As if the memory has summoned her, Hannah hustles into the room.

“Oh, good, you’re done,” she says. “Gayle is here, and she wants a word.”

My agent turning up unannounced… This can’t be good.

“Do I have time to grab a quick shower first?” I ask. Petra may be able to work out and develop a delicate, aesthetic glow, but I am tomato red and my hair is scrunched into a sweaty ball. This is in stark contrast to Hannah, who looks chic in a drapey black linen jumpsuit. She’s all perfect flicks of black eyeliner, glowing golden skin, and cut-glass cheekbones, courtesy of her Bangladeshi mum and her Italian dad—a genetic combination so winning that she absolutely could have made it as a model if she wasn’t—and I quote—“unable to be in a photo without blinking, and deeply dedicated to carbohydrates.”

“Of course,” Hannah replies hastily, because, as I said, the picture is not a pretty one. “I’ll set Gayle up with a coffee.”

“I’ll be quick,” I promise, and bidding goodbye to Petra I run upstairs, shower, and change into a pair of yoga pants and a stretchy cashmere sweater.

(It seems to me that when you’re heartbroken and your reputation is circling the drain, you can’t be expected to wear anything that doesn’t have an elasticized waistband. The fact that I bother with a bra at all is an indication of my innate professionalism.)

“There she is!” Gayle greets me when I make my way back down to the living room. “Darling, you look gorgeous.”

Considering the last time Gayle saw me I was hyperventilating into an empty crisp packet (Who has paper bags in the house these days?), I’m sure my current appearance is indeed an improvement.

Hannah and Gayle sit side by side on the horseshoe-shaped, pink velvet sofa that has been my cozy little depression-themed, trash-panda nest in recent weeks—probably not the vision my interior designer had in mind—but that is currently respectably tidy. There are barely any chocolate bar wrappers and crumpled tissues stuffed down the sides of the cushions.

Gayle Salt is one of the most formidable agents in the world, representing a whole roster of movie stars both in the UK and here in the States. When she took me on thirteen years ago it felt like a miracle, and most days it still does. She looks and dresses like Iris Apfel but with improbably red hair, commands any room she walks into, and has a career that has spanned over fifty years (though she remains extremely vague about her age beyond telling me “Darling, I was the merest child when I started out! Practically a fetus!”). She drops names through conversation like confetti but does so without affectation: she simply knows everyone.

“There’s good news and bad news,” she says now, direct as always.

My eyes flicker over to Hannah. The woman has been my best friend since we were in diapers, and I can usually read her like a book. Now, however, her expression is a strange mixture of anxiety and excitement.

I lower myself into a chair facing the sofa, and pick up the coffee that Hannah has made.

“Okay,” I say. “Let’s hear it.”

“The bad news,” Gayle says it quickly, like she’s ripping off a Band-Aid, “is that the studio has dropped you from Iron Maiden.”

I thought I was braced for whatever was coming, but I was wrong. It turns out that what I had considered rock bottom still left me with further to fall.

“They’ve… what?” I ask. My coffee cup shakes perilously in my suddenly numb fingers.

Gayle shrugs. “It’s a family franchise. They don’t like the press you’ve been getting.”

“But… we have a contract,” I say weakly. I can’t believe this is happening. My work is the only thing that’s been keeping me going. Or, at least, preparing for the work has kept me going. I haven’t wanted to tell Gayle that the thought of being on set, of actually filming, fills me with a sense of rising dread.

“They say you’ve violated the morality clause.” Gayle sounds impatient. “It’s bullshit, but fuck ’em. If they haven’t got the balls to stand behind you now, then you don’t want to be working with them.”

“The morality clause,” I say dully. “Because of the affair.”

“I wish you’d stop calling it an affair!” Hannah cuts in, furious.

“Why?” I sigh. “It was an affair. Shawn is married.”

“But he told you he was separated.” Hannah is practically vibrating with anger. “He told you there were lawyers involved. That it had been over for years.”

“And I was stupid enough to believe him.” I knuckle my eyes, too tired to deal with another wave of guilt and regret. “I should have known better. I should have… Well, there are a lot of things I should have done, but I didn’t.” I exhale a shaky breath. “So that’s it? Just like that, I’m out?”

Gayle sits forward, and there’s a sparkle in her eye. “Ask me about the good news.”

“What’s the good news?”

“Jasmine Gallow got in touch with me,” Gayle says, and I feel a flicker of interest. Jasmine codirected my first film, and she’s the one who hooked me up with Gayle in the first place. I loved working with her.

“Does she have a new project?” I ask.

“Of sorts,” is Gayle’s cryptic response. She nods to Hannah, who slides an iPad across the coffee table between us. Cued up on the screen is a video. I hit play.

I’m surprised when I see my own face. It’s a trailer for a film—a period romance—but it’s not a film I have any memory of making.

“What is this?” I murmur.

“Just watch,” Gayle says tranquilly.

When Jack Turner-Jones’s face fills the screen, I almost drop the tablet. “I— What?” I manage.

It takes me a moment to realize that the trailer has been made by splicing together scenes from other films that I’ve done: a small but well received adaptation of Northanger Abbey, some snippets from a fantasy film where I played a tragic princess, and the one that started it all, A Lady of Quality. They’ve skimmed a bunch of stuff from Blood/Lust, Jack’s vampire show too—mostly the historical flashbacks.

As the music swells, the words “A Lady of Quality 2: Coming Soon” roll across the famous scene of the two of us kissing in the original. I feel my stomach tighten.

There’s a long moment of silence. When I look at the women in front of me, they are both watching me with anticipation.

“I don’t understand,” I say slowly.

“So, as you know, several years ago Lady went up on Netflix.” Gayle drums her long, dagger-sharp nails against her silk-clad knee. “And its popularity has gone from strength to strength. We’re talking cult classic at this point. The numbers are really impressive, and interest from the sixteen-to-twenty-four demographic has gone through the roof. It’s all over social media: there are hundreds of these homemade trailers, mock-ups of movie posters, fan art… and that moment from the MTV awards has gone viral again.” The glint is back in her eye. “There’s an online petition calling for a sequel that has over one hundred thousand signatures. No one can predict when these things are going to happen, when an old title gets a new lease on life, but it’s gaining very serious momentum. People are paying attention.”

“We made this thirteen years ago,” I say. “Are you suggesting that Jasmine wants to make… a sequel?”

“I’m saying that the funding’s in place.” Gayle sounds delighted, and well she might—everyone knows that funding a project can take years of shaky negotiations, false starts, and disappointments.

“Netflix wants the sequel, and Jasmine’s had a script knocking around for years. Frankly, the only thing that’s been holding the idea back is you: you got too big, too busy. Without Cynthie Taylor, there is no movie.” She leans forward. “But the script is great, Cyn. Really, something special. And a hole just opened up in your schedule.”

“They want to make it now?” I’m trying to keep up.

“In two months, when you were due to start working on Iron Maiden.” Gayle is brisk.

“That is insane,” I say flatly. “There’s no way.”

“It’s not as wild as it sounds,” Gayle jumps in. “Like I say, the script’s been doing the rounds for a while. They want to use most of the original cast and crew—that’s part of the draw, so there’s no messing around convincing producers that this guy or that gal is the right choice. The scheduling has fallen into place like you wouldn’t believe. The original locations in the UK are available, and they’ll shoot the rest on the same lot in the studio outside London. I swear, it’s like the universe is behind this movie. Even Logan is on board.”

“Logan?” I frown. “I thought he was doing the next Marvel movie?”

Logan Gallow is Jasmine Gallow’s twin brother. A Lady of Quality was the first and last film they ever directed together and the experience was… interesting. Logan went on to direct a bunch of action blockbusters, while Jasmine’s sporadic output has been much more arthouse.

“Wait.” The final piece of the puzzle slips into place. I blame my muddled brain for the fact it’s taken this long. I look at Hannah, and she gazes innocently off to the side, careful not to meet my eye. “What about Jack?”

Saying his name makes my stomach hurt again.

If I hadn’t been looking for it, I don’t think I would have noticed Gayle’s infinitesimal hesitation. “That’s the best part. He’s just wrapped the latest series on his show,” she says brightly. “If you’re in, he’s in.”

I absolutely cannot make a film with Jack Turner-Jones. I can’t even be in the same room with Jack Turner-Jones.

Thirteen years ago we swore we’d never see each other again. It’s a promise we’ve managed to keep.

I close my eyes.

Apparently, that’s about to change.
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Chapter 2 CYNTHIE


“There’s more,” Gayle says.

“Of course there is,” I murmur, rubbing my temples, a tension headache brewing. Because naturally it can’t end there, with the reappearance of my mortal enemy. Obviously, there has to be some further catch—a scene where I have to roll around in jam before being chased by a swarm of angry bees, perhaps.

That actually sounds preferable to working with Jack again.

“The funding for the film comes with a couple of… stipulations.” The way Gayle breezes over the words has me on high alert.

“What sort of stipulations?”

“Nothing too daunting.” Gayle sips demurely at her latte. “In fact, everything should work in our favor.”

“Just tell me.”

Gayle runs her finger around the rim of the china coffee cup, suddenly coy. “Alongside the film, the producers are interested in pursuing another project: a documentary.”

“A documentary?” I’m going to have to stop parroting everything she says back to her, but the situation just keeps getting more and more bizarre. Perhaps this is all a hallucination, and back in the real world I’m still lying on my exercise mat, Petra cackling gleefully over the unconscious, dehydrated husk of my body.

“An all-access, behind-the-scenes look at the filming process. The whole cast and crew back together after thirteen years to make a second-chance romance, you and Jack reuniting on-screen after all this time, reminiscing about the original Lady, the movie that launched your careers. And the whole production is being driven by a wave of new, young fan interest… It’s a great angle,” Gayle continues, and there’s excitement in her words. She’s fired up about this. “You know how much content people consume now; the studios simply can’t keep up. This is a two-for-one for them, double the exposure for us. Win-win.”

I narrow my eyes, suspicious. “The film is a second-chance romance?”

Gayle waves an airy hand. “I mean, the first movie ended happily, so the conflict in the sequel obviously comes from the fact that events have separated the young lovers in the interim. This film is about them reuniting: older, wiser, a little more jaded. It’s called A Woman of Fire, and it’s gorgeous stuff, Cyn. Gorgeous! Think Persuasion meets The Notebook. A total swoon!”

My suspicions are not allayed. In fact, I can almost hear warning sirens wailing in the distance. “So… the film is about a second chance between the characters,” I say carefully.

Gayle doesn’t blink but Hannah looks increasingly shifty. She’s always been a shit poker player.

“Well,”—Gayle leans forward, places her coffee cup down with a decisive clink—“now we come on to the other stipulation. Naturally, the angle of the movie did get the folks at the studio thinking. Former lovers reuniting… a second chance at romance… young love rekindled…” She trails off suggestively.

My stomach drops as I see exactly where this has been heading all along. “If you’re talking about me and Jack then I’ll remind you that there was never any romance the first time around. It was all a publicity setup. In fact”—my breath is coming quicker now—“I can’t believe you’re even bringing this up when you know how bad things were between the two of us.”

“Now, now,” Gayle chides. “You know that the public perception was a very different thing, so you can’t blame anyone involved in making the film for thinking it’s a neat spin that’ll draw the crowds.” Her eyes are shrewd behind her thick, red-framed glasses. “What’s a little pretend romance between co-workers? They just want you to do a few appearances, get your picture taken together, stir things up. And you can protest all you like, but even you can’t deny the chemistry the pair of you had on-screen.” She fans her face with her hand. “You can’t fake that kind of heat.”

“It’s called acting,” I insist. “We absolutely hated each other.”

“And that was the whole story, was it?” Gayle lifts her brows, and it’s my turn to look away.

“Anyway,” she continues after a moment of weighty silence. “The two of you did a great job playing things up for the cameras once before… Why not do it again? You’re both professionals; you know how to handle something like this.” She fixes me with a sudden, penetrating look, her easy charm dropping away to give me a glimpse of the hard-boiled dame beneath. “Frankly, Cyn, we need to do something for your image. If we don’t act now, then Iron Maiden could be just the start of our problems. I’m offering you a lifeline here.”

“Okay, just so I’m clear.” I briefly close my eyes, letting the facts settle. “Not only am I supposed to make a sequel to a film from thirteen years ago with a man I can’t stand, but he and I are required to pretend we’re in a romantic relationship… in front of a documentary crew that is following our every move.”

Gayle nods.

“Let me ask you a question.” I sit forward, resting my elbows on my knees, my chin in my hand as I scan her face. “Are you high right now?”

Gayle hoots. “I mean, I’ve had my morning edible, but you know I gave up the hard stuff years ago. California sober, darling! I get your hesitation, but if you give it a little thought, I think you’ll realize what a no-brainer this is.” She gets to her feet, the chunky beaded necklaces she wears clacking wildly.

“I can’t believe Jack would agree to this!” I blurt.

Gayle’s face softens. “Of course he did! You’re Cynthie Taylor. Any man would be lucky to have a relationship with you—even a fake one. You’re a brilliant, beautiful force of a woman, and a once-in-a-generation talent.” She shakes her head, her lip curling in distaste. “Shawn Hardy did a number on you, that weaselly little shit, and I’d like to smack him right in the face, but he’s not going to derail your career. Not while I have breath in my body.”

Easy tears spring to my eyes, and I try my best to blink them away.

“I’ve already sent Hannah a copy of the script.” Gayle grabs her voluminous Hermѐs handbag. “I’m going to give you time to read it, to process things, and then we’ll talk again. I’m off for lunch with Leo.” She rolls her eyes. “The man is so needy.”

On this note, Gayle breezes out, leaving Hannah and I alone.

“What… the… fuck?” I say finally.

Hannah lets out a wheeze of laughter. “I know,” she agrees, curling her feet up beside her on the sofa.

“I don’t even understand what just happened.” I shake my head. “I can’t believe Gayle thinks this is a good idea. I can’t believe anyone thinks this is a good idea.”

“Welllll…” Hannah trails off.

“You think I should do this?”

Hannah hesitates for a moment, and then she sits forward, pushing her hands through her hair in an impatient gesture. “Okay. Do you want softly-softly, or is it finally time for hard talk?”

What I want is to squeeze my eyes shut, to find a blanket and curl up under it, to hide from the whole world, but Hannah is looking at me expectantly.

It could have been a huge mistake, all those years ago, hiring my best friend as my assistant. There are a million ways it should have blown up in our faces, but it didn’t. It has never felt like Hannah works for me. It’s like it has always been, since we were kids: we’re a team, partners in crime, Cynthie and Hannah against the world.

I might be the one who stands in front of the camera, but Hannah is with me every step of the way; she undertakes every practical aspect of the job, organizes my entire life, and keeps me sane. I couldn’t do what I do without her, and we both know it. I trust her more than anyone else on the planet, and that is the only reason I’m going to listen to what she has to say, even if I begin to suspect that Gayle hasn’t been the only one hitting the edibles.

“Fine,” I huff. “Hard talk, let’s go.”

Hannah sends me a long, measuring look, her lips pursed, as though she’s working out exactly what I can handle. Eventually, she gives a satisfied nod, and it’s clear I’ve passed some sort of test.

“Okay.” Picking up the iPad again, she taps the screen a few times and turns it to face me.

SAINT OR CYNNER? the headline screams in giant letters, and I groan.

“I am going to let you read this article,” Hannah says firmly, “because we both know it’s bullshit, and we are capable of detaching a bad, fabricated story that is written to attract clicks, from the reality of this situation. Right?”

“Right,” I repeat, but the word is shakier than I’d like.

After another second of hesitation, Hannah hands me the tablet so that I can read the whole thing.

It’s been four weeks since Saint Cyn was caught on camera with her very married director Shawn Hardy, the article begins, gleefully.

I cringe. I didn’t think it was possible, but Saint Cyn—the most awful nickname in the world—has become even worse now that it’s being used in this smirky, ironic fashion. Underneath the opening paragraphs are the grainy pictures of Shawn and me—the ones that blew up my whole life. I’m practically wrapped around him, his hands are on my ass, our faces fused together. The fact that we were—I thought—in private, was apparently irrelevant. Neither of us had seen or heard the drone camera overhead.

I feel a wave of nausea at the sight of the photos. The caption underneath reads: Saint Cyn’s wicked deeds! Cynthie Taylor, 33, and Shawn Hardy indulge in a passionate clinch.

It’s hardly the first time I’ve seen the images, but I find myself examining them again like a detective scrutinizing shots of a grisly crime scene. It feels as though I’m looking at someone else. I wish the woman in the pictures had known what a colossal mistake she was making.

Taylor hasn’t been seen in public since the story of the red-hot fling leaked, and for good reason. The article continues. While Hardy (who allegedly broke off the affair) has made a public apology to his wife, groveling hard in a movingly honest interview with GQ, Taylor’s camp has been suspiciously silent, leading to speculation that the woman scorned is not taking her very public dumping well. Perhaps last week’s announcement that Hardy’s wife—former model, Karyn, thirty—is four months pregnant with the couple’s second child, has contributed to Taylor’s troubles.

“Yeah, do you think?” I murmur. I gaze at the recent photo of Shawn and his wife at a launch event for her wellness line. She is beautiful, glowing, and he cups a protective hand over her stomach, looking down at her with immense tenderness. This is the marriage he told me had been over for years. He must have known she was pregnant when we were together. I can feel the bile rise in my throat as I force myself to keep reading.

While many of us were shocked by this turn of events, others were quick to point out that the English rose and former sweetheart of the big screen has always had a taste for the bad boys—most famously when she was in an on-again, off-again relationship with serial womanizer Theo Eliott years before he settled down.

“Shit,” I exclaim. “They’re dragging Theo into this mess now?” I look up at Hannah, who is watching me with sympathy in her eyes. “I need to call him,” I mutter, making a mental note to do so later.

Theo and I split up a long time ago, and now he’s one of my closest friends. When the story first broke, he sent me a giant chocolate fudge cake from my favorite bakery with the words fuck that guy piped beautifully on the top in swirling vanilla frosting. I laughed and cried at the same time and ate the cake out of the box with my hands like a bear. It wasn’t my finest moment, but then I hadn’t been having many of them lately.

I drag my attention back to the device in my hand.

With rumours swirling that Taylor is about to be dropped from her next big Hollywood project, it looks like the turbulent times are far from over. Sources close to the starlet have hinted that her isolation may not be down to the affair alone—there’s talk that this erratic behavior is part of a wider pattern, and friends and family are urging Taylor to seek help for substance abuse. Whatever the case, it’s rare that the public sees such a dramatic fall from grace unfolding in real time. It just goes to show—you really don’t know what goes on behind closed doors, and even the most squeaky-clean of celebrities might be hiding a dark side.

I sit for a moment with the iPad in my lap. I’m sure that I should be feeling something right now, but I don’t. I don’t feel anything, there’s just a tingling in my fingers, and a distant buzzing noise in my ears.

“Cyn?” Hannah says, and she gets up, comes to crouch down beside me, and takes my hands in hers. Her fingers are warm… or maybe that means mine are cold.

Hannah bites her lip. “Please, please don’t shut down. I’m not showing you this to upset you. I’m showing you because it’s time to stop letting that shitbag stomp all over the life you’ve built. This? This is so far from the truth it’s crazy. You can’t let such stupid lies hurt you. You need to get up. You need to fight back now.”

Her words are soft, but they’re stirring. They reach through all this crackling anxiety. She’s right. I look down at the article, and there it is again—the candle flicker of anger, the tiniest spark of rage. I grab on to it.

I may have made some extraordinarily shitty choices, but that can’t be everything I am. After all this time, all this work… I can’t let this be what it comes to: me slinking off into the shadows while Shawn Hardy faces absolutely zero consequences.

“It’s bullshit.” I don’t realize I’ve said the words until Hannah squeezes my hand.

“Yes!” she exclaims. “It is absolutely bullshit. So let’s do something about it.”

“Okay,” I say, and then I try the word again, firmer this time. “Okay.”

Hannah stands, her smile is sharp. “Good.” Tapping her fingers across the screen she passes the tablet back to me one more time. Now, there’s another face staring out at me. Jack Turner-Jones.

It’s a recent red-carpet snap, and he’s standing, relaxed, one hand in his pocket, laughing at something.

He is undeniably gorgeous. More gorgeous now, even, than he was thirteen years ago. He’s filled out for his role in Blood/Lust, packing on the muscle and broadening in the shoulders. Where he used to be clean-shaven, he now sports an attractive shadow of scruff along his square jaw. His light brown hair is swept back, a little longer than it used to be, and his eyes—a vivid, arctic blue—have tiny crinkles at the corners that didn’t used to be there. He looks happy.

“I just can’t believe… Jack?” I don’t take my eyes off the picture, unthinkingly touching my finger to his face. “You really think this plan of Gayle’s is the right move?”

“I do.” Hannah moves back to her seat, crosses her legs. “Let me tell you why.” She’s got her organized voice on, and I wouldn’t be at all surprised if she considered a PowerPoint presentation to go with this particular pep talk before deciding she didn’t want to overwhelm me. I bet there were pie charts.

“For better or worse, your image has always been the unimpeachable, English rose. Classy, understated, wholesome.” She ticks the words off on her fingers. “It’s an image that we’ve built your brand on, one that people recognize.”

I nod here, because I’m not stupid: you can’t be in this business for longer than five minutes without understanding that public perception is everything. The real Cynthie Taylor has very little to do with what the fans and the press see. I may not particularly like the image Hannah is talking about, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t used it to my advantage. Together with Gayle and a whole team of publicists we’ve carefully crafted this persona over the years. It sounds cynical, I know, but I prefer to think of it as business.

“It’s exactly why the press have jumped all over this scandal with so much glee, and why it’s not dying down.” Hannah gestures to the iPad. “Staying out of sight isn’t working, because they’re building stories around that, filling the space with more nonsense. What we need is for them to see you happy, healthy, thriving.”

“I get that,” I say, nodding slowly, “but is now a good time to be seen out with another man? I mean, isn’t there a danger it will feed into the idea of me as some sort of… maneater?” I grimace. I hate having to think like this.

“That’s why Jack is the perfect solution,” Hannah says earnestly. “He’s not some random guy. He is—as far as they know, anyway—the guy. The first guy. The one who got away. Gayle is right that the press will go nuts for this.”

I turn this over in my mind. It’s starting to make a worrying amount of sense.

“And,” Hannah continues, “instead of them getting the picture they want—the one of you looking sad and harried in your dirty tracksuit…” The look she gives me here is pointed.

“This is very nice athleisure wear!” I protest.

“… they get a picture of you looking happy with an insanely handsome man,” she continues blithely, ignoring me. “One who has been carrying a torch for you, for thirteen years, because you’re so damn wonderful that he never got over you.”

“Hmmmm,” I murmur. “Yes, I do quite like that part.” I frown. “Except for the fact that it’s Jack. Why does it have to be Jack?” The words come out on a whine.

“Maybe he’s not so bad anymore,” Hannah says diplomatically. “Thirteen years is a long time.”

“Not long enough,” I mutter, staring down once more at the picture of him, at those crinkling blue eyes. My heart beats a little bit harder.

Because of hatred, I tell myself.

“There are some upsides you haven’t considered,” Hannah says.

“Like what?”

“The idea is to get the whole cast and crew back together, so that means working with one jerk you hate, but a lot of people you really, really love.”

I hadn’t even thought of that. Jack’s presence aside, making A Lady of Quality was one of the most fun and important experiences of my life.

“And,” Hannah says, leaning forward, eyes enormous, “the script is absolutely fucking brilliant. You’re going to be thanking your lucky stars they let you out of your Iron Maiden contract.”

“Really?” I sound dubious.

“It’s on there.” Hannah gestures to the tablet in my hand. “Read it and see for yourself. But, honestly, Cyn, Gayle isn’t just blowing smoke… This could be really good for you.”

“Fine, I’ll read it,” I say, “but I’m not making any promises.”

Hannah smirks. “I’ll make you another coffee.”

I curl up in the chair, arranging a cushion behind my back, and take one last, long look at the photo of Jack.

One thing is for certain: if Jack Turner-Jones is going to make a reappearance, my life is about to get even more complicated.
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THEN THIRTEEN YEARS EARLIER
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Chapter 3 CYNTHIE


I am not, not, not about to be late for my first ever table read. It cannot happen, I will not allow it. I sit, thrumming with anxiety at the top of the bus as it crawls along Piccadilly, stuck in an endless stream of traffic. It’s late summer and approximately a million degrees in central London. I run a clammy hand over the crumpled linen of my skirt. Hannah and I went through every single item in our combined wardrobes before settling on the pretty, floral-patterned skirt and black T-shirt. At the time, I thought the outfit struck a sort-of boho-artist feeling, but after the long, hot journey it looks more like I’m wearing an old dishrag. At least the black T-shirt should hide how sweaty I am.

I can also feel my hair expanding outward, the humidity creating havoc with my thick, not-quite-straight, not-quite-wavy locks. I close my eyes for a brief moment, wondering for the hundredth time what possessed me to have it all cut off.

Well, I know what possessed me—it was the misguided belief that I would look like Audrey Tautou: elfin, chic, French. I thought I’d be fricking Amélie, and people would describe me using words like gamine, before offering me elegant, skinny cigarettes, which I would then smoke without coughing while sharing my thoughts on existentialism.

(In this scenario I understood existentialism because of my haircut.)

Instead of this, my hair is an awkward frizzy triangle that is threatening to take over the whole world.

And the bus still isn’t moving.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

I hesitate for another long moment and then reach up and press the bell. I’ll walk the rest of the way, and by walk, I mean run. It’s not too far. I’ve still got—I look at my watch, wince—seven minutes.

Flinging myself from the bus doors the second they open, I start sprinting down the road in what I hope is the right direction. I have the map that I printed out with directions clutched in my sweaty fist, and I gaze up at the improbably tall buildings, looking for a road name. Bloody London, with its bloody looming architecture and a million pedestrians striding confidently along like they know exactly where everything is.

By the time I reach the swanky hotel where the table read is happening, I am wheezing and my enormous hair is now also damp and sticking out in a variety of wild tufts around my face. But I’m here, I made it. With about five seconds to spare.

I’ve never fully appreciated the phrase “he looked down his nose at me” before, but that’s exactly what the man behind the reception desk does. I swipe at my sticky face and smile brightly.

“Hello.” I try to get my breathing under control, because I currently sound like someone squeezing an asthmatic accordion. “I’m here for the table read. A Lady of Quality?” when he says nothing, I blink. “The… film?” The word comes out quavering, because, honestly, if this whole thing is some sort of extended break from reality, it would still be less weird than the situation I believe myself to be in: attending a table read for an actual, real film of which I—Cynthie Taylor—am the star.

“There you are,” a voice says, and I recognize the woman bustling toward me with a clipboard as Marion, the first assistant director. I met her at the audition I attended, but I haven’t seen her in person since they offered me the part.

“Hi,” I exhale. “Sorry, the bus got stuck in traffic and—”

Marion flicks her steely blue gaze over me, and her brow furrows. “Why did you get the bus?” she asks. “We could have sent a car.”

“Oh,” I flounder. “I didn’t know that was an option.”

Her brows pinch tighter. “Jasmine put you in touch with Gayle, right?” Marion speaks the same way that she moves: briskly, economically, like she’s a busy woman who doesn’t have time for any nonsense.

“Yes.” I swallow, still barely able to comprehend that the Gayle Salt wants to represent me. “I mean, I haven’t actually spoken to Gayle… Ms. Salt. I’ve been dealing with one of her assistants. We haven’t sorted out all the paperwork; it’s been a bit of a whirlwind. I only got the call two days ago—”

“Well, get on with it.” Marion takes me by the arm and begins steering me through the gilded lobby toward a corridor. Despite being slightly taller, I have to jog beside her like a show pony to keep up. A short, sturdy woman in her late fifties, with a cap of light silver hair, she has the energy of a person who could single-handedly run a small empire, never mind a film crew. “You need to have an agent and manager in place as soon as possible.” Her face softens for a fraction of a second. “Make sure you have a team that works for you. The film business is like the Wild West, and you need people looking out for your interests.”

“I will,” I say fervently. The idea that I have interests is—in itself—thrilling.

“Good. Here we are.” She stops outside a polished wooden door with a brass sign that discreetly indicates it is a meeting room.

“I thought I could just freshen up a bit fir—” I start, but she’s already opening the door and thrusting me inside.

“Found her,” Marion says loudly, which effectively cuts off the gentle hum of chatter that was filling the air, and all eyes turn in our direction.

Oh, god. So many eyes. The room is crowded with people, clustered in small groups around its edges as they help themselves to tea and coffee. In the middle of the space a number of tables are arranged in a large square.

I try again to smooth my skirt, with little effect. “Hi, everyone.” I lift my hand in a feeble wave.

“Cynthie, there you are.” Jasmine Gallow comes toward me, and I feel a flicker of relief. Even though Jasmine doesn’t emote a lot of warmth, I’ve had a sense from the beginning that she’s somehow on my side. I want, with a borderline unhinged intensity, to impress her.

Jasmine is slim and tall with pale, elegant hands that drift about when she talks. Despite the heat of the day, she is dressed top to toe in black. Her ice-blond hair is pulled tightly back from her narrow face. She’s just over thirty, with a quiet air of authority. She smells faintly of cigarettes and sandalwood perfume.

Her gray eyes drift over me, only the slightest thinning of her mouth confirming that my appearance is… not great.

“Let me introduce you to everyone,” she says, and unlike Marion she doesn’t take my arm, only moves forward, safe in the knowledge I will follow right behind. “We’ve kept it pretty small,” she says. “Cast, directors, producers are here along with Marnie from casting, and a couple of the department heads.”

She moves around the room, introducing me in a flurry of names that I make sure to repeat, burning them into my brain. I’ve met hardly anyone in here before. When the actress who was supposed to be playing the lead withdrew last minute because of scheduling conflicts, the Gallow siblings decided to place an open casting call, and it was through this unusual route that I ended up here.

The audition process was hasty, and I’d almost talked myself out of applying several times, finally recording a monologue on Hannah’s dad’s video camera. Hannah and I did a good-luck ritual over my clunky laptop, which involved smudging the keyboard with sage before pressing send on the video file. It stank out my room for a week, and my dad attempted to have an awkward conversation with me about drug use. As he and I rarely exchange more than a few words despite living in the same house, this came as something of a surprise.

I didn’t expect a callback. The only acting experience I have is a handful of stage roles in amateur productions, and a single voiceover gig for a toothpaste ad, which up to this point I considered the height of glamour. I scrimped and saved for the best part of a year in order to attend an intensive six-week acting class in London last summer, but it wasn’t the A-Star-Is-Born experience I’d been hoping for. Still, when I read the pages—or sides, as I now know they are called—for the audition, I immediately fell in love with Emilia, the protagonist of A Lady of Quality. Even that tiny glimpse into her character sparked something inside me.

It was something the Gallow siblings and Marnie, the casting director, must have seen too, because they invited me to London to audition in person. Hannah and I fell into hysterics after the phone call, and she suggested we speak only in Regency English until the audition so I could get into character. (This ultimately prompted my dad—clearly exhausted from his previous effort—to leave a pamphlet about Narcotics Anonymous on the kitchen counter.)

Immediately after the solo audition, I was called back for a chemistry read.

Speaking of which…

“And of course you remember Jack,” Jasmine says.

Jack Turner-Jones is as heart-stoppingly gorgeous as the last time I saw him. When I first walked into the audition room and saw him standing there, my insides all temporarily rearranged themselves, as if I were falling from a great height, and today I get a repeat performance.

He’s tall, lean, with snapping blue eyes, and light brown hair that’s cut short at the sides but longer on top. He wears dark jeans and a dark T-shirt, a pair of black Ray-Bans tucked into the collar. There’s a braided leather bracelet around his wrist, and he’s wearing expensive trainers that have been carelessly worn in. His teeth, when he smiles at Jasmine, are perfectly straight, his posture relaxed. Everything about him screams that he belongs in this room.

The smile he gives Jasmine drops a little, and his eyes widen as he takes in my tragic haircut, but he recovers quickly.

“Cynthie, hi.” His voice is cool with just the right touch of gravel.

“Nice to see you again.” I nod, trying my best to look unaffected.

In truth, Jack was part of the reason I summoned the courage to send in my audition tape. As the son of two of the biggest legends of stage and screen—Max Jones and Caroline Turner—perhaps it was no surprise he ended up following in their footsteps.

I first saw him perform when I bought a cheap ticket to the Royal Shakespeare Company theater in Stratford-Upon-Avon to watch a production of Love’s Labour’s Lost. Jack had been playing Berowne, and I was captivated by his performance, scouring the program for information about him. At twenty-two, he’d just graduated from the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art and was already playing lead roles with the RSC—it was impressive, and envy overtook lust as I watched him prowl the stage, the audience hanging on his every word.

The following year, he had a small role in a BBC adaptation of A Tale of Two Cities, which thrust him more firmly into the limelight.

“You too,” he says now. “Did you have a good journey?” It’s a polite question, delivered in his posh-boy, private-school voice.

“Bit of a nightmare, actually,” I admit, the jitter of nerves making me chatty. “The trains were all late because it’s hot, which I don’t even get. I mean, snow on the tracks—sure, but how can it be too sunny for the trains to run on time?” I shake my head. “The most British problem. You know, we have a special ‘fallen leaves’ timetable where I live, too? Like it’s simply unimaginable that we could find an efficient solution to deal with the leaves that fall off the same trees at the same time every single year.”

He looks a bit startled by this breathless rant. “I think it’s something to do with the rails expanding in the heat,” he says finally.

“Ah,” I reply. “Yeah, that makes sense.” There’s an awkward silence (hard to believe when I am providing all this classic train timetable chat). “So, I guess you’re ready to get going,” I say finally, gesturing to the table.

He nods. “It feels like it’s been a long time coming. For me, anyway. Bit of a whirlwind for you.” Although his expression is mild, there’s a tension in his voice that wasn’t there before.

“Mmm, that’s an understatement,” I agree.

“The chemistry read went well, though,” Jack says, and for some reason I feel more like he’s trying to reassure himself than me.

The chemistry read had actually passed in a blur, almost an out-of-body experience. They had us go through a couple of scenes together several times, while Jasmine or Logan said cryptic things like, “Let’s try that again but… give us something different this time.”

In the beginning, I was thrown by Jack’s presence, but soon I stopped seeing Jack at all. Instead, he was Edward, the standoffish younger brother of the man Emilia was supposed to marry. After the first few minutes I lost myself in it. The thrill of slipping into a different character, the fun of performing: the pure joy of it. When the audition ended, I’d lost all sense of time and place. The way I had to peel myself out of Emilia’s thoughts and feelings was almost unnerving, as if the room around me was coming slowly back into focus.

Clearly it had gone well… well enough for them to offer me the part. I only wish imposter syndrome wasn’t currently hitting me quite so hard.

“Yes,” I reply. “I think so—it’s all a bit of a haze. I guess my adrenaline was working overtime.”

He frowns at this. “But you’re prepared for today, right? I mean, you’re ready to jump in?”

I fix a bright smile on my face. “Oh, absolutely,” I say, even as my stomach ties itself in knots.

Hannah once described me as “embarrassingly confident,” which, when you think about it, is obviously not a compliment, but it is largely accurate. I’ve always loved to be at the center of things. For my whole life I’ve dreamed of acting professionally, have chased that improbable dream in every way I could manage, fueled by a frankly insane level of self-belief. Finally, the moment has arrived. I’m being offered what I’ve always wanted… and for the first time, I wonder if I can actually pull it off.

“Right.” Jasmine claps her hands together, breaking through my reverie. “Now that everyone’s here, let’s get started, shall we?”

Deep breath. I guess we’re about to find out.
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Chapter 4 JACK


We take our places, sitting behind the cards printed with our names. I’m next to Cynthie, and I watch the way she touches the script in front of her with something like reverence.

I run my eyes over her, still bewildered by her presence. And her god-awful haircut.

She’s not a quiet person, fidgeting at my side, crossing and uncrossing her legs. I think she’s trying to hide her nerves, but the way her eyes dart around the room gives her away, as if she wants to take it all in, but only in tiny bite-size pieces so that no one guesses she’s looking. I catch the sweet, citrus scent of her perfume as she leans over to grab a bottle of water, and it hits me like a punch to the gut.

A Lady of Quality is supposed to be the next step on a career path that has been carefully planned since I was practically in the womb, and I’m trying hard not to panic that the whole enterprise is suddenly at the mercy of an untrained, undisciplined wild card.

Even if she smells great and is quite interesting to look at.

She blows at a strand of hair that’s fallen in her eyes and offers me a rueful grin. “It feels like the first day of school,” she says, her voice low as she leans toward me.

I try to shake off the jittery feeling that I get around her—like I’ve just chugged a quadruple espresso and I can feel my heartbeat in my fingertips. “I need to focus,” I say aloud. The words come out too hard, a reprimand, and from the way she moves abruptly away from me, I know I sounded rude.

“I just… I have a process.” I try again, but my nerves are taking over, mixing with the heady swirl of her perfume to smother me, and I’m flustered, so rather than an explanation, it sounds like another brush-off.

“Oh, sure,” Cynthie replies lightly. “A process. Got to have a process. Absolutely.” She gnaws on her bottom lip, and my eyes linger there, on her pretty mouth.

Pretty mouth?

Jesus, I need to get a grip. I let out a slow exhale. I can do this; I can use this. It’s got to be a good thing that I find the woman playing Emilia moderately attractive, right? In fact, that’s probably what this is—me committing to the role. It’s actually extremely professional of me to be distracted by her mouth.

Sure.

When Jasmine and Logan told me they were going to do open auditions after Mia pulled out at the last minute, I was conflicted. On the one hand, I know how easy it is for a production to collapse at the eleventh hour, but I wasn’t convinced by the argument that bringing in someone untested would add a “dynamic edge” to the film. Not when that person had absolutely zero training.

The chemistry read was not a reassuring experience. Cynthie had come in, crackling with an energy that left me feeling like I’d been struck by lightning. Or hit by a truck. Or trampled by a herd of wildebeest. Basically, that scene in The Lion King that traumatized an entire generation? That was what meeting Cynthie Taylor felt like. We’d run through the pages several times and she was uninhibited, playful—reading the same line in totally different ways. Some of it was unhinged, some of it worked—I think—but all in all it was like trying to act with a tornado.

It might have been fun, if it weren’t for the fact that said tornado holds my entire career in her hands.

With a sigh, I drag my attention back to the work in front of me, to Edward, and the situation he finds himself in: in love with the woman who is due to marry his brother. Torn between duty and desire. I close my eyes, let everything else fall away as I sink into familiar techniques, drummed into me over years and years. Pulling on memories that spark the same emotions, I breathe deeply and let the character settle over me.

When I open my eyes again, Cynthie is watching me. She looks away, a hint of pink crawling along her cheekbones.

I pull the script toward me and take a pen from the bag at my feet. Both of my parents have been—if not actually impressed—then at least lukewarm about this project, which is a huge improvement on their usual attitude toward my life. The pen was an unexpected gift from my dad in honor of starting work on my first feature film, and for a moment the weight of it is almost unbearable in my hand.

Glancing up I find Cynthie side-eyeing me again, and something in her expression has me even more on edge.

“You’re supposed to write down the notes they give you,” I say defensively.

Her eyes widen. “I know.” She reaches into the tote bag slung over the back of her chair and takes out a clear plastic pencil case. “I just didn’t realize we needed a solid gold fountain pen to do it.” She pulls out a BIC with a chewed cap, and I feel heat rise to my own cheeks.

I make myself feel better by giving her a look that my sister, Lee, once described as my “Mr. Darcy sneer.” (It’s handy for an actor to have several Mr. Darcy expressions in his arsenal, and I’ve perfected this one. I’m also great at looking standoffish at parties.)

Cynthie’s spine stiffens, but she doesn’t say anything.

“Okay.” Logan breaks in from his position at the head of the table. He gets to his feet. “Let’s kick things off. You’ve all met now, but we’ll do brief introductions before we get started. Obviously you know me. I’m Logan Gallow, codirector.” He grins and shoves a hand through his streaky blond hair.

If I didn’t already know that Logan and Jasmine were twins, I would be unlikely to guess they were from the same gene pool at all. It’s not just their appearances that are different, but their personalities also seem almost comically at odds with one another. Logan is currently wearing a bright red Hawaiian shirt and a pair of board shorts. He’s a director in his thirties but he dresses like a twenty-year-old Californian stoner. He talks as loudly as he dresses and laughs easily, head thrown back, always the life of the party.

Jasmine is much more self-contained, hard to read. She swathes herself in black and has the look of a woman who carries a copy of The Bell Jar around and has a lot of thoughts on deconstructionism. Honestly, she makes me nervous. I have a horrible feeling she sees right through me.

“I’m excited to get to work on this film, which is my third full-length feature,” Logan continues. “But this project also gives me an opportunity to work with my darling sister for the first time and on her directorial debut.” Here, he bats his lashes at Jasmine, who rolls her eyes in response. “At least,” he carries on, “this is the first official time we’ve made a film together. Let’s just say there are some epic movies featuring a cast of Calico Critters, knocking around at our mum and dad’s house.”

When this gets a laugh, Logan’s smile widens. “Listen, those fuzzy little rabbits went through some dark shit. Jassy kept having them bump each other off. There was an entire storyline about their bakery selling poisoned pies.”

“It was a scathing exploration of consumerism and the capitalist agenda,” Jasmine says, and it’s not clear if she’s joking. If any child was going to use fuzzy little rabbits to make stark political commentary, I can believe it would be a young Jasmine Gallow.

“Anyway, back to business. I’m Jasmine.” She lifts her hand but remains seated, and Logan flops back into his chair beside her. “I’m codirecting, but I’m also here in my capacity as the writer.” She places her hand on top of the script in front of her in an unconscious gesture of possession.

The script is brilliant. Subtle, sensitive, romantic. When my agent, Mike, sent it to me, I knew instantly that we’d found the elusive project that was going to launch the next phase of my career. It’s tough to find a romance where the male lead isn’t just a prop but a well-drawn, interesting character in his own right. It was why I agreed to take a risk on a pair of relatively unknown directors… before that lack of experience extended to include my costar as well.

I glance at Cynthie again, but she’s watching Jasmine with a rapt expression.

We move around the table, everyone briefly introducing themselves. The world of filmmaking is so small that I know most of the people here already. The fact that my on-screen parents are being played by Rufus Tait and Hattie Prince is both a blessing and a curse. They’re great actors, but they’ve also known me since I was in nappies.

Trying to project the image of a capable leading man is more difficult when your fellow cast member can share hilarious stories about your three-year-old self running naked around their garden. Not to mention that my every move will be reported back to my parents. Max Jones and Caroline Turner have spies everywhere.

When it’s Cynthie’s turn, she flashes a wide smile. “I’m Cynthie Taylor,” she says. “I’ll be playing the part of Emilia, and I can’t really believe I’m here.” She laughs, delighted, and an answering chuckle runs around the table, the rest of the cast emanating goodwill. I wonder if any of them share my reservations.

She takes a deep breath, “I know I’ll have some serious catching up to do, but I’m going to work very hard to do justice to this amazing character and her story.”

“Thank you, Cynthie.” Jasmine nods. “We’re all grateful that you stepped in at the last minute.”

Finally, it’s my turn. The last to go.

“I’m Jack,” I say, and I’m utterly confident that you’d never know from the way I speak or the way I sit that I’m anxious at all—I’ve been faking my way through things like this for a long time.

Looking around the room, I decide it’s better to acknowledge that I’ve grown up with these people than to pretend otherwise. “… though most of you already know that,” I add ruefully. My mouth tugs up as I glance at Hattie. She lifts her hand to her chest, a pantomime performance of a proud parent, and—again—there’s a ripple of laughter. Apart from Cynthie, I notice, who looks vaguely pissed off.

“I’ll be playing the role of Edward, and I’m sure I speak for everyone when I say that Jasmine’s script is something special. I’m excited that we have the opportunity to bring her vision to life. With the incredible team Jasmine and Logan have put together, I’m confident we’ll be able to do justice to her words.”

“Hear, hear,” Rufus calls, and he gives me a nod of approval.

“Thank you for that, Jack,” Jasmine says, and I swear there’s a touch of warmth in her usually impassive face.

She turns to Marion, who picks up her clipboard.

“So, today is going to be a relaxed read-through of the entire script,” Marion says, running her eyes over her notes. “Starting Monday we’ll have a full week of rehearsals at Shepperton Studios, which will include time with the movement coach and choreographer, as well as costume fittings. You’ll each be getting your individual schedules over the next couple of days. The following week we’ll head to Cornwall to begin the location shoot. Jack and Cynthie will be the only cast members needed on-site for the entire four weeks.”

Cynthie slides a look at me here, and I can’t work out if the thought of four weeks stranded in rural Cornwall with her sounds thrilling or disastrous.

“All other cast members will be coming and going based on need and availability,” Marion continues briskly. “My team and I have worked hard to make sure these changeovers run smoothly, so if there are any problems, you need to come to me as soon as possible. The budget is squeezed and we’re on a tight schedule here, so trust me when I tell you, you’re about to be organized within an inch of your lives.” There’s a gleam in her eyes that says she’s relishing the idea.

“Perfect.” Logan claps his hands together. “Let’s get started.”

There’s an excited hum of agreement from the rest of us, an instant where we’re poised right on the edge of something—the start of the process, the moment when things finally become real.

We settle into the read-through, with Marion reading out all the stage directions. The first scene is between me and Simon—the actor playing my brother, John—and it goes smoothly enough. Occasionally, Logan or Jasmine will cut in with a note. I can feel myself settling into the work, finding the rhythm of the dialogue.

That all changes when we get to Cynthie’s first scene. To begin with she misses her cue.

“Sorry, sorry,” she says, unable to hide how flustered she is.

“It’s no problem,” Jasmine replies. “Let’s take it from the top.”

Marion reads the direction, and this time Cynthie comes in at the right time. Unfortunately, by her second line she’s tripping over her words.

“No problem,” Logan says lightly. “That’s what today is for. We’ll start again.”

Cynthie’s face is pink, but she nods. She flubs the lines again, but on her third attempt she manages to get through the first page of the scene.

When she jumps in early, speaking over her scene partner—the actress playing her maid—she apologizes once more.

My eyes drift over to meet Logan’s.

Cynthie takes a deep breath. “Okay,” she says almost to herself, and she glances up at Jasmine, offers a small, tremulous smile. “Sorry, I’m a bit more nervous than I thought. I’ll get it.”

“Of course you will,” Hattie leaps in, quick to soothe.

Jasmine nods. “Just take your time.”

“Let’s go from ‘My lady, you know you can’t go out like that,’ ” Logan says, and again his eyes flicker to meet mine.

We pick up the scene once more, and Cynthie gets through it without any further incident. Unfortunately, she also gets through it without a single ounce of emotion.

This continues for the rest of the read-through. Cynthie is no longer tripping on her lines or missing cues, but her delivery is wooden. If anything, the first scene between the two of us is even worse than what came before. I’m beginning to miss the tornado who stormed in to audition, because this is painful—like playing against someone with the rich interior life of a boiled potato.

“So let’s pause here and unpack this scene,” Jasmine calls, breaking in. “Emilia and Edward are strangers, but it’s clear there’s an instant click, a spark of attraction between them.”

I glance at Cynthie, who looks more like she’s about to throw up her breakfast than fall in love with me.

“Although the audience knows that Edward is John’s brother, Emilia and Edward have no idea of the circumstances around them, so you need to be careful that you’re playing in that moment, that reality,” Jasmine continues.

“There needs to be more heat,” Logan breaks in impatiently. “A sexual charge.”

Jasmine lets out a hiss of annoyance. “It’s not Girls Gone Wild, Lo. It’s Regency England.”

Logan crosses his arms. “Oh, sorry, I forgot that no one in Regency England had sex.”

“There can be a… sensuality to it,” Jasmine concedes, and I swear Cynthie is turning green around the edges. “But for now, let’s focus on the immediate emotional connection. The conversation flows.” She clicks her fingers several times. “It’s sparkling; they banter and it’s fun. That’s key here—there needs to be a… quickness.”

I nod, scribbling notes over the pages in front of me, as if I can fix this. “So it’s the rhythm of it, and there’s a moment of recognition between them.”

“Right, right.” Jasmine nods; she looks expectantly at Cynthie. “Does that feel good to you, Cynthie?”

Cynthie’s eyes dip to her script. She swallows. “I…” She hesitates, looks between me and Jasmine. “Sure.”

It’s hardly an enthusiastic response, but it’s something, and when we continue the scene it is marginally better.

We push forward, but you can feel tension creeping into the room. It’s not just my scenes between Cynthie that are the problem; it’s as if the hesitance, the self-consciousness has seeped in to affect everyone. We limp toward the end, and when the whole, painful experience finishes there’s a weak round of applause that manages to sound sarcastic.

Oh, god.

This is so far from how I wanted today to go. I watch Hattie and Rufus exchange a glance, and I can only guess what Mum and Dad are going to hear about this train wreck.

Everyone stands, gathering their things and getting ready to go. There’s a quiet hum of chatter, and I gesture to Logan to meet me in one of the smaller meeting rooms off to the side. He nods.

By the time he reaches me, I’m pacing back and forth. Anxiety is a fist around my heart. I play through every terrible moment of the last couple of hours, wincing over how badly we butchered the material.

“I know, I know,” Logan says, already holding up his hands in surrender.

“That was a disaster,” I say flatly, too riled up to hit a diplomatic note.

Logan winces. “Disaster is a bit strong… We knew there would be teething problems—”

“Teething problems?” I snap, panic rippling through me. “I can’t believe that anyone thought this was a good idea. We need a professional in the role. Someone who actually knows what they’re doing. The schedule is tight as it is; we’ve only got a week before filming starts! We have to cast somebody who can jump straight in.”

“I’ll admit it wasn’t great,” Logan concedes, “and you know there was a lot of back and forth on the casting decisions—you’re not the only one with doubts here—but we need to at least give it a chance.”

“Christ.” I rub my forehead. I can practically hear the scathing reviews, the slow, death rattle of my career, over before it really began. “There’s inexperienced and then there’s this… I don’t think she’s got so much as an A-level in drama. What the hell is Cynthie Taylor doing here? You need to get rid of her as soon as possible.”

Logan doesn’t reply, and when I look over at him, he’s watching the door with a rictus grin in place.

Even before I turn, I know precisely what I’ll see, but my stomach still rolls over at the sight of Cynthie standing in the doorway, eyes wide and face pale as a ghost as she stares at me.

“Cynthie…” I start, unsure how I’m going to finish the sentence.

I don’t know if it’s a good thing or a bad one that she doesn’t give me the chance, turning on her heel and tearing out of the room.
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