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One
“Excuseme,” sad apleasant masculine voice.

Ninalooked up into a pair of warm brown eyes, which took in her appearance with frank admiration.
“y e

“I’'mlooking for NinaG ... Guh-na... um...” The man consulted the dip of paper in his hand.
“Gnagnardli,” she supplied.

“Comeagan?’

“Gnagnardli. Nya-nya-rd-li,” she said pronouncing it distinctly.

“Right, that must beit. Do you know where sheis?’

“I'm NinaGnagnarelli,” shereplied, smiling up a him. Hewas clearly not an operalover or hewould
have known her, she thought, smoothing her black satin evening gown.

“Good. I'm presenting the jazz award with you tonight.”



“Oh, but | thought L ouis Evans—"

“Yeah, | know. But hejust phoned to say hisflight was delayed by fog in London. He sonly just reached
Kennedy Airport, so hewon't be herein time. | wasthefirst person they found hanging around
backstage, so they asked meto do it. And like the good-natured guy | am, | said yes.” He grinned
affably at her. It was astrong, attractive face, framed by longish wavy brown hair. His smile showed even
white teeth and made those warm dark eyes glitter. Hewastall, strongly built with wide shoulders
tapering down to narrow hips.

Sheredlized she' d been staring and that he’ d noticed and was enjoying it. She blushed, and then felt
annoyed with hersdf; staring and blushing were two gauche habits she thought she had conquered long

ago.
“Y ou have the advantage of me,” she said politely.

“I do?" He sounded amused.

“I mean,” shesaid clearly, “you know who | am, but | don’t know who you are.”

“Sorry, | guess| just get used to people knowing who | am. I’'m Luke Swain.” He extended a strong,
tanned hand. She placed her small, well-manicured hand in his, thinking that somehow the statement
hadn’t sounded like an immodest boast, just a habit.

“I’'m pleased to meet you,” Ninasaid formaly.

“Areyou?’ he asked. Her blue eyes flashed up to meet candid eyes, which sparkled with amusement.
Was helaughing at her?

At that moment, one of the dozens of stagehands Nina had watched dash around with grest purpose
rushed up to tell them that they were dotted to appear several minutes after the next commercia break.
She was amazed that the chaos behind the scenes didn’t extend to the music awards presenters
appearing live on nationa televison. Asthe stagehand rushed away again, Ninanoticed afamousfemae
vocaigt nervoudy chain-smoking afew feet away from her.

She returned her gaze to Luke Swain, and then redlized she was till holding his hand. She jerked her
hand away and spoke quickly to cover her embarrassment.

“And what do you do, Mr. Swain?’

“I’'mapop singer. And you, MissNan ... gan...”
“Nyanyard-li.”

“Don’'t you get tired of that?’

“Extremdy.”

“Why didn’t you changeit?’

“I guess| figured if it was good enough for my father, it was good enough for me. Anyhow, | thought it
would stand out in the cast listing. I’ m an operasinger.”

“Opera?’ Heraised one eyebrow. Just one. She hated people who could do that. “What are you doing
presenting ajazz avard?’



“Mmm, | lovejazz,” shereplied. “And my favorite musician has been nominated. | suppose presenters
are supposed to be impartid, but | can’t help hoping Jesse Harmon wins. He deservesit. And,” she
added with asmile, “if hewins, I’ll get to meet him.”

“Y ou like the saxophone, | take it?’

“I love the sax. It’ sthe only instrument more beautiful than the human voice. It singslike nothing ese.
Especialy when Jesse Harmon plays. What about you, Mr. Swain? What' s your favorite insrument?’

“Won't you cal meLukeso | can call you Nina? Be merciful,” he said with agrin.
“Luke,” she amended.

“The guitar istheinstrument I'm most familiar with. | guessthe trumpet isthe onel most enjoy listening
to.”

They engaged in an animated argument about the merits of each brassinstrument until they were called to
go onstage. Aswas customary, Ninadipped her arm through his before they waked into the lights. She
haughtily ignored the laughing glance L uke tossed her. He seemed to know that touching him flustered
her.

“And now, to present the next award,” boomed a hearty voice over the loudspesker, “L uke Swain and
Nina Ganagarelli.” Nina sjaw tightened as she clenched her teeth.

The audience' s reception was enthusiastic as she and L uke walked toward the podium. She assumed it
was mostly meant for him. She was widedly recognized within the operaworld, but not well known
outsde of it—not yet. Besdes, she thought loftily, operalovers were usually too refined to make some of
the noises she was hearing.

“Good evening,” Luke said asthey reached the microphone. “ Allow meto introduce you to Nina
Gnagnardli.”

He had pronounced her name impeccably. She shot him agrateful look before they began reading their
cue cards.

Findly, Luke opened the envelope saying, “And thewinner is...” He peered at the name inside and then,
with agrin, he handed the envelope to Nina so she could announce the name.

Her smile was broader than his as she announced enthusiagtically, “ Jesse Harmon!™” Everyone, including
Ninaand Luke, applauded as the seasoned old musician clambered onstage to accept the award. Nina
tried to shake his hand, but he hugged her and to her surprise hugged Luke, aswell. He made a brief
gpeech, explained his shyness of audiences unless he had his horn with him, and walked into the wings
with Luke and Nina

As soon as they were backstage, the old man clapped Luke on the shoulder. “Luke, man, where the hell
have you been?| ain’t seen you for acoon’s age!”

“Coon’'sage?’ Luke repeated increduloudy. “ Are you making fun of this poor country boy, or are you
just getting quaint in your old age?’

Ninalooked from one man to the other in astonishment. “Y ou know him?’ she amost shrieked,
forgetting her usual elegant manners. A stagehand shushed her. “Why didn’t you say 0?7’ she demanded
in alower voice.



“I didn't want you to think | was bragging,” Luke said innocently. “ Jesse, thisis Nina Gnagnardlli, the
operasinger. Don't bother trying to get your mouth around the last name—"

“Of course I’ ve heard of you, Miss Gnagnardlli,” said Jesse, pronouncing her name perfectly. Heraised
her ddlicate hand to hislips. “I am an admirer. Y ou're surely someday gonna be one of the greatest
sopranos in the whole world.”

“Look, why don't | just leave you two here to stroke each other’ s egos? A few minutes ago she was
babbling on in rapture about you and your horn.” Luke tried to sound annoyed, but his eyeswere
dancing with enjoymen.

“I never babble,” corrected Nina, and athough she was only five foot three and he was at least Six feet
tall, she gave the impression of looking down her nose a him.

“Don’t mind him, honey,” said Jesse. “He' sjust miffed * cause he' sused to al the girlsdrooling over him.
But tonight’ smy night, buddy!”

“It certainly is,” said Ninawarmly. “And you deserveit, Jesse. | may be among the best someday, but
you are the best now. Nobody can play the sax like you. Y ou makeit sng to me.”

“Whoowhee! Y ou sure know how to flatter an old man” Jesse laughed. “ Just you be sure that you're
retired by thetime you'reasold asme. It'sacrazy life, ain't it, though.”

They chatted easily for awhile about the music business—the long hours, the late nights, the lonely
tours—before Jessefindly said, “Look, my wife and kids and afew friends are out in the audience. We
werethinkin’ of goin’ to alittle place | know down in the Village as soon asthisis over. Nothing fancy.
Just aplace | gotojam with old friends on specia occasions. Why don’'t you join us?’

Nina seyesglowed likeachild's. “Oh, I'dloveto!” she agreed.
“Mindif | comeaong?’ asked Lukedryly.

“Who asked you, man?’ Jesse laughed, dapping Luke on the back. Luke' s eyes widened, then rolled
heavenward.

They all arranged to meet after the program was over. There wasto be afinde, very crassin Nina's
opinion, inwhich dl the presenters and award winners sang together onstage while the cameras picked
out as many famous faces asthey could.

In the good-natured confusion that followed the end of the program, Luke watched several men try to
make Nina' s acquaintance. His eyestook in her petite, well-proportioned figure, creamy skin, and blue
eyesso rich in color they were dmost violet. Her shiny, midnight black hair only emphasized her
well-shaped nose, dramatic cheekbones and long, dender neck. He could understand why she hadn’t
gone unnoticed in this crowd.

Despite the obvious interest of one or two attractive men, Ninawasin ahurry to leave; an invitation from
the aging and happily married Jesse Harmon was by far the most exciting prospect of the evening.

As soon as she could, Ninacollected her belongings and then stepped into a powder room to check her
appearance.

Nina s ex-husband Philippe had taught her how best to finish the work nature had begun. The result was
an elegant woman with the sort of classic appearance that never goes out of style. Her unruly hair was
styled by the best—though not the most expensive—hairdresser in New Y ork, and aregular monthly



appointment kept it in exactly the right shape, asmple degant style which camejust to her shoulders,
framing her face and contrasting with the milky whiteness of her skin.

She had become an expert a applying makeup to highlight her best features while making it appear that
she was scarcely wearing makeup at al. Every piece of her wardrobe was carefully selected to suit her
sizeand coloring, and to last for years. Her shoes were Itdian, her perfume was French and her small
supply of jewdry was genuine and utterly tasteful. An attractive appearance was important in show
business, and with the single-minded dedication to her career which had characterized most of her life,
Ninacultivated her assets.

She made afew minor repairsto her hair and face—she d been enthusiastically hugged by a dozen
people she' d never met in her life—and donned her wrap. She wore asimple black evening gown and a
pearl necklace. They had tried to put some glitzy costume jewelry on her when she'd arrived at the
ceremony, but she had adamantly refused. Amidst al the sequins and rhinestones she saw around her,
shefdt sureastyle of classc smplicity would stand out. She shrugged. It was one of her first TV
gppearances, and if she had made amistake, she would learn fromiit.

Nina smoothed the gown over her flat ssomach. She was excited. Her eyes glowed asif with a secret,
and her cheeks had arasy color she hadn't brushed on. A face flashed in her mind’ s eye, but instead of
Jesse' swizened grin, it was Luke Swain’swarm, laughing eyes she pictured looking down at her. She
frowned as she made her way outside.

“Y ou are going out to enjoy the company of agreat musician,” she reminded hersalf sternly. “Y ou are not
going to flirt with some hotshot rock singer.”

ok ok %
Luke was the first person she saw, and his words were not encouraging.
“Whet the hell are you wearing?’

“It' smink,” said Ninga, looking down at her furry black wrap.
“Mink?Mink! And what are you carrying?’ He grabbed her small purse.

“It'scrocodile skin,” she said, struggling to maintain her hold on it. “What on earth is the matter with
you?’

“I don't mind people wearing anima hide for practical purposes, lesther shoes, for instance—"
“Oh, that’ s very magnanimous of you—"

“But | cannot understand this sort of thing! The daughter of helpless, harmless animas smply to feed
human vanity.”

“Helpless? How many harmless crocodiles do you know? And minks, I’ [l have you know, are vile, nasty
little crestures.”

“Soyou fed dl right about killing them to wear around your shoulders?’

“I didn’t kill them!” she shouted. Remembering hersdf, shetried to speak more camly. “And I’'m not
responsible for someone ese killing them. These things werelong dead when | bought them, and if |
hadn’t bought them, someone € se would have.”

“If people would stop buying these ... ghoulish fashion accessories, thiskind of wasteful daughter of



anima lifefor gtrictly cosmetic purposeswould cease,” heretorted. “ There are perfectly good fakes
available, just as attractive as—"

“I never wear fakes. Of anything,” Ninasaidicily.

Luke s eyes narrowed. There was no warmth in them now. He started to speak, but was interrupted by
the arrival of Jesse and the rest of the group.

The party consisted of Jesse and his wife, Rebecca, their son and daughter and their spouses, Nina,
Luke, and severa other people whose names Nina couldn’t keep straight. Everyone was very friendly,
but she wasirked that they seemed to think she and L uke were “together.”

Admittedly, she probably wouldn’t even be hereif it weren't for him, but she scarcely knew the man and
was beginning to didike him. Intensdly.

The group piled into two separate cabs. Ninaand Luke were in the same cab, but she coolly ignored
him. She became even more irked when, instead of noticing her snub, he became absorbed in a
conversation with amiddle-aged woman. A conversation which, asfar as Nina could tell, had something
to do with amutud friend whose adventures sounded highly irresponsible to her. The rest of them were
laughing asif he were some grest hero. Jesse wasin the other taxi and fedling like the odd man out, Nina
stared moodily out the window al the way to Greenwich Village.

Thejazz club, Rooti€' s, wasin acellar undernesth a new wave boutique. Although fair-sized, it was
packed with people, dl hot and perspiring and obvioudy having agood time. Because their group was
with Jesse Harmon, there was a table ready and waiting for them. It took them sometimeto reachiit,
however, Sncetheir progress was dowed by dozens of people warmly congratulating Jesse. A few
people seemed to recognize Luke, and one young woman—obvioudy not a persona

acquai ntance—started screaming, “ Ohmigawd! It's Luke Swain! You're Luke Swain! HE s Luke
Swain!” She was reaching out to him, touching him as though he was amiracle hedler, before her date
findly got hold of her. He grinned and shouted, “ Great music, Luke!” and propelled the girl away.

“Thanks” said Lukefeehly.

Jesselaughed, enjoying it immensely. “Even on my home turf, this no-account Kansas boy hasto stedl
the action!” he shouted. Everyone was shouting. The music was very loud.

When they findly reached their table, Ninawas pleased and flattered that Jesse ingsted she Sit next to
him. He caled her “the guest of honor of the guest of honor.” Luke sat down on her other Side, returning
her icy stare with awicked grin. A waitress cameto taketheir order. Everyone e sein the party wanted
beer.

“Brandy Alexander, please,” said Nina.

“You must bejoking, girl,” said the waitress.
Ninawasn't quite sure how to respond to that.
Jesselaughed. “They don't do fancy stuff here, Nina”
“Oh.”

“Bring her abeer,” Luketold thewaitress. Nina s eyes met his. There was achalengein them shedidn’t
understand but wasn't going to back away from.



The waitress came back with atray of beer bottles which she plunked unceremonioudy on thetable.
“Enjoy,” she said and turned to go.

“May | haveaglass?’ Ninaregquested, trying to be heard above the music.
“A glass?’

“Yes” Ninawas determined not to get irritable.

“Can you bring my friend aglass, honey?’ chippedin Jesse.

Thewaitress smiled at Jesse and looked back at Nina“Honey, I'm waiting on al these tables by mysdlf.
I’ll bring you aglasswhen | get achance.” Shewasn't unpleasant, just unconcerned. Ninalooked at her
bottle.

“Was drinking out of the bottle good enough for your father, Nina?" asked Luke. No one else had heard.
He hadn’t meant them to.

Hewastrying to imply she was a snob and daring her to prove him wrong, she redlized angrily. Her eyes
flashed with violet light asthey met his. Sheraised her bottle resolutely.

“Here' sto Jesse!” shetoasted and tipped the bottle to her lips, swallowing well over hdf of it before she
put it back on the table. Shelooked defiantly at Luke. His eyes werelit with amusement and approval
and something she couldn’t identify. Very pointedly and ostentatioudly, she turned her back on him. She
could have sworn she heard him chuckle.

“Whoowhee! Who taught thislittle girl to swig beer like that?’ shouted Jesse, clapping her onthe
shoulder.

That must mean I’ ve arrived, shethought wryly.

They werefinishing their second round when the band and the other customers unanimously decided that
Jesse had been drinking for long enough and ought to get up and do his stuff.

The old man picked up his horn astenderly as alover and mounted the stage. He spoke briefly,
wel coming and thanking everyone, introducing Luke, Nina, and hisfamily, then introducing some of the
friendswho had joined him onstage with their instruments.

What followed was magic. The man wasameadter of hisart, playing and performing with a passon and
skill that Nina admired both as a professiona and as afan. The saxophone cameto lifein hishands,
pouring dark fire into the room; no foot was still, no heart was untouched. The entire band was
excdlent—but tonight was Jesse' s night, and they had al cometo hear the sax.

The musicians jammed for about an hour, mostly fast, wild music. Ninawondered how aman Jesse' sage
could expend that much energy. Dozens of people jumped up to dance wherever there was enough

room. They finished the sesson with amournful, bluesy tune. Jesse’ s eyes were closed tight with
concentration. The saxophone wailed like alover in pain. Ninasat transfixed, hypnotized by musica
genius. When Jessefindly protested that he needed a break and |eft the stage to go greet more friends,
Ninarelaxed. Her body sagged; she’ d been so entranced, she hadn't redlized until then how rigidly erect
she had been holding hersdf while he had been playing.

Sheturned her head dightly and saw along, tan hand resting beside her smal white one. The music had
stopped, and suddenly Luke' s presencefilled her mind again.



“Y ou weren't kidding when you said you loved the sax, wereyou?’ he said softly. Their eyes met for a
brief moment of understanding; however different their styles, they were both musicians and both
appreciated such artistry.

Then Ninaremembered she didn’t like him. “ Another beer, Mr. Swain?’ sheinquired archly before
turning her back on him and entering into a cheerful discussion with Jesse’ sfriendly wife, Rebecca. But
she knew he wasthere.

The evening went on. It was turning out to be quite a success for Nina. Jesse, whom she had dreamed of
meeting only hours before, was treeting her like a surrogate daughter. Since her beer-swigging
demondtration, the rest of the group were treating her like one of the family. She was enjoying Rebecca s
warm and humorous conversation athough they had to shout to be heard above the regular band, which
was playing once more. Later on, Jesse and his friends jammed again.

After it was over, Ninawas fedling drained and tired. It had been awonderful evening so far. Why did
shefed o dissatisfied? She saw L uke dancing with Jesse' s daughter and tried to ignore the thoughts that
flashed through her mind.

It was adow number, and he held thewoman in hisarms at a properly respectful distance. He moved
gracefully, smoothly, like a panther. Ninahad noticed that before. She looked away before he caught her
staring a him. Those eyes saw too much, she decided.

Ninawaslost in thought, listening to the music when awarm hand touched her shoulder. Jesse wasthere
before her, amiling into her dreaming face.

“Y ou surelook far away. Come and dance with an old man. My own wife' sturned me down!”

“So I’'m second fiddle?’ Ninasmiled and let Jesse lead her to the crowded dance floor. He held her
lightly and they shuffled about in ajazzy two-step, with Jesse occasiondly adding embellishments.

“I’'m s0 glad you invited me dong thisevening,” she shouted near hisear. “I'll never forget the way you
played tonight, not aslong as| live.”

“I'm glad you came,” he answered. “ Those words mean something coming from you, Nina. | saw youin
Il Pirata last year. And | saw you sing half a dozen times the year before that. In fact, | can remember
seeing you when you used to work out in San Francisco. Y ou were singing Glaucein Medea. 1t was your
first solo role. Y ou werejust ayoung thing, but | never saw so much courage onstage. Y ou were born to
sng, Nina”

Nina s eyesfilled with tears and her throat felt tight with pride and gratitude. There was no need to say
anything. He knew how much hiswords meant to her. He gave her afatherly squeeze before knocking
her off-baance with more improvised steps. Ninastumbled and rolled her eyes at him. He chuckled.
Their mood had lightened, but they were bound now by an open respect and affection.

When they sat down again, Rebeccajoined them for another beer and a chat.
“So how long have you known Luke, Nina?’
“I don't know him,” said Ninaemphaticdly. “Wejust met at the show tonight.”

“Whoowhee!” That was Jesse. “ The way that boy’ s been giving the evil eye to every man who talksto
you, | thought there must be something between you two.”

“No.” Ninagrimaced uncomfortably. “He' s probably giving those evil looksto me. To tell thetruth, we



didn't exactly hit it off thisevening.”

“Widl, he shardly taken hiseyes off you al night, honey. | thought he was gonna sprain something trying
to keep an eye on us on the dance floor. And me an old, married man,” Jesse chuckled.

“Don’'t you mind thisold fool, Nina,” admonished Rebecca “And don't you mind Luke s manners,
ether. Hejust likesto say exactly what he thinks and do exactly as he pleases without prettyin’ it up with
manners. But he'sgot a heart asbig asdl outdoors. HE sared nice boy, dl right.”

“Areyou afan?’ asked Jesse.
“Fan?No. I’d never even heard of him before we met. | take it he'svery popular.”

“Sure enough is, and has been for afew years, now. He' sworked damn hard for it, too. All that hypethe
press prints about pretty girlsand wild parties and fast cars—it’ saload of hog dop. Y ou know what the
music businessisredly like: rehearse, perform, rehearse, record, rehearse, interview, tour, perform,
rehearse, rehearse. And when you figure he writes al his own stuff, whereishe gonnaget timeto bea
playboy? Half of what you read about rock starsislies. And the other half is probably stretching the
truth.”

“I"'ve never read anything about him,” Ninastressed. “I’ ve never even heard hismusic.”

“Wall, you should, honey. | don't liketo tell him, because he' stoo cocky, anyhow, but he’ s damned
good. If he would just keep palitics out of his songs and stop shootin’ his mouth off...”

At thisinteresting point in the conversation the “rea nice boy” came back to their table.
“Tired dready, Jesse? It sonly three 0’ clock in the morning,” Luke teased.

“Watch your lip, boy,” scolded Jesse. “Miss Gnagnardlli here has got much better manners than you,
son’

“SoI'venoticed,” said Luke dryly. He turned his attention to Nina, holding hishand out formally to her.
“Do you dance?’

Histone was polite, but the impertinence in his eyeswas intolerable to Nina. He knew very well that she

danced! Rising to the bait, Nina placed her hand in hisand stood up, saying confidently, “I do everything,
Mr. Swain.” Hisright eyebrow arched and his eyes widened. He led her to the dance floor, leaving Jesse
chuckling behind them.

Ninaheld hersdlf rigidly in Luke' sarms, her left hand gripping his shoulder with about as much tenderness
as she would have shown to arolling pin. She gazed at an invisible spot somewhere past his shoulder.
They danced in silence for severa minutes.

“Toignore aman Stting next to you is easy enough, but to ignore aman when you'rein hisarmsisafine
art. | congratulate you.” He sounded amused.

“Some men,” said Nina pointedly, “ deserveto beignored.”
1] Ouch! 1]

“Some men,” continued Nina, warming to her subject, “have the charm of a puff adder and the manners
of anox.”

Hisright eyebrow shot up.



“Can’'t you raise both eyebrows like anorma person?’ Ninasnapped irritably.

Luke laughed outright at her open burst of temper. “Actudly, no, | can't. | fell off my bike asakid and
gashed the left Sde of my face. Evidently there was some dight nerve damage that never healed.”

“I'm sorry,” said Nina contritely, “That was rude of me.”

“| prefer agtraightforward question to polite chitchat,” Luke said easily. “ Even when it’s asked with dl
the charm of a puff adder.” Their eyes met. She clenched her teeth so shewouldn’t smile. “Besides, it's
one of my trademarks. The press saysit givesme alook of lazy sensudity. What do you think?” He
leered at her meodramatically. Ninaburst out laughing. “ So much for my technique,” he sighed.

Nina settled more comfortably in hisarms, enjoying herself now. They swayed easily to the music, their
bodies moving gracefully together. Luke was much taler than Nina, so it was easy to avoid hiseyesas
she wrestled with her thoughts.

Shewasintensaly aware of hisbody so closeto hers she could fed hiswarmth. The muscles under her
hand were strong and firm; she sternly stifled a sudden desire to run her hand dong hisarmto learn its
shape and texture. The hand that held hers was long and well shaped, strong and alittle rough the way
musicians hands sometimes were.

He had removed thetie of hisformal evening attire—she had sensed immediately that thiswas quite
unlike theway he normaly dressed—and unbuttoned the top two buttons of hiswhite shirt. Her gaze
traveled up the strong column of histhroat to examine his hair. It was adark, shining brown color. In
front, it was cut at what Nina consdered a reasonable length, waving lightly around hisface, but in the
back it grew well past hiscollar. She hadn't liked it at the beginning of the evening, having rather
conservetive tastes, but now she decided that it suited him. Her gaze traveled to hisface, taking in the
dark arched brows and long lashes before her eyes met hiswith a suddenness that startled her. She
reglized he' d been studying her, aswell. Confident of her physical attributes as a performer, Nina
suddenly felt shy asawoman. She lowered her eyesin confusion, veiling them with her thick, black
lashes.

The music ended and they went back to their table without speaking,
“I hope you were niceto thislittlegirl,” chided Jesse.
“I was a perfect gentleman,” Luke assured him. Ninalooked &t the ceiling.

“Jese” she sad findly, “this has been awonderful night for me, but I’ ve been shouting for hoursand
I’ve got to stop or my voice coach will lock mein aroom by mysdf for six weeks. I’'m going home

Jesse and Rebecca and their friends expressed regret that she was quitting early—they didn’t plan to
leavetill breskfast time.

“When can | hear you sSing?’ Jesse asked.

“I'min |l Turcoin Italia now. We re opening Rigoletto in afew weeks; I'll get you some
complementary ticketsto that, okay?’

“Y ou promised, now. I’ll bein touch. Take care.”

When shetried to say good-night to Luke heinterrupted smoothly, “I’'m leaving now, too. TV interview
tomorrow. Why don’'t we share acab?’



“Y ou be sure you go straight home, son,” scolded Jesse.

“I'will,” Luke promised. “ After dl, | need my beauty deep if I’ m going to dazzle millions tomorrow with
my lazy senqudity.”

Jesselooked at him gppraisingly. “Y ou’ d better leave right away, in that case.”

Nina put on her mink—without Luke' s help—and they walked to the door. She did adramatic double
take when he actually held the door for her. They stepped out into the crigp October night and Luke
hailed acab.

Whenit pulled to astop in front of them, he opened the door for Ninaand climbed in after her. She gave
her East Eighties addressto the driver. They zoomed off with that abruptness of which New Y ork
cabbies were the magters.

Ninamade acommendable effort to chat politely with Luke. However, within moments, he once again
proved himself devoid of normal socid skills and incapable of civility.

“Look, why don't you just come right out and say that you think rock musicis rubbish?’ he prodded
after she had tactfully admitted that it wasn't particularly to her taste.

“Why should | haveto?’ she countered.

“We re musicians, not diplomats. I’ m interested in your opinion, thisis not acocktall party, thereareno
reporters around. Why not just plainly say what you think? Areyou afraid Il be offended?’

“| don’t want to be rude—not even to you. And most musicianswouldn’t St hereand ingst | openly
insult them!”

“I won't be insulted. But how can we have an intelligent, honest, interesting conversation if you beat
around the bush, if you use silly phrases designed to obscure rather than tp reveal your opinions?’

“It’ snot enough that you hate my outfit, now you're criticizing the way | spesk?’ Ninafindly lost all
patience with him.

After arguing hestedly al the way from Greenwich Village to the Upper East Sde, Ninadecided she'd
had enough.

The cab stopped for ared light two blocks from her apartment. In araging temper Nina opened the car
door and stepped out into the street.

“I’'m getting out herel” she shouted. “1’m not putting up with another minute of this abuse!”
“Hey, lady, what about my fare?” the driver demanded.

“Herel” Ninasnapped, pulling afew dollars out of her crocodile skin purse.

“That’ s not enough,” protested the driver.

“I'll pay it,” snapped Luke.

“Shut up!” shrieked Nina, beside herslf.

“What?’ hollered the cabby.



“Not you!”

“Nina, get back in the cab!”

“No!”

“Y ou're being unreasonable.”

“Mr. Swain. Y ou have insulted my wardrobe, my drinking habits, my opinions—"
“What opinions?’

“My intelligence, my integrity and my manners. Y ou are the rudest man | have ever met and the most
boorish clod | have had to spend an evening with since | was seventeen yearsold. Is that direct enough
for you? And don’t follow me down the street!” she added as he got out of the cab.

“Nina, it'sfour o'clock inthemorning. | can't let you walk home done.”

“If I am mugged, it will at least be some small consolation to you, Mr. Swain, sSince they will doubtless
take both my coat and my purse!”

And with that parting shot she turned and marched off, leaving Luke fuming in the middle of the Street
whilethetaxi driver reminded him that the meter was till running.

Two

“Hi! Sorry I'm late—couldn’t find a cab and traffic was awful,” said Nina breathlesdy as she entered the
familiar rehearsa room.

“It'sdl right. It doesn’t happen often,” responded Elenain her richly accented voice. Elena had been
Nina sfirst voice teacher a Juilliard in New Y ork, and although Ninawas afast-rising star in the opera
world, she still worked privately with Elena as often as she could.

Intheinitia years of their relationship, when Nina had been ayoung girl with dmost no training, Elena
had served as ateacher and guide for her work and as a surrogate mother figure to advise her about the
world she would soon be entering—aworld Nina' s own mother knew nothing about and couldn’'t help
her with. During the years Nina had spent in San Francisco and the tours that followed, she had kept in
touch with Elena. And now that Nina had returned to New Y ork, Elenawas again astable and reliable
foundation in her hectic life. At twenty-nine, Nina considered hersdf a skilled artist and a sophisticated
woman, and Elenawas now mostly asecond ear in the rehearsal room aswell asavaued friend.

“I’'m sorry | canceled our rehearsal the other day,” Ninasaid. “My voice wasjust so raw and tired |
decided torestit.”

“What were you doing with it?’
“Shouting with it. Mostly at aboor. Oh, never mind. Did you catch the music avardson TV?’

“Yes, yes. I'm rather astonished at what can pass for music these days. But your hero won an award, |

“Jese? Yes” Ninatold Elenaabout her evening with Jesse and the gang, carefully editing her comments
about Luke Swain.



“Widl, you must introduce me sometime. Heisindeed agreat musician. By the way—your outfit that
night...”

“YS’?’

“A bit too smple. What |ooks elegant in a nightclub can look positively austere on televison. You need a
few big ruffles or sequins and some diamonds, | think.”

“I'll remember that, thanks.” Nina aways absorbed criticism about any aspect of her professon and tried
to learn from it. She seldom repeated a mistake. “Let’ s get to work.”

Elena sat at the piano while Ninastood nearby. They went through afamiliar routine of Nina' swarming
up while Elenaplayed, then Elena guided Ninathrough voca exercises of increasing difficulty, listening,

nodding, occasondly giving advice: relax your shoulders, get your tongue out of the way, stop chewing
the note. Ninaworked for an hour on a piece from Rigoletto that she didn’t fee comfortable with, then
finished by discussing possible arias with Elenafor a benefit she had been asked to sing in.

Ninaleft the studio humming, walking down the busy street with that lift that agood singing workout
awaysgave her.

Nina had entered the music business because she loved to sSing—she was born to sing, as Jesse had put
it. She enjoyed lifein generd, but nothing gave her as much satisfaction as those perfect, focused
moments when the physical, emotiond, and spiritua aspects of her being joined together and soared high
above the common bonds of earth and daily life. She had never found those moments anywhere but in
snging.

Nothing esein life equaed that. Certainly not faling in love with Philippe, she thought with agrimace.
Undoubtedly there had been romance, pleasure, and pain with him. But there had never been any
al-consuming moment when she thought, “ Ah, yes, thisiswhy we' re here, and it'sal worthiit for a
moment likethis.” She enjoyed sex, but found it atrangtory physica experience smilar to hunger and
egting. The desire came and was gratified, or not, depending on circumstances; it required little of her
mind or soul. She enjoyed the love of her family, the daily pleasures of life, beautiful objects, and fine
food. But there was an endless yearning in herself she didn’t understand, a searching, fathomless need for
fulfillment which had aways driven her to those hard-won magica momentswhen shelived, if only for the
length of asong, the strongest passions of life and expressed them from the well of her soul.

“You' rethinking very deep thoughtstoday,” Ninasaid to her reflection in ashop window. A familiar pair
of brown eyeslooked back at her. Her heart jumped for amoment, then shelaughed at hersalf—it wasa
poster.

She peered into the window. It was amusic shop. Luke must be as popular as Jesse had said. Half of the
display window was devoted to his abum, including the poster, which was a blowup of the album cover.
It showed L uke againgt abackground of rural poverty—a broken-down shanty, ajunk heap, laundry
hanging on the line. He was wearing faded jeans and an old swesatshirt. His face was unshaven, and there
was aburning, driven look in hiseyes. Thetitle of the dbum was A Wilder Name.

Ninastared in fascination at the dreary, tumbledown, amost oppressive background before shifting her
gaze back to Luke s burning eyes. What did he see that she didn’t? What did he mean, awilder name?

She was on the verge of going into the shop to buy the abum when she reminded hersdlf of dl the
reasons why she shouldn’t. It wasrock and she didn’t listen to rock. She hated Luke Swain and she
didn’'t want to help hisabum sdles. She would never see him again and had no interest in learning more
about hismusic or his opinions. She hailed a cab and went home.



Nina s home was asmall one-bedroom apartment on the ninth floor of awell-kept building in the East
Eighties near Lexington Avenue. She couldn’t see Central Park from her apartment—there were too
many buildingsin the way—but &t least it was within walking distance. The gpartment itself was tastefully
and eegantly decorated in a style, which was feminine without being fussy. Nina preferred modern
furniture, smple clean lines, and light colors. She had astrong liking for Oriental objects—rugs, vases,
paintings, bonsai—and the apartment usualy showed evidence of her skill in Japanese flower
arrangements, a hobby she had picked up in San Francisco. The style was rounded out by afew modern
expressionist paintings. She had devoted alot of money and energy to making this apartment just right
when she had settled in New Y ork, and it was a haven to her. There was apiano in the far corner by the
window, with stacks of operascoreson it, aswell as an elaborate stereo system.

The phone was ringing as she entered.

“Hello,” shesadinto thereceiver.

“Hédllo, thisisLuke.”

She was too surprised to spesk. Was he psychic? Had he called to yell at her for not buying his album?
“Luke Swain...” hesaid hestantly.

“Yes, | know who you are. How did you get my number?’

“Y ou'rethe only Nina Gnagnarelli in the book.”

“Oh, yes. What do you want?’ she said ungracioudly.

“I was kind of rude the other evening—"

“Yes, you were.”

“And I'd liketo makeit up to you.”

“Isthisan apology?’

“I"d rather gpologize in person. Will you have dinner with me?’
“Y ou must bekidding.”

“Look, we got off to abad start, but | don’t dways have the manners of an ox. Sometimes|’m good
company.”

“Redlly, | don't think—"

“My treet.”

“I'mafrad—"

“Y ou can pick the restaurant.”
“Honedtly, | don't think ... | can?’
“yes”

Shewas slent for amoment, thinking. Then awicked grin spread across her face. She would teach this
hotshot alesson that would knock him on his ear.



“Wadll, dl right. I’d loveto,” she said sweetly, too swestly.
“Y ouwould?’ He sounded suspicious.

“Of course. How about Thursday night?’

“No, | can’'t—I’ve got a date. How about Tuesday?’
“No, I can’t—I’m performing. How about Wednesday?’
“No, we' rerehearsing. How about Friday?’

Shelooked at her calendar. “ Y es, Friday’ sfine.” She gave him the name and address of the restaurant,
and they agreed to meet there at 8:00 p.m. He gave her his phone number in case a conflict arose, since
his number was, of course, unlisted.

“Until Friday, then,” he said and hung up.

Nina put down the phone, her eyes glittering. Luke Swain didn’t know it, but he had just agreed to buy
her dinner at perhaps the most expensive restaurant in New Y ork. It was certainly the most elegant. She
could hardly wait.

* * * %

Luke waswaiting for Ninaon the sdewak when she arrived. Like many of the best placesin New Y ork,
L es Précieuses had amodest doorway, which gave no hint of its plush interior. Ninainwardly gloated
over leading the lamb to daughter as Luke helped her out of the cab.

He was obvioudy on hisbest behavior tonight; athough his eyes narrowed dightly at the sght of her pearl
gray chinchillacoat, hisonly comment was apleasant, “Hello.”

Ninalooked at him criticaly. He was wearing adark shirt and trousers with atan jacket, dl cutina
modern streamlined style. He had shaved, his hair was neatly brushed, even his shoes were polished. He
looked good. Hisfanswould have probably melted into little puddles on the sdewalk.

“Not bad,” said Nina, “but | think you' [l need this.” She pulled ablack silk tie out of her purse.
“Atie?’ hesad blankly.

“Yes, they require one here.” Hewasturning it over in hishands asif it were somerare artifact. “ Of
course, they have a selection insde for gentlemen who forget to wear their own. But thisone is silk. And
I’m prepared to giveit to you if you don’'t own one,” she said magnanimoudly.

“That's... very generous, Nina. I'll treasureit dways.” He began putting on thetie, his gaze holding hers,
picking up the gauntlet she’ d thrown down. Hislong, deft fingers quickly completed the task.
“Sdidfied?’

Ninareached up. Smiling maicioudy, she pulled the knot alittle tighter. “It looks wonderful .”
“It fedslikeanoose”

Luke s eyeswidened asthey entered the restaurant. There was no mistaking the plush carpet, the French
antiques, the impeccably dressed waiters; Les Précieuses was haute cuisine at its most elegant, with
pricesto match.

“ Ah, Madame Gnagnarelli. Mais ¢a fait bien longtemps qu’ on ne vous voit pas. Quel grand



plaisr!” the head waiter greeted Nina.

She gave him her hand, which he bowed over gdlantly, and responded in French, “Yes, it'sbeen
months, Henri. I’m so glad to be back. | hope you' ve given us agood table.”

“Mais bien sur, madame. Thevery best. If you will follow me,” he answered, leading the way.
“Come here often?’ Luke asked suspicioudy.
“Oh, now and again.”

They followed Henri to a semiprivate a cove with soft lighting, far from the door. Ninagave her coat to a
waiter and was gratified to see Luke' s eyes warm to her appearance. She had dressed with some
care—dtrictly for her self-esteem and not for her escort, she reminded herself. Her dresswas adark
crimson blend of silk and wool which exposed the hollows of her neck and the beginning swell of her
breasts before tapering down to atight bodice and narrow skirt. The color contrasted sharply with her
black hair, which was drawn back into adeek chignon. Her jewery was smple-white gold set with tiny
rubies. She saw Luke seyestakeit dl in with admiration before their gazes locked; there was amessage
in hislook that sent an unaccustomed panic through her. She lowered her eyes quickly.

Their waiter appeared asif on cue. Asvarious other men bustled about, filling her weater glass and
offering her bread, Ninatook command of hersaf once more.

She chatted gaily in French with their waiter, while Luke glumly studied the prices on the menu. They
ordered their various courses, then someone handed thewine list to Luke while Ninalooked at him with
wide-eyed innocence.

Torn between irritation and amusement, Luke handed thelist to Nina. “ Perhaps you' d like to choose,” he
sad. “Asyou’ ve probably guessed, French wineisn't my specidty.”

Well, at least he doesn't suffer from an overbearing ego, she thought. She’ d seen many men struggle with
wine lists and make bad choicesrather than smply admit to their date that they didn’t know much about
expensive wines. Already knowing what she wanted, Nina handed the list back to the wine steward and
told him her choice.

“I hopeyou like very dry white,” she said to L uke as the bottle was brought to their table.

“Actualy, | prefer red, but I'm sure !’ [l enjoy this,” he answered pleasantly. He stopped the steward
from pouring abit of wineinto hisglass. “Let thelady decide,” he said, gesturing toward Nina.

The wine was excd lent—Nina sfavorite, in fact. When they were |eft done again, Luke waslooking at
her with frank amusement.

“Wall, | guess| set my owntrap,” he said.

“You' reavery good sport,” Ninasaid with alaugh.

“| supposethisis suitable revenge for our last meeting.”

“Thefood isgreet, though. If nothing else, you' Il enjoy your med.”
“| expect to enjoy the company, Nina.”

The polite words were expressed with a frankness that robbed her of awitty reply, so she turned her
attention to her wine. The food was as excellent as she had promised. Under the influence of good food



and good wine, Nina began to chat easily with Luke and soon forgot she’ d had any trouble speaking to
him.

“Wheredid you learn to swig beer likeasallor?’ Luke asked.

Ninalaughed. “1 havefour older brothers. | was such atomboy!” Luke' sright brow arched in disbelief.
“I wadl | played footbal and baseball with them, went camping with them, fought the other neighborhood
boys with them, and watched Sunday afternoon footbal on TV with them, swigging beer and shouting a
the screen. | wanted to be as good as they were at everything—drinking, fighting, playing...”

“When did you—er—feminize?’

“When | found something | was good at that they weren't. Singing. It gave me more pleasure than
anything else, it gave other people pleasure, and nobody | knew did it aswell as| did.

“I sang at church dl through my childhood, but when | wasfifteen and started to look like awoman, |
garted singing al around Brooklyn—parties, clubs, weddings, dances—"

“Brooklyn?Y ou're from Brooklyn?Y ou of the finishing school accent, the French wine, and the Itdian
shoes?’ Luke asked increduloudly.

“Yes, me” Ninafixed himwith ahard look. “I’ ve never tried to hide what | was or where | came from,
Luke. | wasan Itdian-American girl from aworking-class Brooklyn family. My father isacarpenter. |
love my family. My manners and my tastes are different now, but I'm what | dwayswas.”

“All right, so you learned you could sing—what next?’

“I' knew | wanted to Sing forever. | guess| just fell naturaly into opera. Our whole family lovedit,
anyhow. But for me, it’' sthe music that uses asinger the mogt, that lets her express the most. Jazz comes
close, but | wanted to sSing opera. The music teacher at our high school gave me free lessons since we
didn’t have much money—I helped keep the room tidy, that sort of thing. Nothing redlly, considering all
hedid for me. | finished high school ayear early and got into Juilliard on scholarship.”

Ninawent on to tell Luke about Elena, her mentor, and the joy and fear of those demanding years of
traning.

“I could have gone on to amasters program when it was over, but | didn’t have any money. And |
wanted to perform, not just hear stories about what it would belikeif | got work someday. So when |
was offered ajob in San Francisco, | jumped at it. And so began the road to fame and fortune.”

“|s therefame and fortune in opera?’

“For some. The big stars get paid alot to appear, though | suppose not as much asarock star does.
Thereare TV appearances, concerts, abum saes, and now they’ re making operamovies.

“Aswith pop music, fame and fortune are part of the package of successfor us. | want those things, of
course. But more than that, more than anything, | want someday to have a choice about what | Sng. To
choose my own roles, to be able to turn down rolesthat don't interest me.

“I’'veworked hard. And I’m good. I'm doing well for someone my age. | make good money, | sing with
good companies, | work with brilliant artists. But | do what I’ m offered, | can’t risk turning down arolel
know I'll be ableto sng wdll; | sill might not be offered something initsplace. | have to keep building
my reputation and my repertoire, working toward a day when managements will want measmuch as|
want to work.”



“It will come. | believeinyou,” Luke said serioudy.
“Why?’ she asked curioudy. “ Y ou don’t know opera. Y ou don’'t even know me.”

“Because | seeinyou the courage that it takesto walk that far done. The greater the fame and the
greater the rewards, the greater therisk and the londlier the limelight.”

Hewould know, she thought. He' s probably aready richer and more famousthan I'll ever be. “1 saw
your abum the other day,” she said suddenly. “Didn’t buy it.”

“I wish you had. I’ [l need the incometo help pay for thismedl.”

Shelaughed. “ Areyou redly from Kansas? Isyour nameredly Luke Svain?’

“Yesand yes. Lucas Bartholomew Swain. | grew up in awhest fied in the heart of Kansas.”
“Bartholomew?’

“Shh, it sasecret,” hetold her sternly.

A waiter put aGrand Marnier souffléin front of Nina, which she dug into with gusto. Luke eyed the
quivering froth placed before him with some trepidation.

“Y our parents are really farmers? How do they fedl about you being arock star?’

“They're proud of mewhen | Sing at civil rightsralies and Save-A-Whale benefits. | think they’re
embarrassed when | Sing sexy songs, and they’ re downright mortified when | appear in gossp columns.”

“How did you get started?’
“I taught mysdlf to play the guitar asakid, listening to the radio. Y ou’ ve heard of the Bestles?’
“Of course I've heard of the Bestles”

“Jugt checking. In high school | formed a band with some friends, started writing my own songs. My
folks were pretty well resigned to my not wanting to be afarmer, but they thought | was crazy to drop
out of college and go on the road with my guitar when | was nineteen.

“I had asmall band. We played alot of college towns and gradualy worked our way up the ladder. We
got our first recording contract three years later, but the dbum never did well.”

“What wasit caled?’

“On the Plains. Youwon't have heard of it. After that, things got rougher. A couple of people left the
band, our agent dropped uslike ahot rock. It was the usud story. Endless rounds of touring, long rides
in afreezing cold, broken-down van, londy motd rooms, gigsfaling through, no socid life becausewe
were aways on the road, musicians dropping out when it got to be too rough for them—"

“How could you stand it? What kept you going?’

“Oddly enough, | loved it. | wanted to write and play music, and that' s exactly what | was doing. Not
many people arethat lucky inlife. | wasn't successful, but most of thetime | was ableto eat. | could
believe my big break would come when | was reaedy for it, because | believed in my talent. | was young
and full of energy. And | aways reminded mysdf, during those long trips and lonely nights, that | could be
stuck behind the whed of atractor or Sitting in a stuffy office somewhere. So | was happy enough.



“Then one day a manager, Kate Hammer, saw us. She began managing us, and suddenly we got better
gigs, better money, even abetter van. A year later, she landed us abig recording contract and pushed for
the record company to redlly back the abum with publicity and promotion. The album was called At
Least It'swith a Smile, and—"

“Wait aminute. At Least It’swith a Smile? I've heard that! | loved that song.”
“And | thought you never listened to rock,” he chided her.

“I don’'t. But | could hardly help hearing that song. They played it everywhere that year—restaurants,
shops, theradio. | loved it. It was so much theway | felt when | was touring, leaving people behind, just
livinginmy work ... But | didn’t know that was you!”

Helaughed. “Wdll, luckily everyone else knew. Beforelong, | wason TV, ontheradio, playing liveto
thousands of people, giving interviews, getting incredible offers, being lauded as an overnight success.
Overnight success! | was twenty-eight. I’d been on the road for ninelong years, and suddenly | was
discovered, asif I’ d picked up aguitar for the first time that morning.”

“Andtherest ishistory?’

“No, therest isalot of hard work.” They were drinking their coffee now. “1 toured for awhile. Then
wrote another album, rehearsed, recorded it, and toured to promoteit. And then another and then
another.”

“So why aren’t you out touring to promote your new abum?’
“I’ve been touring. And I'll go out west for more concertsin awhile”
“Wemust be crazy.” Their eyes met and they laughed. Neither of them would do anything else.

When the bill came Luke' s eyes nearly popped. “I think I’ [l have to go record another album,” he
groaned.

“It was your ideato buy me dinner at arestaurant of my choice,” Ninareminded him evilly.
“Next timel want to gpologize, I'll cook you dinner.”

“Y ou cook?’

“I do everything, Miss Gnagnarelli.”

Luke paid their bill and helped her into her coat. “ Did you wear thisfoul thing just to annoy me?” he
asked.

Ninalaughed ruefully. “Partly, yes,” she admitted. “But | aso think it’sbeautiful. Be hones, itis, isV't it?’

Hisgaze waslike acaress, and adow smile spread across hisface. “ Y ou look beautiful,” he said
smply.

Nina glanced about for ataxi. Luke suggested they walk. It was abeautiful night, crisp and windy,
invigorating without being too cold. Ninaagreed. Her hand dipped naturaly into his. They waked up
Fifth Avenue, on thefar Sde of the street from the park.

“So what doesit mean; A Wilder Name?”



“Buy theabum and find out.”

“Andif | don't likeit?’

“I'll giveyou arefund. Y ou'rejust vicious enough to ask for one.”
“I'll bet you're sorry | wasn't mugged the other night.”

“God, no. | hateto think of where we would have eaten tonight if you had been mugged.”
“How did your date go last night?’

“All right.”

“Anyone | know?’

“Addefrom asax player, who do we know in common?’

They walked in slencefor awhile.

“Wheredid it al comefrom?’ Luke asked.

“All what?’

“The Itaian shoes, thetailored clothes, the manners, the accent.”

“Oh, different places. | learned languages studying singing and working with Europeans. Other things|
learned through exposure. Operais by and large an elegant world. But to be honest, my husband taught
me alot and gave methe desireto learn more.”

“Your husband?’ He stopped so fast Nina stumbled.

“My ex-husband, | should say. We were divorced three years ago.”
They continued walking.

“When were you married?’

“When | was twenty-two, in San Francisco. | met him soon after | began work. His name was Philippe
Garnier. He came from awealthy French family that put alot of money into operaand were,
consequentialy, very influentid.”

“Goon,” Lukesad.

“He wasthirty-seven, very suave, very handsome in acontinental way. | thought | wasin love with him,
which is perhaps the samething aslove.”

“Doyou redly think so?’

“I don't know anymore. Anyhow, he swept me off my feet. Which wasn't hard to do with agirl who'd
never been anywhere else but New Y ork and had always been too busy working to have much to do
with men. We were married about six months later.

“Hisfamily didn’t like my background but were happy he' d married someone they al believed would be
astar someday. He set about molding me, and I—" she laughed without humor “—I was very mallesble.
He taught me how to dress, how to do my face, how to do my hair, what books to read, what wine to



drink. He taught me elegant manners and e egant French. He encouraged me to drop what was | eft of my
Brooklyn accent. | learned about art and antiques, haute cuisine and haut monde, foreign filmsand Indian
handicrafts.

“He helped my career aswell. When he was't busy educating me, he was encouraging my devotion to
my work. He never once complained about my being away on tour, working long hours, often being too
exhaugted to pay any attention to him. He became my manager and used hisinfluence to get meleading
roles, to get me seen by important people, to get me jobswith great directors. | felt lucky. If | was good
enough for theroles, and | was, | was glad not to have to struggle for years for an opportunity.

“And it was agood ded from hispoint of view, aswell. | was exactly what hewanted ina
wife—someone he could play Pygmdion to”

“What happened?’ Luke asked.

“Oh, many things. | stopped being his Galatea, for one thing. He opened up awhole new world of
knowledge and experiences for me, but once | got the basic grasp of things, | began to think for mysalf
and hedidn't likethat &t al.

“I learned to differentiate between elegant manners and pure snobbery, between people who were
discreet and people who were boring, between people who cared and people who didn't. | was
interested in devel oping my own taste rather than following what was alamode. | redlized that some
smple, plain, common things are among the greatest pleasuresin life—like swigging beer with my
brothers while we watch the Super Bowl. Mostly | redized that | didn’t love Philippe, and that for dl his
sophistication he was arather shalow and slly man.”

“Isthat when you split up?’
“No. We kept some sort of partnership going. My career, our house. | wasn't sure what to do.

“Then | flew home from Italy one day and found out that the reason he never minded my being on tour so
often wasthat he had plenty of company whilel was away. | waked into my houseto find ablond
woman wearing my bathrobe, drinking my wine, Stting in my favorite chair while my husband was running
abath for her. With my bath sdts. | left him that day.”

Lukelet out alow whistle.

“I filed acharge of adultery in the divorce suit. Everyone was only too pleased to name half adozen other
women he' d been openly involved with during our marriage. | tried to keep alow profile, but it wasn't
easy. So | |eft San Francisco at the end of the season and came hometo New Y ork. Luckily | got work
right away.”

“How did your family reect to dl this?’

“Oh, they were upset when | married him.” Shelaughed briefly. “My father couldn’'t stand him. But they
accepted the marriage and backed me up. Then they were upset about the divorce, but stood by me one
hundred percent. | think they're glad he' s out of my lifefor good.”

“Do you—I mean—how do you—"

“I’'m glad he' sout of my life. Hewas't amongter. He was just aweek, slly man with alot of money and
fancy habits. | was young enough and naive enough to take him for something more.

“Everything just fel gpart bit by bit. | thought he was aman of taste and opinion; hewasn't. | thought he



wasintelligent; hewasn't. | thought he loved me; he didn’t. | thought we were at least partners, that |
could at least trust him; he betrayed me.

“I’ll never forget the humiliation of finding another woman filling my place aseaslly asif | werea
corkscrew that had gone missing. All thelieshe must have told me, which | believed because it never
occurred to me he'd have areason to lieto me...”

She shrugged, frowning. She'd lost dl feding for Philippe years ago, but the sense of betrayal, of
wounded trust still burned in her. Luke seemed to senseit. He squeezed her hand and pulled her alittle
closer to him. They walked for awhilein slence.

They stopped when they reached Nina s street about ten minutes later. Reluctant to end the evening,
Luketried to pick out congtdlationsin the sky for Nina, piecing them together despite the pollution, cloud
cover, and reflection of the city’slights.

“Did you redly do thison dates asaboy?’ Ninaasked doubtfully.

“Wll, it wasn't such hard work then, because we could actualy seethe starsin Kansas.” He looked
down &t her.

Ninagrumbled, staring up &t the shifting velvet sky. A breeze whipped down the avenue, brushing a
gleaming black curl across her forehead. Shetilted her head to one side. “1 think | see Polaris...”

Luke had gone very dill. The pressure of his hand againgt hers changed subtly, hisfingerslightly tracing
the fine bones of her hand, his callused thumb exploring the shape of her pam.

Suddenly, in the middle of an empty street, she couldn’t seem to get any air. She kept her gaze fixed on
the starswhile her breath came in shalow bursts and her somach seemed to be dropping.

“Nina...” Hisvoice was husky, hisbreath gently fanned her cheek.

She kept her eyes obstinately fixed on astar. She did not want to take responsibility for this. She stood
immobile, frozen inindecison. Why didn’t he do something?

“Nina” Hiswhigper wasinssten.

Sheturned to look at him, and the firein his eyes melted her within asecond. A low sound escaped her
throat and a primitive force propelled her toward him with an urgency she couldn’t deny.

Her lips met his. His mouth was warm and sweet, feeding her, drinking from her, filling her with ahunger
for more. Her hands touched hisface, stroked his hair, grabbed his shoulderstrying to pull hersdlf closer,
closer to his shdtering warmth.

Her eyes were closed and she was spinning dizzily, aware only of the muscular arms wrapped around
her, the strong hand stroking her back, the firm, caressing lips.

His mouth left hersto explore her features with soft, hot kisses. He kissed the wing of her brow, her
temple, lightly traced a path down the strong line of her cheekbone, tenderly kissed the point of her chin.

Luke buried hisfacein Nina s hair, whispering her name, aroused by the restless touch of her hands
along hisback and shoulders. Shewildly pressed hersalf closer to him, not caring what it might lead to.

With adtifled groan, Luke traced hot, sultry kisses aong her neck, bresthing in the sweet scent of her
flesh,



It had been there between them since they’ d met, this awareness, thiswanting, but she had tried to ignore
it. Now it wasigniting in legping flames, blazing out of control inside her.

Luke' s mouth was on hers again, indstent, demanding. His tongue dipped between her teeth, and she
met it with her own, tasting, teasing, mating—a car horn beeped loudly, and they jumped apart like guilty
teenagers.

Lukewasthefirst to recover himsdf. “ Caught kissing by sarlight,” he said wryly.

Ninawas staring a him, breathing heavily, aghast at what she had done. Hewas avirtua stranger, aman
she professed to didike, and in the middle of apublic street she had thrown hersdlf a him like—like a
teenaged groupie.

Her horror must have been evident in her face, because Luke said gently, “We got more than we
bargained for, didn't we? It'sall right, Nina Come on, I'll walk you to your door.”

They waked the remaining two blocksin silence, not touching. Nina stared at the sdewalk, trying to sort
through her chaotic thoughts. Luke seemed logt in thought, aswell, frowning at the sky.

When they reached her building the doorman recognized her and opened the door.

“Good night, Ning,” said Luke. He leaned forward and planted a brotherly kiss on her cheek. It
comforted her, which confused her even more, since only moments before hiskisses had held her
enthralled with passion.

She opened her mouth to speak a polite phrase of thanks and found to her astonishment that she couldn’t
think of one.

“Don’'t ask me up for coffee,” Luke said. Helaughed uneasily. “I don't think | could afford it.” And with
that, he walked off into the night.

Ninastumbled into her building to spend along, deepless night of tossing and turning.

Three

Two dayslater, on Sunday afternoon, Ninawas reluctantly dialing Luke' s telephone number. She waited
impatiently and was about to hang up after the eighth ring when someone finally answvered.

“Hello.” It was awoman’svoice, feminine and attractive. Ninafdt an inexplicable wave of hurt wash
over her.

“Hello, may | speak to Luke?’
“Sure you can. But | warn you, he' sin alousy mood.”

Nina heard noise in the background, evidently Luke and the woman arguing. Findly he cameto the
phone.

“Hello?’ hesaid aggressively.
“Hdlo, Luke. ThisisNina.”

Therewasalong pause. “Nina...”



“I hope| didn’t interrupt anything,” she said tiffly.

“No.”

“If you're entertaining...”

“No, I’'m not.”

She wasfinding this even harder than she had expected, and he was not helping.

Her two eldest nieces, sanding on either sde of her in her mother’ s Sitting room, began urging her to get
to the point. She heard her mother shriek in the kitchen. A second later their dog came racing through the
sitting room with apork roast clenched in his enormous jaws, while her mother, two of her brothers, and
ahog of smdl children cametearing in after it, al shouting and waving their arms.

“Oh, God,” said Nina.
“Bad dog! Bad dog!” shouted Nina s mother.
“The concert, Nina. Ask him about the concert,” nagged Nina' s nieces.

“Let him haveit, Mom. We can't eat it now, anyway,” advised Nina s brother Mark, trying to stop their
mother from crawling under atablein pursuit of the dog.

“What the hdll isgoing on there? Where are you?” shouted L uke on the telephone.

“I'mat my parents house in Brooklyn. Just atypica Sunday dinner with the Gnagnardllis” she shouted
back.

“I"’m beginning to understand what drew you to your ex-husband,” Luke commented, asthe dog started
barking and the youngest child burst into tears.

“Ask him, Ninal”

“Ask mewhat?" asked Luke.

“Bad dog! What will we eat?’ cried Nina s mother.

“Mom, it'sokay. I'll go get apizza. Maitt, get the dog out of here,” said Mark to hisyounger brother.
“Ask him, Ninal”

“All right, dl of you, be quiet!” Ninaused atone usudly reserved for her most dramatic momentson
dage. It actudly had some effect. The family quieted down. “ Thank you,” she said in her usua cool,
cultured voice.

“Under control?’ Luke asked. She could hear the smilein hisvoice,
“Moreor less. They'redl just shouting quietly now.”
“Why didyou cal?’

“Well, my niece Mariais having her fourteenth birthday this coming week,” Maria bobbed her head

enthusiagtically, “and she and her sster ... Well, Luke, they saw meon TV with you. They'd liketo see
you sing, o | tried to get tickets for the benefit concert you' re snging at next weekend on Long Idand,
but it ssold out. And we thought, since I’ d met you, perhaps...” Shetrailed off. How were her brother



Michadl’ s daughters to know that the evening she’ d met Luke she' d abandoned him in the middle of the
street after ashouting match? Ninawas far too embarrassed about the conclusion of their most recent
meseting to even mentionit.

He had evidently decided to spare her further humiliation. “Y ou want help? 1’ [l get you some VIP passes.
Isthree enough?’

“Yes. That' sfine. Thanks very much, Luke,” Ninasaid, reieved.
“My pleasure. Bring your nieces backstage when I’ m done, okay?’
“They' dlovetha.”

“Good.” He explained to her where to pick up the passes and how to get backstage. “1'll see you next
Saturday. And Nina? The woman who answered my phone...”

“Yes?' she heard hersdlf ask, hating hersdlf for needing to know.
“That'smy agent, Kate Hammer. Strictly business.”

“Oh.”

“All you haveto doisask, Nina,” hesad gently.

“I—I"m sorry, Luke. It snone of my business”

“Until Saturday, then. Goodbye, Nina.”

Nina put down the receiver. Asusual, he' d confused her. She was embarrassed he' d sensed her desire
to know who the woman was. She was grateful he' d volunteered the information. She was rlieved he
hadn’t mentioned the evening they’ d spent together, yet felt perversaly annoyed with him at the sametime
for not saying anything about it. However, thiswas not agood moment for reflection. She gently shoved
away her hovering nieces.

“We ve got three VIP tickets, and he' sinvited usto go backstage when he’ sdone singing.”

The girls jumped up and down, squealing with ddlight, hugged Nina, and jumped up and down again.
Michael’ swife, Nancy, cameinto theroom. “1 take it you got the tickets?’

Her two daughters rushed up to tell her the good news, then ran out into the yard to tell their father.

“Thanks, Nina,” said Nancy. “We d have loved to have taken them oursalves. Luke Swain isterrific. But
they can hardly go to arock concert with their parents, can they?’

“Going with their aunt is probably just assquare,” said Ninadryly. “But it may beinteresting for me. I've
never been to arock concert.”

“Who knows, you may even likeit.”
“I doubt it.”
“What' 1l you have on your pizza? Mark’ staking orders now,” Nancy said with agrin.

“WE re having pizza? Thank God—I don’t think | could have faced roast pork again.”



Over dinner, Nina sfather was full of praise and approbation.

“A benefit concert to fight world hunger? I’ m glad to see you girlstaking an interest in something
important. Change is brought about by people ralying together to expressther, viewpoint until the
government hasto listen.”

“Pop,” Ninainterrupted, “I don't think they’re taking apolitica stand. | think they just want to hear some
musc.”

Stefano Gnagnarelli was alittle disgppointed when his granddaughters agreed with Nina. He was,
however, an essentialy optimistic person: “ Still, in the middle of al that so-called music, they’ re bound to
learn something. Whether you' re for or against something, it’simportant to take astand and to know
why you'vetakenit.”

“So-caled music?’ echoed Joe, the youngest of the four sons. He was ayear older than Nina. “Pop,
we' ve been over this before—"

“And | dill say that alot of guitars and drums and |ong-haired people screaming about sex does not
qudify asmusic. Ninaagreeswith me, don't you Nina?’

Ninawas|aughing.

Joewasn't about to give up that easily. “Pop, | agreethat alot of guitars and drums and long-haired
people screaming about sex does not quaify as music, but—"

“Then we re in complete agreement, and for once we can have a peaceful family supper,” interrupted
Stefano.

Ninalaughed harder, and Joe turned purple with irritation.

Thewhole family jumped in then, everyone shouting, everyone emphaticaly expressing the right
viewpoint if everyone dsewould just listen for aminute. Soon the dog was running around the table,
barking merrily. Everything was complete: A typical Sunday with the Gnagnardllis, Ninathought.

Holding her head in her hands, she remembered Luke swords. Y es, she had been irresistibly drawn to
Philippe s quiet, eegant waysin direct contrast to her own background. She enjoyed her new life-style
and would never return to alife in which she didn’t know elegance, culture, and refinement. But, she
thought, looking around at her lively, enthusiagtic family, she had aso missed their way of lifewhen living
with Philippe.

“Joseph! Joseph!” Stefano shouted into Nina'sear. “Y ou' re giving Nina a headache!”

“I'm not the one giving it to her! If you' d stop shouting your ignorant, underdevel oped, narrow-minded
opinionsinto her ear—’

“If good taste is narrow-minded—"

“Yourscertainly id”

“You'redl doing this” Ninasaid quietly, “because you know I’'m not alowed to shout.”
“Nina, tell this opinionated young idiot—"

“Grandpa, don't say that—"



“Mom, we' re still going to the concert with Nina, aren’t we?’
“Dad, the dog took my pizzal”
“How hungry can he be? Areyou sureyou didn’t just drop it?’

Nina sighed and concentrated on her food. It was a good ten minutes before conversation reached a
norma pitch.

“So Nina staking you to this concert?” Stefano politely asked Mariaand her sster Angela, as though the
previous conversation had never happened.

“Y eah, Grandpa. She said we can stay the night at her gpartment in the city and maybe do something the
next day.”

“S0, Nina, do awant goto arock ‘n’ roll concert?’

“I don’'t mind taking the girls, Pop,” Ninahedged. “And | can introduce them to Luke Swain, which will
be nicefor them.”

“I’'ve heard of Luke Swain, Stef,” said Nina s mother. “He' s supposed to be very inteligent, very
outspoken. Y ou should be glad the girls want to hear hismusic.”

“Yeah, Pop,” agreed Michadl. “It’svery good. It' s not for teenyboppers.” His daughters glared at him.
“Yeah, Michadl and | ligentoit, too,” agreed Nancy.

“He sgorgeous,” chipped in Mark’ s pregnant wife. Ninawished they would al change the subject.

“I have every one of hisalbums,” said Mariaproudly.

“You do? Nind sattention was caught. “Maria, do you think | could borrow them for aweek?’ Maria's
expression was as negative as if Nina had asked to borrow both her kidneys for aweek. “Never mind,”
Ninasighed. Perhaps she would buy one or two, after all.

After their disastrous first meeting, Nina hadn’t thought she' d ever see Luke Swain again. And fter the
unexpected turn of their second meeting, she had promised hersdf shewould stay away from him. Y et
she had just agreed to walk into the lion’ sden. It sthe last time, shetold hersdlf. Thelast time, she
repeeted, digging into her zabaglione.

* * * %

Asit turned out, Nina s week was too hectic for her to worry about the following weekend, let aone buy
records.

With the opening night of Rigoletto less than three weeks away, Nina stime and concentration were
absorbed by the production. Shefelt that snging Gildain New Y ork could be the biggest step in her
career, to date, if she could unlock the heart of the character. Her singing was going well. She had an
excdllent rapport with Giorgio Bellanti who was singing Rigol etto, and they both worked well with the
director. But the basic quality of the woman, the passions, which surged in her and changed her, were il
eluding Nina. And it was not enough to smply stand up and sing well.

Not given to panic, Ninasmply tripled her concentration, canceled al socid engagements and gave
every ounce of her strength to trying to make Gildacometo life.

Consequently, she was aready very tired and rather ill-tempered when Saturday night arrived. She was



not in the mood to see her first rock concert. But she couldn’t disappoint her nieces who' d been counting
onit dl week. She met Mariaand Angelacoming into the city on atrain from their homein Westchester
County, and the three of them boarded the train out to Long Idand.

They found the stadium easily, by following everyone € se—there seemed to be no one who wasn't going
to this concert. Once at the stadium, Nina spent some time finding the correct window for their tickets.
She kept the girls close to her as she wandered around. Who could say what kind of people were lurking
about?

Ticketsin hand, Ninathen gave in and bought her nieces outrageoudy priced program books with “full
color pictures,” root beer, popcorn, and three T-shirts: one with a picture of Luke gazing at the viewer
with “lazy sensudity,” onewith apicture of astriking blond woman known as Gingie, and one with the
dogan Fight Famine.

“That' sfor you to wear in front of Grandpa,” Ninaexplained.

Having nearly cleaned out Nina swallet, the girlsfindly agreed to take their seats. They wereindeed VIP
segts, Nina noticed—close to the stage, comfortable, and relatively clean.

“Wemust belate,” she shouted above the music.

“No,” said Angela. “That’ s just some warm-up band onstage. They’ re here to play while people come
in’

Glancing a Marid s program book, Ninathought it looked like an impressive lineup athough she only
knew afew of the names. There were rock singers, comedians, televison and film persondlities, acouple
of young politicians, and awriter. Since the evening could continue interminably, Ninaand the girls had
agreed they would go backstage after L uke sang (he was tenth on thelist) and then go home.

The evening began officidly with a passionate and perhapsintentionally naive speech from ayoung
politician. A rock band followed him. Nina began to get aheadache. Asfar as she could tell, it actually
did ssemto bealot of guitars and drums and long-haired people screaming about sex. Joe would have a
fitif he knew, she thought wryly. Her nieces, however, were enthralled. Ninaknew better than to spoil
their fun by criticizing, but she thought the lead singer should at least put ashirt on under hisvest, shave,
cut hishair and, above dl, articulate clearly. She was bored.

Severa more acts followed, including a comedian who seemed to be very good but whose act was
involved in the week’ s current events, which Ninadidn’t recognize since she’ d been wrapped up in
Rigoletto. Shefdt abit logt.

There was one musicd act she quite enjoyed—that almost made her sorry, since she had been looking
forward to telling L uke what tota dreck pop music was. It was afolksinger she' d heard before and had
awaysliked. His gentle, rippling music was awel come respite. There were other acts she recognized as
good, afew that she even enjoyed to a certain extent. Some of the voca work was excellent, athough
she could tell by the way they were using their voices that many of the singerswouldn’t be as good ten
years down the road.

She liked it more than she had expected to, but rock music just wasn't her thing. Her nieces, like most of
the audience, were logt in the music, jumping up and down, singing dong. The beat was naturally enticing.
But the music didn’t reach out and wrap itsalf around her the way jazz or operadid.

Findly, it wastimefor Luke to perform. There was an enormous roar from the crowd as he came
onstage and dung his guitar over his head. He smiled, waved to the crowd, then peered in Nina's



direction. Their eyeslocked across the heads of a hundred people.

“Glad you could makeit,” he said into his microphone, looking directly at Nina. Nines cheeks turned red,
and she looked down.

The audience cheerfully returned his greeting. She could hear people shouting, “Hi, Luke!” and “Luke,
Luke, hey, Luke!”

When she looked up, his eyeswere ill on her as hetuned hisguitar.
“Nina, he'slooking at you!” said Angelaexcitedly.

“No, he'snot,” snapped Nina, embarrassed beyond reason.

“Heis, heis. Oh, waveto him, Nina, wave to him!”

“No.”

Angdaand Mariawaved at him, and suddenly a stranger sitting behind Ninasaid, “ Go on, honey, wave
tohim!”

Seeing a couple of other people starting to stare at them, Ninafindly glared straight at Luke and waved
briefly. He laughed, then turned his attention to the band, checking that they were ready to play.

“I think you know thisone,” he said into the microphone. As he plucked out afew notes, the crowd
cheered again.

L uke began singing a heart-wrenching ballad of poverty, hunger and despair in aclear, warm voice. Nina
could hear his passionate caring for the world around him, his sorrow, hisanger, hisburning need to
encourage change. Evidently the audience did know the song, because virtudly everyonejoinedin,
thousands and thousands of people singing in unison with Luke, dl of them giving voice to the song he' d
created, touched by it, moved by it, believing init. Ninafdt pride for Luke swell insde her likealiving
force, athough she knew she had no right to fed proud of his achievement.

When it was over, Luke and the band paused to acknowledge the wild cheering then smoothly jumped
into a more mainstream rock song about an interesting evening spent with agirl named Rapunzd.

He was good, Nina thought—though at the moment he was, to a certain extent, along-haired person
screaming about sex. His songs were musical and drew strongly from jazz and his country roots. She had
known the lyrics would be good; anyone who talked as much as he did was bound to be good at
self-expression just from sheer practice. Although hisvoice wasn't classical materid, it was versdtile,
expressive, warm and—sexy. He performed with energy, moving around the stage gracefully, drawing
the audience in, making them an integrad part of the performance.

Ninawas enjoying hersdlf.

Next he sang thetitle song from his latest dbum. Ninawasintrigued and listened closdly to A Wilder
Name, played to adriving, indstent beat. It answered some of the questions she had asked herself when
looking &t the dbum cover through the shop window. But it was ademanding, persistent song, raising
other questions about honesty and persona courage, urging the listeners to deny convention and take “a
wilder name.”

When it was over, Ninawas so lost in thought she forgot to applaud. She knew she’ d have to hear that
song again.



“Thislast one,” Luke announced, “is new. Wewon't be recording it for awhile yet. It still pretty rough,
but it'sfor afriend in the audience and | wanted you to hear it tonight. It'scaled Once Bit is Twice
Shy.”

The band broke into an old-fashioned boppy rock tune with a piano and a saxophone taking
prominence. He knew sheloved the sax. Ninasank low in her chair, overwhelmed by a chaotic mixture
of fedings

The song was playful and alittle camp, making good use of vocal harmonies. Mercifully, Luke never
once looked at her as he sang.

“I know that once bit istwice shy

But that’ s no reason why you can't try

With me.

Baby don’'t beware, ‘cause I’ m ateddy bear,
Won't you give your tender lovin' care
Tome?

Nina s jaw dropped and she couldn’t decide how she felt, let alone form a coherent thought.
“My bark ismean, but | never bite,

| never scratch though | loveto fight,

| want you more than a fresh soup bone,
Come on baby, please take me home!”

Was he propositioning her in front of thousands of people? She had to laugh at the audacity of it. It was
likehim.

When the song ended, the audience gpplauded wildly, and Luke findly looked directly at Ninawho was
amiling broadly and willing to admit that she' d enjoyed it. He grinned back.

He spoke briefly into the microphone and | ft the stage, to be replaced by a comedian.
Nina' s nieceswerelooking at her dyly and whispering to each other.

“Do you want to go backstage now?’ she interrupted.

“No, can we see the singer after this, then go backstage? Will he till be there, Nina?’
“I should think s0.”

The singer wasn't particularly good in Nina' sopinion, but her hair—a cresation of various shades of
orange and purple which stood up on end—was fascinating.

After about twenty minutes Nina guided the girls backstage. She presented her V1P passes and gave her
name. Someoneimmediately said “ Oh, right,” and guided her through athrong of sngers, musicians,
make-up men, stagehands, reporters, TV cameras, and hangers-on al milling about behind the scenes.
They found Luke doing aliveradio interview. He jumped up when he saw Nina



“That'sdl for now, Maridla” hesad.

“Thanks, Luke,” said the woman as they shook hands.

He pushed hisway through the crowd until he reached Nina.
“I was beginning to think you weren’'t coming.”

“We were enthrdled by awoman with extraordinary hair.”

They smiled at each other. Nina suddenly felt as shy asahomely schoolgirl. Nothing in her life had taught
her what to say to aman who had just written asong for her and sung it in front of thousands of people.
And here, more than anywhere, hewasin hismilieu, just as she was hopdesdy out of hers.

“More than afresh soup bone?’ she asked archly. Luke laughed, pleased.
Their eyeslocked. They spoke together:

‘|

“Did you—"

They laughed easily now, silently acknowledging together that he had put her on the spot. More
comfortable now, she hed off commenting by introducing him to her nieces.

“Luke, thisisAngdlaand thisisMaria”

He shook their hands and then leaned down. “Happy birthday, Maria,” he said and kissed her chastely
on the cheek. Maria s jaw dropped and her eyes were saucer-wide with adoration as she stared up at
him. Nina could see Mariawould treasure that kiss until shewas old and gray.

“Now that’swhat | call agood-looking family,” said Luke, surveying the three petite, black-haired
femaes before him. “ Are you staying for the whole show?’

“No, we'releaving after this” said Nina. “I don’t want to travel back too late on thetrains.”
“Why didn’t you come by car?’

“I can't drive”

“You can't drive?" he repesated increduloudly.

“No, | can't. Honestly, Luke, I'velived in New Y ork most of my life. In San Francisco | used public
trangportation or Philippe s chauffeur-driven car. When would | have learned to drive?’

“A woman who doesn’'t drive because she uses the subway or gets chauffeured in aRolls-Royce. Y our
aunt isastrangewoman,” hetold the girls.

“She’ snot so bad,” said Angela, avidly watching the interplay between her aunt and her idol.

“No, not so bad,” Luke murmured. Hislook,, made Ninafed hot. She had a sudden vision of the two of
them locked in each other’ s arms, mouths melding, tongues touching ... She looked away from those
hypnotic eyes.

“If you two can’'t see the rest of the show, then surdly you want to meet Gingie,” Luke said to Angelaand
Maria, noticing the T-shirtsthey’ d bought.



“Oh, yes! Yed Yes!” they squedled happily.

Luketook each of them by the hand. “Come aong,” he said to Nina over his shoulder. She followed,
noticing for thefirst time that many of the flashes she' d been seeing were coming from cameras pointed at
Luke. She fervently hoped that she and her nieces wouldn't appear in any photographswith Lukein
those horrible gossip magazines one saw at the supermarket.

When they reached Gingi€ s dressing room Luke knocked and called out. She came promptly. They
seemed to be good friends.

“How'dit go?’ Gingie asked Luke.
“Okay. | want you to meet my friends. ThisisAngda, thisisMaria, and thisistheir Aunt Nina.”

Gingie shook hands dl around. “ Are you enjoying the concert?’ she asked. As Gingie chatted with the
girls, Ninasized her up. Shewasatal woman, but the kind of tall woman who made Ninafed postively
short as opposed to petite. She carried herself well and dressed to flatter her height. Her blond hair was
pale and short—it suited her striking features, emphasizing their strong beauty. Her manner with the girls
was friendly without being patronizing. Ninaliked her.

“I'’'m sorry we won't be able to watch you,” Ninasaid sincerely.

“Oh, that' s all right. They’ re dready behind schedule. From the looks of things, | won’t go on for at least
two more hours. | wish | could go back to the city with you now. But, what the hell, it’ sfor agood
cause, right?” Gingie sgned the girls program books and said goodbyeto them dll.

As Luke was guiding them toward the door he spoke to Nina. “L ook, | can just aswell leave now. I'm
al donefor the night. Why don’t | drive you back to the city?’

“Areyou sure?’

“Sure, let mejust tdl the guys”

“Wél, only if it sno trouble...”

“Ever-polite Ning,” he said mockingly.

He stuck his head insde his dressing room doorway.
“Rohin, I'm leaving now so—"

“What?" came the astonished reply.

“I’'m driving afriend home. Look, | want to go now. I’'m beat.”
“ Sure man, but what about—"

“Never mind that. Y ou don’t need me.”

“Luke, what'sgot into—"

L uke entered the room. From the hall Nina could hear the two men’ svoices hashing over a
disagreement. Finally L uke reappeared.

“No problems?’ Ninaasked brightly. Hislook was sheepish, but he didn’t respond. He shrugged into a



denim jacket and took her hand.
Looking her up and down he remarked, “1 have some objectionsto your ouitfit, but it suitsyou.”

She had chosen the only outfit she owned which she thought her nieces would find “cool” enough—she
didn’t want to embarrass them. She wore atan leather jumpsuit, tan gloves, and matching boots. The
severity wasrelieved by aslver metallic belt at her waist and some heavy silver jewery. She had actudly
forgotten that wearing excessive leather might annoy him.

“If you don't likeit, tough.”

“Oh, | likeit well enough,” he replied, eyeing the way the material clung to her body.
“How do we get out of here?’ she asked.

“I’'m parked in asecurity areaover there. Let’ shopeit’s ill secure,” was hisreply.
“What doesthat mean?’

“Wael, sometimes fanswho couldn’t get into the concert can get abit out of hand, abit excited, abit
over-enthusastic—"

“Y ou mean they act like hooligans”
“Well, yes”

They stepped out the door and started walking toward the parked cars. First there was the flash of a
cameraand then ashout.

“Who'sthat?’

“Isit Gingie?’

“No, it'sLuke Swain!”
“Luke! Luke!”

“Oh no,” said Luke. He sounded more depressed than worried. None of the stars had been expected to
leave this early. Consequently, Luke, Nina, and her nieces became the sole focus of attention for alot of
bored fans who' d been waiting outside for afew hours.

Ninawould never forget what happened next. Hundreds of people rushed forward, many dipping under
the barricades and past security guards to reach them. She pushed her nieces behind her with one hand
and gripped Luke tightly with the other, hoping he would know how to handleit.

Asthe fans mobbed him he was trying to shield Ninaand the girlswhile smultaneoudy shouting, “All
right, back off! Security! Get these girls out of herel” 1t had happened too fast for Ninaand the girlsto
run back to the building.

People piled into the crush. Ninahad let go her hold of Luke since he seemed to be the center of the
storm. When shelost her hold of Mariaand Angela she panicked. She couldn’t even see her nieces
through the throng of bodies.

“Marial” she shouted.



“Who' s she?” asked someone, looking at Nina.

“She'swith him!”

Suddenly people were pulling at Nina s hair, tugging a her clothes. Someone grabbed her belt.
“Don't do that!” she snapped.

But finding her niecesin the midst of thisinsanity was moreimportant than protecting her clothes. Asshe
pushed her way through asolid wall of girlsal squeding Luke s name, shefelt her belt and jewery being
removed, her deeveripped off, her neckline torn and one of her boots yanked off. Someone jumping up
and down accidentdly hit her in the face so hard she saw stars. That girl actualy apologized and helped
her st down on the pavement.

“Marial Angdlal”

She heard police whistles and degp masculine voices. Someone shoving their way through the crowd fell
on top of her. Ninawas too enraged to |ose consciousness. When she hauled hersdlf to her feet, the

mé ée seemed to be breaking up asfast asit had begun, with policemen dragging people avay and
placing them behind the barricades.

“Ning, areyou dl right?’ It was Angela svoice.

Ninagrabbed her by the shoulders. “Yes, yes. Areyou dl right, honey?’ Angelawas streaked with mud
and axle grease and she was missing buttons, clothes, hair ribbons, and al her souvenirs.

“Yeah! Isn't thisneet?” She grinned in exultation.

Someone el se knocked Nina over. She stayed on the ground thistime, completely defeated by thefollies
of pop culture.

Shewas dtill Stting there fuming minutes later when Luke came over to her, followed by Angdaand
Maria. The glee on their faces and their attitude of having been *blooded” fed her fury and completely
counteracted the concern on Luke' sface.

“Ning, are you hurt? Areyou okay?’ He knelt down beside her.
“I'm fine. Doesthis happen to you often?’ Her voice waslikeice.
“It hasn't happened to mefor awhile” he said tiredly.

“Gogh, someone even stole your boot, Ninal” exclaimed Maria.
Unforgivably, Luke started to laugh. Angelaand Mariajoined him.
“What' s so damned funny?’

“Oh, comeon, Nina. You haveto laugh. | mean, look at usal.” He d gotten theworgt of it by far: His
jeans and the remaining haf of his shirt weretorn, disheveled, and mud-and-grease-stained. “1 know
you're shaken up,” he said, “but it'sno big dedl. It happensto rock sarsdl thetime.”

“I’'mnot arock gtar,” Ninasnarled, jumping to her feet. “And if | wanted to be mauled, robbed, and hit
on the head, | could walk through the Bowery after dark! Why the hell did you offer to drive us home if
you knew this sort of thing was going to happen?’



“I didn't know,” he began angrily.

“Wadll, if it happens‘al thetime' to rock stars, you bloody well should have known!”
“l didn’t think—"

“Obvioudy!”

“Nina, don't get upset,” said Maria.

“Everyone sokay, Nina,” chimed in Angela

Their defection to his side was too much. Enraged, Ninawhirled on them both, “Y ou keep out of thig!
How am | going to explain thisto your father?’

“I'll explainit,” said Luke placatingly.
“Mind your own businessl” sngpped Nina, beside hersdlf.
“Nina, for God's sake, nobody meant any harm! They just wanted—"

“To grab my clothes, jewdry, and hair because | happened to be leaving with you. If you like that sort of
brutal, mindless, vulgar idolatry that’syour business. | don’t!”

He seemed to be counting to ten. Findly, he said, “Come on. I’ ll drive you home.”

Not wishing to travel by train missing one boot and haf her clothes, Ninaagreed only because she had
no other way of getting home. But the ride took place in charged silence. By the time they reached her
gpartment, Nina couldn’t stand the tension.

She hustled the girls out of the car and sent them into the building, then looked at L uke who stood
pensively on the sdewak, handsin his pockets, jacketlessin the chilly October night.

“Wecan't tak now,” hesaid quietly. “I'll cal you—"

“No, don’'t,” Ninainterrupted.

Helooked at her.

“I’'m cam now. I—I lost my temper before. | seem to do that around you.”
“Sol noticed,” he said dryly.

“Look, Luke. I can’'t handle that kind of thing. | don’t likeit, | don’t want it, I’ ve worked hard to get
away fromit.”

“It doesn’t—"

“I’m not cut out to get involved with arock star, Luke. | don’t want to see you again.”
“Isit just because of what happened tonight?’

“What else could it be?’

“What ese, indeed?’ He studied her speculatively, his dark eyes giving nothing away.



“Goodbye, Mr. Swain,” she said softly and turned to go insde.

Not many people would have recognized the ultra-elegant Nina Gnagnarelli in the disheveled figure that
limped into her building that night.

Luke stood in the Street staring at the empty |obby long after Nina had goneinside.

Four

The opening night of Rigoletto wasatriumph. It was aso agreat professiona successfor Nina. In those
fina days of rehearsal she had tapped a depth of fury and sorrow she hadn’t known existed in hersdif.

If sheregretted tdlling L uke Swain shewouldn't see him again, she successfully ignored the fedling during
those find, intense days of rehearsals and fittings.

She received flowers, telegrams, telexes, cards, handshakes, hugs, congratulations, and champagne.
Friends, family, fdlow professonds, famous faces, and influentia figures dropped by her dressng room
to wish her well, and ahost of reporters was waiting as she and other singers|eft the opera house.

The opening night party was agalachampagne affair. This, she thought, looking around at the elegant
surroundings and happy guests, was where she belonged. It was the antithesis of Luke’ sworld of badly
dressed, rebellious performers and mass hysteria. Regrets were awaste of time.

“You look distracted,” said Elena
“Judt thinking,” said Nina
“Have somecaviar.”

“Excuseme,” said Giorgio Bdlanti in heavily accented English. “1 want thiswonderful girl to meet some
friends.” Ninasmiled affectionately at his description of her as he dragged her away.

* * * %

Ninafdt exhausted and depressed during the following days, not an unusual reaction for her. It wasa
natural comedown after the intengity of rehearsal and the high of opening night. She felt abit out of sorts
when her depression didn’t ease off with the exhaustion. What on earth was the matter with her?

Shelay in bed and closed her eyes.

Hewasthere, waiting for her. He had been waiting in other quiet moments recently. Rich brown eyes
gared into her very soul, awarm, firm mouth touched hers—

“Get out of my mind!” she gasped.

They lived worlds apart, and she wanted no part of his. He was argumentative, ill-mannered and
probably the only person in the world as opinionated as her father and siblings. They brought out the
worgt in each other. Shehad dl but given up blushing, Staring, sammering, and shrieking until she met
him.

For thefirgt time, she saw the suspicion of something ese in herself—something he had hinted at when
she' d said goodbye to him: asource of vulnerability that he was tapping in her. The cool, worldly,
sophisticated woman whom she had so carefully cultivated seemed to desert Ninaevery time Lukewas
around, leaving avulnerable girl in her place. It was asif he had uncovered a part of her she had never



developed, hadn’t known existed.

She picked up the telephone and called her mother to tell her she' d be over for Sunday dinner. That
ought to keep your wandering imagination in line, shetold hersdf.

She sang Rigoletto again the following week. Jesse Harmon had asked her for fiveticketsto the
performance, so she had pulled afew stringsto get the best seats. She was|looking forward to seeing
Jesse. She had agreed to go out on the town with him afterward, but she sincerely hoped he wouldn't
mention Luke.

She sang again that night from an unleashed, even unpredictable well of passion and sorrow that
enthralled her audience. Giorgio was, of course, the international superstar they had al cometo see, but
he beamed like a proud father when she stepped forward for her applause.

Jesse and Rebecca stuck their heads through her dressing room doorway as she was accepting
congratul ations from various well-wishers and afew friends.

“Jessel” Shewas genuindy pleased to see hisfriendly, wrinkled face.

“Whoowhee!” He came forward and gave her ahug that knocked the air out of her lungs. “You are
something dse”

“Y ou were extraordinary,” beamed Rebecca.

“I think,” said Jesse conspiratoridly, “that you ve even converted the heathen.”
“Hmm?’

“We brought company.” He winked.

She looked toward the door and saw Luke. Their eyes met. Ninaforgot everyone else in the room. She
watched like atrapped rabbit as he glided toward her.

She hadn’t seen him for three weeks. But she hadn'’t forgotten the way hiswaving hair framed hisface,
the way one brow drooped dightly, the dazzling contrast of hiswhite teeth in that dark visage when he
smiled. He was dressed in elegant evening clothes. He looked devastating. His eyes were appreciative, a
little awed asthey took in her dramatic appearance in full costume and makeup.

“Congratulations,” he said softly. “Y ou wereincredible. I’ ve never seen anything like you.”

Shewaslogt in his eyes, eyesthat were glowing, impressed, and warm for her. She heard hersdlf thank
him.

Luke gave Ninaasinglewhiterose. “It reminded me of you,” heteased. “Beautiful, delicate ... thorny.”
That broke the pdll. “Thank you,” she said crisply. She turned to Jesse. “Who el se came with you?’

“My drummer and hisgirlfriend,” Luke answered her question. He introduced a pleasant looking blond
man. “Ning, thisis Robin Good. He' s been with me dmaost from the beginning.”

“Robin Good?’ she repeated. “Y ou must have even more trouble with your namethan | do.”

He shrugged good-naturedly. “1t goes with the job.” Robin introduced Ninato his companion, afriendly
woman in her |ate twenties.



“Giorgio asked meto apologize for not being able to meet you, Jesse. He s got to leave right away.”
“What' s he like to work with?’

“Fantagtic,” she said. “He sthe mogt gifted and senditive singer |’ ve ever worked with. And generous.
There can be alot of nasty competition onstage. I’ ve seen selfish stars belittle everyone at rehearsals and
try to upstage them at performances. But not Giorgio; he encourages everyone and gives everyone their
moment onstage.”

“Hedngslikealion.”

“Look, I've got to change and clean up. The wardrobe mistress keeps peering a me through the door.”
Ninagestured to her costume. Her hair waslargely covered by along black fall which Luke seemed to
find fascinating.

“We ll wait outsde,” said Jesse. Everyone | eft the room. Ninawasirked that Luke made no attempt to
get amoment done with her.

Wi, that’ sfine with me, she thought, removing her costume and handing it to the wardrobe mistresswith
afew words of thanks. She removed most of her makeup and shook out her hair.

Naked, Nina stepped into the smal shower cubiclein the corner of her dressing room to wash away the
dirt, perspiration, and tension of the evening in the steaming hot water.

When she was done she dried off briskly, wrapped hersdlf in the towel, wiped off part of the Seamy
full-length mirror and began blow-drying her curly hair into its usud smooth style. She stood facing the
big mirror, her back to the door, concentrating on her task, the noise of the hair dryer blocking out all
other sounds.

The door opened behind her. Her eyes met Luke' sin the mirror.
“I knocked,” he said.
He closed the door behind him and leaned againgt it, taking in her near-nakedness.

She continued to stare at hisreflection in the mirror. His eyes locked with hers. She couldn't breathe. She
switched off the hair dryer and lowered her arm. She couldn’t spesk. An intense, waiting silencefilled the
room.

“Areyou sorry | cametonight?’ he asked softly.
She shook her head.

If only he would move, she thought. But he didn’t, and the spell grew stronger. His gaze burned through
the thin cotton towd . Desire flowed between them like aliving bond. A sense of danger coursed through
Nina Theair was heady with the scent of a hundred flowers and misty from her shower. Thedressing
room was no longer afamiliar, workday place. The steamy mirror obscured most of the room from her
view; she could see only hersdlf, haf-naked and tense, surrounded by wildly colorful flowers, locked in
slent communication with thisdark stranger.

Luke moved toward her dowly, stalking her like some cunning jungle beast. The hair dryer dipped from
her hand like a forgotten weapon. Hypnotized, she watched his approach. He stood so close behind her
she could fed the warmth of hisbody, smell his clean mae scent.



“Y ou have beautiful shoulders,” he whispered. He caressed one lightly. Nina shuddered.

Their eyesmet again in the mirror, passionate and surprised. Luke studied her expression for aminute,
then deliberately lowered his head.

Hislips touched the soft skin of her shoulder. Nina s breath came out in arush. She saw theimage of his
dark head bent over her shoulder, felt the burning heat of his mouth on her flesh, heard the soft, senseless
words he was whispering to her as he boldly kissed her neck, nuzzled her hair, nibbled on her earlobe.

Her breathing was ragged. She moaned softly, helplessy. Thisis madness, she thought, I’ ve got to stop
it. But passion was stronger than reason, and she leaned back against him as her knees gave way. His
arms came around her swiftly, like a predator enfolding its prey.

His tanned hands ran up and down her arms, caressing, gently kneading. Histeasing fingerslightly traced
the towel whereit covered thefull swell of her soft, white breasts. Her flesh burned benesth the cloth.
She moaned in frugtration at the dight barrier, wanting to fedl histouch againgt her skin. Shewas dizzy
with rapture, wanting it to go on and on, wanting to lose hersdlf in him and become a part of him.

“Nina, lovely Nina,” he murmured. His desires were as raging as her own as he dipped his hand through
thefolds of the towel to stroke and caressthe silky skin of her waist and stomach.

Lukewaskissng her, tasting her, whispering feverish words of desire. He touched her lightly, roughly,
longingly. Ninatilted her head back and watched her own seduction in the misty mirror, arching her back
sensuoudly as she reached up behind her to stroke his hair and grip his strong shoulders.

Hiswarm knowing hand stroked her stomach, moving down over her abdomen, down, down ... Nina
caught her breath fiercely. She waswild, entranced.

“I want you,” hewhispered unsteadily.
Shewastherefor him, pligble, vulnerable...
“No!”

Theword burst from her lipswith aforce that stunned her as she shoved at Luke' sarms and whirled
away from him, clutching thetowd protectively.

They stared at each other in mutua surprise. For severd moments only the sounds of their heavy
breathing broke the stunned silence.

Then: “No?’
[13 NO.”

She was near tears now. She felt confused and frightened. It had happened so fast, so unexpectedly.
One minute she' d been drying her hair—and the next she was offering her body to this man. What was
he doing to her?

Seeing the distraught expression on Nina sface, Luke relented. Taking along, steadying breath, he
forced an iron control on his aroused senses.

“Okay.” He gtarted to leave. “1 dmost forgot,” he said ruefully. “ Jesse sent me to ask where you' d rather
go tonight. | suspect you don't particularly care right now?’

Ninashook her head feebly.



“I'll tll himyou'releaving it up to him. HE ll like that.”
She nodded dumbly.

Luke paused at the door. His eyes were gentle, the fiery passion of amoment ago firmly under control.
“Nina, will you bedl right?’

She nodded. He l&ft.

Alone, at lagt, Ninalooked at hersdf in the mirror. She saw asmall, frightened girl. There was no trace of
the voluptuous woman who had abandoned herself to passion for abrief moment.

Tears of confusion and frustration spilled down her cheeks. She was not a Brooklyn schoolgirl, she was
an experienced woman! When she and Philippe stopped deeping together, it was because she had
stopped respecting him, not because she didn’t enjoy sex. But she had never been this... wild and
uncontrolled. Not with Philippe, not with the few men she’ d dated since her divorce. She was frightened
by these sudden surges of compulsive passion for aman she hardly knew.

She had seen girls and young women run mad in an effort to get near Luke, to touch him. She had been
repulsed by it a the time, but was she proving to be any different? Was there something about him that
ingpired thiswanton reaction in women?

The brief scene had |eft her shaken and unsure of hersdlf. Partly to hide her emotiona turmoil and partly
to show Luke Swain just who he was dedling with, Nina outdid hersdlf in preparing her appearance.

As she met the others, she knew that there was panic in her heart, but their reaction madeit clear that in
appearance she was elegant, womanly, chic, and sexy.

Jesse |et out aloud whoop of approval. Robin looked stunned. Luke' s eyes sparkled with warm
gppreciation but he spoiled it by saying, “What? No dead anima s tonight? What' s the occason?’ Nina
loftily ignored him.

Jesse never liked to go to the “usua” places. They went to a sedate jazz club on the Upper West Side.
The proprietor was, of course, an old friend of Jesse's. They were given the best table and the best
sarvice.

Once her nerves had calmed, Ninafound she was famished. She attacked everything put in front of her
with such dedication that Jesse finadly remarked on it with plessure.

“I like awoman that likes her food. There’ snothin’ more boring than esting amea with some skinny girl
that just playswith her food and whines about watching her weight.”

“Operasingersdon’t have to be skinny,” Nina pointed out. “Anyhow, | get plenty of exercise: ballet,
swimming, playing footbal with my family.”

After she' d eaten, Ninawas able to enjoy the conversation more. Luke was avoiding any reminder of
their private scenein her dressing room. His smile was friendly but impersond, his eyes were sparkling
but gave nothing away. He made no attempt to touch her, didn’t even ask her to dance after she'd
danced with Jesse and Robin. He asked her about opera, her previousroles, her training, her favorite
placesin Europe—in short, about everything except herself.

“What role do you most want to Sng?’ he asked.

“Medea,” she answered promptly.



“Medea? The Greek woman who murders her children?” He looked wary.
13 Yaﬂ
“Ah, now that' sfascinating,” said Robin with relish. “ The real mora question there, of course, is—”

“| can’t stand thistonight,” interrupted Luke. “Y ou don’t know what you' ve let yoursdlf in for, Nina
Rebecca, won't you have mercy and dance with me?’

L uke and Rebecca got up and went to the dance floor, chatting companionably. Jesse was aready
dancing with Robin’ s date.

“It'sdl right,” Robin grinned. “Luke sgot to listen to me al those londly days and nights on the road.”
“I don’t understand,” said Nina

“I'mworking on my MA in philosophy.”

“Y ou are? The drummer of one of the most successful rock bandsin America?’

“I was an aimless sudent in lowawhen | met Luke passing through. | could see he needed agood
drummer, so | dropped out and kicked in with him. He d only been on the road about a year.

“Eventudly, after | became interested in philosophy. | wanted to get back to studying, but | didn’t want
to leave the band. So | did abit here, abit there. Finally, after ages, | got my first degree. Now I'm
working on my master’s.”

“Wheredoesit al lead to?’ Nina asked.

“Wadll, at therate I’ m going, | ought to get my PhD, about thetime I’ m readly to retire from show
business. | can find mysdf some quiet little university town and settle down to the good life.”

“Y ou don’'t want to play forever?’

“Not likethis. Don't get mewrong—I loveit, it sagreet life. But it sacrazy one. I’ ll beready for some
peace and quiet in another ten or fifteen years.

“Luke sthe genius behind the whole thing. He can dways just retire to writing songs and making the
occasiona appearance. But I’ ve got to think about my future.”

Ninasmiled, liking this easygoing, gentle man.

“Do you know Luke wdl?" Robin asked tactfully. He was clearly curious but too politeto pry.
“Hasn't hetold you that?’

“No”

“To behones, | hardly know him. | think thisisthe fourth time we' ve ever met. Our mesetingsjust tend to
be stormy. He hasn’t mentioned me?’

“Not exactly. Some things you can't get the guy to shut up about, no matter what you say to him—"
“I’venoticed,” Ninaagreed dryly.

“On the other hand, when he won't talk about athing, you' re not sureif it’s because he doesn't care or



because he cares too much. Usudly he' s straightforward, but he can be acagey bastard.”
((l %.”

“I only wondered why he' s been so moody the past few weeks. | mean, more so than usud.” He
paused. “ Once Bit Is Twice Shy—that wasyou, wasn't it?’

“ YS”

“Heworked us al to afrazzle to get that ready in time for the concert. Since that night he won't touch it.
And our producer isinterested init. Not that it matters—L uke does what he wantsto do.”

Nina stared at the centerpiece, trying to sort out her thoughts.
“I’'msorry, Nina. It's none of my business.”

“It'sokay, Robin, I know you' re only asking becalise you care about him. But | haven't got any
answers. Not tonight.” Answers? She was probably the most bewildered person in the room.

13 Okw.”
Ninasmiled a him. “Tak to me about Medea. | hope to need the information someday.”
They were dill engrossed in conversation when the rest of the group returned to their table.

“If you haven't figured out what he' s saying, don’t worry,” Luke advised Nina. “1t sometimes takesme
weeksto plow through the rhetoric and redlize that what hel sredlly saying isthet lying, killing, and
infiddity aren’t very nice”

Robin laughed and gave up lecturing for the evening after extracting a promise from Luketo do the
same.

A couple of young women came over to their table to ask for Luke' s autograph.

“That remindsme,” Jesse said, once they were alone again, “I heard you tried to sneak out of that benefit
concert early afew weeks back and got stormed by your fans. Isthat right?’

Luke glanced apprehensively at Nina.
“Hewasleaving early to drive me and my nieces back to the city,” Ninaexplained.
“Y ou were there? Did you get hurt?’

Ninaand Luke looked at each other. Her lipstwitched and they both started to laugh. Theincident finaly
assumed its proper perspectivein her mind, and she was able to laugh at herself as she and Luketold the
otherswhat had happened.

“I must have looked like amadwoman,” she admitted, “with my clothesin shreds, my hair standing on
end, limping around in one boot, and raving a Luke.”

“Never adull moment,” Luke said wryly.
Jessetold asimilar story about being mistaken for a popular jazz sSinger about twenty years back.

“But when these girlsredlized their mistake, they began throwing my clothes and keys and wallet back at
measif it wasdl my fault!”



“Wdll, | think it sounds asif Ninagtill owesLukeong,” said Rebecca

“Oh, she got her jabsin before that. | kindly offered to take her to dinner, and she took meto the
cleaners” Hetold them about struggling with the French menu, theimposing winelist, and the dress code
a LesPrécieuses.

Rebeccalaughed. *Y ou sure got this Kansas boy good that time, Nina.”

“Well, a least he knew which fork to use.”

“I think I owe Ninaone,” said Luke.

“What do you mean?’ she asked unessily.

“Thistime you buy melunch. | pick the restaurant.”

“It ssemsonly fair,” agreed Jesse.

“Mind your own business,” said Rebecca

Nina s gaze locked with Luke's. It was another chalenge. If she were smart, she' d back down.
“How about Thursday?’ she said.

“No, I'm meeting Kate. How about Friday?’

“No, I’'m singing that night, and | just know I’ll spend the afternoon shouting at you. How about
Wednesday?’

“Wednesday it is.” He gave her the West Side address of the restaurant.
Ninatook ataxi home aone, snce she was the only one in the group who lived on the Upper East Side.

She sat infront of the mirror in her bedroom and removed her make-up. She looked at her reflection
with exasperation. She must be crazy. She could easily have backed out of having lunch with him.

She might sometimes be lacking in saf-awareness, but never in honesty.
“Admit it. Y ou want to seehim again.”
The curly haired. woman in the mirror nodded in agreement.

“Until Wednesday, then,” whispered Nina.

Fve

“Digin,” urged Luke wickedly. “It'sall good, whole med, organic, macrobiotic home cooking. No
atificid ingredients or preservatives.”

“| like preservatives,” said Ninaglumly poking at her food. She caught the laughter in hiseyes. * Suitable
revenge?’

“I'm having agreet time,” he agreed.

They were ditting in acrowded, below-stairs vegetarian eatery called Raw Dedl. The customers, perched



on unstable stools, were packed in elbow to elbow. Ninawas seated in front of the ladies’ restroom and
had to stand up every few minutes so someone could enter or exit that room. Raw Ded wasacolorfully
decorated place with ferns hanging overhead. Posters covered the walls advocating various causes and
philosophies: pro-veganism, anti-vivisectionism, Eastern mysticism, and holistic hedth.

In the course of afairly active and sophigticated life, Nina had never seen anything likeit. She sudied the
wallsin fascination for awhile. Then she grew uncomfortable as she redlized that severd of the patrons
were studying her calfskin accessories with extreme distaste.

“I wish | hadn’t worn this ouitfit,” she said uncomfortably. Luke arched hisright brow. “Wdll, | felt
compelled to. | didn’t want you to think | was giving in to your grass roots sense of fashion.” She eyed
his faded blue jeans and wool swester criticaly.

“Have some goat’ smilk,” he advised. “It’ [l make you fed better.”
“Can | have some gpricot crumble now?’ she asked plaintively.
“Finish your greensfird.”

“I hateyou for this”

“Ah, Ning, I will long cherish the memory of thismed.”

Ninawas reluctantly raisng aforkful of food to her mouth when she noticed afamiliar voice flowing from
the speakers overhead:

“Isthelife you lead too tame?

Will you take awilder name?’

“1 bought it.”

He knew she meant the album. “Good.”

She paused, groping for words. “ Y ou don't like ... complacency, do you?’
“No.”

“I think ... you don’'t necessarily want us all to agree with you. Y ou just want usto notice things and think
about them.”

“That' swhat it'sal about, Nina: thinking, caring, helping. We re not diveif we tune out the world. We
don't matter if things don’t matter to us. No one will ever touch usif we don't reach out.” He grinned
suddenly. “ Of course, I'm liable to indgst someone’ swrong if he doesn’t agree with me, but that’ sjust
because I'm stubborn.”

“Try ornery and opinionated.”
“At leatt if you ever compliment me !’ Il know you meanit.”

“Your work isgood.” He looked at her. She went on, alittle embarrassed. “Y our songsare musical,
your lyricsare clever and sincere. | ... | likelistening to you sing.”

“Thank you, Nina. That meansalot to me, coming from you.” Hetook her hand in hisand kissed it
lingeringly. Their eyesheld. Nina's cheeks started to burn. “Now finish your vegetablesor it'sno



dessart,” he admonished.

After afew unhappy mouthfuls, Ninasaid, “ Gee, Luke. W€ ve been here awhole haf hour and no one's
mobbed us yet. Maybe your popularity isdipping.”

“Maybeit’ s because you' re such apariah in that outfit.” She glared a him. “ After bringing awoman
dressed like you in here, | may not even be alowed to come back,” he confided.

“That might not be such abad thing,” Nina concluded, shoving away her plateful of food.
“Had enough?’
Nina's deadpan expression answered his question.

“Would you care for something else? A soyamilk shake? Some carob coffee?’ he asked solicitoudy. “I
know! How about some red bean pudding?’

Ninawent atrifle pae. “All right, you’ ve had your revenge, now fair’ sfair. Y ou can't make me eat
something likethat,” sheindsted weskly.

Luke s eyes danced. “Maybe you' d like to leave now?’
Ninabolted for the door while Luke paid the hill.

“I want ice cream,” she said as soon as they were out on the street together. “ And hot fudge. And nuts. |
want gooey, sugary food that’ s bad for me and full of preservatives and additives. Y ou owe methat
mlﬂ].”

L uke laughed and took her to apopular ice cream parlor where the customer could get any three
ingredients mixed into the ice cream before sauce was poured over it.

“Areyou redly going to eat that mess?’ asked L uke, eyeing the lumpy, chocolate-covered,
candy-stuffed dish placed before Nina. He had ordered a chocolate mdlt.

“Yed” shesaid and dug inwith reish.

“You'regoing to be afat operasinger someday,” he said, laughing.
“Voluptuous, maybe. Fat, never. Anyhow, | get—"

“—plenty of exercise. Yes, | know.”

Ninafinished her ice cream and then polished off what waseft of Luke' s mdt. Hiseyeswidened in
amazement when she reached for afew chocolate mints.

“I’'m famished after that medl,” she explained.
“Did Philippe ever find your gppetite—uh—unrefined?’ he asked curioudy.

“Not aslong as| stayed svelte and beautiful,” she said lightly. “ Anyhow, in the midst of those fancy
five-course medls he couldn’t keep track of how much | was packing away.” She grinned. “And when |
first met him, | did pack it away. He d buy me dinner on Wednesday, and | was so broke | just wouldn’t
est until he bought me dinner again on Friday.”

“I remember doing thingslikethat,” Luke said. “| started out Singing in college cafés, Medswere



included, so | ate asmuch as| could hold. | couldn’t afford to eat between gigsin those days.”

They had coffee, chatting companionably about their salad days, then |eft the ice cream parlor and
grolled aimlessy down the street, both aware that alot was being | eft unsaid between them.

They paused in front of shop windows, feigning interest in pop art, punk jewelry, rare books, and
Indonesian antiques. Nina s mind was not on window-shopping, and she suspected Luke swasn't either.
Hisface wore that introgpective, brooding expression she' d aready come to recognize: He was thinking,
probably about her.

He seemed to have been enjoying himsdlf. It was he, after all, who'd come to see her at the operaand
invited her out to lunch. What would he do now? Had he satisfied his curiosity about the Brooklyn girl
turned opera star? Or would he still want to know more?

Ninawondered what she hersalf wanted. She was undeniably attracted to him, dangeroudy drawn to
him. Concentration was an essentia disciplinein her profession, and there was nothing she couldn’t force
out of her mind when she was working—until Luke Swain entered her life. Those dark eyes, that
drooping brow, and that teasing smile haunted her even in the rehearsal room now, and that worried her.
That worried her enormoudly.

Nothing, not even her scandaous divorce, had ever distracted her from her work before. And yet how
many timeslatdy, when working with Elenaor snging with Giorgio Bellanti, had she drifted away to
those burning, shattering moments she and L uke had shared in her dressing room? Too many timesto
count, she thought disgustedly. She was mooning over him like alovesick groupie and it had to stop.

And now, amazingly enough, she was discovering sherather liked Luke. Liked him alot, in fact. Hewas
infuriating, opinionated, volatile, and just plain stubborn; but he was also honest, generous, caring,
intelligent, talented, dedicated, and more than willing to laugh at himsalf. She admired his courage, too:
the courage that had seen him through ten long, hard years on the road to success; the courage that
inspired him to put his heart and soul into his songs and then perform them before thousands of people;
the courage that had led him ask Nina Gnagnardlli to see him again after she’ d walked away from him.

“Youcan't fill behungry?’ Luke said increduloudy.
“What?" Ninanearly jumped out of her skin when he interrupted her thoughts,
“Takeiteasy. | don't mind, I'll buy you some,” he said placatingly.

Ninafollowed his glance and redized that for some time now she had been staring in rapt attention at a
shop window full of homemade chocolates.

“Oh,” she said, coming back to earth, “no, no. Just ... um ... admiring...”
“Want to take awalk in the park?’ he suggested.
“Yes” shesad ingtantly, wanting to spend more time with him.

He held out hishand and she took it, wanting to touch him, glad for the fed of hiswarm grip on her hand.
He pulled her alittle closer, and she became intensay aware of him, of hisheight, of hishard shoulders
and straight back, his narrow hips and strong legs, of the aura of mingled strength and daring that
surrounded him.

They would walk together for awhile in the park, amost like lovers, then they’ d go their separate ways.
Redly, they would haveto, Ninaredized. After dl, it was surprising they’ d even gotten to know each



other thiswell, and it was't likely to continue. They had nothing in common, they argued congtantly, they
traveled completely separate pathsin life and they were both very busy people.

She couldn’t continue to see someone just because of adigtracting passion shefdt for him. And if Luke
had intended to explore that passion alittle further, shewould just have to explain that she didn’t get
involved in grictly sexud relationships.

With everything firmly settled to her satisfaction, Ninafet—just miserable. The feding got worse asthey
walked aong, surrounding her like adark cloud.

“What'swrong?’ Luke asked.

“Nothing”

“Y ou look unhappy.”

“Nothing’ swrong.”

“Isit something to do with me?’ he prodded.
“Read my lips. nothing' swrong,” she said tersdly.

“Becauseif it is something to do with me, | think we should talk about it. | prefer thingsto be out inthe
open.”

Ninawas beginning to get irritated. “Oh, you do?’
“Yes, | do.”

“Hasit occurred to you that | might prefer to keep thingsto mysdf till I’ ve thought them through? That |
don’t liketo blurt out thefirst thing that comes to mind? Or do we have to do everything the way you
prefertodoit?’

“So there is something wrong,” he pounced.

The look Ninagave him could have scorched the earth. To her surprise, Luke actually looked sheepish
and backed down.

“Okay, I’'m sorry. You'reright.” He took adeep breath. “1 guess|’m alittle tense. | was being pushy
and, no, we don’'t have to do everything my way.”

It wasn't thefirst time he' d apologized to her. He was indeed a difficult man, but at least he was aso
ready to admit when he was being unreasonable. Sometimes, anyhow.

“Look, let’ssit down for awhileand talk,” Luke said, gesturing to an empty park bench.

Asthey approached it, Ninawrinkled her nosein distaste. It was quite dirty, and she didn’t want to Sit on
itin her paewool dress. Though usually devoid of gdlant gestures, Luke dramaticdly laid hisdenim
jacket down on the bench for her to sit on.

“Just like Sr Wdter Raleigh,” hesaid.
“Your hair is about the right length, too,” Ninasaid dryly.

“Y ou exaggerate. And | wouldn't be caught dead in a doublet and hose.”



Ninalaughed as she tried to picture Luke dressed as an Elizabethan aristocrat. She herself had worn
costumes on stage from many eras, but Luke was very definitely twentieth century.

Luke sat down next to Nina, close enough to create a sense of intimacy which both warmed and
unnerved her. His hand came up to softly stroke her cheek, then gently brushed ablack curl away from
her face. His expresson waswhimsical ashe said, “I honestly never imagined myself with someone like
you.”

“Y ou’ ve been a shock to my system, too,” Nina admitted.

Luke looked up as ayoung couple walked by, squabbling noisily about his shabby clothing, reckless
friends, and bad manners and her expensive tastes, stuffy friends, and superiority complex.

After they passed by, Luke grinned at Ninaand said, “ That could amost be us.”
“I never use language like that”

“Y ou probably will when you get angry enough a me.”

“I don't ... expect to get angry a you again,” Ninasaid carefully.

“Oh, comeon, Nina. I’'m an optimi<, but that’ sjust plain unredlistic. Look how many timeswe' ve
argued just sncewe met.” Lukewas amused. “You' |l keep getting angry a me. Let’sjust work on
getting better & making up.”

Ninalooked a him uncertainly. “ Do you redly think we' Il get to know each other that well?’

“Of course, | do.” Luke studied her carefully. “ Do you redlly think | swallowed my pride and went to the
operaand asked you to see me again just because | wanted to watch you pick at your cauliflower stew
in Raw Ded today?’

“Wadl, no, | guessthat does sound unlikely.”
“I want to know you better,” he said firmly.

“But, Luke ... we' re worlds apart. We're oil and water. We're like that old song about the two people
who pronounce ‘tomato’ differently.”

“Do you want to cal thewholething off?’

“I ... thought 0,” Ninasaid hesitantly, falling helplessly into his dark yearning gaze. She shifted so that she
wasn't looking at him. Those demanding eyes made thinking impossible.

“Maybe | thought 0, too, afew weeks back. Now | think it’sabit too late for that, don’'t you?’
“Nothing’ s—I mean—we re not—"

“Areyou S0 sure nothing’ s happened yet, Nina? Is your cool facade as secure asit was the night we
met? No weak spots? Y ou don't think about me when I'm not around?’

Her eyesflew back up to hisface, giving her away. Luke sright brow lifted.

“I washoping s0,” he said softly, “because | think about you constantly, day and night. Especidly night.”
Hisvoice had dropped to a husky purr, making her breath grow rapid and her skintingle.



“What do you think we' |l get out of this?” she asked nervoudly.
“I don't know yet. But lifeis most exciting when you don’t know where you're going.”
“| don't think s0.”

“Then that' s something € se we can argue about,” he said, pulling her closer. “Later,” headded ina
whisper.

He sought her lipswith hisown, letting his mouth hover just abreath away from hers. He moved his
hands over her like a sorcerer, easing her tensgon with sure knowledge of her needs, massaging her neck,
cradling her shoulders, caressing her hair. His mouth brushed gently, tantalizingly, over her lipsand
cheekswith light feathery kisses, asteasing as the wisps of a half-remembered dream.

A sgh of longing escaped Nina' slips, longing for him, for histouch, for his passion. It was an admisson
that his specter haunted her days and nights, too, that she’ d been glad to see him at the opera, that she
hadn’t wanted today to be the end for them, either.

His mouth took hersthen, hungrily, greedily. Sheinstantly forgave herself for her distraction at work and
her deepless nights. Who could taste the sweetness of his kiss and not long for more? Nina burrowed
againg him, feding amost sorry for hersdlf; nothing would ever be the same after Luke.

Long, spinning, swirling moments of hot pleasure and growing desire were interrupted when Ninafelt
Luke pull away from her gently.

“We ve got to stop,” he whispered shakily.

“Huh?’ shesad indegantly.

“We'rein themiddle of Central Park,” he reminded her.

Nina s eyes popped open. “Oh, yeah. *

He looked down at her in tender amusement. “What would Miss Manners say?’
“She'd say | was getting mixed up with the wrong sort of man.”

“Areyou ready to get mixed up with me, Nina?’ he asked serioudy.

She returned hislook for along moment before she said, “No. But | think ... it' stoo late to turn back

It probably wasn't the most enthusiastic declaration he' d ever received from awoman, but Luke seemed
idfied.

Hewalked her home, since it was abeautiful day and neither of them was quite ready to end it.
Outside her building he said, “ Aren't you going to ask me up?’

“No,” shesadfirmly.

“Why not? Afraid of what might happen?’ he teased her.

“Yes. I'msureyou' Il hate my gpartment, and I'm afraid we'll fight about it, and I’ m just not up to another
argument right now. | need to get intraining for this”



Ninaagreed to meet him again in two days, after each of them shifted their busy schedulesto find a day
they both had free. She and Luke agreed to eschew restaurants for awhile. Instead, an artist Nina
admired was holding an art exhibition on Sunday, which sheinvited Luketo.

“You don't haveto wear atie,” Ninaassured him, “but if you could dressabit more ... uh ... abit
less...”

Lukeralled hiseyes. “I'll ssewhat | canfindin my closst.”

He was about to kiss her goodbye when one of Nina' s neighbors, coming home from work, recognized
him and just had to shake his hand and get his autograph.

Thewoman stood chatting with them in the lobby for saverd minutes. Ninafinaly redized the woman
wasan't going anywhere until Luke left. Since Ninafelt uncomfortable about kissng Lukein front of her
neighbor, shejust said afriendly goodbye to him and watched him walk out of the building. Shefdlt
dightly annoyed that her last few moments with Luke Swain, the man, had been invaded because he was
also Luke Swain, therock star.

Even more annoying was her neighbor who didn’t stop asking questions about Luke until Ninagot off the
elevator a the ninth floor and shut her apartment door behind her.

She sank into acomfortable chair in her living room and rubbed her forehead. Findly, she sghed. She'd
better get used to this sort of thing, she decided. Thiswas only the beginning.

Sx

“Thisistheend,” Ninasaid emphatically. “Redly. | meanit. Don't even walk to the end of the block with
rm”

“What' swrong?’ Lukeignored her order and waked down the street with her, hislong legseaslly
keeping pace with her furious strides.

“What' swrong?’ she echoed increduloudy, whirling to face him. “How could you? How could you
embarrass me likethat? An exclusive, invitation-only, first-day exhibition of an artist I’ ve dways admired,
and you were my guest. How could you be so rude?’

“I wasn't rude,” Luke said patiently.
“Y ou were completely tactless!”
“Tactless? The guy asked mewhat | thought. If he doesn’t want to know, he shouldn’t ask.”

“Hasit ever occurred to you that not everyone wantsto hear the brutal unvarnished truth from your lips?’
sheflared.

“Yes, it has, and that' swhy I’ ve never told my mother what it’ s really liketo be arock star. But that guy
isan artigt, Nina. If he puts hisfedlings on canvas and hangs them up on the wall, he'sgot no business
expecting other peopleto hide theirs. Particularly not when he asks for an opinion.”

“You didn’'t need to hide your fedings,” Ninacountered. “Y ou could just have expressed them alittle
lessoffensvdy.”

“Hewasn't offended,” Lukeingsted. “Why do you think we talked for twenty minutes?’



“Becauseyou loveto tak!”

“I won't deny that, but it was because we were having an interesting conversation. | don't like hiswork
and he admitted he hates my music, but it doesn’t mean we can’t exchange idess. Diverse tastes and
persond respect are not mutudly exclusive.”

Ninatook along, deep, steadying bresth. He wasright about that, at least. Her own noisy, opinionated
family was certainly proof. “ Okay, | accept your explanation. But surely you can see how embarrassing it
was for me, with the two of you arguing so noisily and everyone staring at us.”

Luke also took a deep breath. They aways managed to wind each other up likethis. “Ning, I'm sorry. |
didn’t mean to embarrass you. Next timewe go out I'll try to remember that you don’t like to attract
attention.”

“Next time?’ Ninasaid doubtfully.
Luke gave her ahard look. “What' s that supposed to mean?’
“I don't think thisisgoing to work, Luke,” she said carefully.

“We knew it wouldn't be easy, Nina. | thought we had agreed it was worth the effort.” He spoke
carefully, too. They both knew they werewaking onthinice.

“Maybe we were wrong.”

Luke studied her with speculative eyes for along moment before saying, “I don't think so. If you want to
end it negtly beforeit’ sbegun, you'll get no hep from me. | won't let you dip away easily with trite
regrets and a polite handshake. | want you too much for that.”

Nina s cheeks reddened at the bluntness of hiswords. “Are you going to make a scene?’ shesaid as
scathingly as she could.

Luketried to control histemper. “No. Asboorish and uncouth as| may be, Miss Gnagnarelli, | don’t
conduct my private life on the Sreets of Manhattan.” Helooked at her with stedly determination. “But
I’m not giving up as easily asyou seem to want to.” Hetook her hand in atight grip and dragged her
down the street. “ Come on.”

“What are you doing?’

“WEe re going hometo tak about this.”

“Home?’ shesadinaarm.

“Wecan't tak here”

“I’m not going home with you,” Ninaingsted angrily. “We have nothing more to talk about.”

“No?" He grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her roughly to his chest, looking asif he'd liketo
shake her till her teeth rattled. “ Do you redly think we can walk away from thisthat easily, just because
it' salittle messy?’

“Yes” she hissed furioudy. She could fed the hard muscles of histhighs and belly pressing against her
through their clothes. She braced her hands againgt his chest and looked up into the face that filled her
thoughts and dreams. Something hot and frightening flooded her veins, filling her with excitement. It was
al too unfamiliar and threatening, this stormy desire, thisangry longing. Sherebelled againgt it. She didn’t



want him to turn her life upside down. “I don’t want to see you again, and thistime | won't let you talk
meout of it!”

He maintained his grip on her arms. They were both furious now. His whisper was harsh and burning as
he said, “ Do you remember wanting me as much as | wanted you, Nina? Do you remember the way you
held mein the park? The way | touched you in your dressing room that night?’

“Stopit!” shecried, twisting away from him.

They stared at each other in consternation. How had it happened? They’ d started out to have a pleasant
afternoon together, and now they were a each other’ sthroats. The violent passions between them were
becoming too strong to suppress. They became conscious of curious stares. Ninafelt mortified. Shewas
actualy brawling with him in the middle of the street. Luke looked equaly dismayed.

“Let’'sget out of here,” he said. He grabbed her wrist and dragged her so fast shehad to do alittle
hopping step to keep up with him.

Ninawas going home with afurioudy angry man who had just expressed hisdesirefor her. She
questioned the wisdom of this. However, Luke seemed far more interested in hurling abuse a her thanin
taking her to bed. She was apprehensive, but not frightened. Instinct told her that whatever else
happened, L uke would never take her againgt her will.

He seemed to calm down abit by the time they reached his corner. He let go of Ninaand ran ahand
through his hair, rumpling the dark waves asthey waited for the light to change. It was along light, and
they waited without speaking.

“| say, aren’t you Nina Gnagnarelli?’ asked a crisp, English voice. Ninaturned to see atall man with
smooth blond hair and pale blue eyeslooking at her with polite appreciation.

“ Y&“

“How do you do?’ He reached out, shook her hand briefly and explained that he was abig fan of hers.
“I caught youin Il Turcoin Italia afew weeksago. May | say that besides possessing a magnificently
beautiful voice, you are acomic genius’

“Thank you,” Ninasaid warmly. Aware of Luke radiating quiet fury nearby, she turned the full force of
her charm on the Englishman. “Y ou have ahoneyed tongue.” She gave him her most dazzling amile.

“Not a al. The praiseisonly sncere”

They were waking aong Luke' s street now, Nina chatting gaily with the stranger while Luke brooded.
He stopped in front of his apartment building, waiting for Ninato finish the conversation. After severd
minutes, Lukelogt his patience completely.

“We regoing insde now,” Luke announced brusquely.
Ninalooked at Luke asif he were asulky child.

“I'm afraid thisiswhere we part,” shetold the Englishman. He started to tell her what a pleasureit had
been to meet her, and that wound up taking as much time astheir chat.

“That doesit,” Luke said at last, yanking Nina s hand as he turned to go inside. “I’m in no mood for
this”



“| say, that’ snot—" the Englishman began.

“Mind your own business,” snapped L uke.

“Now see here—"

“One moreword out of you, and I'll flatten you,” Luke warned coldly.

Seeing that the Englishman was about to nobly pursue adamsd in distress, Ninatried to reassure him as
Luke hauled her past an astonished doorman.

“It'sokay,” shecadled. “He sjust not used to polite society. HE s quite harmless, redly.”
Lukedidn’t look at her or speak to her until they were safely inside his gpartment.

“Do you know,” hesaid tiredly, “1 haven’t threatened to hit anyonein ... years. Y ou realy know how to
bring out the worst in me. Y ou did that on purpose, didn’t you?” Anger and amusement were both
evident in hisexpresson.

“I just wanted you to see how a gentleman operates.”
“Do you redly want meto behavelike that, Nina?’ Luke asked doubtfully.

“No,” she sad after apause. It wastrue, she didn’t. Everything about Luke was genuine. And magnetic.
Hedidn’'t need polite chatter and schooled manners. He exuded friendly warmth, good humor and,
above al, masculine sex gpped . He didn’t need window dressing.

“Then what do you want, Nina?’

“| would just likeyou to be alittle ... easier.”

“I'dlike you to bealittle easier. But | don't think either of uscan be.”
Nina had no answer to that.

After an uncomfortable silence, Luke said, “L ook, I'm going to make a pot of coffee, and thenwe'll St
comfortably and talk like civilized adults. Can | count on you not to bolt for the door whilel’min the
kitchen?’

That made her angry again. “I’m not acoward, Luke.”
Hislook was appraising ashe said, “No, | know you're not. I'll only be aminute.”

While he was gone, Nina had a chance to notice her surroundings for the first time. His apartment was
located in an old building with vast rooms and big windows overl ooking the park. The furniture was dl
comfortable and solid, made of wanut or mahogany. He had overflowing bookcases everywhere,
beautiful Indian handicrafts, and handembroidered pillows—those must have come from his mother.
There were many paintings and drawings on the walls, which Nina studied with awell-trained eye.
Despite the episode at the exhibition today, histaste in art was rather good if surprisingly traditional.

Nothing technically matched, but everything worked together. It was awe coming place. Aswith her
own gpartment, his preoccupation with music was evident in stereo equipment, guitars and a piano,
stacks of music, abums, tapes, and other parapherndia

The coup de gréace, in Nina s opinion, was the carpet, thick and soft and springy. She kicked off her



shoesto enjoy its texture beneath her stocking feet.

Luke came back into the room with awell-laden tray which he plunked down on the coffee table. Nina
cameto St near him while he poured the coffee.

“How do you take your coffee?’ he asked.
“Cream and sugar.”

“And | take mineblack,” he said dryly. Their eyes met, and a soft smile of amusement passed between
them. Was there anything they did dike?

Ninastirred her coffee and studied L uke from under her lashes. He was cam and relaxed again.
Although histemper was quick to flare, it was also quick to subside. And despite hisrather frank way of
expressing himsdf, he redly was honest and fair; he dso genuindy wanted to hear the truth from others,
whether or not it was pleasant. Ninaadmitted to herself that she respected him for that. The question
was, could she deal with thishuman whirlwind on aregular basis?

He had dressed rather nicely for the exhibition today. Now, in the privacy of his apartment, he had flung
off the sports jacket, unbuttoned the top of his shirt and kicked off his shoes. He ran his hand through his
hair, rumpling thelong dark waves. He sat back in his easy chair looking more comfortable, looking a bit
wilder, looking like the L uke she was coming to know.

Luke seyesmet Nina s again, his expression soft and wistful now. “1 haven't said how beautiful you look
today. Y ou dwayslook beautiful. I'm looking forward to seeing you first thing in the morning to find out
if you awayslook thisgood, or if you' re human like the rest of us.”

Ninashifted nervoudy. “I’m human, take my word for it.”
“I"d rather find out for mysdif. I'll enjoy it more,” he said softly.

Nina s mouth went dry, and shewas at alossfor words. She was smitten with an image of Lukefirst
thing in the morning, warm and relaxed, deepy and affectionate. It made her ache. She wanted to cross
the space between them, dide onto hislap, and let his strong, sheltering arms enfold her. He woke liquid
firein her veinswhen he touched her. He would be the answer to the hungry nights and restless days that
hed tormented her snce mesting him.

“I can’t degp with someone | can’t even ... have acivilized conversation with,” she said uncertainly.

“Of courseyou can,” he said in amusement. “ Civilized conversation isfor casua acquaintances, Nina. |
want honesty from you. And | think I've made it clear that | want to be much more than a casud
acquaintance.”

His dark eyesburned into her, making her fed vulnerable and self-conscious. She stood up quickly and
walked to the window. As she looked out at the fiery November colors on the treesin the park, she
heard Luke come up softly behind her. He did hisarms around her waist and nuzzled her hair. Ninafelt
hersdf snking into the luxuriance of his embrace, the hot excitement of histouch, the lushness of his

passion.
“You're pushing me,” she accused shakily.

“I' know,” he admitted softly. He turned her to face him. “Y ou’ re confused, we' re on my home turf, and
I’m pressing my advantage unfairly.” He kissed her, asoft kissfull of restrained passion and veiled
promises.



“Thisisn't fair,” Ninasaid weakly when he pressed her head againgt his shoulder.

“True,” he said ruefully, “but it sworking.” He kissed her hair and rubbed her back with knowing hands.
“Ligentome.”
“I'mligening”

“I can handle criticism, fights, and conflict. I'm willing to compromise, and I’ m going to try hard to be
someone you can get dong with. But there sonething | can’t handle.” He gripped her shoulders and held
her away from him. His eyes had that determined look again.

“What'sthat?’ she asked.

“I can't handle your threatening to walk out every time things get rough. | can’'t walk away from you,
Nina; but if you can’t commit yoursdlf to redly trying with me, then please, please, walk avay from me
now for good. Or else, make adecision to sick with me. It'sdriving me crazy. Every timel seeyou, |
wonder if it sgoing to bethelast time.”

It wastrue, sheredized. Shewas afraid, so she kept trying to find away out. It was unfair, considering
how honest he' d always been about his attraction to her. And it was cowardly, considering how attracted
shewasto him.

“It'sjust that | find you so provoking,” she said helplesdly.
“Youfind mescary.”

“Maybe”

“It'sokay. I’m scared, too. We could both get hurt.”

“I’ve been hurt before, Luke. | don’t want to go through something like that again,” Ninasaid with atight
throat.

“Sowhat’ s your solution? To live up on a pedestal where no one can reach you?’ he chalenged.
“I'm not like that!”

“No, you're not. That’swhy | want you down here on the ground with me. We may never find much in
common, but we won’t know until wetry. And what does that matter, anyhow? | care about you, |
respect you, | have fun when I’'m with you, and,” he added, pulling her closer and brushing hislips across
hers, “thereisthis. All indl, I’d say we ve got alot to work with.”

Nina closed her eyes and raised her face for another kiss, another sweet moment to soften the truth of his
words.

“Look at me, Nina,” he commanded. She did. His eyes were dmost hard. “1’m not going to sweep you
off your feet S0 you can claim later that thisisal my fault. Thisistoo important to me, Nina. You'rean
adult. Y ou have to make your own decisions. Y ou aready know what | want.” He kissed her forehead
softly and moved away from her.

Nina's bemused gaze followed him as he gathered up the coffee things and took them back into the
kitchen.

She had wanted him to make things easy for her, she thought, to free her of accepting the respongbility
of her choicesin this case. Of course hewouldn’t. She should have known that. He was an honest and



demanding man who would accept no feeble half measuresin areationship.

So what did she want? She knew in her heart that she needed to decide today, before she left the
gpartment. Their fedings for each other were snowbaling too fast for them to keep drifting through
occasional dates while shetried to make up her mind.

She was frightened. He made her vulnerable, he kept her off balance, he could hurt her horribly if shelet
him get closer.

Shelooked at the door. If she walked out now there would be no more shouting matches, no more fury,
no more of this confused fear. And dl the possibilities she was beginning to glimpse in hersdf would be
gone, too. She' d regret it forever. She had to know what was waiting for her with him.

Luke came back into the room after afew minutes. She saw hiswary expression and redized that, having
made his stand, he was worried about the outcome. He' d already said he was scared, too. She was glad
shewasn't the only one.

Helooked at her.
“Okay,” shesad smply.
“Okay?’ hesad warily.

“I mean, okay, | won't talk about not seeing you anymore. I'll try to be moreflexible. I'm ... in for the
wholeride”

Hiswhole body relaxed, his expression softened, and his eyes gleamed. For the first time sheredized just
how tense he’ d been dl day.

“I'm ... glad,” he said with adight catch in hisvoice. Then he added with teasing smugness, “I knew
you'd seeit my way.”

Ninarolled her eyes. They smiled a each other. They were physically separated by the width of the
room, yet emotiondly they were the closest they’ d ever been. Intimacy and affection flowed between
them.

“What now?’ Ninaasked bresthlessly.

Hisdark eyestraveled over her body with that peculiar combination of tenderness and insolence that was
so much apart of his persondity. “We could ... celebrate,” he suggested softly.

He moved toward her dowly, likeaman in adream. A smoldering fire was growing within those
depthless eyes asthey met and held Nina's. He came so close to her she could fed hisbody heat, but
dtill he did not touch her.

“Celebrate?’ she whispered, backing away from him. Shewasn't sure she was ready for this.

He nodded. A dow, lazy smile spread across hisface. “I know an age-old ritud, just perfect for the
occasion.” He reached out and captured both her handsin his.

“Maybe ... we could just open abottle of champagneinstead,” she suggested weakly.

“I hate champagne,” he murmured. He pulled her againgt him suddenly and lightly flicked histongue
across her soft lips. “And what I’ ve got in mind tastes much better.”



“Oh, my,” Ninasaid. She had meant to say that she wasn't ready for this and thought they should stop
while they could, but somehow the words wouldn’t come out of her mouth.

Shefdt hishands on the zipper of her dress, felt him dideit down dowly and pull the wool away from
her soft shoulders. She heard awhimper of desire come from her throat as the dress did down her body
and she stood before himin her lacy full dip.

His eyes met hers, and he paused. His passionate expression was clouded by concern. His voice was
husky when he spoke. “1 don't want to do anything you' re not ready for yet. We can stop now, if you're
not sure.”

Shelooked at his strong face, so full of courage and integrity. Everything lived on the surface with him, his
passion and his doubt so easy to see. What was there to be afraid of ? She wanted to know him as well
as she could. Thiswas smply another beginning.

“Do you want me to take you home?’ he asked softly.

Full of new confidence and certainty, Nina shook her head.
“Nina..”

“Put your handson me,” sheinvited softly. Shelonged for histouch.

For once he agreed without argument. Luke pulled her againgt him and his hands did dowly up the soft
materia of her dip, over her smooth bottom, up her dender back, around her shoulders, over her
breasts, moving down her narrow waist to the full contours of her hips.

“God, you fed good,” he said huskily.
“It spuresik.”
“I didn't mean that.”

His hands moved up to touch the ddlicate, classical contours of her face in wonder, gently stroking her
cheekbones, tracing the full shape of her lips, following the line of her chin and jaw.

Ninawas no less curious about him. Her dender hands dowly traced his eyebrows, the strong bones of
hisface, the firm column of his neck. He tenderly kissed the palm she pressed againgt his cheek.

Nothing in Nina s life had prepared her for the depth of her desire for him. With an incoherent cry she
threw her arms around his neck, pressing her mouth to his mouth, her body to hisbody. Their passion
turned fierce and hungry. The pent-up frustration of waiting and wanting was unleashed between them
now, and they clung to each other savagely, neither asking nor giving gentleness.

Luke slipsforced Nina s gpart. His mouth was hot, indgstent, demanding. Their tonguesjoined in awild
dance of mating, addicious prelude of thingsto come. His hands were everywhere, stroking her hair,
touching her face, restlessy moving over her back, pressing her hips closer to his.

Impatiently, Luke peded off Nina sdip and stockings. She stood naked before him, surprised at her
own boldness. She drew astonishing pleasure from the admiration she saw in his eyes, and the body she
had cultivated for her work took on anew and thrilling meaning asavessd for her lover’s pleasure.

“My God, you' re beautiful,” he murmured in wonder, as his gaze traveled over her full pink-tipped
breasts, her flat belly, and the patch of silky dark hair at the exciting V where her firm thighs came



together. “ Absolutely beautiful. Nina, Nina... take my shirt off.”

With frantic, trembling fingers she helped him unbutton his shirt and shrug it off. She buried her face
agang his ches, intoxicated by his mae scent, the smooth hard fed of his shoulders, the strong muscular
frame pressing againg her.

Armswrapped around each other, bodies straining together as they hungrily kissed and caressed each
other, they sank dowly onto the soft, plush carpet.

They rolled over afew times until they bumped into something and then rolled the other way, never once
pausing in the fevered kisses they exchanged.

Finaly, flat on her back, dizzy and drugged with passion, Nina pulled her mouth away and sought Luke's
eyeswith her own. The passion and the promisein hislook started adow burning firein the pit of her
stomach. She shifted dightly, and asif he knew her body better than she, his hand moved down to
massage the ache.

“Better?’ he asked.

“No, that just makesit worse.” She sighed.
“Want meto stop?’ he teased.

“No,” shesadfirmly.

He did though, moving his hand up to massage her breasts, shifting himsdf away from her dightly so he
could watch.

Ninasighed deeply and the ache grew as L uke explored the soft, white mounds of her breadts, learning
their shape, stroking and squeezing, teasing the nipplesinto rosy peaks. She watched him watch her
body, taking fierce pleasurein hispleasurein her.

Helowered hisdark head to taste her firm flesh, wreaking havoc with Nina s senses. Hishot lips
scorched her skin. Histeasing tongue stroked and enticed ataut nipple before he took it into his mouth.
His gentle sucking and nibbling drove Ninawild. She arched her back, moaning uncontrollably. She
pressed hishead closer, closer as her hands stroked histhick, dark hair, fegling it curl sensuoudy around
her fingers. Her hands moved restlesdy, searchingly over his shoulders, exploring the strong, rippling
muscles of his back, the flexing biceps of hisarms, touching his strong hands as they moved with sureness
over her writhing body.

Nina pushed hersdf away from him abit and fumbled with his belt buckle. He watched her for amoment,
kissing her hair, stroking her back.

Finaly he said, “Want help?

She threw up her hands in exasperation. Luke took off his belt, tossed it across the room, and unfastened
hisjeans.

“Can you managetherest?’ he asked huskily.

Helay back on his elbows and watched Ninatug off hisjeans. Her eyeswidened dightly at one point,
but she didn’t stop until the task was complete.

He was magnificent, as she had known he would be—long and lean, strong and smoothly muscled.



“Notan line?’ she asked pointedly.

“Private beach,” he said, grinning.

“Whaose beach?’ she asked suspicioudy.
“Nina, thisisn't thetime to talk about my past.”

With adow, ddicious smile Ninadid up the length of hisbody, enjoying the luxuriousfeding of hisstrong
thighsagaingt her bdlly, his hard ssomach against her bressts.

When they met face-to-face she kissed him with adow, lingering passion. She could fed the hot
evidence of hisdesire pressing againg her thighs as they gazed into each other’ s eyes. She moved againgt
him provocatively. Luke caught his breath. His hands moved restlesdy on her.

Ninadid down his body again, exploring him as he had explored her, tasting, touching, teasing until, with
adtifled groan, he dragged her up, rolled her over, and lay on top of her.

Her playfulnesswas gonein an ingant.
“Please, please, now,” Nina sobbed with passion as he kissed her breasts.

Ninaheld her breath as Luke dowly, gently joined their bodies, savoring the warm ddlight, drawing out
thefirs moment of their union.

They rocked together, dowly at fird, their bodies moving as one, limbsintertwining, lips and tongues
caressing.

Soon a primitive force as old as time swept through Nina, urging her on, and she writhed fiercely againgt
Luke. Ninalost dl conscious avareness of herself. She knew only her undeniable urge to mate with this
man.

Ninamoaned, clinging to L uke as wave after wave of shattering pleasure tore through her. 1t was
incredible. And she knew by theway he clung to her and groaned her name that he fdlt it, too. Therewas
nothing e selikeit on earth. Thisiswhy we re here, she thought.

Ninalay quietly in Luke' sarmsfor some time afterward. He seemed to fed as spent and exhausted as
shefdt. After what seemed an eternity, Luke shifted dightly, then moved down her body, kissing her
neck, her full breasts, the smooth skin of her ribs. He lay with his head on her somach and held her
hands.

“Oh, Ning,” he said with asigh, “that wasincredible.”

She squeezed his handsin response. Nina stared at the celling, somewhat stunned. She had previousy
only made love a night and never anywhere but in bed.

“Do you want ablanket?’ she asked softly.
“Areyou cold?’ he asked lazily.
1] NO- . .”

Lukeraised his head to look at her questioningly. Her cheeks reddened. Luke moved up to look down
into her face. He was amused.



“Do you expect meto believe after that, you shameless woman, that you want sex to be tidy and elegant,
too?’

She blushed, but shewas able to laugh at herself. “No,” she agreed. “I’ ve just never made love on the
floor in the middle of the day before. It'sabit new to me.”

“Areyou sorry?” he asked gently.

“No.” It wasthetruth. Ninastretched luxurioudy, enjoying the warmth of being between Luke and the
rug, “No,” she said more forcefully and laughed brightly.

* * * %

When Ninaleft his gpartment the next morning, she was limp with exhaustion and glowing with
happiness.

Elenahad noticed the difference in her the moment she walked in the door. Ninafindly fdt abletotel her
old friend about L uke. Elena’ s own love affairs were notorious.

“I'm glad to hear it. Y ou cannot feed your soul on art done,” Elenasaid. “ So what' s he like, this beautiful
rock star?’

“He's...he's... oh, he simpossible. HE sincredible. I'm losing my mind. He hates my wardrobe.”
It was not avery helpful description, but it was the best Nina could do.

Luke spent that night at Nina s, grumbling about the decor of her apartment until she turned his attention
to more important things.

On Friday night he cameto see her in Il Turco in Italia and took her to dinner afterward.
“I couldn’t follow the plot, but you wereterrific,” he said, kissing her hand.

Aslong as he respected her work, she was learning not to mind that he didn’t like opera.
He had given her two dozen white roses.

“Oh, Luke, they’re beautiful.”

“They were hard to find but, like you, they were worth the effort. | can be agentleman.”
“Only sometimes.”

They painted the town that night. In Nina smind it was amistake, since that was when the pressfirst
caught on. They were photographed coming out of Rooti€'s. Luke got rid of the reporter, but Nina had
an uneasy feding that that wouldn’t be the end of it.

It was on Saturday afternoon, asthey were lying companionably together on his couch, that he broke the
newsto her.

“I’ve been putting off telling you,” he began.
“What?’
“I'm going away for awhile”

“When? Where?’



“Day after tomorrow. Detroit, Chicago, Cincinnati.”
“How long will you be gone?’
“About ten days.”

“Oh.” Shelaid her head on his shoulder. He kissed her hair. “Well, it’ sonly ten days,” she said after a
while

“I wish it wasn't so soon.”

“Itll bedl right.”

“I just don’t want to leave you so soon after we' ve just started—"
“Yes?' sheasked archly.

“Getting to know each other better,” he said loftily.

“My, my, aren’t we euphemigtic today?’ she teased. L uke pinched Nina, which was a thing no man had
ever done.

“I'll be thinking about you,” he said.

“Don’t worry about me, Luke. I’ ve got plenty to do while you're away. It'll be thefirst peace and quiet
I’ve had since we met.”

“Will you feed my fish whilel’m gone?’
“Fish?1 figured you for adog lover.”

“I am, but can you see mewalking adog in Centra Park, carrying an umbrellain one and and an old
newspaper in the other?’

“No, | seeyour point. Okay, I'll feed your fish. I'll leave alight burning in the window. Everything will be
fine. Areyou awaysthisjumpy before you go awvay?’

“Not until I met you.”

Shekissed him.

“Stop trying to distract me,” he said.
Shekissed him again.

“Don’t stop,” he whispered.

Seven
“Have you seen this?’ Nina demanded, throwing a pile of magazines and papers on Elena spiano lid.

“*|sthe Prince of Waesin communication with extraterrestrids? ” Elenaread doud. “Nina, | can't
believe you read such trash.”

“Not that. Thisl” Ninapointed to apicture of hersalf and Luke outside Rooti€' s. The caption read:



Luke' s New Lady Love—How Long Will It Last? “And thisl And that!”

One magazine had printed a photo of them together at the awards ceremony where they’ d met. Thiswas
accompanied by acoy articlein which “sources’ reveded their unfolding love story. Another magazine
samply ran an old photograph of Ninawith her vital satistics—including her astrologicad sign.

“Where did you find these?" asked Elena.
“At the supermarket!” Nina shrieked.
“Does heknow yet?’

“I don’'t know. He' s till out of town. | suppose he'll call metoday or tomorrow. Ooooh, and then Il
givehim apiece of my mind!”

“Nina, be reasonable. How could he—"

“Hemust have known. This must happen to him dl thetime. But he didn’t tell me because he knew |
wouldn't likeit. Wait till I get my handson him!” sheraged.

It was one thing to appear in the papers because she had sung well or had sung badly or had refused to
sng at al. It was quite another thing to be smeared across the pages of the scandal sheets and gossip
rags where half-witted writers with nothing better to do used dick, coy language to speculate about her
private life. She wasinfuriated when she redlized that every person who bought milk and eggs thisweek
would see those headlines.

“Nina, did you redly say, ‘He makes me happier than any European lover I’ ve ever had’ 7’
“No!” Ninahowled. “1 didn’'t say any of it! That’sthe point. None of it’strue.”

Elena seemed fascinated. “ They describe you asa‘lush Italian beauty.” Someone should tell them you're
American.”

It was too much.

Elenatried to cadm and comfort her, but she would have none of it. After thirty minutes of refusing to
listen to her friend reasonably, Nina stormed into the street and headed home.

There was areporter waiting outside her building.
“Miss Gaggardli,” hecdled.

“It' sGnagnardlli, you bloody idiot. Nya-nya-rd-li. And if you come near mel’ll scream for a
policeman!”

She went insde. Luke telephoned two hours later.
“Nina?1’ve just seen the papers. Areyou okay?’ He sounded worried. Aswell he might, she fumed.

“Yes, I'mfine. I’ ve barricaded the door. I'm changing my name. I’ m dying my hair. I’'m dropping out of
publiclife. And | don't ever want to see you again!”

“Nlﬂa ”

“Y ou knew thiswould happen, didn’t you? But you aso knew you' d be safely in Cleveland—"



“Chicago.”

“—wherever —when it happened! | went through thiskind of foul, tawdry, seedy dimewhen | divorced
aFrench playboy, and | won't go through it again!”

“Nina, get ahold of yoursdlf.”

“That' sexactly what I'm doing. | must have been crazy to get involved with you!”

They were both silent. Her head was pounding. Suddenly she wished he were there with her.
“Oh, Luke...” she said miserably.

“I'll behomein four days,” he promised. “We Il work it out.”

“I ... okay,” shesaid feehly.

They talked for another half hour. She was il cradling the phone when hefindly hung up.

The next four days were hectic. She had to unplug her phone—the only Nina Gnagnardli in the book
was suddenly getting phone callsfrom al sorts of people. She made arrangements for an unlisted
number.

Someonein Chicago had got hold of Luke s hotel hill. Threeitemized |ong-distance telephone callsto her
gpartment confirmed the rumors. Scanda reportersfollowed her in and out of the operahouse—the
uncultured dobs couldn’t be bothered to buy tickets though, she noticed. Her picture was taken at odd
moments of the day: in the grocery store, hailing ataxi, at the beauty parlor and, of course, going to

Luke sto feed his damned fish.

One young man with a pleasant, naive face seemed to have taken up permanent residence on her
sdewalk.

“Why are you doing thisto me?’ she pleaded.
“Nothing persond. It' smy job,” he said and took her picture.

Ninasmashed his camera.

* * % %

Luke came straight to her apartment when he got back to New Y ork. Shethrew hersdf into hisarms,
needing his strength and comfort.

“Hi,” shesad inadequately.
Hewrapped hisarmstightly around her and held her for awhile.

“Will you believe mewhen | say it will al diedown in afew days? They bite something new, they chew
on it for aweek or two, then they drop it.”

“And I'll never gppear in those papersagain?’

“I didn't say that, Nina. That's part of my life now, and it affects anyonewho'scloseto me. | can't
changethat.”

“At least you're honest,” she said unhappily. She moved away from him, running her hands through her



hair.
“I didn’t redlize it would bother you this much. Was your divorce that messy?’

“You didn’t know?" He shook hishead. “It was adisaster. Our lives were smeared al over the gossip
columns. Even our sex life—or rather my lack of one and Philippe’ s extravagant one. He was the
oversexed French Romeo and | was the frigid workaholic he' d married. It was ... horrible.” She shivered
with the memory of it.

Luketook her in hisarms again and pillowed her head on hisbroad chest. “I didn’'t redize,” he
murmured.

Lukelooked astired as she felt. The strain of the past few dayswas beginning to tell.

“Look, you're not Singing again till next week,” Luke said. “Why don’'t we go away together? Jesse hasa
country cabin upstate we could use for afew days. If weleft tomorrow morning we could be there by
lunchtime.”

Ninaagreed readily. She had to get away. And it would be good for their relationship. She realized how
little time they’ d spent done together.

She a0 redized how much she had missed him, and the cares of the moment were forgotten as she
demondirated it to him.

* * % %

Jesse had been happy to let them use his cabin for afew days, though he loudly wondered what afine
lady like Ninasaw in acountry bumpkin like Luke.

They left town early after adight atercation on her sdewalk.

“If you hit reporters,” Luke explained in exasperation as he drove, “it only encourages them to print more
about you.

“Heinaulted me”

The drive north was beautiful. Autumn lingered on, and the trees were il glorious with golden leaves.
They stopped at asmall genera store for supplies, then drove straight to the cabin.

“Oh, Luke, thisiswonderful,” Ninaexclamed asthey pulled into aprivate, sunlit valey. Jesse' scabin,
smple and sturdy, was nestled in the middle,

They unpacked their groceriesin the smdl kitchen. Ninadusted the furniture and laid out the
bed—* That’ sthe important part,” Luke had said—while he went about turning on the water, the heet,
and the eectricity.

After lunch they took along wak hand in hand. The fresh air and tranquility were exactly what Ninahad
needed. She felt her normal strength of spirit return as contentment flooded her body.

That night Luke courted her on the porch swing like a country schoolboy.
“You're prettier than aspeckled pup,” he said in aheavy Midwestern accent.
“Y ou couldn’t have gotten many girlswith lineslike that.”

“I'm making up for it now.”



“We could try stargazing,” she teased, firmly removing his hand from her thigh.

“| seedl thestars| need to in those twinkling violet eyes,” he said extravagantly.

“That' sawful,” she groaned.

“| do better with aguitar,” he admitted.

“Oh, bring it out now, Luke. Serenade me.”

“You'recrazy. It' sfreezing out here.”

“Please,” she pleaded. “Y ou dways play to thousands, Luke. Couldn't you play just for me tonight?’
“Of course,” he whispered, brushing hislipsacross hers. “But let’ sgo insde.”

Ninabuilt ablazing firein the big old fireplace while Luke sang to her.

“Where d acity girl likeyou learnto build fires?’

“My dad loves camping,” she explained. “I wastoo smal to chop firewood and too smart to dig the
outhouse, so | madethefires.”

Luke sang her some of his own songs, some of his favorite songs by other people, and some folk songs
that shetold him she liked. With some effort they discovered songs they both knew and could sing
together. The pleasure they found in that forged a new bond between them.

“Yousinglikeanangd,” he said, stroking her hair. “Y ou make mefed inadequate.”
“Not inadequate, | hope,” she said suggestively. Her hand found itsway inside his shirt.
Hiseyes glittered. “Want to fool around?’

“Now that'sagood line,” Ninasaid, as Luke drew her closer.

* k% k %

Ninawoke up before L uke the next morning. She showered and washed her hair while he dept.

Wrapped in atowel, she kissed him awake. Luke was interested in pursuing the matter, but Nina
resisted.

“Go make breakfast,” she ordered. “I’m starving. Must be all thisfresh air.”
“Or dl the exercise we got last night,” he added wickedly.

She wasfully dressed and blow-drying her hair when he came into the room with her orangejuice. She
was taming the damp curly mass when he took the blow dryer away from her and rumpled her hair.

13 HQ/!”
“Can’'t you just leaveit? There' sno one here to see you but me, and | aready know you' re not perfect.”
“But | likeit to be smooth.”

He ran both hands through her hair and jumped on top of her as she fdll back onto the bed. Soon they
were rolling around, tickling and undressing each other, breskfast forgotten for the moment.



Nina shair waswild and curly for the rest of the weekend.

That night when Ninaasked for dinner, Luketold her it was her turn to cook. He' d cooked all of their
other medls.

“But | can’'t cook.”
“You can't cook?’ he asked increduloudly.

“Honestly; Luke. My mom cooked when | lived a home, and Philippe had a French chef in the house.
When would | have learned to cook?’

“But you live done now. What do you eat?’

“Sdads, mostly. Or carry-outs. And, of course,” she added hopefully, “gentlemen take me out.”
“WEe renot going out for dinner.”

“Oh, comeon, Luke. It will befun. I'll buy,” she added.

“Ning, trust me. It snot agood ideain asmal town likethis.”

“Don’t be so melodramatic. There must be one decent place to est in thiswhole town.”
“That'snot what | meant. The problem—"

“Get your car keys,” sheinssted, putting on her jacket.

“You'll be sorry,” hewarned.

They choseasmdl, quiet restaurant with home cooking, linen tablecloths, and romantic candlelight. Jazz
music played softly in the background.

“Thisisjust likean old movie,” Ninasaid cheerfully. “ Stop looking so glum, Luke. What are you worried
about?’

It didn’t take long for her to find out.

Ninaand Luke were ditting with their heads close together, holding hands and talking softly like lovers.
Thistime was specid, private, their vacation from the pressure of their red lives. Tonight they were just
another couple enjoying aromantic dinner together.

“Aren’'t you Luke Svan?’

Lukelooked up. A young couple who had been egting at the next table stopped by Luke' stable on their
way out. Luke looked at Nina, who looked back at him. She was vaguely annoyed to have their intimacy
disrupted like this, but sometimesit wasinevitable. She smiled reassuringly a him.

“Yes, | am,” Luke admitted.

“I' knew it!” said the young woman excitedly. “ Oh, please, Luke, could we have your autograph?’ She
dug through her purse for a pen and a piece of paper.

“Sure” Luke said politely.

“I’'m so sorry to interrupt your dinner, but thisisjust such athrill for us! | have every one of your bums.



| think A Wilder Name is the best abum of the decade!”

“Thank you,” Luke answered with asmile. He handed the autographed dip of paper back to her. She
pressed it againgt her chest and continued to stare raptly at him.

“Wel, thanksalot, Luke. Thishas been just great!” said the young man, at last. He and the woman said
goodbye and | eft.

Luke looked apprehensively a Nina

“It' sokay,” shesaid, dightly amused at his attitude. Was she redlly such an ogre around him?*“Redlly. So
you were recognized. So what? It's bound to happen. They were perfectly polite. Anyhow, | got
recognized on the street that day we were walking back to your gpartment, so | can hardly complain, can
1?7

“Youmay find thisalittle different,” Luke warned.

“Arewe going to be ripped to shreds like we were the night of that concert?” Nina couldn't believe that,
not in this discreet restaurant.

“No... But | get alot of exposure. | get recognized alot. And ... these aren’t operafans.”

“Well, thet' s not—"

“Luke Swain?Luke Swain! Tel me, tdl me, redly, redly, you're Luke Svain?”

“Yes” Lukesad glumly to a pretty girl who had been working at the bar only afew moments ago.
“Luke Swain! | knew it!” said their waiter, coming back to their table.

By now they had attracted the attention of virtualy everyone in the restaurant. Soon everyone wasfinding
areason to walk by their table while they tried in vain to enjoy their meal and each other’ s company. The
bolder ones asked for autographs or tried to draw Luke into conversation. Othersjust stared avidly.
Nind s appetite was spoiled, arare event in itself.

More and more people started piling through the door. Their quiet, romantic little restaurant began to
seem like afootbd| stadium asthe noise level rose. Evidently the whole town had been informed that
Luke Swain was dining there.

Men and women of al ages crowded into the restaurant to wait for atable.

Ninafinaly gave up the effort and pushed her plate away from her. Shelooked at Luke, who didn’t
appear to have taken asingle bite of hisdinner. The evening had gone haywire in amatter of twenty
minutes, and al because she waswith arock idol.

The proprietor came over to their table to apologize for al the commotion. *But then, | guessyou' re used
toit,” he added.

“Yes, | am,” said Lukeresignedly.
“Themed’sonthehouse, | ingg.”
“Redlly, that' s not necessary,” said Luke.

“Please, it smy pleasure. After dl, it’ snot often we get a celebrity like you here. And who' sthe lady?”



Ninasought Luke' seyes, willing him to understand her silent message. She most definitely did not want
her name associated with dl of thistonight.

“Thelady,” said Luke dowly, “isaforeign diplomat who wanted ... to see some of our beautiful
American countryside. I'm sure you appreciate the need for discretion.”

“Oh, sure. Absolutely. My lipsare sedled.”

The proprietor |eft their table. Though they were the subject of avid stares and much whispering, no one
€else gpproached them for afew moments.

“Aloneat last,” Luke sad faintly.

“Just don't say, ‘I told you s0.””

“I thought you were hungry,” he chided, looking at her full plate.

“It' shard to eat like this. How do zoo animals stand it? Or rock stars, for that matter?’
“Hey! It's Luke Swain! Come onl” someone outside shouted.

Ninagroaned. Luke threw some money on the tablefor atip. “Let’sget out of here.” He grabbed Nina's
hand, dashed out to his car and drove away so fast no one had timeto follow.

“Satisfied?’ he growled at Nina

“How was| to know?’

“How indeed?’ He sighed. “Come here.” She moved closer and he put hisarm around her.
“I'm il hungry,” she said after afew minutes of peaceful silence.

“I might have known. We'll get atake-out pizza. You goingdefor it.”

“Okay,” she agreed, nuzzling his neck.

“Stop that. Do you want to cause an accident?’

Sheran her hand teasingly up histhigh. The car screeched to a hdt. Luke kissed Ninathoroughly and
then pushed her to the far sde of the car.

“Stay there, where | can keep an eye onyou.”

The days passed too swiftly for Nina. The valey became asmall paradise, alatter-day Eden. Every
afternoon she and L uke would go to separate rooms for awhile. He would work on his guitar or scribble
lyricswhile she vocalized and sang using asmall dectric keyboard for guidance. Staying ontop of a
highly competitive professon meant there were some things neither of them could take a vacation from.
Luke didn’t seem to mind any more than she did. It meant alot to Ninathat he loved what he did and
enjoyed the harmonious momentsin the little cabin as much as she did.

Ninawas happy that they spent al of therest of their time together, walking, talking, esting, deeping,
making love. They made love in the big four-poster bed, on the bearskin rug before the fireplace, in the
bathtub, and once, giggling like children, on the porch swing. Shelearned to be completely comfortable
and a ease with Luke and discovered, much to her surprise, that they actually could live in peace
together, that whole days could pass by without fights or arguments, with nothing to mar their rich



enjoyment of each other.

Without the daily conflict of their diverselifestyles, Ninawas getting to know the essence of the man: the
warm strength that grew out of his belief that life was bascaly rewarding and worthwhile; his passionate
commitment to justicein thelargest and smallest issues of life; the humor thet let him laugh a himsdlf; the
pain and anger hefdt over cruelty and neglect; his unconditiona commitment to loved ones; the londliness
which had found an outlet only inhismusic.

Ninalay back on the hammock strung between two old trees behind the cabin and gazed up at the crisp
blue sky. Lukewas gtill playing his guitar inside. Thewind stirred the trees overhead, and afew leaves
fluttered down to fal on Nina. Nightswere cold now, but the sun was sill burning bright enough to warm
the days. Shetook off her jacket and lay in Luke sthick flannd shirt, eyes closed, feding the sun besting
down on her.

The hammock rocked abit, and a smile curved Nina slips. They had made love in the hammock the day
before, a perilous adventure that had resulted in lumps, bumps, bruises, and L uke’ s howling that he
needed to be hospitalized. She had entirely disproved that claim, however...

“Daydreaming?’

Her eyesflew open. He was smiling down at her. The warmth in his eyes melted her. Had she once
thought to walk away from this man without abackward glance?

Shereached out to him. “Joinme,” sheinvited.

“Oh, no.”

“Wel just liehere,” she promised.

“That' swhat you said yesterday.”

“Asl recal, | was not solely responsible for what happened yesterday.”

They grinned at each other, remembering. He hauled her out of the hammock.

“All thesame, I’'m never going near that thing again.”

Ninadlipped her hand into his and they walked through the woods for atime in companionable silence.
“Did you know when you started your career that your life would be like this?” Nina asked after awhile.
“Likewha?’

“Mobbed by fans, hounded by photographers, pursued by groupies.”

“Wdl, | knew that that’s what happened to the most successful people. | didn’t know | would become
one of them, but | intended to try.”

“But how can you stand it?’

“Because of the rewards. Do you have any ideahow gratifying it isto write and record an abum and
then sdll amillion copies of it? To know that amillion strangers like your songswell enough to play them
at home? Or to Sng something you' ve written in front of thousands of people and to hear them singing
with you, to know that it has meaning for them, too? That’ s success. That’ s affirmation of doing
something worthwhile.



“ Something like that must have happened to you, Nina. When people walk up to you on the street to tell
you how much they enjoy your work, how you' ve moved or ingpired them, it must make a difference.”

“Of courseit does,” she admitted. “But until | met you, no one attacked mein public, interrupted my
medls, or followed meto the grocery store with acamera. To appreciate a performer isonething; to
totaly disrupt his persond life—and that of his close friends—is something else”

“| agree. But | knew it would be likethis. It's part of my job, it goeswith the territory. And fighting it
would only make me more noticeable. It seems the people who attract the most attention are those who
arerudeto their fans and uncooperative with the media.”

“Y ou might attract less attention if you weren’t so vocal about your opinions,” Nina pointed out.

“Not sgnificantly lessatention. And | wouldn’'t be mysdlf if | did that, either. Besides, we' ve aready
established that I’ m not the one who minds attracting attention.”

Ninaglumly kicked apine cone out of her path. “I find dl thisvery difficult,” shesaid with asigh.
“Y et you chose a career onstage and in the public eye.”

“| choseto sing,” she corrected. “And except for my divorce, there’ s never been anything | couldn’t
handle. Interviewers ask me about my work, my training, and my plans. If there are any persond
questions, they’ re limited and inoffengive. It' sadifferent world from pop music, Luke. We re not as
popular or as famous, and hardly anyone cares about our personal lives aslong aswe do our jobs well.

“Why was there so much interest in your divorce?’ he asked curioudly.

“Because, in hisown way, Philippe was apop star by virtue of being blue-blooded and rich. He was well
known in Paris, Monte Carlo, Milan, Beverly Hills, and San Francisco. He was the essence of glamour
and notoriety in certain circles. And our divorce was sordid enough to make good copy,” she added
digagtefully:

They stopped in agrassy clearing, and Luke pulled her down to sit in a patch of sun. Ninabrooded for a
while, and L uke redlized she was unhappy about the latest turn of events, knowing there would be more
to come.

“Doesdl thismean,” she asked at last, “that we can't even go out in public like anorma couple?’

“No, it doesn't,” Luke said firmly. “But in smal towns and even small citiesthat don't see many
celebrities, we' re dways likely to have experienceslike we had in thistown. Honestly, that’ swhy | love
New Y ork so much. Except for the usua photographers and fanatics, people hardly ever bother me
there. New Y orkers have seen it all. Famous faces are no big deal to them. | can walk on the street, eat
in public, go shopping—it’ sgreet!”

“It must be a cherished freedom,” Ninasaid pensively as she lay back in the grass and looked at the sky.
L uke searched for the right words to reassure her.

“There are other things | cherish, too, Nina. My friends, my family, my work, and, now, you. | want to
be with you. There are somethings | can change, but there are others | have no control over.”

Their eyes met, and there was arductance in hersthat disturbed him. Ninahad built her own life and her
own career, and she didn’t think she could adjust to the hazards of his, particularly not when she found
them so distasteful. But something stronger than their differences, stronger than her doubts, was pulling



her into those depthless brown eyes.

Then hiseyestrailed over her body, stretched out in the grass. Her skin grew warm and she could fed
desire flowing through her gently, subtly gathering force, sweetening with anticipation.

“There s probably more | should know about your lifestyle, isn't there?” The breathless sound of her
voice gave her avay. She saw his eyes darken and hisleft brow droop lazily.

“There smore | should know about yours, too,” he said softly. “1 want to know everything about you.”
His hand brushed her hair away from her face and lightly traced her cheek, her chin, and the smooth
column of her throat.

Ninagently took Luke' shand and drew it up under the loose flannd shirt until it rested on her full, soft
breagt. It was an exquisitdly tender moment between them. They both were ill, caressing each other
with only their eyes.

Findly Luke began unbuttoning Ninal sshirt.
“I've never madeloveinthegrass” she murmured, watching him from benegath her lashes.

“There safirg timefor everything,” Luke answered huskily, bending to kiss her soft lips.

Eight
“Thanksgiving ison Thursday,” Luke said.

Ninawas washing dishesin her gpartment. They had returned to the city from Jesse' s cabin that night,
and since she couldn’t cook, Luke made her do the dirty work. He dried the dishes and put them away.
He il didn’t know where most of them went, and she had to keep pointing to various cabinets with her
bright pink gloveswhile she worked.

“Yes, | know,” she answered uneasily. There was dready achdlengein hisvoice and he had only just
introduced the subject. She had afeding she knew what he wanted, and she didn’t think she was ready
forityet.

“What are you going to do, Nina?’

“When I’'min New York | dwaysgo to my Mom’shouse. Areyou going to fly out to Kansas?’
“No. You know I’'m gppearing on live TV Friday.”

“Oh, Id forgotten. That goes over thefridge, Luke”

Ninawashed dishesin slence, awvare of Luke waiting for the obvious suggestion.

“Wdl? hesad at last.

“Wel, what?’ she said uncomfortably.

“Nina, isthe thought of introducing meto your family so awful?Y ou're going to have to do it sooner or
later.”

“Why?



“What do you mean, why?’
“Wel,you're...were... | mean...”

Luke seyesnarrowed. A dangerous tension entered the room. “What? Are you afraid they won't like
me?’

“No.”

“Areyou afraid | won't like them?’

“No...”

“Then what, Nina?’

She shifted nervoudy, unable to voice an answer.

“Were you planning to keep melocked in the bedroom for your private use, Nina?’ Her eyesflashed up
to meet hisangry scowl. He spoke loudly over her incoherent denid. “ Are you planning to have your fill
of me and then dump me when you get bored? Am | just afling you don’t want anybody to know
about?’

“No! Stopit!”

He grabbed her roughly by the shoulders. Her gloved hands baled into fists and she pushed againsgt his
chest. They glared at each other in angry silence for amoment.

“Look, I'll have Thanksgiving with you at your—" she began.

“| don’'t give adamn where you eat your turkey on Thursday!” he snapped.

“Why areyou doing this?’

Helet go of her and moved away, running a hand through his hair. He noticed her glance at the door.

“Y ou can't go home, Nina, you are home. That'swhy | wanted to talk here—so you couldn’t walk

“What doesit matter if you meet my family?’ she pleaded.

“It'snot aquestion of meeting your family.” He sighed deeply and tried to explain. “ Sooner or later
you' ve got to jJump in with both feet, Nina Thisisn't just acasud affair or acrazy fling, and | won't go
aong with pretending it is. We may come from different worldsin every respect, thismay be entirely
unexpected and unlooked for, but there' s something specia between us. It may blow up in our faces but
I’m not going to let it fall gpart because we just didn’~ try “

“Areyou giving mean ultimetum?’

“Yes. | don't mean | have to meet your family Thursday. | mean you have to acknowledge that I’ m part
of your life and that you' re part of mine now. | love being in bed with you, Nina, but we ve each got a
whole life outside of the bedroom, alife of friends, family, work, principles. And if you try to play it safe
and shut me out of the rest of your life and stay out of mine, what might have been something incredible
will wind up being just acasud &ffair, after dl. And I’m not sticking around for that, Nina. That’ s not
what 1 want with you.”



Ninasank into achair, staring at the floor. She didn’'t want a casud fling, either, but she wasn't ready to
jump in with both feet yet. They had made their own little world in Jesse’ s cabin; but neither of them
could stay in that paradise for long. They both needed their work too much, loved their careerstoo
much. But their lifestyles, their friends, their habits were so diverse, how long would they last in theredl
world? Would she be left picking up the piecesdonein afew months time?

“I...” She noticed the incongruity of the soapy pink rubber gloves on her hands. She studied them asiif
she’ d never seen them before. Luke came over to where she sat. He crouched before her and gently
pulled them off as he spoke.

“All right. Y ou' re confused. Y ou need time to think. Maybe we both need aquiet night. I’ m going home
now. Think about what I've said, Nina. Y ou know whereto find meif you want to talk.” He kissed her
forehead lightly. Shewas il Stting in the same position when he lft.

After afew minutes, Ninaleaned back in her chair and sighed heavily. She had the ball now—what was
she going to do with it?

She had known from the minute she first stepped into his arms she would come to this, but she had
avoided thinking about it. He hadn’t made it easy for her at the beginning, and he wouldn’t makeit easy
for her now. If she wanted him she' d have to leave the shadlows and swim in deep water.

He had said it could blow up in their faces. Could she bear the pain of opening her lifeto him and then
losing him? For thefirgt time she was beginning to understand the real reason she had emerged from a
broken marriage with her pride ravaged but her heart intact—her heart had never redly been at risk with
Philippe. Had she ingtinctively sought a man who wouldn't challenge the protective barriers of emotiona
sdf-aufficiency shelived behind? A man who was quite content to wallow in the shalowsfor the duration
of their marriage?

Looking back over the years, Nina could see the pattern forming. She loved her family, loved them
openly and generoudy. But she had dways held alarge part of hersef in reserve from them. Since she
wasthe different child, the“artistic” one, they had aways accepted that. Her relationships with men after
Philippe might have been interesting or amusing, but they were essentidly undemanding, Good friends
had invited her to share hersdlf, but she had aways held back. She had always been offered love,
friendship, and companionship, and yet she had been londly her wholelife.

She had thrown the fiery, passionate, needy core of hersdf into her singing and had nurtured her spirit
there. Perhapsthat had never really been enough, because now thislong-haired, dungaree-wearing rock
dar was giving her atantalizing glimpse of what waswaiting for her if she dared risk reaching for it.

Thefirg time they made love she had experienced not just afusion of body and spirit, but afusion with
another human being more powerful, more consuming than she had dreamed possible. The most amazing
part wasthat it kept getting better, growing stronger every time he touched her.

He angered her, frustrated her, amused her; he made her incoherent with rage, limp with contentment,
giddy with joy, wild with passon, tearful with confusion. But she was dways dive with him. Shewas
never bored. She could never drift away as she chatted with him, thinking about other thingswhile she
made appropriate responses. Something about him inspired her complete participation, whether they
made love, fought, talked, watched the sunset, or washed the dishes. Something about him made every
moment vivid and important and full.

She knew what he wanted: commitment. In terms of ardationship, what he was asking for wastotaly
outside of her experience. Thefear welled up in her that it might be totally beyond her capabilities.



Ninastood on the brink. Was she ready to try? Maybe not, but she had to. It wasworth it. He was
worth it. She didn’t know if she'd succeed, but the aternative—walking away from him—was now
unthinkable. There was too much promise burning in hiseyes.

Having reached her decision, Ninatook along hot bath and then called her parents.
“Mom?Can | bring aguest for Thanksgiving dinner?’

“Oh, Nina, areyou bringing him?”

“Yes, Mom.”

Nina sfather got on the phone.

“Well, it'sabout time,” he said. “ Everyone who buys milk and eggs can seein bold headlineswho my
daughter’ sboyfriend is, and | haven't even met the man yet.”

Ninagrimaced at the word “boyfriend.” On the other hand, she could hardly introduce L uke to her
parents as her “lover.” Her mother wrestled the phone back from her father.

“I'll try to keep Pop from telling everyone in the nelghborhood that your young man will be herefor
dinner, dear.”

“Y oung man?’ Ninarepeated. The euphemismswould be overflowing by Thursday.

“Y our father, in his subtle fashion, has asked me to assure you that he won't say anything to embarrass
the boy.”

“Yes, well, the boy can look after himself. In fact, Pop may meet his match. See you Thursday, Mom.”
“Goodbye, dear.”

Ninawent to bed without caling Luke. She didn’t think she could face that yet. She il felt raw from
their confrontation. Although she had decided she wanted what he did, she wasn't sure how to expressit
to him. Shelay in bed tossing and turning for hours. Findly she decided to cal him. Perhaps doing it now
was better than lying awake al night worrying about it.

He answered on the fourth ring; there was a phone next to hisbed. Hisinitiad commentsinto the receiver
werefairly unintdligible and highly profane.

“Itsme” Ninasaid.

“Mewho? he snarled.

“Nina. Who dse cdlsyou in themiddle of the night?’
“Don’'t gart with me,” hewarned. “What the hdl timeisit?’

She glanced at her clock. Three o’ clock in the morning. Serves him right, she thought. She had been lying
awake hdf the night worrying about their relationship while he was degping the deep of thejust. Shefdt
excessvely annoyed with him.

“It' sthree 0’ clock in the morning. | see you had no troublefaling adeep.”

“I did. | took some godawful homeopathic deeping remedy Kate gave me on thelast tour. I'm kind of



grogay.”
“Oh”
“What do you want?’ he asked ungracioudy.

“Luke...” What on earth was she supposed to say? Just this once couldn’t he make something easy for
her? There was along pause. Then he said what she needed to hear.

“Nina... honey,” he had never called her that before. “ Are you okay? Do you want me to come over?’

She smiled warmly and held the receiver with both hands. Suddenly he was the Luke she knew and
could talk to. She could picture him clearly, naked beneath the quilt on his big bed, hair touded, |eft brow
drooping dightly, eyes drowsy. She wanted to hug him.

“Luke, what are you doing for dinner Thursday?’

* * % %

Ninamanaged to arrange to spend some time with L uke that busy week, including alunch date during
which she discovered to her horror that Luke didn't like football.

“Youdon't likefootbal?" Ninaasked increduloudy. “ Y ou've never said so before.”
“You've never asked me.”

“How could you not like football? What sort of aperson are you?’

“I like basketball,” he said in a conciliatory tone.

“That's not good enough.”

They were having lunch at alittle Italian place Ninaknew. Their return to New Y ork had brought with it
the pressures of their careers. Luke had begun work on the video of A Wilder Name and wastrying to
organize arecording of Once Bit Is Twice Shy; Ninawas performing, beginning preliminary work on a
new role, discussing a possible recording contract, and beginning initia discussions about rolesfor the
following yesar.

Ninaand Luke both looked hedlthy and well-rested. Her time aone with Luke had strengthened their
tenuous emotional bonds; what had begun with fascination and passion was now developing into arich
and full exploration of each other. And Ninahad found respect, enjoyment, admiration, friendship, and
companionship. She only hoped Luke sfedings mirrored hers. For thefirgt timein her life, she had found
something in another person that was as absorbing as her music. For thefirst time, something was feeding
the spiritua hunger that she had sought to assuage with art. Her delight in Luke was endless.

Usudly.
At the moment Ninawas |looking at L uke like a suspect piece of meat.

“I’'m not sure | can continue sharing my breskfast cereal with someone who doesn't likefootbal,” she
sad.

“You don't share your breakfast cered with me. There was nothing left to eat when | got up this
morning.”

“Never mind that, I’ m feeding you now, aren’t 1? But what am | supposed to do with these tickets?’



Asatoken of her esteem she had, at great cost and personal effort, acquired two ticketsto Saturday’s
game and proudly presented them to Luke over lunch.

“Sdl them.”

“You'recrazy! Do you have any ideawhat | went through to get these tickets? I’ d rather sell my virtue.”
“It'sahit latefor that,” he teased.

“Wall, you can St homewith the TV on Saturday for dl | care. I'll take Matthew.”

“Who's Matthew?’

“Brother number three, in between Mark and Joe. He' s my favorite brother. He played piano for me
when | sang asagirl. He taught meto play football and fight dirty with the neighborhood boys. When |
got older helied about my age to get me work singing in bars and clubs and made it clear that anyone
who bothered me would have to ded with him. He sthe quiet one, whichisn't redly saying muchin my
family. It just means he shouts less than the others”

“He |l be a your house for Thanksgiving?”

“Y es. HE' scoming down from Vermont where he and his girlfriend live the good life. He buildslog
cabins. She makes cheese. And he' |l check you over pretty thoroughly to make sure you' re worthy of his
litlesgter.”

“Worthy of you?If he only knew the things I’ ve had to put up with in the short time I’ ve known you.”
“Now, now, agentleman never tells”

“Asyou’ ve pointed out on more than one occasion, I’'m no gentleman.”

* k% k %

It occurred to Ninathat it was only about Six weeks since they had first met. The time they had actually
spent together probably amounted to about two weeks. She needed at least twicethat long to learn a
role, to get to know an operatic character. He might have denied any intention of sweeping her off her
feet, but that’ s exactly what he seemed to be doing, she thought wryly. Still, he was impetuous by nature;
perhaps he aways moved thisfast. That thought made her suddenly uncomfortable and she pushed it
forcibly out of her mind.

They werelate arriving at her parents house. Nina had wanted to go by subway since it was the route
she knew. Luke thought going by car would be faster, easier, and cleaner. However, Luke didn’t know
Brooklyn, and Nina, never having driven there, wasfairly usdess as anavigator. They wound up getting
horribly lost for over an hour.

“I'm sorry we'relate,” Luke gpologized charmingly to Nina s mother, Julia. “Ninainssted on taking me
on atour of the borough.”

“She' sagreat singer, but she has no sense of direction,” agreed Julia.

“You look great, Mom. What' sthe occasion?’ Ninateased. She hadn’t seen her mother so dressed up
gnce her first opening night in New Y ork.

Mariaand Angelacame running out into the hal, squeding enthusiagtically. They grabbed Luke s hands
and dragged him into the Stting room to introduce their friend to the rest of the Gnagnarellis. Ninatrailed



aong, enjoying the spectacle of Luke kissing wet babies, returning her father’ s bone-crushing handshake
without batting an eyelash, flirting with the goggle-eyed wives and girlfriends of her brothers, and trying to
keep track of the names of those four male siblings. Even the dog got into the act, following him adoringly
around the room.

Her family was loud but well-behaved before dinner, keeping conversation light. When Nina's mother
cameinto the room to ask Michagl’ swifefor help in the kitchen, L uke astonished them all—except
Nina—by ingsting on being the oneto help Julia

Over dinner it was clear that Luke and Juliahad struck up aquick and easy friendship while making
gravy and cooking sweet potatoes.

“Luke saysyou told him | never taught you to cook, Ninag,” Julia scolded, as Stefano carved the turkey.
“Thetruth, Luke, isthat when | tried to teach her she refused. She said she' d be afamous star and marry
arich man who could take her out every night, so why bother learning to cook?’

1] Mdn!”

Lukelaughed. He could see by Nina's appalled face that she had indeed said that asagirl. “It sounds
just like her. And what' s the result? All she can makeisreservations.”

“All of our boyslearned, but Nina can be very stubborn.”

“I know,” Luke agreed dryly. “But she'll haveto learn now. I’'m not rich enough to take her out every
night to the kind of restaurants she likes.”

Angeacut in swiftly, “ Areyou going to marry—"
“That' senough, Angda,” said Stefano. “ All right, who wants light meat, who wants dark?’

Nina s cheekswerered. She didn't risk aglance at Luke. She had dreaded someone asking probing
guestions. He was the first man she had brought home since Philippe, years ago. She knew thiswas open
to misinterpretation. She was relieved that no one had assumed he was “the new fiance.” Marriage? They
couldn’t even agree on which radio station to listen to.

“I'll go get the muffins” said Nina s mother, getting up.

“Julia, dear,” chided Stefano. “ The kitchen isthe other way.”

“I just—"

“We agreed we' d dll wait and watch it together, dear.”

“Yeah, Mom, nofair,” agreed Mark.

Juliashuffled into the kitchen grumbling.

“What' sthat al about?’ asked Luke

“Football,” answered Nina

“WE re recording the game right now on that machine Ninabought us,” explained Stefano.
“Andthe TV st Michad bought them,” added Nina.



“Weagreed we' d dl et at the tablelike civilized people this year and watch the game tonight without
peeking a theresults. Soit’ll bejust likeweatching it live.”

“Lukedoesn't likefootbdl,” said Ninamischievoudy. That sorely affected his popularity with the
Gnagnardllis, and it took him &t least ten minutesto regain hishalo.

It was about hafway through the medl that Nina sfamily forgot their resolution to be polite hosts and the
conversation began in earnest. It sarted with Joe and Stefano arguing over something that had happened
in Washington that week. Everyone had an opinion, of course, and soon the usual full-scale voca war
was going on over the dinner table.

“But everyone knows paliticians are mean,” indsted Angela.

“That'savery cynical view for agirl your ageto take. | can see you' ve been talking to Joseph,” said
Stefano.

“Mark! You can't possibly mean that!” Michael was shouting.

“Grandmal Grandpagave metheneck! | can't eat this! Look at it!” The dog took an unattractive piece
of turkey from one of Nina s nephews as he waved it around.

“Of course, | meanit!” shouted Mark. “1f you' d read something besides your medical journasyou'd
know—"

“And another thing—"
“But | never said—"
“How can you possibly agree—"

Luke watched in astonishment. Ninagrinned at him wickedly from acrossthe table. Hewasin her usua
chair, caught between Joe and her father.

“Luke, will you tell this opinionated young—"
“Luke, you' re supposed to be committed to—"

Drawn into the conversation by force, L uke was soon absorbed in an hour of loud palitical, moral, and
socid debate, shouting dong with dl the Gnagnarellis. Nina sighed and concentrated on her food. She
had known it would only be amatter of time—thiswas his cup of tea.

Her “young man” was an unparaleled success. Her family didn't al agree with hisopinions, but they
respected anyone who could so surdly and loudly state them. Her father thought he showed good sense,
even if hewas along-haired person who played loud music and screamed about sex for aliving. Joe
thought L uke sat on the fence too much, but then Joe was opinionated enough to drive asaint to drink.
Nina s mother thought he was alovely and warmhearted boy who obvioudy adored Nina.

“You'renot a dl likethat article| read at the grocery store said you would be,” Juliasaid over coffee.
“What did it say | waslike?’
“That you were arrogant—"

“He sthat dl right,” said Nina.



“Hot-tempered—"

“Check,” said Nina.

“Unpredictable—"

“Ditto,” said Nina.

“Impetuous—"

“Did apersond friend write thisarticle?’ Ninaasked Luke.

“And aladies man. Dozens of girlfriends. Irresstible to women,” Juliafinished with ady look a Nina.
“Areyou surethey meant Luke?’ Nina asked.

“Yes. Andit listed thewomen, too. Y ou were at the end of thelist, Nina. The others—"
“Mom, don't tell me you read that tripe?’ said Michadl. “ It should be banned.”
“Banned? Did you say banned?’ exclaimed Mark. “Michael, don’t you know—"

The shouting was gtill going on an hour later when Ninawas rel uctantly scrubbing pansin her mother’s
kitchen while Matthew dried them. They were aone, enjoying the relative peace and quiet. Matthew
was't saying much, but then that was like him. He had been friendly to Luke al through dinner, but Nina
had known by thelook in his eyesthat he was studying Luke carefully. She didn’t ask what he thought.
When he knew hewould tell her.

“I’ve got two tickets to Saturday’ s game. Want to go?’ she asked.

Matthew lived in Vermont, so it was along trip for him to come back down to New Y ork in two days
time.

“You'rekidding! Little sster, I'll take you to eat afterward any place you want.”
She amiled a private smile, remembering when Luke had made asimilar offer.

When they were done with the dishes Maithew spoke to his girlfriend. She agreed they would smply
stay with Nina s parents until Saturday and drive home Saturday night.

Luke cornered Nina as the family was settling down to watch the footbal | game.
“Canwego now?’
“But | want to watch the game.”

“Please, Nina. Y ou can borrow the cassette from them next week. | don’t want to it through three hours
of footbdl. Anyhow, | have an incredible headache.”

“I can believethat,” she said, giggling. “Okay. Let’ s say goodbye.”

Mariaand Angela protested as loudly asif Luke were going off to Siberia. Nina s mother looked as
young as Ninawhen Luke kissed her on the cheek.

“Hopewe Il seeyou again, son,” said Nina sfather, giving Luke afriendly dap on the back.



Ninasat closeto Luke with her head on his shoulder asthey drove back to Manhattan.
“Arethey dways o ... likethat?’ he asked.

“yes”

“| can seewhat motivated you to bury yoursdf in your music.”

“Didn’'t you like them?’

“Oh, | liked them alot. They'rejudt alittle bit exhausting.”

“Soareyou,” she pointed out evilly. “Y oufit in like you were born among them.”

“But there’ sonly one of me,” he said easily. “ And you know how to shut me up, don’t you?” Therewas
anaughty silence. “ Stop that or I'll drive into atelephone pole.” Nina obeyed.

“What' syour family like?’ she asked curioudy.
“Quieter than yours.”
“Most people sare. What else?”’

“Similar to yoursin some ways. They work hard, they hold strong opinions, they liketo argue. They're
very wrapped up in farming and locd country life. My mom isvery open and friendly. My dad is hard to
get to know, but he sawarm man. My sster isfunny and strong and beautiful. Sheworksasa
midwife”

“What wasit like growing up for you?’
He thought about that for awhile before answering.

“My folkswere great about |etting me go my own way. Of coursg, if | got into trouble, | had to get
mysdalf out. It taught me early to be independent. | had a pretty normal boyhood, | guess. It wasasa
teenager that | started to fedl closed in and claustrophobic. | didn’t want to spend the rest of my lifein
one place doing the same old thing. | was dying to know what was beyond the whest fields, how other
peoplelived, what they thought. And then there was my guitar. Believeit or not, | was shy in those days,
and writing songswasthe only way | could express anything. Playing in the band wasthe only timel
redly fet apart of ital.”

“And now?’

“Now, asyou have often pointed out, | have no trouble expressing myself. And feding like a part of
things dependslargely on your attitude to life. And the music, themusic ishow | give out and give back
what life gives me, good and bad.”

“But why rock music?’

“Because despite what you and your fellow artistes may think, rock music is one of the grest
twentieth-century art forms. It hasthe ahility to transcend the artificia barriers of language and nationdity
and speak ingtinctively to the whole world in away that other kinds of music have never quite done. It
communicates on amuch more basic and fundamentd leve than any culture€ sclasscd musc. It's
aggressive. It'ssexy. It beats on some prima pulse. Its rhythm evokes an intuitive and emotiond
response. And,” he added grinning, “on aless pompous note, | likeit.”



“I .. 'l try it, Luke.”

They rode for awhile in companionable silence. Since her decision to jump in with both feet, as L uke had
put it, he had been—for him—undemanding and easygoing with her. He must redize how difficult this
was going to befor her. And for him? He dways went ahead with such confidence and sureness she
tended to forget that he was a human being like her with fears, hurts, and vulnerabilities. Presumably the
long hard years of hisearly career had taught him to have confidence in his strength and persona worth.
Shewondered what he had been like in the early years, young, poor, unknown, and unrecognized. Had
he aways possessed this strong magnetism? Had he been so sure of his needs and wants even then?

She snuggled closer to him.
“Cold?" he asked.
“No,” shesaid huskily.

Luke drove dangeroudly fast the rest of the way home.

* * % %

The footbal game was fantastic. Matthew cheered loud enough for both of them, since Ninawasn't
supposed to scream. But she ate and drank and jumped up and down to her heart’ s content. How could
she have given up footbal during her marriage? She must have been crazy. Luke might argue about
whether or not football was exciting, but he would never try to insst she not go to agame just because he
didn’t want to go.

“What do you want to eat?’ Matthew asked later asthey were leaving.
“Pizza, pizza, pizzal” she cried, jumping up and down liketheir nieces.

“You'revery happy latdy,” Matthew remarked later over apizza piled high with every ingredient on the
menu. “Isit because of Luke?’

“I guess so, Mtt. Everything’ s been going well thisyear, but he' sthe only thing that’ s different.”
“Him and Rigoletto.”

“Yes, and Rigoletto.” Nina striumphant appearance as Gildawas sparking alot of interest in her
career. Shewas beginning to hear of some exciting possibilitiesfor the future. “I’'mtrying to keep aclear
head. It stimeslikethisthat | dmaost miss Philippe. He had good instincts where my career was
concerned.”

“What about Luke?’

“He doesn’'t know anything about opera. He knows alot about ambition, though. He encourages me, but
I’m sure hewould back away from giving me advice. He lectures me alot, but he never pontificates.”

“You'rein degp with him?’
“Getting there. It svery ... hard.”
“How long have you known him?’

“Not long. We actualy met at that music awards ceremony on TV. But I’ ve only been involved with him
for afew weeks. And, in fact, he went away for ten daysright after | started seeing him regularly.”



“He' saniceguy, Nina. And smart. I’ ve never seen anyone change Joe s mind before.” Therewasa
pause.

“Youdidn't likehim?’ Ninaasked hesitantly.

“No, no, I liked him alot.”

“What' swrong?’

“I don’t mean to sound like an old lady, Nina, but he' s probably led a very different kind of life—"
“I know that.”

“I mean as regards women.”

“Oh.”

“Even Mom fdl for him, did you notice? It's agood thing Pop was too busy arguing to notice or he might
have been jedous.

“I just mean, aguy likethat, leading thelife of arock star ... | just don’t want to see you go through what
you went through with Philippe.”

“Luke saways been honest with me, Matt. Whatever happens, | don’t think ‘ cheating’ will be
involved.”

“I hopeyou'reright, kid. I'm probably worrying about nothing. Anyhow, he' s obvioudly crazy about you.
| lost track of how many times helooked at you while | was glowering a him.”

They changed the subject and talked easily over therest of their medl. Afterward Matthew gave her a
burly bearhug and they said goodbye. Ninawent home.

He' d given her food for thought. There were alot of women in Luke' s past, obvioudy, but what about
his future? Had she usurped someone? Would someone usurp her? She remembered the humiliation and
the hurt of feeling expendable at the end of her marriage. No one was going to destroy her saf-worth like
that again.

If Luke was puzzled over her coldnessthat evening, helet it pass without comment. He didn’t spend the
night, however. She got the message loud and clear. If she wanted to tell him what was bugging her, she
could. If not, hewasn't going to let her pick afight with him over something inconsequentid.

He wasright; they argued enough asit was. Her normal mood was restored the next morning, so she
went over to his apartment eager to see him.

An attractive, middle-aged blond woman opened the door.

“Onelook a you tdls meyou must be Ning,” she said. Shetook Nina s small hand in acrushing
handshake and drew her insde. “Luke said you looked like ahuman incarnation of Saks Fifth Avenue.”

“Oh,” Ninaanswered, somewhat bewildered.
“I'mKate.”

“Oh, you're Kate. I'm pleased to—"



“Katel” Luke hollered impatiently. “This conversation isn't over yet.” He stormed into the hallway.
“Can’t you—oh, Nina. What are you doing here?’

“Good morning!” she said brightly.

“Maybe you can tak some senseinto him,” Kate said.

“You leave her out of this, dammit!”

“Nina, surely you understand—"

“Don’t pushit, Kate.”

“What'sgoing on?’ Ninaasked.

“Luke s expected—"

“We'll talk about it tomorrow, Kate.”

“BU—"

“Don’'t you have anything better to do than ruin my Sunday?’

“You cdled me,” Katereminded him.

“What on earth isthe matter with you?” Ninademanded. “ Thiswoman isn't even wearing lesther.”
“He' sdwayslikethis before hisfirst cup of coffee. Haven't you noticed?” Kate asked conversationdly.
“He shouts a me so much | never thought coffee had anything to do withit.”

“True,” admitted Kate. “If only hisfansknew what apainin the—"

“All right, that’s enough. | can't take both of you a once. One of you please go away. Not you,” he
added, hauling Ninainto the living room. “ Goodbye, Kate. We'll talk later,” he added and closed the
door.

“What wasthat al about?’ Ninademanded bregthlesdy afew moments later, after hisenthusiagtic
gresting.

“Business. Boring, tediousbusiness. I'll tell you later.”
“Why not now?’

“Because now,” he said, scooping her up into his arms and heading toward the bedroom, “1’m going to
show you how much | missed you last night.”

And so hedid. In the magic of hisembrace Ninaforgot about his dispute with Kate, forgot her plansfor
the day, would have even forgotten her own nameif he hadn’t whispered it over and over in the splendor
of the moment.

Nine
“I think you' re being unnecessarily negetive,” said Luke.



Ninalooked at him skepticaly.

“Maybeit’ Il wind up being the best evening of your life,” he continued.

Nind slip curled dightly.

“Nina, if | didn’'t know you better, I’ d think you were sneering & me,” he chided.
Ninalooked vexed.

“Redly. You'll haveagood time,” heindsted.

Ninasighed heavily, sensing that thiswas one argument he was determined to win. Nevertheless, she
intended to go down fighting.

“Youthink I'll have agood time?’ she asked mildly.
“Y%”

“At an anniversary party thrown by your record company. A party full of rock stars and rock fans, rock
promoters and rock managers, rock musicians and rock reviewers. A party where they will play loud
rock music and serve domestic champagne. A party full of women taler than me and men thinner than
me, al of whom will have longer hair than | do.”

“Wel...”

“And you are convinced that |, an operasinger hopelessy out of my milieu and frankly disenchanted with
rock music, will havethetime of my life? Isthat your interpretation of the Stuation, Luke?’ Sheraised her
delicate black browsinquisitively and watched him squirm a bit.

“Wdll, perhaps ‘ the best evening of your life isadight exaggeration,” he admitted.

“Give me one good reason why | should go.” She was pretty sure he had prepared severa good
reasons.

“I'll giveyou several good reasons,” he said confidently. “One, it's part of our agreement to make an
effort to get involved in each other’ sdalily lives”

“Wadll ... that'safair point,” she admitted.

“Two, it' sawkward to go to these things without a date, and there’ s no one but you | want to take.” He
frowned at her and added, “Don’t look so smug’

13 &rry.”
“Andthree..”
[13 Y%?,

His dark eyes grew soft and soulful as he gazed at her. That look produced what Ninawas beginning to
think of asLuke s“dlly putty” effect on her; shewould do anything for him when he looked at her like
that.

“Three... it would mean alot to meif you' d go with me, Nina. | really want you to,” he said huskily.

“Wadl, why didn’'t you say sointhefirst place?’ she asked gently. “Of course, I'll go.”



He pulled her into hisarms and rested his forehead against hers.

“You don't mind?’ he asked softly againgt her lips.

She kissed him back. “If it’ simportant to you, | want to do it.”

He nuzzled her hair and kissed her neck. “Y ou' re sure you want to go?’

“Uh-huh,” Ninasaid dreamily as his hands explored her back.

“Because | don’'t want to force you or anything,” he purred against her ear.

Ninapushed him away and scowled at him. “ All right, you' ve won, but don't milk it, Luke.”

He grinned wickedly at her, then kissed her, along, dow, languorous kiss that stole her breath and
consumed her body.

“You're so exasperating,” she whispered breathlesdy as he trailed kisses over her face.

“That’strue,” he admitted. “But you don't let me get away with much. And it will mean alot to me,
Nina”

“Okay,” shesaid smply, resting her head againgt his shoulder. What awonderful, warm, secure feding it
wasto bewrgpped in hisarmslike this. She couldn’t imagine how she had gotten aong without it for so
long. Luke was aways hugging her, holding her hand, kissng her forehead, stroking her hair, physicaly
reassuring her. She had never known anyone so naturaly affectionate before, and she found sheloved it,
was practicaly becoming addicted to it.

“I thought we could have dinner first with Gingie and her date and then al go together,” Luke said after a
while. “That way you two can get to know each other, and you' || have someoneto talk to at the party.”

“Whatever you say,” Ninamurmured placidly. She had dready givenin, might aswell let him enjoy it.
Anyhow, she wanted to meet Gingie. She hadn’t seen her since the night of the concert to fight famine,
but she knew the blond singer was one of Luke's closest friends.

“It'll befun,” Luke assured her. “You'll like Gingie. You'realot like her in some ways—samart,
ambitious, classy. Of course, she dresses better than you do.”

Ninaglared a him. “If | don’t have agood time, next week |I’m going to drag you to see astring
quartet.”

Luke looked darmed. “ Oh, Nina, no. Maybe we could—"

“Andyou |l haveto wear asuit and tie.” That reminded her of another question. “What should | wear to
thisgdaevent?’

This casud question sparked off one of their most exhausting adventures together: a shopping trip. Luke
decided he wanted to buy her something outrageousfor the party.

“Soyou'll look like arock star’ sgirlfriend,” he explained evilly.
Ninagrimaced.

They scoured the mod and new wave boutiques of Greenwich Village. It was an eye-opening experience
for Ninawho, since her marriage, had always worn clothes either made especially for her or eseclassic



sylesfrom the most e egant storesin Europe and America
“That looks nice,” said Luke as Ninacame out of acramped dressing room.

“| fed flammable,” she said uncomfortably. She was wearing a bizarre concoction of fringe, lace,
feathers, and beads, which managed to be voluminous and very revedling at the sametime.

“It' sfunky,” Luke said.
“But it'snot me.”

“No, no, | guessit’snot,” he agreed. “But we re going in the right direction,” he added with alook at her
bare stomach and exposed shoulders.

Three hours|later they settled on aclingy, metdlic outfit with matching gloves and boots. Once again,
although her hands and knees were covered, other parts of Ninawere conspicuoudy bare.

“I hope you don’t catch cold,” Luke said.
“I could get arrested. | looked ditinctly violent in thisthing.”

“You look great.” He kissed her. Nina squirmed uncomfortably. He had been recognized. The shop girls
were watching them avidly while Luke s own voice blared out over the speskerswith asong from A
Wilder Name.

“Stop squirming,” Luke teased her.
“| want to get out of thisdress.”
“Want help?’

“Yougo pay forit,” shesad archly.

They left the boutique with their purchase, leaving the shop girlsto moon over Luke Swain, the rock
idal.

“Now it smy turn,” said Ninamdicioudy. “Come dong, Luke.”
“Oh, no, Nina, | don’t think—"

“I do.” She hailed acab. “ Saks Fifth Avenue,” she said to the driver.
They argued dl theway there.

“I have plenty of clothes,” Luke said stubbornly.

“Sodo, but you just took me shopping for hours.”

“Nina, | don’t want—"

“My treat. It won't kill you to own one nice, well-tailored, classicdly styled ouitfit. Especidly if I'm paying
forit”

She dragged him into the store under protest. His reaction to her suggestion of buying araincoat was not
encouraging.



“I don't need one; | own an umbrdla,” he said with the air of someone voicing an obvious, inarguable
fact.

“Thisisaquestion of fashion, not rain.”
“I fed condrained in those things. They'relong.” He seemed to consider that a sufficient explanation.

Ninarelented. She obvioudy wasn't going to get him to change his mind, and the sdlesmen were
beginning to get annoyed at L uke' s disparaging comments about their wares.

Hewouldn’t consider buying a suit. It was obvioudy il too early to try to talk to him about aleather
coat—she would need time to subtly adjust him to the idea. He ingsted he had no usefor atie, and she
had given him one on their first date, anyhow. They didn’t see any shoes heliked. The Situation looked
more promising in the trousers department until he insisted she come into the dressing room to help him
out of hisjeans.

“I"ve gotten so used to you taking them off for me, | think I’ ve forgotten how to doit,” he explained with
wide-eyed innocence. Ninatrod heavily on hisingtep and dragged him away from interested eyes asfast
as she could.

They finally reached a pleasing compromise. Nina bought him an expensive cashmere swegter ina
creamy, off-white color that complemented his dark good looks.

“| think they overcharged you, though,” he said dubioudy.

“Luke, for God'ssake,” Ninasaid in exagperation. “It' sexcellent quality, it will last for years, it won't go
out of styleand,” she added vicioudy, “no helplesslittle cashmeres died to makeiit.”

“Yes, darling,” he said obediently. “I1t'swonderful. | adoreit. Thank you.”

That night Nina hung her funky new outfit in her closet. It looked quite out of place amidst her wardrobe.
She hoped she' d have the nerve to actualy weer it the night of the party. She smiled wryly. A month ago
she would have been appalled at the idea of wearing such an outlandish costumein public.

Luke was certainly loosening her up, she reflected—in many ways. She till had panic-stricken moments
when she was done; she had, after all, let aman sweep her off her feet once before and had lived to
regret it deeply. Although she was an older and hopefully wiser woman, once bitten redlly was twice shy.
L uke had been remarkably accurate with that song, considering how little he’ d known her when he wrote
it. But Luke, as she was discovering, knew quite alot about human nature.

And now Luke was sweeping her off her feet, daily testing and trying her, pushing her forward step by
step, sometimes againgt her will and better judgment. Ninawas till afraid of faling and getting hurt.

She passed the daysin a state of constant emotional upheava as she and Luke tried to adjust to each
other’ slifestyles. Luckily, they shared astrong love of jazz and aliking for folk music. Thiswasan
important bond between them since, although each liked and respected the other’ swork, Luke was
having as much trouble adjusting to opera as Ninawas having adjusting to rock music.

* k k %

“Butit'sdl inforeignlanguages,” he complained when they went to the opera. “How am | supposed to
be enthralled if | can’t even understand what they’ re saying?”

“I"ll trandate.” Shedid.



“ That's what they' re saying? What aload of rubbish. I liked it better when | couldn’t understand them.”
Ninasighed. Her introduction to rock was not much more promising.

“What are they saying? How am | supposed to be enthraled by their song if they mumble al the
words?’

Luketold her what they were saying.

“What aload of rubbish,” she said.

Asacompromise, they tried some rock classics.

“What do | care about this person’s obsession with his purple suede shoes?’
“Blue. And it'sgot agreat best,” Lukeinssted.

“I finditironic that you of al people should enjoy asong about animd hide.”

There were other disagreements, too. She didn’t like afew of hiswilder friends; hedidn’t like afew of
her more conservative ones. He was willing to talk to al the odd strangers who approached him in New
Y ork, particularly in the park; she was appaled and alittle frightened. He liked socialy relevant and
thought-provoking books and movies; she preferred classics and escapism. He liked smple restaurants
with wholesome food; she liked eegant dining with exotic cuisne.

“What the hell isthis?” he asked, poking at the sashimi on his plate in Nina s favorite Japanese
restaurant.

“It' sraw octopus. Just taste it.”

Hedid.

“I'mglad you're paying for thisstuff,” hesaid et last.

One restaurant they could both agree on was Les Précieuses.

“I think I’'m getting the hang of this” Luke said cheerfully asthey dined there nostagicaly one evening. “I
just St here while people put my nagpkin on my lap, fill my glass, dice my food, and give me silverware.”

“It’ s better than that place you took me to with crayons and paper tablecloths.”
“Hey, | love that place.”

When the bill came, Luke said only, “ Ah, well, forewarned isforearmed. Serves meright for getting
mixed up with an expensive girl likeyou.”

After another culinary adventure at Raw Deal, Nina decided to bring up a subject of some disagreement
between them.

Asthey waked home, she said, “1 don’'t supposeit’s occurred to you once this afternoon, hasit, to hold
open adoor for me, to pull out achair for me, to take my arm as we cross the street?’

Hefrowned at her. “Why?Y ou’ ve got two arms and two legs. Pull out your own chair.”

“Obvioudy, | am physically capable of such things. That' s not the point. The point is, they are socid
amenitiesthat | gppreciate,” she said in exasperation.



“Look, Nina, that sort of thing hasits place at Les Précieuses, but don’t you think I'd look pretty silly
standing halfway insdetheladies room a Raw Ded holding astool for you? And you' ve been
successfully crossing the street without my help your wholelife”

“Look at it thisway,” shewheedled, trying anew approach, “it’ssuch asmal thing, it would take so little
effort on your part, and | would appreciate it so much.”

“l am not going to be taken in by that sweet, wide-eyed ook, Nina,” said Luke with adigtinct lack of
conviction.

They finaly agreed that L uke would exercise gentlemanly manners when the occasion warranted i,
particularly when they dressed up and went out. And the rest of the time, Nina could pull out her own
chair.

Since the frequent arguing—and shouting—was beginning to takeitstoll on Nina s voice, shefound
another method of venting her wrath at Luke. She threw unbreakable objects at him.

“That'sit,” he said one night asthey returned to her apartment. “No more of these arty foreign films.”
A pillow sailed past his head.

“You can't mean to tell meyou liked that dreck?’ he asked. Nina nodded.

“Oh, come on, Nina. Meodramatic, sdf-indulgent—"

Shethrew afew bdlsof yarn at him.

“And the bit where the guy ‘nobly’ sacrificesthe girl. How do you suppose she felt about it?’

She threw a bedroom dipper at him as helay down on the couch.

“I think al that raw fish you eat must have addled your brain,” he said.

Ninajumped on top of him and clobbered him with a couch cushion. Then she resorted to her second,
more effective way of dealing with him. Luke cooperated nobly.

The rewards were there, too. He was teaching her to cook and drive, but on a deeper level hewas
opening her eyesto many things. She became aware of the world around her, of socid injustice, of
neglect and cruelty, of poverty and dienation, of so many of the thingsthat had moved Luketo tell the
world about them in his songs. But he dso opened her eyesto beautiful things: the kindness one stranger
may show another; the way ayoung child or anima will discover for thefirst time each day thingsthe
adult has long taken for granted; the courage of ordinary, daily life.

A closeness was growing between them that made dl the arguments and obstacles seem worth the effort.
He seemed to have an uncanny knowledge of her, often knowing what she thought or wanted before she
gpoke doud. Histhoughts were dtill largely amystery to her, but she was definitely learning histastesand
character traits and habits. She often knew what his reactions to people and eventswould be.

Of course, hefrequently surprised her.

She met him one day coming out of the studio where he was working on avideo. He was exhausted and
irritable.

“Hi,” he said and kissed her briefly.



Hand in hand they started to walk away. Someone took their picture. A reporter came running up to
them.

“Miss Gagganerdli—"
“Gnagnardli. Nya-nya-rd-li. Can't you people get it right?’
“Isit true you were married to the wedthy French playboy Philippe Garnier?’

Nina stopped dead in her tracks. She had hoped the press wouldn't dig up the details of her divorce. It
had been more than three years ago.

“Get logt,” snapped Luke, pulling Ninacloser as he walked.

“Comeon, Nina,” said the reporter with dy familiarity. “Isit true you were penniless when he married
you? That he madeyou astar?’

“Go away!” she gasped.

“How did you fedl when you found your husband in bed with another woman?’

“Back off,” said Luke bdligerently.

“Did you know about the other women, Nina? Did you care, or did you marry him for his money?’

Ninastarted to cry. Luke had never actualy seen her cry. Something inside him snapped. He grabbed
the reporter’ s shirt, intending to beat the man to within an inch of hislife. By the time Luke cameto his
senses someone had taken photographs of the whole thing.

“Comeon,” Luke grabbed Nina s hand and hailed a cab. It was a short drive to his apartment. Nina had
stopped crying by the time they wereinside.

“My hero.” Shelaughed tearfully againgt his chest ashe held her.
“I’'m sorry, honey,” he whispered againg her hair.

“I' know it'snot your fault. But | think | once heard awise man say, ‘If you hit reporters, it only
encourages them to print more about you."”

“I'll seeif there sanything | can do to keep it out of print.”
He spent the rest of the evening on the telephone to Kate, hislawyers, and afew influentia friends.

There was a published photo two days later of Luke standing next to the distraught reporter. Luke' sfists
were baled and he wore ascowl on hisface. The article was fairly mild, saying only that the “arrogant
and unpredictablerock star” had lost histemper and threatened to beat up areporter for asking Nina
probing questions about her divorce. It could have been worse.

Another printed story, however, amused them enormoudy. L uke' s name appeared in a short paragraph
below the caption The Spy Who Loved Me?

“What now?’ Luke asked as Nina showed it to him with abroad grin.

Luke Swain, the columnist informed enthralled readers, had been spotted at asmdl, romantic, candldlit
restaurant in an obscure town upstate. With him, apparently, was a beautiful foreign woman who chose



to keep her identity a secret. “ Sources’ reveded that the sensud purr of her husky voice—
“Husky voice?’ Luke said. “Y ou're asoprano.”
“Read on. It gets better.”

The sensua purr of her husky voice revealed athick Savic accent. Was she adiplomat, as Luke
clamed? Or was sheredly aspy? A defector even? What were Luke Swain and this mystery woman
doing so far off the beaten path? Enjoying alittle comradeerie?

“| think we should frameit,” said Nina.
“| think we should debrief the columnist,” Luke said.
“No, don't. At leadt it takes attention off me.”

“If you say 0.” He scanned the article again and chuckled. “Thisispriceless. Let’ sjust hope it doesn't
get me put on agovernment list somewhere.”

“Oh, I'd defend you, Luke,” said Nina, dipping her arms around his neck.
“Youwould?" he asked lazily, putting his hands on her waist and pulling her closer.
“Yes. I'd tdl them that woman wasn't an East European spy.”

“No?’

“No,” she breathed againg hislips.

“Who could she be then?’

“I"d tell them that you' re making friends with extraterrestrias.”

“That'll makedl the difference, I'm sure” hesaid dryly.

“I just want to support responsible journalism.”

“It'sgood to know | can count on you.”

“Anytime”

“Then come here,” he whispered, pressing the length of hisbody againgt hers, blatantly showing her he
wasinterested in something far more exciting than international spies or visitors from outer space.

Despite their differences and the difficultiesinvolved in their relationship, it seemed Luke had been right.
There was something specia between them, something worth trying for.

Or s0 Ninathought until the night of the party.

Ten
There were teeth marks on Luke' s shoulder and scratches on his back.

“Gogh, did | do that?’ Ninaasked in degpy astonishment.

“Therewas no onedse here” Luke teased.



Shetraced the small, even teeth marks lightly with her fingers.
“I’'m sorry,” she gpologized. “But it serves you right for teasing me so. | thought | would go crazy.”

They grinned delicioudy &t each other, their eyes glowing with the memory. Luke' s bedroom was il
heavy with their mingled scent.

“It'sokay,” hesaid. “When | wasakid it was consdered macho to have your girlfriend’s marks on
you.”

“I think you left afew of your own onme.” She showed him.

“Oh, Nina, I'm sorry. Doesit hurt?” he asked serioudly.

“No, of coursenot.” She put her arms around his neck and demonstrated her good hedlth.

“I guess we both played pretty rough,” he admitted.

“Hmm.” They kissed again. “Let’ s get ready or we' |l be late meeting Gingie. It' s nearly seven o' clock.”
“Shower firgt,” Luke said, taking her hand.

Nina's eyes widened. “ Together?’

“Why not?’

Nina s cheeks reddened.

“Nina, after dl the things we ve done together, | can't believe you' re still capable of embarrassment.
Don’t you remember what you did afew hours ago, you shameesswoman?’

“Well, yes...”

“You'll wash me, I'll wash you. Strictly business”

It wasn't quite that smple, but they were washed and dressed an hour later.
“What are you doing?’ he asked.

“Trying to make the rest of me go with this crazy ouitfit. | fed atad overdressed.” She was adding
dramatic highlightsto her eyes and cheekbones and letting her hair go a bit wilder than usud.

“You look great,” he assured her.

Infact, Nina smetalic dress and accessories were dmost mild in comparison to Gingi€ s outfit which
was glittering, flamboyant, brightly dyed, and wildly styled—very much like Gingie hersdlf. Luke had
described her to Nina as unconventional and lovable. That was alaughable understatement, both
adjectives being woefully inadequate to describe the blond singer. Gingie had reached the top of her
profession, evidence of alot of talent and hard work, yet she seemed extraordinarily lacking in mundane
traits such as common sense, practicdity, and logic. As Luke had predicted, Ninawas amazed and
agtonished by Gingiedl through dinner. She d o redlized dmost immediately why Gingiewas such a
vaued friend in Luke' slife, snce Ninawas dso drawn to the woman’ s honest warmth and generosity.

Gingi€ sdate that evening was ashy, quiet, dmost mousy young man named Sandy who scarcely said
two words to Ninathe whole night. Luke informed her with dancing eyes, when they had amoment aone



together, that Sandy was one of the hottest, most controversia actsin rock, best known for the blatantly
sexud songs which frequently got him banned.

“You can't be serious,” Ninasaid.

“Absolutely,” Luke assured her. “ Thisweek he'snumber onein the dbum, single and dance chartswith a
song caled Sleam Me Up.”

“You must bekidding.” She stole apeek at Sandy, who was helping Gingie on with her coat; shaped like
an octopus, the garment had elght arms, and Gingie was having trouble figuring out which two shewas
supposed to use.

“Does Sandy ever talk to anyone besides Gingie?’ Ninaasked Luke.
“Not often.”
“Hessoshy..”

“Apparently his stage personais only a stage persona. He may be the heartthrob of millions, but in
person he' stoo shy to even ask awoman out for adate. So Gingie takes him everywhere.”

“Sothey’ re not—"

“No, Gingiejust sort of babysits him. They met somehow, and shejust took him under her wing. HE's
pretty attached to her now.”

“I can understand why. It would be hard not to like her. Why doesn’t she encourage him to grow up,

though?”

“Shedoes.” Luke grinned wryly and shook hishead. “| suppose he' salittle confused right now. It' sa
tough business. If | were nineteen years old and had gone from obscurity to instant sardom in six
months' time, I’ d be pretty confused, too.”

Ninatook Luke s hand asthey walked outside to hall acab and wait for Gingie to untangle herself.
“Arethere any normal peoplein your business, Luke?’ Ninaasked uncertainly.

“Therésme”

“Isthat the best you can offer?’

Hegrinned a her. “ Areyou implying I’m abnorma ?’

“Heavenforbid.”

“Come on, Nina, are you trying to pretend no onein operaisalittle eccentric, alittle bizarre, or just plain
weird?’

“It'sjust not ... likethis,” shefinished, looking at the two rock starswho finaly emerged from the
restaurant, one so shy he wouldn’t speak to anyone but the other, who was dressed like an octopus.

“Yes, | seeyour point,” Luke admitted dryly. “But you have to admit it'sfun.”
“It hasits ups and downs.”

“I hopethisisone of theups,” Luke whispered and kissed her softly.



They spent five minutes maneuvering Gingi€' s outfit into the cab without hurting anyone. When they finaly
arrived at the large reception hall where Luke' s record company was hosting the cel ebrity-packed event,
the party was going full swing.

Rock music blared from an expensive stereo system. Nina could appreciate the festive atmosphere as
guests danced, ate, drank, and talked. The room had been decorated with musical awvards and with
posters of al the singers and musicians under contract to the company.

A giant poster of Luke gazed at the room with lazy sensudity, while Gingie was shown on the opposite
wall with both arms thrown over her head. Sandy’ s poster dominated an entire wall, showing the shy boy
in the most graphicaly sexua pose Nina had ever had the misfortune to see photographed.

“Luke, how do you fed when you seealarger than life poster of yoursdf staring at you dl evening?’
Ninaasked curioudy.

He shrugged. “1t used to be unnerving. Now | just ignoreit.”
Sandy looked at his own poster asindifferently asif it were someone el se—which, in asense, it was.

Gingie, on the other hand, complained loudly about hers. “I hate that picture! They know | hate that
picture! They put it up there just to annoy me!”

“Gingie and the company have some dight misunderstandings,” Luke explained to Nina.
“Irreconcilable differences,” Gingie said emphaticaly.
“Why did you come?’ Ninaasked her.

“Sandy had to come,” Gingie said smply. Sandy dipped hisarm through Gingi€' sand looked asif he
fully intended to hang on to her until he could go home. Luke went to get them al something to drink.

“Thisisgreen,” Ninapointed out when he handed her a glassafew minutes |ater.

“| think it'sgot creme dementheinit,” hesad. “They inasted wetry it.”

Ninatook asip and grimaced. “It tastes more like avocado.”

“Redly?’ exclamed Gingie. “Here, let’ sswap. Y ou can have mine. It’'sjust puce colored.”

Ninatook Gingi€ sdrink and watched with amazement as Gingie sipped the green mixture and declared
it to be ddicious.

“I'm glad you came, Ning,” Gingie said. “1 dready know your astrological sign and your ex-husband's
name, but thisisthefirst time we ve had achanceto talk.”

“Y ou read that stuff?” Luke asked increduloudly.

“When | saw the headline Luke Svain Sugs Reporter | couldn’t resist. And Luke, | thought you were
mellowing inyour old age.”

“Ninamanages to sharpen the smooth edges,” Luke said wryly.

Nina put down her puce-colored drink with asigh of defeet. “If you' | excuse me, I’'m going to seeif |
can get anything as mundane as aclub soda.”



“I'll comewithyou,” Luke said ingtantly.
“Don’'t bedlly. I can find the bar without help. Y ou st and have fun with Gingie ... and Sandy.”

She made her way to the bar and found that asmple club sodawas obtainable with alittle firm
insgstence. And after aconsiderable wait. She noticed severa people whose faces matched those on the
posters, she aso noticed that they were dl being served well ahead of her.

She decided not to let it bother her. That kind of VIP trestment was aredlity of fame. Severd people
jostled her, trying to get closer to the famous people nearby. Well, yes, a party like thiswas bound to
attract alot of hangers-on who could wangle an invitation, she reflected. She couldn't, after dl, pretend
that her world didn’t dso have its share of hangers-on.

“Say, aren’t you Nina Gnagnarelli, the operastar?’
“Robin!” Ninaexclaimed when she recognized Luke' s blond drummer. “Did you just get here?’

“ About twenty minutes ago.” He eyed her reveding ouitfit. “1 came aone, o if you want to dump that
rock snger you camewith...”

“Careful, he Il hear you, and he knowsl like blonds,” she said with asmile.

Nina's club sodafinally arrived, and she and Robin made their way back to Luke and Gingie ... and
Sandy.

“He'sso quiet, | keep forgetting he' saround,” Nina confided to Robin. “Ouch!” she added as someone
stepped on her. More people had arrived, adding to the crush of bodies. There were two TV news
camerasin the room, anumber of journdists, and quite afew photographers. As Nina pushed past men
who were thinner than her and women who were taler than her, loud rock music blared through the
speakers, adding to the general chaos of sight and sound.

“Where' sLuke?’ Ninaasked when shefound Gingie.

“He got snared by some company executive who dragged him off to talk about...” Gingie waved her
hand vaguely “...busness, | guess.”

Robin and Gingie said hello and exchanged some goodnatured banter about her current relations with the
record company.

“So how did you meet Luke?’ Gingie asked Ninaloudly over themusic.
“Itwasfate,” Ninasaid dramaticaly. She gave a censored account of their first meeting.

“That soundslike Luke,” said Gingie, laughing. “ For aman who writes beautiful songs, he sure doesn't
do much sweet-talking in person.”

“How did you meet him?’

“Working. Y ears ago. He and thisone—" she jerked athumb at Robin “—were playing in Michigan,
where| got my start. They came to see me one night. Their recognition of my brilliant talent and
enormous sex apped wasthe origind basis of our friendship.” Robin rolled his eyes. L uke encouraged
me to go out on the road. We became close after we both moved to New Y ork. Just two young, broke
Midwesternersin the Big Apple”

“It’' s hard to imagine you both unknown, poor, and struggling.”



“Oh, weweredl of that and more. | was desperately ambitious. Luke was, too. But it affected him
differently. He had doubts about alot of things, but even when he couldn’t get bookings or contracts, he
just kept on going, never discouraged. He always believed that what he had to offer was worthwhile and
that sooner or later someone would listen.”

“And | didlisten,” said afamiliar voice. They al turned to see Kate Hammer. “I’ m amost surprised they
let you in the door, Gingie, considering your relationship with the company.”

“They knew | wouldn't come without Gingie,” said Sandy firmly. Ninalooked at him in surprise. It was
the most she' d ever heard him say.

“Hello, Nina.” Kate gave Ninaanother bone-crushing handshake. “Y ou don't look like yoursdlf.”

Ninalaughed. “WEe re experimenting. I’m meant to look like arock star’ s girlfriend tonight. Next week
Lukewill haveto look like agentleman.”

“I'll buy ticketsto that,” said Robin.
“I'll I ticketsto that,” said Kate.
“I’'m beginning to understand why L uke says you' re such agreat manager, Kate,” said Nina.

“With dl due modesty, yes, | am,” said Kate. “Which iswhy I’m going to give Gingie a bit of advice.”
Gingie grimaced. “ There sareporter out there who wantsto talk to you, Gingie. She' sagood journaist
from aresponsiblerock review. | think that if you said afew conciliatory things about the company while
you' re aguest a the party, it would go along way toward softening their attitude toward you.”

Gingie groaned and argued, but Kate finaly convinced her. She pulled her arm out of Sandy’ sgrip and
stood up.

“Watch him for me” she said to Ninaand left.

Ninatook Gingi€ s place next to Sandy and smiled a him encouragingly. Red as a beet, Sandy smiled
back shyly. She chatted with Kate and Robin, who told her funny stories about Luke s early days. Kate
talked about how, when she began managing them, she had dragged L uke kicking and screaming to a
French men’shairdylist to refine hisimage.

“He kept indgsting that only women went into that sort of place. Hissister cut hishair till theday | met
him.” Kate laughed. “Y ou should have heard him howl when the stylist tried to put hair spray on his
hair.”

Kate and Robin finaly excused themselvesto go greet some other musicians. Ninawas left done with
Sandy. Although the boy was about as entertaining as atree ssump, Ninawas growing to rather like him.
Amidg dl the flamboyance, noise, and pretentious chatter going on around them, she found something
gppedling in his smple bashfulness. She dso admired his doglike loyalty to Gingie. Anyhow, who needed
conversation? Just watching events around her was enough.

Greedy eyes and grabbing hands seemed to be everywhere. She knew that whereas operasingers
usually had long careerswith a gradud rise to success and often worked well into their autumn years,
rock stars often had short careers of meteoric success and humiliatingly fast downfals. That wasalot of
pressureto live with, and it showed in many faces. Luke was notable for hislongevity inthefield. But
then, he was dso notable for real talent and craftsmanship as a performer and composer, for his ability to
improve and grow, and for hisreliability and stability. In fact, Luke was notable for alot of pretty
remarkable qualities, Ninathought proudly.



How on earth did such adirect, forthright, mora man like Luke ded with thislife-style? she wondered.
Of course, Luke had always been very ambitious; he wanted to write and sing, and he would deal with
the devil himsdlf to do that. But could she dedl with al of thisas part of hisregular working life?

“Sandy! Hereyou are! We ve dl been looking for you!” A plump, middie-aged man laughed with fase
heartiness and crowded Nina as he sat down next to her. When he turned away to call someone else
over, Ninasaid to Sandy, “Who ishe?’

Sandy frowned. “I’m not sure. Promoter, | think”

Within moments, a dozen or more people descended on them. Sandy was good at being unnoticeable,
but now the paparazzi had found him &t last. Nina cringed inwardly, wishing they hadn’t been discovered.
She guessed that Sandy felt the same way, since he edged nearer to her like a frightened puppy. She
patted his hand reassuringly and tried to take control of the Situation, wishing Luke were there. Or even
Gingie. Shewas definitely out of her milieu.

Everyone barraged Sandy with eager questions. Naturally, that produced no results, so they arted
questioning Nina, aswell. Using al of her socia skills, Ninagot other peopleto talk about themselves,
thus giving her alittle breathing space. The sdlf-important ramblings of most of the group irritated her, as
did theincreased bodily contact of the man Sitting next to her. He kept leaning closer and closer, hisarm
dung aong the back of the sest, his breath fanning her face. Findly, he put his hand on her thigh. She
garted asif she' d been burned. The man looked a her with glinting eyes. Nina pointedly removed his
hand from her leg. Sandy dipped hisarm through hersand pulled her closer.

“Don't touch her,” Sandy said firmly.

The boy might not talk much, but quaity was more important than quantity. When it counted most, Sandy
knew how to choose hiswordswell.

“Excuseme,” said the pudgy man, with dripping sarcasm. “| didn't redize she was attached for the
evening.”

Ninawas furious now. She was not accustomed to being talked about asif she weren't there, and she
was definitely not accustomed to being mistaken for the sort of woman who “attached” hersdlf to a
celebrity for an evening.

“I’'m not attached to him. | just don’t appreciate you handling me,” she saidiicily.
“Come on, honey, lighten up. Y ou beniceto me, and I’ll be niceto you.”

A girl with enormous quantities of purple hair interrupted the scene. “Hey, I’ ve seen you before, haven't
1?7

“I don't think s0,” said Nina
“Yes, | have. You're Luke Swan' sgirlfriend, aren't you?’

Ninadidn't particularly like theword “girlfriend” to begin with, but in this context it somehow made her
sound like some rock groupie deeping with Lukefor the privilege of being seen with him.

The pudgy man next to her looked at her sharply. “ So you're Luke' s?’ he mused.
“Do you know him?’ Ninaasked coldly.



“I"ve seen him around.”
“Meaning you don't,” Ninafinished.
“I'd heard therewas anew girl,” said asmug young man with anasd voice. “Interesting.”

Ninahad dl she could stand of deazy innuendo and repulsive people. Without aword to the others she
stood up, took Sandy’ s hand, and led him away. She could hear people snicker and make snide remarks
asthey walked away.

What on earth was she doing here? Thiswas the antithesis of everything she enjoyed, thisloud music,
tastel ess, decor and bad company. She could never adjust to this.

“Could we go find Gingie now?’ Sandy asked plaintively.
“Yes, of course,” said Nina.

By now everyone had recognized Sandy, and they had an exhausting time pushing through the crowd of
eager wellwishers asthey searched for Gingie.

They found her, at last, having anoisy and vituperative fight with a representative of the record company.
A reporter eagerly scribbled down everything they said while someone took photos. Sandy and Nina
findly dragged Gingie away from the fray while an interested crowd watched.

“So much for mending your fences,” said Ninadryly.

“I had good intentions. Redlly,” Gingieingsted. “He just incensed me.”
“Canwe go how?’ pleaded Sandy.

“Yes. Absolutely. Do you want to come with us, Nina?” asked Gingie.
“No. I’d better find Luke. He'd worry if | just disappeared.”

It took her along timeto find Luke, and she was fegling much worse for the wear when she did. Hewas
deeply embroiled in conversation with Kate and aman in a conservative suit. There were so many people
inthe way Ninacould hardly see L uke, but he was obvioudy arguing, and he looked unhappy about
something.

There must have been fifty people between Ninaand Luke, many of them just standing there, hoping to
meet him, hoping to touch him, trying to catch what he said to Kate and the other man.

Luke was an extraordinary man and knowing him was a privilege, but something about thisidolization of
him appalled and disgusted her. She was awoman involved with a difficult and demanding man. Tonight,
however, she redized that to everyone except their persond friends, she was just some pretty girl who'd
found her way into arock star’s bed.

That shouldn’t matter to her, but shefound it did. The opinion of strangers shouldn’t count, but the
pressure of Luke s public life made it impossibleto ignore.

Ninanearly sobbed with frustration as she pushed past people who glared at her or made snide
comments. Severa smply ignored her requeststo let her pass. By the time she reached Luke shefdlt
ready to cry, but she didn’t want to make a scene and embarrass them both.

“Ninal” Luke put hisarm around her and drew her close. Nina closed her eyes and relaxed against him,



burrowing into his sheltering warmth. Luke and the other two people finished their conversation. Nina
only heard bits and pieces. Something about atour. Luke didn’t want to do it. Kate and the other man
thought he should. Ninadidn't care. She just wanted to get out of here. Shetold him so as soon asthere
was a chance.

Helooked at her strained, unhappy face and agreed immediately. Kate reminded him hesitantly that there
were severa speeches scheduled at midnight, and Luke had promised to say afew words.

Hesighed. “Can't someoneelsedo it?’
“I think,” Kate said carefully, “it would be ashow of good faith if you did it, Luke.”

Luke looked back at Ninaand ran his hand through his hair in frustration. Ninamade her decision then.
She would never come between Luke and hiswork, just as she would never let him come between her
and hers. But shewasn't staying at this party another minute.

“It'sokay,” shesaid camly. “You stay. I'll take acab home.”
“No.”

“Besensble, Luke”

Hesighed again. “I’ll come outside with you”

The street, dthough not empty, seemed blissfully peaceful after the party. Luke took her arm and led her
away from the building, trying to get away from prying eyes and interested stares.

“I'm sorry | left you alone like that, honey. | never intended to. | meant to stay right by your sdedl night.
But | had to talk to someone from the company, then Kate and my tour manager cornered me....” He
rubbed ahand over histired face. “And | don’t need to ask to know that you had alousy time and

you're upsst.”
“I ...1t...” Ninasighed, too. “It was awful for me.”
“I'm sorry. It smy fault.”

“No, it'snot,” shesad firmly. “I’m agrown woman. Y ou can't sick to my side like glue every time
we' re with peoplein your business. Surely the whole point of tonight wasto seeif | can handle this sort
of thing, and we can find that out better if I'm on my own.”

“And canyou?’ he asked huskily.

Tears clouded Ninaseyes. “1 don’t know,” she said after along moment.

Hewas agitated now. “1 should never have brought you here. It was astupid idea.”
“No, itwasn't,” sheargued tearfully.

“WEe re never going to another one of these parties, elther of us”

“It'snot the party.” Ninatried to pull herself together enough to explain. “Whether you go to parties or
not, you're till Luke Swain. Y ou're dill apublic idol, you record music and give concerts and have fans
al over theworld. Reporters and photographers till follow you, women still throw themselves at you,
and everyone wants apiece of you. And | just ... hateit,” she finished softly.



Luke looked absolutely miserable, and she hated hersdlf, too, for that. But she had to be honest with him;
he never settled for less.

“Wecan't talk here,” Ninasaid at last. “I should go home’
“All right. Assoon as |’ m done here, I'll come over and we'll talk—"

“No.” Ninasteded hersdf against thelook of alarm on hisface. “1 redlly need to be alone tonight to think
about this. | don’'t want to say things | don’t mean or haven't thought over.”

“Nina—"
1] Hm”

She could see hisinternal struggle before hefindly said, “Okay. I'll come over tomorrow—No, | can't,
dammit! We retaping avideo at the studios. Tomorrow night, then.”

“No, I'msnging.”

They looked at each other in frustration, their incompatible schedules somehow emphasizing the
hopd essness of their Stuation.

“Day dfter tomorrow,” he said.
“I'll bewaiting at homefor you.”

He hailed acab for her. Shedidn’'t look at him. He didn’t touch her. He seemed like astranger. What an
anticlimax, shethought.

He opened the taxi door for her, ahabit she had inssted upon. She got inside. He gave the driver her
address.

“Nina?’ It was dark. She could hardly see hisface.
“Yes?' A pause.
“Don't letit go.” He shut the door and watched the taxi drive off.

Nina spent amiserable, restless night trying to put everything into perspective. She had tried to end her
relationship with Luke before it began, seeing heartache in their future. Now it wastoo late to wak

away.
Shewasinlovewith him.

She was dmost angry at him for that. She had tried to be careful and sensible, and he hadn’t |et her.
She' d tried to maintain her distance, and he kept pulling her closer. There was no way she could smply
walk away now; apart of her would be left behind with him forever. But how could she handle staying
with him?

She had been shocked after they were mobbed outside a concert by hisfans, positive she wanted no
part of hisworld. Although theincident was frightening, it had assumed its proper perspective after a
while and now the memory was a source of laughter between them.

However, she hadn't redly learned to deal with the publicity that surrounded him, the demands on his
time and energy, the unorthodox peoplein his business, or the fanswho disrupted every day of hislife.



Why did it keep getting harder instead of easier?

Sheer exhaustion, mental and physicd, findly took itstall. Ninafell into arestless dumber and dept till
midafternoon. She woke up groggy and cranky. She still felt confused and indecisive.

Shewas glad to go to work that night. She loved the high cellings, dark corners, and resonance of the
theater. She loved the swelling, soul-searing sounds of Verdi, the professiona competence and courtesy
of her colleagues, the warm enthusiasm of the audience. She could have stayed onstage al night, letting
her love of singing shield her from the fear and frustrations of the day; but the performance ended, and it
wastimeto return to redlity.

Shewasin her dressing room, wearing athick bathrobe and removing her make-up when she heard a
knock against her open door. She looked up.

“Jes=2l” sheexclamed. “You didn't tell me you were coming!”

The old saxophonist and his wife Rebecca entered the small room. Both of them were smiling, and Jesse
carried abouquet of flowersfor Nina.

“We wanted to surprise you. We haven't seen you for weeks.”
At that point, Giorgio Bellanti stopped by Nina s dressing room and she introduced everybody.
“Nina sfriendsaremy friends,” Giorgio boomed enthusiagtically, crushing Ninaagains hissde.

Animmediate rapport developed between Giorgio and Jesse, who taked animatedly until Rebecca
reminded them that Ninawould probably like to finish changing.

“Of course!” cried Giorgio. “Wewill dl go out for pasta, yes?’

Jesse agreed immediately and suggested they stop by alittle jazz club he knew, aslong asthey were out.
“If you don't mind,” Ninasaid hesitantly, “1 think I’ll just go home. I'm awfully tired.”

“Sheworks much too hard,” Giorgio said in afatherly tone.

Ninasmiled weskly as he said goodnight and escorted Rebecca out of the room. Jesse turned and
looked at Ninawith concern.

“Youdl right?’ .

She nodded.

“Isthat no-account Kansas boy treating you right?’

“Yes, of course” She smiled wryly and added, “In hisfashion.”
“I don’'t want to pry ... but I'm agood listener.”

Ninasighed and sat down. “Oh, Jesse. Y ou know what hislifeislike. And it affects everyonewho's
closetohim.”

“I know. I’'m not one for giving advice, Nina, so | won't tell you that it’ sthe sort of thing you realy can
learn to ignore if you two love each other enough. | won't even tell you that he' safine person who
protects what's most important to him.”



“Thanks, Jesse. Anything €lse you don't want to tell me?’

“Just that thirty-five years ago Rebecca had some of the same doubts you' re having now. When she's
angry a me, shelikesto pretend she till has't made up her mind,” he added with agrin.

Ninasmiled, too. “Good night, Jesse.”
She went home aone for another restless night. She missed Luke.

Their initial meeting in her gpartment the next day was awkward, asif he, too, were unsure of what their
current status was.

“Hi,” shesaid.

‘i

“Coffee?’

“No.”

“Tea?

“No.”

“Perrier?’

“You know | hate that stuff. Stop it.”

They watched each other uneadily for afew tense moments.
“Areyou going to ak meto leave nicely?’ he asked in alow voice.
“No, of coursenot.” Her eyesfilled with tears. Sheloved him so much.
“Hold me” he said huskily.

Shelurched into hisarms and they clung to each other like two weary svimmers clinging to alifdine. He
kissed her hair.

“That' s better,” he whispered. “Y ou were amillion miles away.”

“Sowereyou. Let'sst down.”

After awhile Ninatold him about her experiences at the party, her embarrassment, her revulsion.
“It was dl so depressing. It made mefed ... cheap.”

Luke looked disgusted, too. “ That’ swhy | wanted to stay right by your Sde. The businessisfull of
people likethat, but I’ ve become awfully good at keeping them away. | don’t work with anybody like
that, and | don’'t let anybody like that get closeto me.”

“I redly like Gingie and Robin ... and Sandy,” Ninaadmitted.

“I do, too, honey. They're great people. But it wouldn't be honest if | just introduced you to my friends
and let you think everyonein the businessisjust like them. W€ Il dways have to ded with the other kind,
sooner or later; | just didn’t mean for you to faceit done. | had noideal’ d be cornered by menin



three-piece suits.”
“It'sjust aswdll, Luke. You can’t protect meforever.”
“I want to.”

“Wél, you can't. It'snot even agood ideato try.” Shelay her head back againgt the couch. “I see you
asaman. It'svery unnerving to seethe rest of the world treating you as an idol. Sometimesit’s funny, but
other timesit dmost scaresme.”

“Sometimes it scares me, too. That’swhy | need you, Nina. | need someonein my life who seesme as
just aman. When we close the door at night, | don’t have an image or areputation anymore. I'm just
me.” He smiled wryly. “And no one since my father has been as good asyou at pointing out al my human
flaws”

“I don’t mean to be horrible to you. You just bring it out in me.” He kissed her hand. After along pause,
she asked carefully, “Were other women before me adoring and uncritical 7’

“Sometimes. Not aways.”
“Weretherealot of them?’
“I'm thirty-three; what do you think?’

“I think that last night someone referred to me as ‘the new girl,” asif you go through women fast. | think
that my family readsin gossip columnsthat you'reared ladies man. | think that I’ ve seen women throw
themselves at you since the day we met.”

He sighed heavily. “I’m not going to try to justify my past to anyone, Nina. | admit | had a pretty wild
youth; | waslonely and restless, and the lifestyle has alot of pressures. | can honestly say, though, that
I’ve never done anything I’ m ashamed of and that my work has always comefirst.”

“Were you seeing someone when we met?’
113 Nolﬂ
“You had adate.”

“l used to have alot of dates. There was no one specia. And | didn’t want to see anyone el se after the
first timel saw you.” He studied her for along moment before saying carefully, “I think | can guesswhat
you're going through. | know I’d find it difficult to dedl with if you were...”

“A sax symbol?” she supplied.

“I'm not asex symbol. Let’sjust say, if the Stuation were reversed, I’ d fedl insecure sometimes,
particularly if I'd suffered through adivorce like yours.”

“Exactly,” Ninasaid unhappily.
“Wll, ther€ s no reason for you to fed insecure about me,” he said firmly. “How can | convince you?’

You can tell me you love me, shethought longingly. You can tell me | may not be the first, but I'm
definitely the last. But she said nothing; those words would only have vaueif he uttered them without
prompting or pressure.



Instead she smiled reassuringly at him. “I’m just feding alot of pressure, | guess. | know you'renot a...
philanderer.”

He put hisarm around her and sighed in frustration. “I wish there was some way to keep al the pressure
away from you, but short of giving up my career and becoming ahermit, | don’t know how.”

She smiled wryly. “I don't think you' ve got the right temperament to be ahermit. Anyhow, I'd never ask
you to give up your work; you love it too much, just as| love mine. I'd hate mysdlf if | came between
you and your career. But how do you handleit al?’

He shrugged. “It took awhileto learn. | guessthat’ swhy Sandy is <0 ... peculiar. The whole businessis
pretty shocking at first; at least | had ten years of learning to take hard knocks before | started living in
the public eye. It helped alot.

“When it comesto publicity, | cooperate with responsible journalists and | ignore the rest. It used to hurt
to seeridiculous things about myself in print, but | finaly decided not to care what anyone besides my
family and friends thought. Asfor shdlow, clinging, back-stabbing peoplein the business, | ignore them,
too. They don't matter, and any time spent on them is time taken away from the people and things that
do matter.”

She curled up againgt him, wishing she were as tough and resilient as he. But she had not spent ten years
preparing to be arock star’ slover, and the pressure was taking itstoll on her confidence.

Ninawas gill fedling too fragile to risk any more blatant remindersthat he was Luke Swvain, so they
decided to stay home that evening so they could just be an ordinary man and woman together. Why
couldn’t he have been an operasinger?

Ninasmiled to herself as she thought of Luke singing Verdi. Actualy Wagner would suit him better, she
thought. She could hear him shouting at K ate on the phone in her bedroom. The stereo in the living room
was playing an operathat was on possible offer to Nina, so she couldn’t make out what he was saying.
Findly the shouting ceased, although he stayed on the phone for another ten minutes. She glanced up as
he came out of the bedroom.

“How does Kate put up with you?’ she asked.

“The same way you do. Only you get some fringe benefits that she doesn’'t.” He leaned over the back of
the sofaand nuzzled her neck.

“Stop that. | told you | wanted to look at this score tonight.”

Heflopped down at the other end of the couch and leaned back to watch her. His unwavering stare
began to distract her after awhile.

“Why areyou staring a me?’

“Jugt trying to picture you old and gray.”

“If you keep hanging around, that should be in about three months' time.”
“Y ou're going to be abeautiful old woman. Mean, but beautiful.”

“Shh, thisisthe best part.” The soprano’ s voice swelled passionately on the stereo. Nina gripped the
scorein her hands and closed her eyes. “I'd kill to Sing that,” she said decisively when it was over. The
room was silent now. “What do you think?” Shetried to raise just one eyebrow at L uke and failed



miserably.

“You gtill can't do that, can you? It goeslikethis.” He showed her.

“Y ou have an unfair advantage.”

“I think you' Il knock ‘em dead, honey.”

“If | get therole” She sghed. “Nothing’ s definite yet. Want to hear the other Side?’
“Speaking of Snging, there' ssomething | haveto tel you...”

“The other Sde' s even better.”

“I"ve been meaning to mention it for awhile...”

“I wonder if Giorgio will want to work in New Y ork next fal?’

“Ning, areyou ligening?’

“Hmm?’

Lukethrew apillow at her.

“Hey, that'smy trick!” she exclamed. “No fair! Y ou find your own—"
He threw two more pillows at her.

“They're my pillows,” she pointed out. “Watch out for that painting! What are you doing?’ She shrieked
with laughter as he tackled her like afootbal player. They both fell among the scattered pillows.

“Could apro have doneit better?’ he asked cheekily.
“Y ou outweigh me,” she reminded him.
“So | do. No broken bones | hope?’ His hands roamed over her.

“That' snot abone, Luke,” she chided and wriggled away from him. She had learned sometime ago he
was ticklish and used thisto her advantage now.

“Hey! Nofair! Y ou promised you wouldn’t.”
“I never did! Y ou put those wordsin my mouth.” Shetickled hisribs.

Soon she was rolling around on the floor with him, scuffling, laughing, and teasing. Nina slovely and
delicate possessionsweredl at risk.

“Watch out!” she cried between laughter and kisses as he tugged her skirt off. “Mind the coffee table!
Don't break that vase! Oh, Luke, careful of that lampl” She gasped suddenly. “ Ooooh, can you do that

agan?’
“What, this?’

“Yes, that. That's...” Frantically eager to touch hisflesh, she dipped his shirt off his shoulders, caressing
him, touching him, teesing him.



“Doesthat tickle?" she asked wickedly.

“Mmm, yes”

“What are you doing?’

“Doyoulikeit?

“Doitalittlelower.”

“You move up,” he teased.

The gpartment could hardly have been said to be silent, but for afew minutes they ceased speaking.
Then suddenly: “Don't knock that over!”

In exasperation, he muttered against her skin, “Y ou didn’t exactly have this sort of thing in mind when
you decorated thisroom, did you?’

“No, that’swhy | thought...”

“Thought what?’

She couldn’t concentrate. He was doing things to her she had never imagined anyone would do to her.
“I thought ... we could go ... into the bed—ohh...” Ninamoaned loudly and stopped trying to spesk.
“Do you know, | think thismight actudly beillega in some States,” Luke whispered.

Ninawaswdl past caring. And whatever Luke had wanted to discuss was forgotten for the time being.

It was much later, when he was showing her how to make tuna noodle casserole, that he brought up the
subject again.

“There sno easy way to tell you, Nina. | haveto go away. | didn’t mention it because | was hoping |
could get out of it.”

“Where are you going? When are you going?’
“The West Coast. WE re leaving next week.”
“Next week? How long will you be gone?’
“Six weeks.”

“Six weeks?' Her eyeswere wide. He' d be gone for six weeks. A month and ahalf. “You'll be gonefor
the holidays?’

Henodded. “I’m sorry, Nina. | can’t changeit. | tried.”
Redlization dawned. “ That' swhat al these fights with K ate have been about?’

“Yeah.” He sighed unhappily. “1 have abunch of TV appearances during the holidaysthat have been
contracted for ages and a series of big concerts dl up and down the West Coast from now till the end of
January. WEe ve argued about it for weeks, but Kate' sright. Professionaly and financidly, | can't afford
to back out. It would cost afortune and give me areputation for unriability.”



“I understand.”

“Kate kept saying you would.” He spooned some casserole onto her plate. Nina stared at it.
“I think I've just lost my gppetite.”

“I'll call you every day. Twice aday. Maybe you could fly out—"

“I can't. We' re starting rehearsalsfor Cosi fan tutte in afew days. | can't go anywhere.”
“Oh.”

Why now? shethought miserably.

Shelooked up and saw the concernin his eyes. He'd tried to get out of it and couldn’t; it wasn't fair to
make this any harder for him. How many times had she threatened to walk out on him when they first got
involved? How many times since then had she expressed doubts about their future together? He dways
seemed so confident, but he needed reassurance, too.

Shedid her best to look calm and positive. “1t’sdl right. Redlly. We knew we' d have to dedl with this
sooner or later. We re both out of town alot. We Il haveto learn to adjust.”

“I know,” he agreed. “1 just wanted to put it off till this spring or summer. | didn’t want to be apart for so
long right now. It's.... too soon,” hefinished lamely.

“It's... not good timing,” she admitted, “but we have no choice.”

“No.”

They sat in glum sllence for awhile. Findly Nina put some casserole on hisplate,
“I’'mnot hungry,” hesaid.

“Eat up. You'll need lots of energy,” sheinformed him.

“Oh?" he asked, interest sparking in hiseyes.

“Hmm. | intend to see that you get alot of exercise your last few daysin town.”
“Inthat case,” he said, pushing her plate toward her, “you’ d better eat up, too.”

She sared a her plate. “ There' s something | should have mentioned thefirst four times you showed me
how to makethis.”

“What' sthat?’

“] hate tuna noodle casserole.”

Eleven

The days that followed were enormoudly hectic as L uke made many of the preparations he would have
aready madeif he hadn’t been so reluctant to leave. His expression was strained from the long days he
gpent with the band and tired from the long nights he spent with Nina.

Amidst the ecstatic splendor of those passionate nights, Ninaanswered Luke' s hungry embraces with



fierce desperation. Shefelt a sense of impending disaster that she couldn’'t shake. She was afraid to share
it with Luke; he aready was under so much pressure, she couldn’t bear to tell him how much she
dreaded the coming weeks.

Pull yourself together, shethought sternly. After dl, what was she afraid of ? Her lifewould go on as
usual. She had her work, her friends, and her family. She would miss Luke terribly, but he had gone
away before and would go again. She, hersdlf, had spent many long months away from Philippe after she
married him, a atimein her life when she was much younger and more dependent.

That was perhaps the source of her nervous tension. Her first marriage had had none of the obvious
difficulties of her rdationship with Luke, and yet it had failed. Two people couldn’t hold amarriage
together when they were seldom even in the same city. Faced with a choice between her marriage and
her career, hadn’t she, conscioudy or unconscioudly, chosen her career? The divorce severa yearslater
had been inevitable.

Now she and Luke were facing that same redlity; and Luke had dready said that hiswork aways came
firginhislife

Of course, there was no comparison between Luke and Philippe. Luke was acomplex, honest, mature
man; Philippe had been rather shallow, silly, and selfish. There was aso no comparison between Nina's
relationship with Luke and her marriage to Philippe. Asagirl she had idolized Philippe; asawoman she
had maintained a marriage with him that was little more than abusiness arrangement.

However, shewasin love with Luke. She had certainly never idolized him; she frequently found him the
most aggravating man on earth. She knew him, flaws and virtues and ambiguities, for what he was. And
sheloved him. She had fought this feding and fought him. She had never again wanted to be as publicly
humiliated as she was after her divorce, and Luke' slife was very public. Now her fears seemed
laughable; Luke had crept into her very soul, had filled her heart and mind and body with his essence.
Public humiliation seemed arather minor worry compared to having her heart and soul torn out of her

body.

In the dark night, with Luke' s strong arms wrapped around her, his hot mouth pillaging hers, hishard
body invading hersthrugt after thrust, the two of them bound together, taut and trembling, shelonged to
tell him what he had done to her, how he had changed her. She longed to whisper thewords“I love you”
againg his seeking lips, to lose her gift in those searching eyes. But she was afraid to give any more,
afraid to take any more; aready she was unsure of where he ended and she began. Shewas afraid she'd
never bewhole again whenit wasal over.

And so shereturned his kisses and his passion with a quiet desperation that he sensed but couldn’t
soothe, not even in the long nights when he drove her to exhaustion, then dept with hisarms wrapped
around her and hisweight pressing her into the mattress.

Nina s dayswere as hectic as Luke's, limiting their time together, increasing her sense of urgency.
Suddenly it wastheir last moment together. Luke had come over to Nind s gpartment to say goodbyein
private. They had agreed she wouldn’t go to the airport with him where someone might photograph “their
passionate farewell embrace.”

He would be gone for six long weeks. Ninawrapped hersalf around him.
“My God, woman, you're like an octopus,” he complained.

“Hold me” sheingsted.



“Okay,” he said nobly. After awhile his hands started to roam over her body. They stopped abruptly on
her wide snakeskin bdlt. “Isthisnew?’ he asked suspicioudy.

“Yes. Luke, don't tel meyou re asnakelover, too. Endless mutud discovery isonething, but thisis
getting absurd.”

“How can you possibly, in good conscience, wear—"

“And to think | thought I would missyou! Y ouwon't see mefor Six weeks. Can't you talk about
anything more romantic than theimmordity of my wardrobe?’

“Don’'t overfeed my fish. They got fat last time | was away.”
“What do | seeinyou, | wonder?’

“Lazy sensudity?”

Nina sphonerang. She answered it.

“Yes, Robin, he' sill here. Okay, cam down. Yes, tel Katel’ [l make him leave. Have agood trip. See
you inthe New Y ear. Oh, and keep an eye on him for me, Robin. He' s arrogant, unpredictable, and
hot-tempered, but he' sthe best I’ ve got.” She put down the receiver. “Y ou haveto go,” she said, trying
to keep her voice steady.

Lukelooked a her for apainful moment, trying to memorize every detail—even the snakeskin belt. Nina
flung herself into Luke sarms. He held her so tightly she could scarcely bregthe.

“Tighter,” shewhispered.

They kissed longingly.

“I'll cdll every day,” he whispered.

“Don’t make promises. Just cal me when you can.”

He kissed her again. “Think of me,” he breathed againgt her lips. They pulled apart roughly. He opened
the door to leave. “Oh, and Nina?’

“y e
“For God' s sake, don't redecorate my apartment while I’ m gone.”
A pillow sailed through the air as he closed the door.

He telephoned her that night from Los Angeles.

“Hi, it'sLuke”

“Lukewho?’

“I could catch the next flight back to refresh your memory.”

“My memories are shocking enough asitis. Stay in LA and get rich enough to take meto Les Précieuses
every night.

“| dways thought women were supposed to get all mushy when their loverswent away,” Luke



complained.

“A common maefantasy.” She heard music, laughter, and shouting in the background. “Where are you?
What'sgoing on?’

“That’ sjust Kate and the guys and a bunch of other people celebrating Caifornia sunshine. Work starts
tomorrow.”

Ninasmiled wickedly and said in agooey, mushy voice, “Oh, darling, sweetheart, Luke, tell me how
much you missme.”

“Therearealot of people here,” he said uncomfortably.
“Don’'t you wish | werethere with you?’
“Most of thetime. Therest of thetime | want to shake you till your teeth rattle.”

Ninalaughed, knowing full well he spoke the truth. They talked for ten minutes about nothing in
particular. Nina hugged the phoneto her after she hung up. Redly, everything would be dl right.

Since she knew thiswould not be the last time they were apart for alengthy period, Nina concentrated
on developing apositive way of living while he was gone rather than moping like alovesick teenager until
he came home.

Luckily, her work was absorbing and fulfilling. With the holidays coming up fast there was even more
work with Christmas celebrations and charity concerts. She kept her socid life active with friends and
family. It was amazing to think she had more or less occupied hersdlf thisway her entire adult life without
thinking anything could be missing.

Luke was absent, but the added dimension of her lifewas sill therein her love and longing for him, in her
expanded views and fedlings. She found ways to keep him close to her though he was thousands of miles
away. She played his albums whenever shewas at home. Shetook his car out to cautioudy practice her
driving. Although she was never sentimenta enough to practice cooking while hewas avay, shedid try
reading books she knew he loved. And, of course, there were histelephone cals.

Hedidn’t call every day; his schedule was too erratic and she was seldom home, anyhow. She had the
phone number of where he was based in LA, but he was jumping around the West Coast so much she
could never reach him. Sometimes he might call her twicein aday; other times she might go four days
without hearing from him. Even so, they were running up quite aphone bill.

Her phone was ringing off the hook as she came home one day. It must be Luke—even hisring was
impatient and demanding. She had forgotten to leave her answering machine on.

“Hdlo?’ shesaid into thereceiver.

“Where the hell have you been? I’ ve been worried sick! I’ ve been trying to reach you since yesterday
afternoon!”

“Hello, darling. Fine, thanks, and you?’ Ninasaid mildly.
A sullen pause. Then: “Hi.”

“I went out to Westchester to see Angelaand Mariain their school play and spent the night at Michael
and Nancy’ shouse.”



“Oh.”
“Where did you suppose | was? 1 told you how busy things have been.”

“I’ve been imagining theworst. | guess| got carried away. | pictured you lying under the whedls of acar
or stabbed through the heart in an dley somewhere.”

“Thet is abit carried away, Luke.”
“I didn’t want to cal your mom and make her hystericd, too, in caseit turned out to be nothing”

She smiled fondly. “Luke, asyou once pointed out, I’ ve been crossing the street my whole life without
your help. There' sno reason to suppose life with you has addied my brain so much | can’t function
anymore.”

“I' know. | just ... worry about you, | guess.”
“That'snice” shesad softly.

“I think about you alot out here.”

“| think about you, too.”

There was along frustrated silence between them.
“Nina..”

“What?'

“...Nothing. | mean ... | wish you were here.”

“I know.”

“| want to see you and touch you. | want—"

“You'd better not tell me what else you want to do or | won’t be able to deep tonight,” she said huskily,
feding the now familiar wildnesswdling up indde of her.

Luke told Nina he probably wouldn’t be able to cal her again until Christmas Day at her parents house
since hewould be moving around alot in the next few days.

Chrigmas Eve at the Gnagnardlli house was aways exciting and chaotic. The children gave the house that
specid air of excitement, but the adult Gnagnarellis were a o pretty enthusagtic.

“Mark, stop squeezing the packages!”
“Aw, Mom, | just—"

“Y ou, too, Joe. Aren't you both about twenty yearstoo old to be behaving thisway?’ Juliaended on a
shriek as Matthew picked her up and carried her under the mistletoe. Ninawas till hanging it up,
balancing precarioudy on a step ladder.

“Givemeakiss, Mom,” teased Matthew.

“Grandmal Grandma!” cried asmall child, roughly shoving his Uncle Maitt out of theway. “Grandpa's
chesating at checkers again! He' swinning al the cookies! Make him play fair!”



Ninawatched Nancy and Michael asthey desperatdly tried to find a satisfactory hiding place for al the
children’s presents from Santa Claus. Then Ninawas obliged to explain to Angdlaand Mariawhy they

couldn’'t have brandy in their egg nog like she did. After Stefano convinced Juliato try out the mistietoe,
the doorbell rang, sending most of her family rushing to the front door.

It was aman with alarge, specid delivery package from Luke in California, addressed to them dl. Nina
was surprised. She had bought him a gift—abeautiful Italian lesther jacket—but she was keeping it until
he returned. She was hoping she could talk him into accepting it. Naturaly she wanted to open the
package right away, but her four brothers kept it out of reach and evilly insgsted she wait till morning like
the rest of the children.

Luke called late Christmas Day. All the Gnagnardlliswere gathered in the living room as Stefano besat
them one by one a his new eectronic footbal game.

“| thought those things were meant for kids,” said Matthew.

“I guessthat’swhy Mom got it for Pop,” Ninasaid.

When the phone rang she knew, as she dways did, that it was Luke calling.
“Merry Chrisimas, honey!”

“Merry Christmas!” she shouted above the noise.

“Didyou likethem?’

“Weloved them! We' re dl wearing them now”

Luke had sent aboxful of custom-designed T-shirts. Each of their individua names was printed on the
back. On thefront in bold |etters the name “ Gnagnarelli” appeared, and under it was printed: “Nya-nya
re-i.” She and her whole family had been thrilled. Everyone had put on the brightly colored shirtsand
worn them all day. Ninatold Luke.

“I'mglad,” hesad.

“I’ve got your present with me,” Ninaexplained. “1 want to see your facewhen | giveit to you.”
“Oh?" He sounded suspicious.

“Just kegp an open mind.”

“I'm not sure| like the sound of this”

“Luke..”

“y e

Ninadidn’'t want to bellow her fedlings over the phonein front of her whole family, but she had to tell
him.

“I've had dl sorts of presentsin my life, including jewels and furs, but this one was my favorite ever.”

“I have another for you. Not jewels or furs—you have enough of one and too many of the other. This
oneisspecid. | want you to watch meon TV New Year’sEve. You'll get it then.”



“What isit?’

“I'm not telling. Watch the show.”

“Isthisyour subtle way of forcing meto st through morerock ‘n’ roll?’
“Caught red-handed.”

“I'll watch it.”

“I'll be thinking of you,” hesaid.

“|l—uh—" She noticed her nieces staring avidly at her.

“Yes, darling?’ heteased. “Aren't you going to tel me you missme and long for me night after night in
your lonely bed?’

“Right. What you said,” she said uncomfortably and hung up.

Thefollowing week was packed with rehearsas, performances, and holiday gatherings, but Ninadidn't
forget her promiseto Luke.

Giorgio Bellanti invited Nina, along with Jesse and Rebecca Harmon, to his housefor New Year’ sEve.
After alate supper, they turned onthe TV. The program was areview of the year’ s pop hitsand a
preview of music coming out inthe New Y ear. There was aliveinterview with Luke, during which the
interviewer congratulated him on the outstanding success of A Wilder Name and asked about his plans
for the following year. Luke said he didn’t want to tour again for awhile.

Ninanoticed how tired he looked; she must tell him, next time he called, to et right and get more deep.
Theinterviewer, aman with rather overstyled hair, pressed L uke for more information about his opera
gar girlfriend. Why wasn't shewith himin Cdifornia? And wasit true they might be splitting up soon?
Ninawondered how atota stranger could manage to insinuate o many unpleasant things about her in
just afew sentences. To her relief, Luke politely refused to comment. When the interview was over, the
interviewer told the viewing audience that he was pleased and proud to announce the premier showing of
Luke' slatest video Once Bit Is Twice Shy.

Ninajumped out of her seat, a surprised and excited smilelighting her face. “ That sneak! All that taping,
al thoselong days and late nights at the sudio! He never told meit wasfor thigl”

“Pretty good surprise, yes, Nina?’ said Giorgio jovidly. Giorgio'simmense family crowded around the
TV st to enjoy the video with Nina.

The video was rather funny and terribly sexy. Abovedl, it had Luke s personality slamped al over
it—bold, daring, original. It wasn't her usual cup of tea, but no operatic ariaor Elizabethan sonnet could
have pleased Nina as much as the cheeky, jazzy rock song Luke Swain had written for her.

“He sageniud” cried Giorgio amiably. “Y ou are alucky woman, Ninal”

Ninafelt tearswelling up in her eyes. More than anything she wanted to reach across nearly three
thousand milesto hold Luke and tel him how much his gift meant to her.

When the video was over, everyone cheered and congratulated Ninain Itdian and English, asif she
herself had created that video. Jesse and Rebecca beamed like proud parents.

“And to think | introduced them.” Jesse sighed.



“Youdid not,” Rebecca objected.

“Well, they met because of me,” Jesse protested.

“They did not. They met because of the music awards ceremony,” Rebeccainssted.
“Well, if it hadn’t been for me—"

“Hush up, it'snearly midnight,” Rebeccaadmonished.

They dl counted off the last seconds of the old year and loudly rang in the new one. Ninawould have
given anything to be with Luke at that moment. She closed her eyes and concentrated very hard, hoping
he would know she was thinking of him.

She went home early, hoping L uke would cdl her there since she didn’t know where to reach him. Nina
thought she would burst with happinessif shetried to keep her fedings bottled up insde any longer.

She' d been afool to be afraid of the future, to think anything could go wrong between them. Sheloved
him so much, she had to et him know. When he caled, shewould tell him sheloved him with dl her heart
and soul.

She waited up late, but he didn’t call. She was disappointed, but it was understandable. Therewasa
three-hour time difference; he was probably afraid of waking her. And he was the man of the hour
tonight; he probably couldn’t even get amoment doneto cal her. It didn’t matter. She'd tell him
tomorrow.

In bed, Ninahugged her pillow deepily—a very poor subgtitute for what she wanted to be hugging—and
watched dawn paint the sky with vivid amber streaks. It was bitterly cold outside, but her heart was
overflowing with warmth. Love swept through her like alife-giving river. Her future seemed full of
promise on thisfirst day of January, usudly the bleakest of months.

Tweve
“What' swrong?’ Luke asked. His voice sounded hollow and far away.

“Nothing,” Ninasaid dully.
“Comeon, Nina, | know that tone of voice; something’ s bothering you,” he prodded.

Although she' d gotten messages from him on her answering machine for the past four days, thiswasthe
first time he’ d been able to reach her snce New Y ear's. She couldn’t reach him either snce he'd been
even busier, traveling, performing, interviewing, traveling. He sounded exhausted and ill-tempered.

“I’'mjudttired,” Ninasaid.
“Thisislike pulling teeth,” he said irritably.

Sheredly hadn’t intended to tell him. It was her problem, and she didn’t want to make him fed guilty.
But he was pushing her again. “ All right. Y ou want to know what’ swrong? 1’ [l tell you what’ swrong.
What' swrong isthat two days ago, in front of my entire family, Mariaand Angelacame up to me with
sometabloid that had abig, clear, frontpage picture of you out on the town with some red-headed
actress”

Therewas along pause before he said uneasily, “Nina, you don’t honestly think I’ m seeing someone



else, doyou?

“No, of course not. But my nieceswere al upset, and my family was embarrassed, and | kept trying to
explanthat it' sjust hype. | felt even moreridiculous than when | tried to explain my divorce to them.”
Shesghed heavily. 1t was awful.”

“Oh, Nina, I'm sorry,” he said sincerdly. “Robin and | went to a charity concert with this actressand her
husband. | should haveredlized ... | just opped worrying about nonsense like that along time ago.”

Ninafelt so frustrated. “ Honestly, Luke, why can’t you get yoursalf photographed with aman for a
change?’

“I think that would cause more scandal than this, Ning,” he said dryly.
“Oh. Yes. | supposeso.” Shesighed again. “1 just don’t understand why they haveto do thisto us’
“| supposeit sells copies. Are your father and brothers ready to kill me?’

“No, of course not. They want to believe me. They're just worried about me. Especidly since my
divorce”

“Nina, honey, I’ m so sorry about making things awkward with your family. I'll be more careful.”

“How?’ she asked glumly. “Are you going to make sure you never come within thirty feet of another
woman besides me and Kate?’

“Wel, | wasn't thinking of anything quite so drastic,” he admitted.

They talked for afew more minutes. Ninafinally hung up feding restless and disstisfied. Then she
reglized she' d never even mentioned the Once Bit Is Twice Shy video to him. He must befeding hurt
about that. She’ d also forgotten to tell him she had to go to Boston for a concert and wouldn’t be back
until the following week.

“Damn!” she said, throwing a pillow across the room. She didn’t even know where he had been calling
from.

Climbing to the top of the operaworld was starting to look very easy compared to faling in love with
Luke Swain.

She and Giorgio enjoyed singing in Boston, and they tried half adozen Itdian restaurants during their stay
there. Ninakept trying to reach Luke at the Los Angeles number, knowing dl thewhile that it was
usdless; hadn't he said he would be in Northern Cdiforniaal week? But Ninawas growing more and
more dissatisfied with the unresolved issues between them. She wasfilled with asense of urgency. She
had to talk to him, and soon.

Her find day in Boston was marred by two things. First, aradio interviewer who' d asked to interview
her about her career had the unmitigated gall to ask her about Luke on liveradio. Then shereceived a
scathing review in alocal Boston paper. This particular reviewer had never given Ninaagood review; he
bel onged to an old school of operaand often criticized Ninafor sacrificing pure musicdity to
interpretation.

Today’ sreview, however, while never descending into an open persond attack, icily suggested that Nina
had alowed her well-publicized association with rock ‘n’ roll music to influence her dassicd training and
completely jeopardize any musica integrity that she might have once possessed.



Ninafdt sick with embarrassment. She had received bad reviews before, but thiswasthefirst time
someone had ever suggested she shouldn’t even be singing classical music. Giorgio kept assuring her in
broken English that the review was absurd, a chegp shot, an unwarranted persond attack from a
narrow-minded tone-deaf has-been. Nevertheless, it shook Nina's professiona confidence asfew things
ever had.

Luke, of course, didn’t know about it. Ninawas ambivalent about her own reasons for deciding not to
even mention theincident to him. There was nothing he could do about it, after dl, and she didn’t want
him to feel responsible for what had happened. On the other hand, she was aso aware of a degper
feding of anger toward him, of misdirected frustration building up ingde her. If it weren't for him, things
likethisredly wouldn't be happening to her, alittle voice perssted in saying.

Where was he, anyhow? She' d been back for awhole day, and he still hadn’t called.
When hefindly did cal, it wasto deliver bad news.

“Youwon'tlikeit,” he warned.

“What?" she asked wesrily.

“I’ve agreed to extend the tour by ten days.”

“Oh.”

“But Kate and | have agreed—"

“It'sokay. You don't haveto explain,” sheinterrupted coldly.

“Fine” he snapped.

Ninabit her lip. She knew he wastired and cranky, he had said as much. How could shetalk to him
when they were both at the end of their rope?

They finished the conversation brusqudly. Nina hung up fegling agitated and nervous. She should have
been camer. Of course his career had to come first. That was understandable. Hadn’t hers dways come
firg?

But why couldn’t she come first? she thought angrily. She needed him right now. Shewasfeding dl the
pressure of ardationship with him and none of the joy. For four weeks she hadn’t seen him and had
scarcely spoken to him. He wasn't there to support her when people questioned her about him or to hold
her when people attacked her unfairly. He was enjoying the good life out in Cdiforniawhile she was
holding the fort back in New Y ork, trying to convince her family she wasn't making the biggest mistake
of her life, parrying questions about their private life, and suffering unjudtified professond criticism. And
now he was having such agood time he was extending his tour by ten days. How could he be so
thoughtless?

Sopit, stop it, stop it, shetold hersdf sternly. He doesn’t know how hard it isfor me.
Of course, he knows.

He doesn't. Or maybe he does, but he knows | have got to learn to deal withiit.
Typical. You wouldn’t have to deal with it if it weren't for him, would you?

“Enough!” she said doud. Her londly bedroom was absolutely silent. She must be going crazy.



“Oh, Luke, Luke, Luke,” she sobbed softly. “I need ... you.”

Thefollowing evening Ninasaw Luke briefly interviewed on TV ashewas going in to do a concert. She
didn't hear what he said. Her eyeswere fixed on the beautiful, badly dressed blonde he had hisarm
around. The woman snuggled up to him, looking happy and proud. As she and L uke waked away from
the reporters, Nina could see him cock hisright eyebrow at the woman as she whispered into hisear. He
laughed and kissed her cheek.

Ninastared at the TV screen as L uke faded from sight and the announcer showed off his excellent dental
work.

Stay cam, shetold hersdf. Don't get any ridiculousidess. Y ou know Luke. He wouldn’t do something
like that to you. He' s not some mindless guitar player that hopsinto bed with every groupie that happens

aong.

It's probably an old friend or something. I'll call himto tell him I love him and misshim, and I’ [l ask who
sheis. I'll admit that seeing her with him made me uncomfortable. That's perfectly normd.

“Whothehdl isshe?’ Ninaaskedthe TV.

Luke hadn’t even begun the concert yet. He probably wouldn’t be back home for at least four more
hours. She glanced at the clock. That would make it three o’ clock in the morning, New Y ork time. She
had to rehearse in the morning. No, shewould just cal him at the Los Angeles number the following day
like asengble adult person.

At five o clock inthe morning Ninawas till restlessy tossing and turning. So much for agood night's
deep, shethought sourly. Groggy and disoriented, she picked up the phone. It would be 2:00 am. in LA.
Surely hewould bein.

“Hello?” A woman answered. It was definitdy not Kate. Stay cam, Ninathought, just ask him. It's
nothing.

“Hi, isLukethere?

“Well, yes. He sin the shower now. And then we' re going to bed. Could you cdl back tomorrow?’
He' s in the shower. We' re going to bed. Ninasat down without redizingit.

“I want to talk to him now,” she said as calmly as she could.

“Wall ... isit an emergency? He said he doesn’t want to be disturbed tonight. It' s sort of specid,” the girl
sad hestantly.

“God forbid | should disturb the two of you,” Ninasaid scathingly.
“Wdl, if you—"

“Just tell him | called, will you?’

“Whoisthis?’

“Nina” She hung up thereceiver very nestly. Then, with aviolence that astonished her, she swept it and
everything else off her bedsdetable.

Ninastared at the scattered objects on the floor.



“What amess,” she said.

Shewanted to kill him. Him and hisfoul temper and his uncouth profession and his dreadful taste! Had
she put up with him, shared her lifewith him, loved him dl thistime so he could blithely hop into the sack
with some blond Cdiforniarock groupie the first time they were apart for afew weeks? She burned with
hurt and betrayal.

Nina pounded her pillow as hard as she could, ironicaly noting that it was not the first time she had
wished her pillow were Luke. Ninaburied her face againgt it and sobbed miserably. Wasn't life hard
enough without Luke Swain? How could he have donethisto her?

Oh, Nina, maybe he hasn't really done anything, she thought, trying to be fair, trying to calm her shattered
nerves.

After dl, she had called to find out who that woman was, and then she hadn’t even asked. Admittedly,
circumstances looked bad, but she shouldn’t just condemn him without asking who the woman was and
what she was doing there. She had given Philippe a chance to explain before she divorced him. Of
course, Philippe hadn't had an explanation that any wife could reasonably accept.

Maybe this girl was Luke' s masseuse or his secretary or hismaid or his bodyguard.
Come off it, Nina, don’t be so naive. He' s a rock star.

Stop it. HE'sLuke. He doesn't betray hisfriends. Especially not me. HE sthe most honest person |
know.

“I"'m becoming schizophrenic,” shesaid in disgust. “I need abreak.”

Hewas bound to call back. What would she do then? Tell him she had had enough of scandal and gossip
and groupies and long-haired guitar players? Tell him she was going back to her tame, e egant world of
good manners, well-dressed men and imported wine? Tell him he’ d better have adamn good explanation
for that slly woman being in hisroom in the middle of the night?

Shelay theretill dawn waiting for himto cal. He didn't. Shefet adeep, aching disappointment.
Exhaugtion finally took over and she dozed.

Her darm woke her barely an hour later. Shefindly realized why the phone hadn’t rung al night. It had
been lying on the floor, off the hook, since she had knocked it over. Shetripped on it as she got out of
bed.

“I'mredly losing my grip,” she muttered as she headed toward the shower. “I need along vacation from
al this”

She did not, however, put the receiver back on the hook. She needed time to think before she talked to
him. He had such aforceful personality, he could talk her into amost anything. She wasfalling to pieces
under the pressure; whatever she did now had to be arational decision, which she made aone. Would
she stay with him and work it out, or would she leave him for atamer life?

She had agruding eight-hour rehearsal ahead of her, which would require dl her energy and
concentration. She would do that, she would come home to sort out her feglings as best she could, and
then shewould cal Luke. A clear, smple plan of action.

She was absolutely usdless at rehearsal that day. Exhausted and unhappy, Nina couldn’t concentrate or
focus her physica energy. Hafway through the morning the director told her to go home and stay in bed



until she felt better. Shetried to argue, but he wouldn't hear of it.

She returned to her empty, silent gpartment. The phone was il lying on the floor. She put the receiver
on the hook and lay down on the living room couch.

Shefel adeep for four hours, dreaming the whole time of Luke, erotic, confusing, frustrating dreams that
mirrored her anxiety and insecurity. She woke &t last, dowly coming out of her dumber, taking along
timeto separate redity from her dreams.

With her rehearsal canceled and no performance that night, Ninaindulged in the first real chancefor
serious reflection she' d had since the world had started caving in on her.

Shelay on her couch in the fading light and thought about Luke. Thinking of who and what heredlly was,
shedowly redized that last night had Ssmply been asymptom of extreme stress. Luke wasn't like her
ex-husband. Hewas't like any other man in the world. And while he might be the sexiest man dive, if he
had a strange woman in hisroom in the middle of the night and asked not to be disturbed by anyone, it
wasn't because he was “ cheating” on Nina. He had too much integrity to betray her trust like that, she
wassure of it.

It was probably some poor unsuspecting girl he cornered to lecture about wildlife preservation or political
equality, or maybe an old friend who wanted to talk to him. Of course, she'd gtill ask him. She would
also ask him, for her sake, to exercise alittle forethought from now on.

Nind s tate of physica and mental exhaustion had somehow reduced her problem to its bare essentials.
Usudly other peopl€ s problemslooked so smple, while her own seemed terribly complex. But right
now everything looked very clear.

Sheloved Luke. She wanted him more than anything. She' d risk everything to be with him. Was she
redly going to let alot of overzea ous fans, obnoxious photographers, rude reporters, silly scanda
mongers, and shallow hangers-on come between her and her needs? Did they matter more than Luke?
Or more than her?

She hadn’t had ten years to develop athick skin and tough attitude, but she had L uke now to help her
learn. She knew how damaging those outside influences could be. Was she such awimp that shewould
let them ruin the happiness she had with Luke?

It would be niceif sheand Luke could live in avacuum, the way they had in Jesse' s upstate cabin, with
just each other and long days of peace and quiet; but they couldn’t. Neither of them was made for peace
and quiet and obscurity. And if either of them had wanted aquiet life, they certainly wouldn't have
chosen each other.

Ninaexamined the changesin hersdf with astonishment. Luke had stirred up her soul, stripped away the
sheen and the gloss, taught her to want probing, provoking, degp communication with aman. She had led
atamelifefull of underlying restlessness. He had changed dl that and given her awilder name. Now she
could never become the cool, composed, remote, lonely woman she might have become otherwise. He
filled her, he drained her, he used her up and gave everything he had in return. They would dways be
very different people, that wouldn't change; yet they would aways be a part of each other.

So did sheredly carewhat alot of strangersin the scandd sheets thought about her, or what snide
reviewers said about her, or how many of her meals were interrupted by rock fans?

Shedidn’t care. She knew her family would continue to have their doubts for awhile, but they’d learn.
They liked him; they might never grow to love him—he was such an aggravating man—>but they would



grow to trust him asshe did. And if they didn’t, it wasn’t her problem, anymore. Sheloved him.

Ninafelt enormoudy satisfied. She felt happy enough to dance down Lexington Avenue and strong
enough to pick up her whole gpartment building.

So why didn’t he call? She had put the phone back together. Did he expect her to St around al night
waiting for him to call? Didn't he redlize how many important things she had to tell him?

If only she could see him. If only she could hop aplaneto LA. But she couldn’'t. She had to rehearse.
Shejust couldn’t pick up and—

“That'sit,” Ninasaid. She jumped off the couch and ran into the bedroom. She grabbed an overnight
case and opened her closet.

She would go anyhow. She could fly out tonight and come back tomorrow night. She' d miss onewhole
day of rehearsd, thefirst ever. Tough. She wanted to comefirst in Luke slife; how could she ask that of
himif hedidn’'t comefirst in her life? She had to show him how much he meant to her. So let the opera
company fire her. Tough.

“Wdl, maybethat’salittle rash. Maybe I'll call in sick from the airport,” she decided.

She piled things cardesdy into her overnight bag and dammed the lid shut. She had to get to Luke, to
hold him, to tell him, to love him...

She grabbed her mink coat and carried everything into the living room. Shelooked inside her purseto
make sure she had enough cash with her.

The doorbdll rang.
She put on her coat. Whoever it was, she was going to get rid of them. She wasleaving now.
She opened the door.

“Luke!” she exclamed. Helooked terrible. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair was rumpled, hewas pale,
and he needed ashave. Nina sfirst words to the man she loved were not the ones she had planned.
“Y ou look awful!”

Hefrowned at her mink coat. “Why are you wearing that coat?’ he demanded irritably. “Y ou know |
hate that coat!”

“Oh, Lukel” Shethrew hersdf into hisarms, nearly strangling him with her enthusiasm and smothering
him with kisses.

Somehow, with their arms wrapped around each other and their mouths melded together, they managed
to get indde the apartment and dam the door shut. Nina pressed her body againgt his, fedling him stir
agang her, the sudden hardening of hisbody telling her more graphicaly than any words how londly he
had been without her.

“Stop it,” hesaid at ladt, hisvoice husky and his bresthing ragged.
“What?’ she asked breathlesdy.
“Stop it. Go St over there. | want to talk to you,” he said as ernly as he could.

“But | wasjust on my way—"



“I don't care where you were going! Thisis moreimportant.”

“But I—"

“Y ou're not going anywhere until we ve settled thigl”

“|—okay.”

“I gpent dl night trying to reach you and dl day making connecting flightsto get herel”
“Oh, Luke—"

“I haveto be back in LA tomorrow night.”

“Don’'t you have to perform—"

“Never mind that! | got your message last night, Nina, and | can just imagine what sorts of horrible
thoughts have been running through your mind since then.”

“I’'m not going to get offended or hurt. No, that’ s not true. I'm hurt like al hell! Why didn’t you talk to
me before you hung up and assumed the worst?’

“Well—’

“No, | didn’t mean to say that. | mean ... | know that your divorce madeit difficult for you to trust
anyone. I’'m not a patient man, Nina, but I’ ve tried to be understanding about this because | love you—"

“Youwhat?" sheinterrupted, her eyeswide.

“Will you please stop interrupting me! Thisis hard enough asitis! What the hell timeisit here, anyhow?’
he said irritably. “ The least, the very least you could have done, after al we ve been through together,
wasto tak to me about this before you flew off the handle. Is that too much to ask?’

“ NO."

“N0?" That seemed to take the wind out of his sailsfor amoment. “Well ... Anyhow, | don’t care what
we have to do, but we are not going through thisagain! I’ll give up concerts, cut my hair, grow abeard,
and make aliving writing tunes for dog food commercids, but I’ m not giving you up! And that’ sfina!”

“Luke, | realy don’'t want you to do dl those things.”
“Wall, that’ stough! Because ... You don't?’

“No. Beardsitch. I'm pretty used to your hair by now. And | don’'t redly see afuturefor you in dog
food.”

He plopped into achair, totaly deflated. “Then what the hell do you want from me?’ he pleaded.
“Y ou could repeat what you said earlier.”
“Wha?’

“Threelittle words.”



Helooked blank for amoment. “I loveyou?’ he said increduloudy. He scowled. “Nina, I’ ve been up for
nearly forty-eight hours. | flew thousands of milestoday. | made every airline employee from hereto LA
hate me. | wrestled with an old lady at JFK to get thefirst taxi cab into the city. | spent hours planning
what to say to you, athough I’ ve forgottenit al. Can’'t you at least concentrate for aminute?’

Ninalaughed. Helooked bemused. She did onto hislap, curled up against him and put her arms around
him.

“Luke, you' vetold me you hate my wardrobe and my gpartment. Y ou’ ve criticized my manners, my
palitics, my favorite music, my lack of domestic skills, and my temper. Why, in the midst of al those
tender endearments—" she kissed him softly “—why have you never said you love me?’

“Nina” he said in exasperation.
“Luke”

“Nina, I’'m arock singer. Trust mewhen | say that’ s the most overused, misused, abused expressonin
the English language. | mean, redly, how many men havetried alinelike that on you?’

“Loveisn’'tjust achesp ling, Luke.”

“No, of courseit’snot. It's everything we' ve been doing together. My God, do you honestly think |
would go through this kind of aggravation for anybody else? Y ou're the only person in the world who
could get meto go to the opera, or to Saks Fifth Avenue, or to some of the awful restaurants you like.
Do you think I'd taste raw fish for anybody ese?’

Ninarolled her eyes.

Hetook her hand in his. His voice dropped, becoming softer and more serious. “Why do you think |
chased you and chased you, despite al the times you tried to brush me off? Why do you think | tried to
cancdl an entire concert tour to be with you? Why do you think | wanted to meet your family and your
friends? Why do you think | wanted to honestly show you what my lifeislike? Why do you think | lie
awake night after night worrying that you' Il get sick and tired of being Luke Swain’s‘ girlfriend” and leave
me?’

“Oh, Luke”
He scowled. “Y ou can't bethat dense, Nina”

She scowled back. “Wadll, | am. Why didn’t you say something like this before? Do you think it’s been
easy for meto bein love with the most sought-after man in America?’

Hishands did into her hair and hetilted her head back to ook into her eyes. “Wel,” he admitted
sheepishly, “you didn’t say anything, either.”

“Y ou' re one stubborn man,” she said critically.

“Just scared. Well, maybe alittle stubborn. But every time | turned around you were trying to shove me
away or saying you could never adjust to my life. It' seasy for you to say ‘ most sought-after manin
America’ That doesn’'t amount to much when aguy falsin love with awoman who thinksit can never
work out.”

“I fed so guilty about thet. I'll makeit up to you”



“It'll tekeyears” hewarned, “forty or fifty of them, a least.”

“| don't have any other plans.”

“| thought you were on your way out the door.”

“| was headed for the airport. Next flight to LA.”

His right eyebrow shot up. She nodded. He grinned. “Looks like we both had the same idea, for once.”
“Hmm.” Shekissed him, expecting him to share her next idea.

“Wait aminute. About thet girl—"

“Hmm?’ Something about his jaw had aways fascinated her. But his neck was pretty interesting, too.
“She'smy sger.”

That surprised her. “Your Sster? You didn’t tell me your sster was visiting you!”

“I meant to, but we—"

“We let communications bresk down.”

“Yes. Shethinksyou've driven me crazy.” Helooked & her. “ She' sright.”

“| should have guessed it was your sister. She dressesjust likeyou.” She patted his cheek. “I’ll take her
shopping when she comesto visit you in New York.” He scowled again, and she kissed him lightly
before saying, “I never got a chance to thank you for my Christmas present. The video, | mean. That
redly is the best present ever. Remember when you said that at least if | ever complimented you, you
would know | meant it? Well, | lovedit; | think you'reagenius.”

“That'sit, butter me up.” He rested hisforehead againgt hers and closed his eyes. “When you didn't say
anything, | wasafraid you didn’t like it. Or maybe you didn’t even want it.”

“I'lovedit. | loveyou.” They kissed again. Ninastarted to unbutton his shirt. “Y ou haveto leave
tomorrow?’

He nodded.
“I wish you hadn’t extended the tour by ten days,” she murmured.

“I made adedl with Kate. She said if | would stay there alittle longer, | wouldn't have to go back this
year. | could stay here with you.”

She kissed him to thank him, but her eyes were concerned when she pulled away. “1 told you | don't
ever want to come between you and your career.”

“Well, that' s tough, because you comefirst now.”
“I don't want you to give up live concerts,” sheinssted.

“Actudly, | don’t intend to. But I’m not going away for two months at atime anymore, let dlone six or
ten months. My touring days are over. | want to stay home with my wife.”

“Wall, that’ sgood news,” she said, snuggling closer to him. “And I'll just work in New Y ork. No more



seasons abroad. Fair enough?’

“Fair enough. Asfor dl the fans and photographers...” he began hesitantly.
“Oh, don’t worry about them. | can handle them,” she said confidently.
“You can?’ he asked uncertainly.

“Sure. | can handle you, can’t 1? Anyhow, you wereright, for once. Time spent worrying about that is
time taken away from things that matter.”

“Honey, I’ ve hinted a couple of times about getting married, and you haven't—"
“Darling, you hint with dl the subtlety of adedgehammer.”

“Nina,” he said in exasperation. Then, more camly, “Nina, | love you. | want to spend the rest of my life
with you. I’'m asucker for punishment. Will you?’

“Of course I’ll marry you. But | won't change my name.”

“I wish you would. NinaGnagnardli isgoing to be awfully hard to fit into alove song.”

“Names don’'t come much wilder than that,” she said proudly.

“We could get married right after the tour’ sover,” he said eagerly. “ Something smdl and quiet. Just—"
“Oh, come on, Luke. Do you honestly think anyonein my family can have asmall and quiet wedding?’
“Wel...”

“I think we should have a huge wedding. Lots of pasta and ice cream and champagne and classical
musc—"

“Rock.”

“Well talk about the wedding later,” she said diplomatically and pressed akissinto hispam.
“Okay.”

“But about wherewé Il live—"

“Ingtead of you trying to get used to my place, which you' re too stubborn to do, or metrying to get used
to your place, which would make me a nervous wreck—Quch!” he exclaimed as she bit his hand.

“I think we should find a place we both like,” she said while he nursed his hand thestrically.
“For once we agree on something.”

“On the East Side,” she added.

“Oh, Nina, no—’

“And I’'m bringing dl my fursand paintings and vases with me as my dowry,” she added evilly.
“Then theleast you can do islive on the West Side.”

They scowled a each other in mutual consternation for amoment. Then Ninasmiled tenderly at him.



“I think,” she said, rising dowly to her feet, “that we can talk about these detail s when we have moretime
to spare. Surely there must be something more important we can take care of right now.”

“I think s0.” He stood up. “I’'ve missed you,” he said huskily.
Her eyesflickered down hisbody and awicked smilelit her face. “So | see”

“Come here.” He shrugged out of his jacket and finished unbuttoning his shirt. “We ve got twenty-four
hours; how many times do you think we can—"

“Don’t you want to save some energy for your concert tomorrow night?”

“I'll degp onthe plane”

“You'll pass out on the planeif we spend the next twenty-four hours ... making up.”

“I know it sounds strenuous, but ... it's been an awfully long time, hasn't it?’ he said softly.
“Hmm...”

He shrugged out of his shirt, and his hands went to his belt buckle. He hesitated. “ Thisisthat part you do
best,” he said hopefully.

Ninagrinned. “By al means. But comeinto the bedroom firdt. If we do things your way, wewon't even
have the strength to crawl there later.”

For once Luke agreed without argument.
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