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Victoria fell in love with Gavin Creed when she wageenager and he was
an aspiring actor who thought she was some sdwlif.

It took her years to recover from his ruthless--bety effective--way of
removing the stardust from her eyes, and by the timey met again their
lives were drastically different.

For one thing, Gavin had become a television sexbsy, and had women
falling at his feet; and then he seemed to finchiossible to leave Victoria
alone. Yet she was the one woman among millions liew just how
disastrous falling for him could be...and she watenined not to do it
again!



CHAPTER ONE

IN its elegant heyday the summerhouse had revolveatth the sun. Now it
stood still. Its mechanism had rusted, and barehpat of wood showed
through the faded green paint, the cracked windepsrting the odd
cobweb or two. The afternoon was hot and the gidenthe summerhouse
heavy with dust and must and overtones of dog, wbméhich appeared to
affect its occupant.

From time to time she nibbled at the end of a thigle of shiny black hair as
she delved through one of the books piled in fadfriter, and brushed the
back of a grimy hand over the red handkerchief Apdche-style round her
forehead, neither habit doing much to improve teeegal charm of baggy
khaki shorts frayed at the hem, a patched cottin Isicking a button or

two, and grubby plimsolls. Straight black brows nmefierce concentration

in a narrow face burnt Indian-dark by the sun,vas agitated young boys
burst eventually into the summerhouse, shakingblgethe shoulder in an
agony of urgency.

Victoria laid down her pen and pulled out the eagpl scowling at her two
brothers, almost deafened by their outpourings.rtéém and twelve
respectively, Adam and Giles said their piece iisyanison.

‘Tell me the worst,' she said with resignationtesdin died, 'and one at a
time, please.’

'We've done something awful,’ blurted Adam.
'‘Go on,' said Victoria with ominous calm.

'We've broken a window." Adam's eyes wavered atidtdehis dusty
track-shoes.

'Not good,' she said, unmoved, 'but hardly a ngvelt

'It's notour window.'



Victoria's eyes darted fire at the guilty pair. v¥imean you've broken one of
the windows at the House?' she hissed.

This was a purely rhetorical question. There wdg one other house near
enough to come in range of her brothers' crickettents. The boys nodded
unhappily.

'We were in the back garden," muttered Giles.

'l thought we'd agreed the back was out of boundsricket!" Victoria got
up and closed her books with a snap. '‘Come on tags get it over with.
Time to face the music.'

The boys brightened visibly. "You'll come with us&d Adam.

Victoria tried to keep her face stern, but aftenament she relented and
winked. 'Now would | send you into the lion's ddéore, you ninnies? Our
luck may be in—perhaps Mr Beaumont isn't there.’

Their luck was out, even though the wrathful figapeinting down the drive

towards them was certainly not elderly Mr Beaumds.the hapless trio

drew nearer Victoria saw with a sinking heart ttiee angry male was

lankily tall, muscular, and all too plainly bent eengeance, whoever he
was. Victoria and her henchmen trailed to a hdle Stared up at a bony,
tanned face lit by pale eyes that swept from omdgint, guilty face to the

other like searchlights. This man was a coupleenfegations younger than
Mr Beaumont, and unless she was very much misthkeha temper to

match his tawny red hair.

Before Victoria could say a word Adam stepped amfrof her protectively,
his face pale under his tan. 'It wagy fault. |1 broke the window," he said
through stiff lips. 'I've come to apologise.’

The stranger relaxed a little, his eyes softenihg.held out a cricket ball.
"This must be yours, then. How the devil did younage to loft it over that
wall?'

'He plays for the first eleven at school,’ put ite&proudly.



'Shut up!" Adam glared at his brother. 'We'll paythe damage,' he added.

The latter's wrath had cooled visibly. 'No needtf@at—perhaps you could
just pitch your wicket a bit further off next tinaed we'll call it quits.’

‘Are you sure? That's very kind of you.' Victow@ked up at him anxiously.
'Did the crash disturb poor Mr Beaumont?'

A sudden smile lit the man's face, a crooked, chegnsmile that took
Victoria's breath away. 'Mr Beaumont's away, dmgki{erman spa water
for his rheumatism. I'm a friend of his grandsoetdP, and I'm sort of
caretaking for a week or two.' He stretched owtradh'I'm Gavin Creed, and
you're obviously my neighbours.’

'We're Goddards,' volunteered Adam, and took thl heelief written all
over his face. 'He's Giles and I'm Adam. Oh, anslithour sister, Victoria.'

'How do you do." Gavin Creed shook hands solemitly &l three, holding
Victoria's grubby little paw in his a little longéran the others. 'You were a
very brave girl, coming to stick up for your brotkdike that. Well done.’

'I| came because Mother didn't hear the commotigntbria smiled up at
him diffidently. 'She's painting in her bedroom apbbably has some
symphony music on Radio Three playing at full hlastshe wouldn't have
heard the crash. Thank you for being so kind abetvindow."'

"It isn't reallymywindow, but don't worry about it, | can soon gdixed.’
The pat he gave her on the cheek was very patemndlVictoria stifled a
chuckle as she and the boys bade him goodbye antibaek down the
winding drive.

Hilary Goddard was in the kitchen, dabbing her lsanath white spirit
when Victoria got back to the house. She lookedvitip a smile.

'Managed to get any work done, darling?'



'Some.' Victoria eyed her mother, gauging her mdaslas just wondering
how you were today; on a scale of one to ten, spé&ak.' Victoria smiled
hopefully.

Hilary laughed. 'Oh, about sevenish, I think. Isiawer earlier on, but I've
painted myself up.’

'‘Brace yourself. The ratings are about to pluniggl'me the worst—only
wash the lettuce while you do and I'll scrape spwotatoes. It's the boys, of
course,' she added, resigned.

'Right. They whacked a cricket ball through onetleg windows of the
House.'

'No!" Hilary dropped a potato with a splash. 'WasBéaumont there?'

'‘No, he's away.' Victoria sighed, depressed. 'Bi# of Peter Beaumont's
friends is staying there, says he's acting asaleeetor a couple of weeks. |
went with the boys for moral support and this blakes charging down the
drive towards us in a right old paddy.'.

'Oh, darling! Why didn't you come and get me, yawse? There was no
need to manage by yourself.'

'l heard you were painting—which we assumed meantfglt low, so | did
my bitin loco parentis.Victoria kissed her mother's cheek.

Hilary resumed scraping potatoes, her beautifug faeful. 'Not much of a
mother lately, am I? Sorry, Victoria.'

'l comfort myself it's a passing phase.’

'So do I. Anyway, what's Mr Beaumont's house- glies? How old is he?'
Victoria perched on the kitchen table, a farawagklin her eyes. 'Late
twenties, thirty maybe, and about six foot thréea guess. Slim, but with

muscles. Dark red hair and pale eyes, sort of alespent grey— little
flecks of gold in them and a dark rim round theds, and heavy, lazy



looking lids--' She stopped, colouring, as she Bawmother's fascinated
expression. '‘And | was dressed like this!

'Oh darling, what bad luck.' Hilary looked her uglalown. ‘And you really
do look ghastly today, too. Where on earth did fiod those gruesome
shorts?'

'| fished them out of the jumble-sale bag." Vicoshrugged. 'It's messy in
the summerhouse—no point wearing anything decenwvnddhere.
Nevertheless my brain functions better there theywhere else, for some
reason.' She glanced at her mother's paint- dadineglarees. 'Not that you
can shout. You're pretty tacky yourself.'

'How right you are.' Hilary looked down at hersgith distaste. 'l suppose |
ought to do something about this broken window. Vghthe gorgeous
visitor's name, by the way?'

'l didn't say he was gorgeous, but his name's Gakaed.'

'Really?' Hilary frowned. 'Sounds familiar, someh'ow

'| thought that," agreed Victoria. 'Rang a bell sarhere, and he looked
familiar, too. Not that I've met him before. Beleeme, I'd remember if |

had! Oh, and by the way, he mentioned windows énptlaral.’

'Worse and worse.' Hilary sat down at the table phee eyes narrowing. 'l
think I might ask your Mr Creed over for a drinkften him up a little.'

Victoria scowled. 'Must you? And he's mayMr Creed.’
'Well, if you will persist in dressing like Just Wiam, you have only
yourself to blame.' Hilary's eyes lit up. 'Nevemai—I'll ask him over and

you can wear your new dress--'

'Mother!"



Hilary ignored her daughter's anguished wail attgd up the kitchen wall
telephone, her smile mischievous as she dialled Beaumont House
number.

'Hello? Is that Mr Creed? This is Hilary Goddambnf the Coach House. |
gather abject apologies are in order regardingn@@w—or is it windows?'
She paused, her eyebrows raised, teeth caughtrdalhlewer lip. 'That's
really very charming of you— perhaps you'll comesioand have a drink
with us by way of reparation." She suddenly lookaken aback. This
evening? Why—Ilovely, yes, of course, please doarinhour then.'" She
replaced the receiver, her shoulders shaking witthplaughing outright as
she met Victoria's horrified eyes.

'He jumped at it, my lamb. Said he'd be only tobgtiéed to renew his
acquaintance with my children, and took it for geahl meant right now!"

Victoria climbed on a chair to look in one of thcken cupboards. "There's
not much drink in the house these days, is theadf?a-bottle of dry sherry,
most of a bottle of sweet. Who drinks that, forvesas sake?'

Hilary grimaced and helped Victoria down. 'It wilist have to do. | never
think about drink. Alcohol, at least, is not oneroy failings.' Her eyes
suddenly filled with tears, but she blinked themagwnpatiently, smiling as
Victoria squeezed her hand.

'0.K. Dash off and shower then. I'll round up tlogdy then I'll throw a few
bits and pieces together while they're scrapinghafdirt.'

‘Thank you, darling—and for pity's sake wear sonngtipretty!

After an hour's frantic activity the silver traypetl loaded with bottles in the
drawing-room, dishes of salted nuts and the hapti#ypared canapes had
been placed at strategic points and the Goddardlyfanas shiningly
clean-faced or carefully made up according to ¥&storia was applying a
merciless hair-brush to Giles's thick black haiewhhe doorbell rang. She
restrained the boys from hurtling pell-mell dowmstaand listened to the
attractive, musical voice of their visitor as hespended to her mother's
welcome.



'Hang about,' Victoria whispered to the other tiWée'll go down together.'
She frowned suddenly as it dawned on her what Garged was saying, his
voice carrying clearly up the stairwell.

". .. please don't feel too badly, Mrs Goddarde Wmdow was worth losing,
if only to make the acquaintance of your charmigify. Your little girl is
such an adorable little creature—those huge dagk ey.'

The huge dark eyes in question flashed steel agith®ing-room door
closed on Gavin Creed's comments.

'‘Comeon,' urged Adam. 'Let's get it over with so he'llayged we can have
supper—I'm starving.'

'0.K., you go on. I'll be down in a minute.' Vid@ifrowned at her brothers
and held out her hand, her middle finger and théonting a circle. 'Look,
you two, whatever | do, no comment—understand?I'8aytill dressing if
Mother asks.'

Giles and Adam nodded vigorously, the effect ofdigm instant. The three
of them had used it for years, and they gallopédinfuestioningly to do
their duty. Victoria shut herself in her room awndet off her new Monsoon
cotton dress, searching in a wardrobe for the bwigfe mini-skirt of two
summers before, and after a moment's hesitatipmkalLaura Ashley midi-
blouse with a white sailor collar. She scrubbedtioff make-up, jettisoned
her jewellery and rummaged in a drawer for a padatin ribbon. Snipping
it in two, she divided her hair into two bunchésdthem with the baby-pink
ribbon and surveyed herself in the mirror in trilmpowering her lashes
over the gleam in her eyes she ran downstairs datrahd crossed the hall
to the drawing-room, hesitating in the doorway.

Fortunately Gavin Creed was engaged in refillinghostess's sherry glass,
and missed the thunderstruck look in the threespeieyes trained on her.
She widened her eyes in mute appeal to her mdtiiary Goddard took her
cue without batting an eyelash as Gavin turnedaedhher the glass of
sherry.



'‘And here's the missing link—goodness, what a faarmation, Victoria,'
she remarked with perfect truth, and smiled calmpiyat the visitor. 'l gather
my daughter looked a little different when you et earlier this afternoon,
Mr Creed.’

'She did indeed." Gavin Creed advanced towardsoiécismiling, hand
outstretched. 'Hello again, little one.'

Victoria took the hand with unfeigned shyness, &evaf very real colour
mounting in her cheeks as their visitor stood lagkilown at her with his
devastating smile. Attractive enough earlier ortam jeans and a khaki
sweatshirt, he now looked spectacular in nothingenout of the ordinary
than athin white lawn shirt and silvery drab comjujeans; altogether too
much for Victoria's equilibrium, and she retreatesbtily to perch on the
arm of the sofa by her mother.

"You must forgive her,' said Hilary gently. 'Shelgher shy.’

Adam's Coke abruptly went down the wrong way, aifldsGvas obliged to

clap him on the back, which resulted in the uspabar and spluttering for a
minute or two before Gavin bent his tall head tio storia what she liked

to drink.

'‘Coke, please," she said breathlessly, and feliMaher quiver as Gavin
filled a tumbler from the bottle on the tray andled ice and lemon before
handing it to Victoria with a flourish. Victoria gad at him gravely while
she sipped at her drink. Something was still niggkt her as she looked at
him; he was so familiar. Yet it was impossible toagine being in his
company before and forgetting it. She found he aking from her to the
boys, then back again at herself. He shook his eagnder.

'l find it amazing, Mrs Goddard, that none of yohildren looks in the least
like you.'

'My blackamoors,' said Hilary fondly. 'They takeesftheir father. | used to
think I'd like just one more child to see if | cddlnally make my mark, but
it didn't happen."’



Gavin's eyes narrowed as they rested on her bektfatte. 'You know, Mrs
Goddard, I'm quite certain I've seen you befotkouight so the moment we
met.’

'Mother used to be an actress,' said Adam proudly.

Gavin snapped his fingers. 'Of course! That's du Yvere Hilary French. |
was taken to see you in a Coward revival when Fwas

'Please!" Hilary held up her hand, laughing. 'Dsait how long ago, it's bad
for my ego, Mr Creed. And it's not surprising yadrdt recognise me—it's
twenty years ago at least, and the director wamtgdhair red for the part,
because the leading man was fair- haired.’

Something clicked in Victoria's brain. She now isad why their visitor
seemed so familiar. She'd seen him on televisibyrecently.

‘You're an actor, too, Mr Creed, | think,' she sdiftidently.

His eyes swung round to her, softening again ag the automatically
whenever he looked at her. 'Guilty, Victoria. Hyo@ seen me act?'

Hilary clapped a hand to her forehead. 'Of courkaspur!’

'Right." He grinned, pleased, and sat down neartoki& plunging
immediately into an animated discussion of thettiee@nd things theatrical
with Hilary, talking across Victoria as if she aally were the little girl she
was pretending to be. She tired of it very quickdgling not only excluded
but in the way, and excused herself quietly, thgsdollowing her from the
room in relief.

Suffering from an acute feeling of anti-climax, si@ted until the potatoes
were simmering slowly, then went back unwillingty the drawing-room,

lingering in the doorway as she saw Gavin Cre@smy head bent close to
her mother's, both of them deep in conversatiorchwbbviously held such
enthralling interest for them both that Victoriasn@luctant to intrude.



Hilary looked up, guilt immediate in her beautifllue eyes as they met
Victoria's. Silently Victoria tried to signal reasance, with some success,
as Hilary relaxed a little and smiled the sunny lemhat unfailingly
ensnared everyone in sight, regardless of age exdLstely there were
fewer smiles, and her children missed them.

Gavin looked round and smiled, patting the soféhimus beside him and
holding out a brown, slim hand. ‘Come and sit byand tell me all about
yourself, little one.’

Victoria shot her mother a look of entreaty, bukaHi gazed back blandly,
plainly saying 'you got yourself in—now get youfsait', and with as good
grace as possible Victoria sat gingerly on the exfdbe velvet seat, cursing
herself bitterly for being such an idiot. Gavin lpdl her back against him
and put his arm round her. Victoria's cheeks bldskhene-red with
embarrassment.

'What were you doing before Adam hit that ball$o?' he asked.
'S-swotting.'

'In the holidays? Your school set you extra work?'

She nodded. It wasn't that far off the truth.

'It was Mr Beaumont's back drawing-room window ttiegt boys smashed,
by the way, Victoria,' said Hilary pensively, arode to her feet. 'I'll be back
in a moment. Do have another drink, Gavin.'

Victoria's eyes closed in despair. All those lealiglts and stained glass
insets—the charismatic Mr Creed was entitled todéutier as much as he
liked in that case! He put a finger under her cmma turned her unwilling
face up to his.

'Don't worry, poppet. A firm's coming along to fbdomorrow, and tonight

Nero's going to stand guard. Nero's my German Shdpland he's a big
fellow, too.'



'‘G-good. I'm very sorry about it, truly." Victor@pened her eyes fully to
meet his and found him looking down at her withesiyvodd expression
indeed. A deep furrow appeared between his brows atared and abruptly
he released her, taking his arm away as thoughbeeid burnt. She jumped
to her feet at once, with a coltish display of bar@wvn thighs.

‘"ave—have another gin and tonic," she said hastign realised-it was dry
sherry he was drinking. 'l mean '

Gavin came to his feet, looking hunted, and frowatklis half-empty glass
on the sofa table. He shook his head decisively.

‘No! No, thanks—I think I've had enough.' Reliefesgad over his handsome
face as Hilary came back into the room. 'l mustfbeMrs Goddard. Thanks
for the drink—come over and have one with me, qv pwer for tea, or
something. All of you,' he added, not looking attdria.

'Why, thank you. Perhaps we will. Only we shan'ntvép interrupt you

when you're working.' Hilary turned to Victoria.d@n is down here for
some peace and quiet to get into the skin of hxd batch of roles. He's
going on tour.' She put an arm round her daugimegave her a secret little
nudge.

'How interesting,' said Victoria obediently. 'Wlzaie you doing?'
'lago inOthellg Edmund inLear—have you done those in school?"

Victoria ground her teeth silently, but nodded, dfin of her mother's
vigilant blue eyes.

Gavin became animated, his uneasiness apparemtly. gtis certain to be
marvellous experience, and I'm very lucky to getwork. It's a bit thin on

the ground unless your face gets known—and evenitias to be the right
face in the right place. | do more than my shareashmering on doors and
waiting around in offices, but at least | managedand that small part on
television last winter, which was a help. I've beffiered a few things since
then, but most of it was rubbish, so I'm glad Itedi Who knows— next

year | may even get to Stratford, do a seasored®iB.T.'



'l sincerely hope you will,' said Hilary warmly,&held out her hand. 'In the
meantime | hope my family hasn't turned you agdifestn the country.’

'On the contrary,’ Gavin assured her, with obviinserity. He paused and
shot a look at Victoria, the quizzical smile in@smce. "Your mother has a
very lovely smile. | wonder what yours would beélilf ever | were
privileged to see it?'

Hilary hurried into the breach.

'She was always the serious one; even as a balgngheed herself with a
definite degree of solemnity!'

'Yes,' Gavin said absently, 'l can picture it. Welyjoodbye, little one. Say
good night to the boys for me.’

'‘Goodbye,' she said quietly, and stayed where steeas Hilary saw their
visitor to the door. The joke had fallen very flagmehow. As the door
closed she braced herself, waiting for her motherath to descend, but
Hilary merely popped her head round the door anckdreed Victoria
kitchen wards.

'l turned the potatoes off, they were done. Loodklat the time, | thought
Gavin was here for the night. Lay the table, dgtlplease.’

'‘Aren't you going to dress me down for my Lolita, ddother?' asked
Victoria, wanting to get the lecture over if sheravéo have one.

'Personally,’ said Hilary with unmistakable empbkasithink you should go
over to Beaumont House and apologise tomorrow.'

'‘Again?' Victoria looked at her mother in entreaty, butogruised defeat
when she saw it. "Yes, Mother. O.K. Getting to iy habit, isn't it? The
thought gives me hysterics, but I'll go. Oh Golé said, remembering, 'I'll
have to fight my way past a German Shepherd tims,ttoo. Who says you
don't get your just deserts in this life?'

'Not I, certainly.' Hilary's lovely face suddentyoked ten years older.



'Mother—I'm a pig!" Victoria threw her arms rounddtly, stricken. 'l didn't
mean to rub salt in the wound—I'm sorry.’

'It's all right, darling. Anyway, I've no groundsrfcomplaint. What makes it
all so awful is that you three had to get caughhencrossfire." Hilary took a
deep, unsteady breath and did her best to souneérfughe’Come on,
Lolita—give the boys a shout, they must be starving

And it was a very good thing they had been, aaetheir mother nor their

sister ate very much at the supper table. Victagavide-eyed in bed later,

hands clasped behind her head, feeling utterlytohesl. It was so grim

having to witness her mother's brave strugglede heer unhappiness. Most
days Hilary Goddard coped very well. When things tgo bad her own

personal form of therapy was to paint somethingtdfia wondered what

her father

did in Saudi Arabia when he got blue, as undoultkdldid in that Muslim
country, where not even the fleeting solace ofiakdwvas available to him.

It had all started quite by accident. Hilary haéme London on a shopping
foray only a few months before, and had bumpedantold friend from her
theatre days. Since that far-off time Nigel Stagdiuad become a television
director, and persuaded Hilary to appear on onki®shows,Backward
Glance,which featured celebrities from the past. Hilaadsuccumbed to
temptation and sheer curiosity, and did the shotlauit telling Robert. Her
brief appearance on the television screen resuitédo or three offers of
small parts, to her utter astonishment, and hebpdns had flown home on
leave right in the middle of all the furore.

To say Robert took everything badly was an undenstant. He went utterly
wild with jealousy, rage and sheer shock, it seertwedhis daughter, a
horrified and unwilling witness to most of the gur In vain did Hilary

protest her innocence. She had never had the esdigintention of resuming
her career, and as far as Nigel was concernednmasent of anything other
than a few shared reminiscences over the luncle.tdldr husband flatly
refused to believe her, demanding protestationsn @voof of her fidelity.

Hilary, wanting her husband's trust, had no praofjive. She suddenly
found herself with no place to retreat and, whaeed and defiant, heard



herself suggesting, without any of the drama shghtrhave been expected
to employ, that Robert might possibly care for\eodie.

Idiots, thought Victoria miserably. Anyone with fiah eye could see that
divorce was the last thing either of them wantenl h&r it was obvious that
her parents had stupidly talked themselves intoMinele sorry outcome. It
was true no divorce proceedings had actually begmpo motion yet, but
now Father was out there in the desert going cnattyboredom and grief,
and Mother was here at home keeping the paint maatwers in
business.And now to add to her own personal jogtovia reflected bitterly,
she herself had been cretin enough to try puttirey such a cheap, stupid
trick on someone like Gavin Creed. And all becalsewas needled when
he failed to realise she was actually a lot olth@ntshe looked. The extra
work she was doing was for her Oxford entrance éxation. And a month
after that she would be nineteen.



CHAPTER TWO

NEXT morning there was a letter from Saudi Arabia askkd to Victoria
and her brothers, full of questions as to theirfavel their father's deep
concern for them all evident in every word. At #red, as though the words
had been wrung out of him, there was an enquieyr #fieir mother's health.
Hilary went pale, and after putting the house asmnable order she made a
start on painting Victoria's bedroom, which augubedily for the general
mood of the day. The boys went off on a hiking ekfen with the church
club, armed with as much packed lunch as they coaitdy, and Victoria
repaired to the summerhouse wearing her good jeansaggy white
sweatshirt and her hair neatly brushed in a shiniage down her back.

Total concentration was extraordinarily difficuit &chieve. It was an hour
before she managed to get to grips with her sulbgect only a little while
after that some sixth sense told her someone wéshing her. Victoria
sprang to her feet and turned to see Gavin Credldeimoorway, looking
better than a man had a right to look in a cabie-&weater in coarse
oatmeal cotton, his long legs in faded khaki trosisider heart sank. His set
face, with its long, straight nose and sharply nlledecheekbones, the
unrelenting cold eyes beneath the tawny hair, éi@xed menace of his
stance—it all added up to a frightening total tjate Victoria a strong urge
to turn tail and run. Only there

was six foot three of angry male barring the oxliy,@nd she was unnerved
by the prolonged silence. Her visitor, it was plaias not about to speak
first.

'Hello,' she said lamely at last.

'Miss Livingstone, | presume!' he said coldly. "Wheer happened to Baby
Jane?'

'She was a one-off." Victoria made a little comtdry gesture. 'I'm very
sorry. It was a stupid trick to pull.

Gavin's face relaxed a little. 'Why?' he demanded.



'l heard you talking to Mother in the hall when yawived." She coloured
painfully and turned away. 'You referred to me as'hittle girl”, and, well,

| was annoyed. Simple as that.'

'How old are you?"

'Eighteen. Nineteen at the end of the year.'

He let out a deep breath, the rigidity slowly lemyhis tall body. 'You gave
me a hell of a night, young lady."'

'l did?' she said in surprise.

He came further into the dusty summerhouse andistwer her, his eyes
boring into her unwilling ones. 'Have you any idelat happened to me
when | had you close to me on the sofa last night?’

'l thought you twigged, actually.'

'No, I didn't,actually, Miss Innocence. | was suddenly taken with the wiog
make love to what | fondly imagined was a twelvedyeld. | felt sick—
disgusted." He looked at her with animosity. 'l doank, afraid to look
myself in the mirror, convinced | was some kinghefvert!

Victoria stared up at him helplessly. 'What cam? dive said I'm sorry.’
Gavin stepped back, eyeing her coldly. "You canpkeet of my way,
preferably, Miss Goddard. I'm not partial to sil@enagers who play tricks

on their elders and betters.'

'Elderly you may be,' she flashed, penitence vauaistBetter's a matter for
dispute—now, if you'll excuse me, | have work to'do

'Of course,' he said stiffly and turned to go, jregiso look at the books on
the table. 'Am | allowed to ask what the work is?’

'Oxford entrance.'



'l wish you luck, Victoria." Gavin gave her the bé&hof his whimsical
smile. 'You know, I'm sorry about last night.'

Victoria eyed him warily. 'The apologies are suraly on my side, Mr
Creed.’

'l wasn't apologising—merely regretting the losgaingVictoria. She was
an irresistible little creature. Ever thought ditey up the stage as a career?'

'‘No," she said shortly. 'As | said, last night @ame-off. In the normal run of
things | find pretending difficult.’

'‘Unlike me, you mean? Don't mistake a talent folingcas a sign of
insincerity, young lady.' He shook his head, hissegold again. 'Heredity is
an astonishing thing. Strange how a warm persgnaligreat charm like
your mother could foster a child like you. Don'uy@versmile?’

'Of course. When there's something to smile about.’

Gavin Creed turned sharply and made his exit atb¥ia watched him go
balefully, then sat down to wrestle with John Dar\tve Shakespeare and all
her usual adversaries, feeling drained. A littleMof Gavin Creed went a
long way—she hoped his stay at Beaumont House wmeilorief. She had
made a fool of him with her little charade lasthtignd the < authorised
version of Victoria Goddard had not found favouthe slightest. Moodily
she put him from her mind and set to work.

When she went back to the house a couple of hates Hilary was in the
kitchen drinking coffee, and looking distinctly neacheerful than earlier on.
'Want some lunch?' she asked.

Tl just make a sandwich, thanks." Victoria tos&me cheese from the
refrigerator and cut some bread dispiritedly.

'| gather Gavin dropped in on you, love," said Hileasually.

'Yes.'



'He came up to see me, too.'

‘That's nice. | hope he was pleasanter with youctovia bit into her
sandwich and sighed.

'He was charming. Probably because he wants me something for him.'
Victoria eyed her mother's calm face suspiciouslgd what might that be?"

Hilary grinned, looking suddenly young and miscloes. 'Your attitude's
very flattering, but quite wrong, | assure you. ke me to run through
some of his lines with him. He's having trouble neesing it on his own,
apparently. | gather the lady of the moment wapesed to come with him
but she's gone down with some bug, so he wouldeg@ie some help. The
lady friend is an actress, by the way. They wegrpto get a lot of work in
together before they started rehearsals.’

'‘And he wants you to stand in," said Victoria metgs

'Only the rehearsal bit,’ said Hilary gently. 'Bgtipulated he has to come
here to do it.'

Victoria's eyebrows rose. 'You won't get much peace

‘That's up to him, I'm not going over there, daylitdilary got up and began
to clear away. In the light of recent events | khinbest to stay here in the
bosom of my family. You don't object—to my helpihign out, | mean?’

'‘No, of course not." Victoria chuckled unwillingthen looked accusing.
'‘And what about my bedroom while you're larking atbw@ith Gavin?'

'It may take longer, but it'll get done, never fééou can sleep in the spare
room for a bit. Now shoo! Get your nose back onlitezary grindstone
while the terrible two give you some peace and rdturn to my
sandpapering.’



'‘Mother, do you really like decorating?' asked Wit curiously. 'l mean,
after being on the stage, the glamour bit andhat, tdon't you find mere
domesticity boring?’

'No," said Hilary simply. 'l've always liked it. Arbeing an actress was by no
means all glamour. There was so much travellingSanday trains and
peculiar digs, and all the uncertainty and seagcfon work. It was lovely
when | actually got to the West End, but even theever played the lead,
and | always got sick with nerves. So when | metryfather it seemed like
all my dreams come true. Yet | can never get hibel@ve that | really don't
hanker for the stage, whatever | do, even thoutgnit ever.'

Impulsively Victoria sprang up and put a hand ontether's arm. 'Then
can't you write and tell him that? | don't wantbgit in, or anything, but it
seems to me that it's all he wants, to know youlfiee that.'

'No, | can't, darling. | need to be trusted. Withtvust nothing else is much
use.' Hilary smiled sadly, then patted Victoriaanth. '‘Come on—stop
nattering. Let's get back to work."

'0.K. When's Gavin the Glamorous coming to stantkimg with you?'

‘Not until tomorrow. | thought I'd better get thasic preparing done on your
room first. You look so nice like that,' she addedually. "You should wear
proper clothes more often.’

Victoria pulled a face. 'l was all done up to fabe lion in his den this
morning, but before | could work up to it the liocame and outfaced me.’

Thoughts of Gavin returned to disturb her studiésafsernoon, and for
much of the time during the next few days. Lifeganeral became difficult.
Gavin came over most afternoons, and sometimesdtay dinner so that
he could work with Hilary during the evening as laldam and Giles took
it in their stride, particularly when Gavin joinadtheir cricket practice and
proved to be rather a stylish bat. To Victoria Gawehaved with a
punctilious courtesy that chilled her to the bohis, manner so markedly
different from his attitude towards Hilary and theys that some nights



Victoria went to bed early to lick her wounds ire timpersonal privacy of
the guest-room.

Hilary herself, on the other hand, was so stimdldig the work she was
doing with Gavin, Victoria couldn't find it in héreart to pour cold water
over the enthusiasm that plainly helped blunt tigeeof the misery her
mother had been trying so hard to cope with regentl

'He's a marvellous actor,' Hilary confided one evgmafter Gavin left. 'I'm
convinced he'll go far. Apart from that superb pbgspresence of his he
has such an intuitive gift for finding the meataafole and adapting it to suit
his own capabilities.'

'l just don't see him as Edmund liear, somehow,' commented Victoria.
‘Too big.'

‘Actually you'd be surprised. He's so sort of chgw@cious—almost slimy;
it sends a shiver down my back.'

As far as Victoria was concerned he did that alttme without even trying.
'‘Another few days and he'll be gone. And a goaathioo. Good night.' She
kissed her mother and left abruptly, leaving Hilkogking after her with
troubled blue eyes.

The next afternoon Victoria was obliged to stathie house to watch out for
Gavin. When he arrived she showed him into the ohgwwoom with
formality.

'Mother won't be long. She'd forgotten Adam ande§ihad to go to the
dentist today. She tried to ring you, but you wé&rem' said Victoria
politely.

'l was out walking Nero." Gavin sat down on theasddoking healthy and
tanned, and annoyingly attractive in a grey traitksod sneakers. 'Perhaps
you should sit down with me and entertain me uhsl others come back.'
He eyed her from under half- closed lids. 'Theresinlne other little party
pieces up your sleeve, surely?"



Victoria opened her mouth to snub him, then chargeadnind, some imp of
mischief prompting her to say, 'What would you liarticularly? Anne
Boleyn?'

For once she was wearing a skirt, rather ancieittt,faded pink stripes, but
long and full, with big patch pockets, and she heltide as she made a
deep obeisance, then launched into a speechArom of a Thousand Days,
where Anne reflects on the full realisation of imemt death. Into it
Victoria put all the frustration and unhappinesstioé past few days,
astonishing the man watching her. He was gratityingesmerised, his eyes
fully open for once in sheer surprise.

Gavin got up laid a hand on her shoulder and tuhszdound to face him,
looking down at her narrow, flushed face. Tell mdo taught you to
deliver lines like that? Your mother?'

'‘Oddly enough, no. | have lessons in school. l&enbworking my way up
the medals and | finally got my gold from the Londacademy of Music
and Dramatic Art a couple of months ago.'

His face was a study. 'But you said you didn't wargo on the stage.’

She shrugged. 'l don't. | want to teach drama—stlzool like mine, if
possible.’

'To me that seems like such a waste of talentd ¢hil

'l don't see it as waste—and I'm not a child!'

'No, | know,' he agreed mockingly. 'l don't reallyed reminding.'

Victoria pulled away from him. 'l think | hear Mahand the boys.' She ran
through the door, almost into the arms of Hilarjnowooked at her flushed

face in alarm.

'What is it? Not another row, darling!



‘No, of course not. Gavin hasn't been here verg.l&Mall | bring in a tray
for you and Gavin, Mother?'

'Ye|, please, love," said Hilary thoughtfully, ameint into the drawing-room
to greet her visitor.

Things were better from then on. Gavin's manneatdw Victoria thawed,
and hers towards him settled down into a kindiehfilly wariness. It was a
truce of sorts; uneasy, but infinitely better thiaa situation before. The day
after that Victoria went back to school herselftite girls' day school in the
town two miles away. It was for only one extra teonprepare for and sit the
Oxford entrance exam, and a mere handful of hetleogmoraries had stayed
on to do the same. Victoria felt as if she wergeusged in limbo, neither
college student nor real schoolgirl any more, batagademic misfit,
marking time until the next stage of her life began

Gavin was due to leave a few days later, and inngVictoria was glad of

it. His reaction on seeing her in her uniform haeb particularly hard to
bear. She ground her teeth and bore it all, allowedit in now on his

sessions with her mother, lost in admiration wite tvay he put over the
various roles scheduled for the forthcoming touavi@ had taken to

bringing his dog, Nero, with him, and Victoria wduwit stroking him and

staring up fascinated as his master went througngmiertoire of characters
with such artistry and skill.

One afternoon she got off the bus at the end ofaiine leading to the house
and wandered through the Indian summer heat, ci@dse lawn to the open
French windows. She stopped dead at the scenentttaher eyes. Gavin
held her mother in the crook of his arm, a hanceaheér chin as he tilted her
face towards his to gaze into her eyes. Feeling Storia watched the
tableau numbly, dry-mouthed, waiting with inevilali for what must
come next. Nothing did, Suddenly Gavin releasedmiimpatiently.

'No, no,' he said, running his fingers throughtag. 'Too stereotyped, too
Hollywood.'



'Perhaps he should kiss her hand first,’ said Hilawusing. 'After all, she's
royal too, a princess. Why not lift the tips of lfiegers, kiss them, then kiss
both cheeks—fairly slowly, | think, arthenher mouth?’

‘That's it," said Gavin in triumph. 'Exactly right-le broke off as he caught
sight of Victoria. 'Hello, little one. Had a goody®"

'Hello, darling.' Hilary kissed her daughter's dhabsently. 'Is that the time
already? I'll dash off and make tea—won't be a teinu

Victoria dumped her bag on the floor and subsidedtte sofa. For a
moment she had been convinced— her mind shiedffiamng the thought
in words.

"You look done in, Victoria." Gavin came to sit iokesher. '"Working you
pretty hard, are they?'

She shrugged. 'Takes a while to get into the hafbgchool again." She
looked at him curiously. 'You, on the other harambkl as though you're
firing on all cylinders. What were you and Mothehearsing when | came
in?'

'‘Crash-course on a new part. They've takenTdwg Cherry Orchardand
substitutedHenry V,and G. Creed has been asked to play Henry!" Gavin'
smile was jubilant. 'I've been working like hell@dy on my own, then with
your wonderful mother for the past hour. We werst jinrashing out the
proposal scene with the fair Katherine. | wanbitdok less formal, yet still
royal—passion and protocol combined, if you get' me.

Victoria did. Her relief was so intense she felsitigely limp and boneless
with it. 'Is it a big leg-up for you to play suchrajor part?' she asked.

'Very much so—a challenge.' He got up restlessly lamgan to wander
round the room. The aim is to think like a poet] ahthe same time try to
forget other actors' versions and make the audienoeentrate on one's
own characterisation. Tricky. | remember seeingnAtdoward play it at

Stratford— understated, but totally noble in songeiinable way.'



'Ineluctably regal," murmured Victoria.
Gavin looked at her with respect. 'Yes, exactly.'

Then Hilary arrived with the tea-tray and Gavinamg to help her with it,
and the rare moment of accord was over, the dismussntreing on Gavin's
tour, then on Victoria's exams. After a while sheused herself to go
upstairs and change, intending to do some work, laficdhe other two
fathoms deep in blank verse.

The afternoon was warm, with the sleepy, nostdigiat of summer's end,
and Victoria felt lethargic. She was casting an@yer the notes scribbled in
class earlier, when her eye was distracted todindeg gate, directly in line
with her window. A taxi was parked there, enginening, and Victoria's
heart began to thump as she recognised the taK;hdared figure in the
light-weight tropical suit paying off the driver.ather! Unexpected and
unannounced into the bargain. And he would walthearive and no doubt
make straight for those open French windows justheshad done, and if
Henry V were still wooing Katherine of Valois inettsame way ... At the
thought her feet took wings and she flew downstdgrst into the
drawing-room and tore the script from her astordsinether.

'Go into the kitchen quickly. Now," ordered Victriso imperious that
Hilary ran off, prepared to confront whatever ctatgshe awaited her there
without question, while Victoria waved a militardard at the staring Gavin.
'‘Get on with it, I'll pick up the cue.’

He frowned blankly, but obeyed, resuming the prapssene, his eyes
bemused as Victoria answered him with all the hasitoquetry of the
French princess receiving her proposal of marrfem® Plantagenet Harry
of Monmouth. Uttering a silent prayer Victoria yded him the tips of her
fingers, then raised her face gravely for Gavibbéod low to kiss first one
cheek, then the other, and finally her mouth. Fdew heady seconds
Victoria almost forgot the reason for what she @aisig, conscious only of
the feel and taste of the firm hard mouth agaiestlvn before Gavin drew
away and bowed low to her with graceful homage ofdtically she sank
in supple obeisance, then jumped to her feet veknardly indeed at the
sound of applause from the open window.



'‘Bravo,' said Robert Goddard, and stepped intodbm, eyeing Gavin with
a lift of black brows.

'‘Dad!" Victoria flew to him, to be hugged and kidsefore her father put her
away a little and looked at the other man. 'ThiG&vin Creed, Dad," she
said quickly, 'a friend of Peter Beaumont's—hedyisg over at the House.'

'Hello, baby—how do you do, Creed—rehearsing foataur theatricals?’
A white grin lit her father's darkly tanned face.

'Glad to know you, sir,” said Gavin, returning thmile. 'Professional,
actually. | start rehearsing in earnest next wéeur—family has kindly
given me a hand with my lines and so on.’

'Have they indeed?' began Robert, then broke ofHiéery appeared,
looking distinctly cross.

'Victoria, I've no idea what—Rob!" The colour dradhfrom her face as she
saw the suddenly tense figure of her husband. Sheeds at him
speechlessly, and Victoria hurriedly took hold @vi's hand.

'‘Let's go for a walk," she suggested, and Gavieetypromptly, though
neither Hilary nor Robert seemed aware the othervwere leaving, and
with a sigh of relief Victoria led the way down tpath to the summerhouse,
collapsing on the rickety chair inside while Galeaned in the doorway.

'What in heaven's name was all that about?' he mideak his eyes glittering.

Victoria gave him an edited version of the rift ween her parents and
explained seeing her father arrive from her bedreandow. 'l pictured
Father walking in on what | saw when | came homenfschool—so | ran
like hell and organised us all into a slightly diént scene.’

'‘And just what did you see?' asked Gavin, his &ttsost obscuring the
expression in his eyes.



"You and Mother in apparent embrace,’ she saidtliglutt was only when
you broke off and discussed ways to improve it thraglised the embrace
was— was

'Acting,’ he put in.

'Yes. You're both very good. Too convincing for d&r So when Father
appeared on the scene—we had no idea he was cdiyitige way—the law
of averages would no doubt have had you and Matherecisely the same
point just ashe walked in, too." Victoria looked up at him withnchour.

'Nothing on earth would have convinced Dad it waagiing, | assure you.'

Gavin sat down on the step and stared out at tluséry. "Your mother is a
lovely lady, Victoria, both mentally and physicalBut | honestly think it
never enters her head. I'm pretty sure she clasgeas a slightly senior
version of Adam and Giles.'

'l think she's thatam avis,a one-man woman,' she confided. 'l only wish she
could convince Dad of the fact.' She smiled at tuefully, 'l feel a bit silly
hanging about out here, but the last thing | wartbiinterrupt them at the
moment, whether they're fighting or making up.' Shet her eyes tightly, a
tear oozing down past the thick black lashes. ({l#ase let it be making up!

Gavin reached down and pulled her to her feet. €om Let's go over to
Beaumont House and take Nero for a walk. He watfypfed up when |
wouldn't bring him with me today,’

Victoria hesitated, then nodded. 'O.K. I'll scribll note and push it through
the letter-box so they'll know where | am.'

'You're a very caring young lady, aren't you?' cantad Gavin as they
walked up the drive to Beaumont House later.

'Civilised is what | aim for. If one lives in a comunity, however small, it
behoves one to act in a manner that detractstiesdg possible from the
well- being of the other members.'



Gavin led her round the back of the house to theh&n, where Nero lay
waiting for his master to return.

'So any relationship with you will have hard anstfaules?' he asked.
'Rules of some kind, anyway.'

Gavin's smile was extra wry. 'So it's double attento the Ps and Qs to
hope for survival in your good graces.'

"You make me sound like a right charmer,’ she @daig then braced herself
as Gavin opened the door and a hundredweight ah@®iShepherd came
hurtling out to greet her with exuberant affectidicking her face and
wagging his tail violently in a fury of love and leeme. 'Hey, Nero, leave
off, there's a good chap,’ she protested, laudmfgessly as the dog pinned
her against the wall with his paws.

'He finds you irresistible,’ said Gavin, grinnimgd took down a leash from
a hook. Immediately the big dog was diverted arahstied to having the
choke- chain slipped over his head.

That's something, | suppose,” murmured Victoriajcing the process.
‘Nice to know one's irresistible to someone, $fahly a dog.'

Gavin closed the door, giving her an amused Id6&hing?’

'No." Victoria looked up at him in genuine surprigt I'm quite reconciled
to the fact that men like bosoms and behinds, andadly lacking in both
departments.’

He gave a shout of laughter as they left the gafoietihe woods behind the
house. 'You have a lovely little face, sweetheany most woman would
give their eye-teeth to eat as much as you do amdrrput on weight.’

| still have nightmares when | remember my feelimys discovering |
apparently wanted to make love to a twelve-year-old



'So you did," said Victoria, cheered. "Too bad ymin't fancy the older
version.'

'Who said | didn't?" He smiled down at her surgrifsce. 'l was bloody
annoyed with you, my nymph, but it didn't cancet the original feeling
completely, | assure you.'

Victoria shot a suspicious look at him and promfeliyover a fallen branch.
Gavin went on his knees beside, her quickly.

'Did you hurt yourself?' he demanded.

'‘No. Winded, but all in one piece, except for mgrdiy." She gave a
breathless little giggle and abruptly Gavin's fattered. Victoria looked up
at him quietly, her smile fading.

'I've no patrtiality for boys myself,' he said sgftbut right at this moment |
have a decided urge to kigsu, Miss Goddard. Do you object?'

Victoria had no objection at all, it was what sheahted ever since she first
laid eyes on him, but it hardly seemed prudentatp 0. Gavin took her
silence for consent and lowered his long lengthhi® grass beside her,
taking her gently in his arms. He touched his lipsher forehead and
smoothed back the strands of glossy dark hair béf@msing her eyelids
closed, his mouth following a trail across her ¢&seand down her nose,
bypassing her mouth to feather kisses along tleedliher jaw and down her
throat. Victoria lay utterly still for a while, aller concentration centred on
the pleasurable touch of the warm, firm mouth cangsher skin with such
surprising delicacy and restraint. Then she sigimetistretched a little in his
embrace, and his mouth found hers. His arms tigltteher body moved
against his instinctively and the pressure of ips increased. Victoria put
up a hand to smooth the back of his head, liking siky feel of his
newly-washed hair beneath her fingers almost ashmasche touch of his
mouth on hers. Gavin raised his head a little tkldown on the flushed,
intent face against his shoulder, and Victoria'sk deyes opened to look
straight up into his. At such proximity she coute £ach separate gold fleck
in the silvery grey, and watched in wonder as tlaek pupils began to



widen, encroaching on the light irises to produt®o of such intensity her
heart

began to hammer.

For long moments they just looked, then Victorials dropped as Gavin's
bright head came down, and then there was nothitghe velvet dark

behind her lids and the caressing, insinuating mmaré of his mouth on

hers, his lips coaxing hers open, their pressumpel@ng, their touch

implicit with some demand she was unsure how tavansThen all was

chaos as Nero leapt on them in the rapturous kékefthis was some new
kind of game anyone could play.

'‘Get off, you idiot,' roared Gavin, and the spedsabroken as they both
fought off the yelping, excited dog and eventualhfangled themselves to
get to their feet, laughing. 'You are an unwantedif' his owner informed
Nero severely, but the dog only wagged his tailerfervently and fetched a
stick to lay at Gavin's feet.

'l think he wants you to throw it," said Victorthe dog's antics a welcome
diversion that gave her time to get herself togethe

'l know damn well he does, the fool!" Gavin hurteé stick like a javelin
and the dog went charging off into the ferns aitteii'm sorry about that,
Victoria.'

Victoria shrugged and resumed walking. 'Just a§ vedlly.'

He took her hand in his. 'So you don't intend teelyour head over an
impecunious jobbing actor. Perhaps you'll do abketter when you get to
Oxford. Some brilliant young don will probably ta&ee look--'

'‘And pigs might fly!" said Victoria scornfully, artteld out her hand for the
stick Nero brought back. 'What's happening to ttiap while you're on
tour?'

Gavin's face clouded. 'Usually my sister has hihe'Smarried and lives in
Gloucestershire, but at the moment she's on th@ pbproducing her first



offspring, so | can't foist him off on her this #mMy parents are bit elderly
for a lively chap like Nero, so | suppose it's kelst

'We could have him,' offered Victoria impulsivelWe've only just recently
had to put our old Labrador down and we all migs tarribly. I'll exercise
Nero for you with pleasure.’

'Would you?' His eyes were gleaming with gratitullee you sure Hilary
won't object?’

'No," said Victoria stoutly, hoping she was rigirid banking on the idea that
if all was well again between her parents she aalyfsure Hilary wouldn't
care if her daughter proposed giving a home tord bé elephants. She
sighed.

'What is it?' Gavin asked gently.
'I'm just wondering how things are back at the hanc

'‘Come on,' he said at once, and turned her rouhitlimag for Nero. 'Let's
go back and find out.’

Instead of making for the open windows of the dragsioom she left Gavin
at the gate and walked round the back of the hanaking as much noise as
possible on the gravel path as she headed for itceek door. Her
precautions was unnecessary. Through the operekiteindows she could
see her father perched on the kitchen table, akylgkass in his hand and
long legs swinging as he watched his wife, who wfesttering nineteen to
the dozen while she did something with the micrasyder face blazingly
happy. Victoria leaned against the wall unseenpatnfalling apart with
relief, literally weak at the knees. She offeredaupilent prayer of thanks
then strolled in through the door and casually,s&id What's for supper?"

Robert Goddard's face lit up and he slid off th@eao hug her.
'l suggested humble pie--'

'But | insisted on the fatted calf,' interruptedaty, her smile radiant.



CHAPTER THREE

HiLARY 's elder sister Celia reluctantly came to stay witbt®fia for a week
while Robert and Hilary went off to Paris for addrholiday, and the day
they flew to France Gavin departed on his touryileg Nero behind as
Victoria's only consolation. After the holiday imuf’s Robert Goddard went
back to Jeddah, Celia French returned to Hampstaad, Hilary and
Victoria were left to themselves once more. Lifsumed a pattern.

Fathoms deep in first love Victoria was still clssghted enough to
recognise that such a man was an ambitious sufgjedter half-fledged
affections. Boyfriends had been plentiful since skas sixteen, but
compared to them Gavin Creed was an immortal frooum Olympus, his
maturity unquestionable, his sheer physical presattracting her like a
magnet from the moment she first saw him And to &dthat he was an
actor, a purveyor of make-believe, adept at sligpmo the skin of a
different character at the drop of a hat. Victaighed and returned to her
books, and Nero sighed in sympathy and settled mamgortably against
her feet.

Hilary worried as the time for the examination greearer. Never very
chubby, Victoria grew daily more fine-drawn andgiexeyed.

'Darling, must you work so late at night?' she dskexiously once, when
she discovered Victoria's bedroom light on in thral hours. "You'll make
yourself ill.’

'Must get it all done, Mother." Victoria's answeadhbeen cheerful, but
misleading. She had not been poring over textbabkd, but over the brief
cuttings saved from the newspapers on Gavin's pedioces. And next
week he was coming to collect Nero, which was thal cause of her
ultra-fragile appearance. It was the mounting saspand anticipation that
kept burning her up. Would he stay the night, wdddkiss her again ... At
the mere thought her mouth dried and her breattkgoed and Nero woke,
disturbed by the electricity generating through her

Victoria raced home from the bus-stop the afternGamin was due, frantic
to get out of her school uniform and into somethimgre adult before he



arrived, but fate was against her. His car wasadldhere in front of the
house, and she let herself in stealthily, hopingreep upstairs unseen, but
Hilary's voice called out from the drawing-room.r€iag her luck Victoria
dumped her bag in the hall and went in. And therevas, looking tough and
more attractive than ever with his hair cut shortienry V. And he had
company. Victoria's heart sank to the soles of darsible black school
shoes as she looked at the young woman standitigeinrook of Gavin's
arm. She was tall, with confident amused eyes amé@ of tightly curling
blonde hair, her figure spectacular in black leattreusers and white
cashmere sweater, a white leather blouson throvatessly over the arm of
the sofa.

'Victoria!' Gavin's smile was warm. 'Hello, litttme.'

Victoria took a much-needed moment to kiss her emotnd by the time she
straightened found she could manage a very credisahbile. 'Hello.'

'I've brought Julia Lockhart to meet you," Gavirdsand smiled down at his
companion. ‘Julia, this is Victoria.'

Julia's beautiful mouth curved in a smile instantdgognisable from a
television cosmetic commercial. 'Lovely to meet ypappet, Gavin's told
me so much about you.'

Had he, indeed?

'He doesn't need to say much about you, Miss Latklaaswered Victoria
politely. "We see you so often on television.'

The other girl pulled a face. 'Nothing very eaghaking yet, I'm afraid, but
| have hopes of better things.'

Hilary's eyes were watchful on her daughter's abdss, still face, and she
intervened hurriedly. 'Sit down, everyone, anddtur tea. Victoria, pass
the plates, darling.’

'l gather | owe quite a lot to you, Mrs Goddardilial lit a cigarette and
leaned back on the sofa, sipping from a cup of desm black tea. She



refused the smoked salmon sandwiches and the hadepetits fours
Gavin was devouring, Victoria noted with bleak sfaittion; probably had
to watch her weight, so that she could pour hernggétf those skin-tight
trousers.

'l did very little, really," said Hilary lightlyl was never a classical actress,
you know, but | had great fun giving a helping hem@&avin—quite like old
times.'

'Such a shame | couldn't get down with him," salth,Jcasting a proprietary
smile up at Gavin. 'l caught some beastly bug awahbit of a struggle to
get fit for the tour.’

'‘And how are things with you, Victoria? All set fibre exam?' Gavin tried to
catch her eye as she offered him a plate of cdk&isshe turned away
casually, avoiding his questioning look.

''ve been beavering away for weeks—indoors nosv atld, and Nero
makes a great hot-water bottle. Where is Nerohbyntay?"

'Relegated to the kitchen, I'm afraid.' He gaveehfemny little grin.

'He kept jumping up and making scratches on mysem)' said Julia, and
smoothed leather over a rounded thi¢fut'the most suitable of pets for a
strolling player, darling." Again the slow smile apGavin. 'You'll have to
find another home for him when we get married, lyai@ir to coop him up
in a London flat all day.’

None of her inner turbulence showed on Victori@eaw, composed face
as she joined Hilary in the customary exclamatiand congratulations.
There was an odd expression in Gavin's eyes—alajsbgy, Victoria

thought, but dismissed it as fanciful. Gavin hathimg to feel apologetic
about, at least not to her, and she endured treeuntil the visitors departed
with outward calm, listening politely to the plaoisthe glittering pair. Julia
was about to go into rehearsal for a new BBC spesand Gavin into
pantomime.



'Oh, Gavin, surely you're not playing Widow Twankayone of the Ugly
Sisters,’ protested Hilary, laughing.

‘Not on your life." He swept her an exaggerateoly bow. '‘But you're right
about Cinderella—meet Prince Charming.’

Funny you should say that, thought Victoria silgra$ she watched him. |
rather thought | had when [ first saw you. Only yeere supposed to come
back into my life with a glass slipper, not a wife.

Hilary heaved a sigh of relief as she closed tha.dbsuppose that's the last
we'll see of Gavin now he's on the verge of matnyycshe said regretfully.
'l can't see myself as soul-mate of the fair Jslemehow.'

'Very true.' Victoria picked up her school-bag,liieg weary right down to
her bones. It had taken a lot of effort to be dbcipolite while
disintegrating inside into tiny little bits, to s#tye least. And she had once
told Gavin so smugly she was no use at pretendshg! should have won
another medal for her performance today—her dragaghier in school
would have been proud of her. She ran a tub fidtedming water, throwing
in bath-oil with a reckless hand, then lay chinggdanning her priorities.
First on the list—possibly second and third as wellas the uphill task of
forgetting Gavin Creed. Added to this, she wouldkMike mad, pass her
exam with honours, become an instant literary ligiht Oxford, stun
everyone at the O.U.D.S. with her brilliant actadglity, become president
of the Oxford Union, maybe even cox the Oxford crmewhe boat race. . .

There was any number of things a sensible girlccolol to speed recovery
from her first crush on a real, live man. So, Vi@pshe ordered herself
briskly, iron out the dent in your heart as quicil/possible, and just get on
with the rest of your life.

The initial success of this admirable programmdéesatl a hiccup next day.
Victoria had no school as it was Saturday, buugogarly just the same after
a very restless night to find the morning uniforrdgrk and grey, a perfect
match for her mood. The house confined her likage@nd she pulled on an
ancient duffel over her jersey and jeans and letdiieout quietly, her feet
taking her down the foggy garden to the summerhirase force of habit.



Inside it was dank and chilly and she shiveredsglibg on the rickety chair

to stare miserably through the grimy window, hengitopped in her hands.
She sat very still for a long time until, at latste tears began to fall one by
one until the dam burst and she put her head dowreoarms on the dusty
table and sobbed bitterly, the thought of nevemge&avin again a sharp
bright pain in her heart. Huddled and wretched,rehsined where she was
long after the sobs died away, her hot face hiddehe shelter of her arms
until a nudge under her elbow brought her uprighsurprise to see Nero
sitting looking at her, his head cocked on one.side

‘Nero!" Victoria slid to her knees and flung hemarround the dog, her face
buried against his shining coat. 'l thought yowatay' she said thickly as
Nero tried to lick her flushed face, then she stiid as a tactful cough came
from the doorway. Slowly Victoria got to her feripbing her eyes with the
back of one hand as she looked with hostility iG@vin's compassionate
eyes.

'l thoughtyou'dgone too,' she said without grace.

'We stayed overnight with Mr Beaumont." Gavin fr@adranxiously at her
tear-streaked face and swollen eyelids. 'Why thesteVictoria? Am | to
blame?"

Victoria tossed back her untidy hair and thrust tmemds into her pockets.
'‘Good heavens, no," she said airily. 'A fit of thees, that's all. Studying gets
one down after a while.'

Gavin stepped up into the summerhouse, looming detoria in the
enclosed space. He put a finger under her chineakdd her face up to his.

'Is that the only reason?' he asked, his eyestinten

'Of course.' She stared him out stubbornly. "Youprend about early.’
‘Just taking Nero for a run before the car jourridg. led me here with
determination—must have smelt you.' He smiledt¢inelerness in his eyes

breaking her in bits. "You look very much the sas¢hat first day, actually,
dirty face included—only you're paler now.'



Victoria went paler still. "Then your first and tampressions will match
exactly.'

Gavin sat on the edge of the table, his long legsched out in front of him.
'Why does it have to be the last, Victoria? Suvedyl see each other again
now and then?'

'It hardly seems likely." Victoria looked away. fe—Miss Lockhart will
take up all your spare time, | imagine. You woa¥vé& much opportunity for
keeping up with acquaintances.’

There was a curious expression in his eyes, a neixdtianger and hurt. 'l
thought we were friends, Victoria, not mere acqtaaines.'

'Really?’ she said coolly, and steadfastly keptgage trained on his chest,
not wanting him to see through her flimsy composure

Gavin sprang to his feet and took her by the sheyaldl think of you and
your mother as very good friends—can't you thinknef in the same light?"

At his touch Victoria's composure disintegrated,'Ncan't,’ she burst out,
her vehemence startling herself as much as thestaaimg down at her. 'l
resent you. | wish you'd never come here and tumgdife upside down.
Since you appeared on the scene | haven't even ablento work
properly—pathetic, isn't it? Teenager in throefirst crush—so frightfully
amusing to everyone but the silly idiot who's siiffg!’

'Stop it, Victoria, don't--" Gavin tried to hold rhelose, but she struggled
violently and he let her go.

'Don't worry," she said wearily. 'l won't be an emhssment to you. You'd
never have known if you hadn't come here this nmgrrand found me
wallowing in self-pity.’

Gavin swore under his breath and took hold of sleaking her hard. Then
he pulled her against him, her face hidden in hisager where she could
feel his warmth and hear the steady thud of histlagminst her cheek.



'Listen to me, Victoria,' he said huskily. 'No—dopull away. If it makes
you feel any better I'll admit you possess a certpiality that tempts me
strongly—it has from the very beginning, even whémnought you were a
child.’

Victoria's head went back in scornful disbeliefr bges widening as they
met the blaze of sincerity in his.

'‘But,’ continued Gavin, 'even though you're oléhant! first thought it's still
nowhere near old enough and worldly wise enouglhietikes of me. You
have a fine career in front of you, and one dayllymeet a man worthy of
your—your metal, not a mere jobbing actor like Meu deserve something
more stable, more secure. I'm deeply touched, 'butalso certain you'll
forget all about me in no time. It's human natditee reason | brought Julia
to see you was as—well, as...'

‘A sort of short-cut,’ she finished for him. "Too&V precisely the type of
scene I've made you endure this morning.'

'To be blunt, yes. Julia and | are—old friends.'

"You mean you sleep together.’

Gavin straightened, his face cold and suddenlydsévn. 'Julia and | suit
each other very well; in bed and out of it," heexdidrutally, his gold-flecked
eyes clinical as he saw Victoria flinch. 'We enjay good working
relationship without too many complications.’

'It's none of my business,' she muttered, flushing.

'No, it's not." He paused, looking down at her iyafls this how we part
then? With acrimony?'

She met his eyes bravely. 'l hope not." She hdlth@uhand and smiled. 'I'd
like to wish you the best of luck for the future.’

He grew silent as he gazed down into her upturaed, then with a sigh he
bent his head and kissed her swiftly, then kissedagain not nearly so



swiftly, and gasped, raising his head blindly. 'Gbweh sorry, Victoria—I
shouldn't...'

‘No, darling. You really shouldn't!"

The sweet, sarcastic voice brought Gavin and Mgtapart abruptly, the
latter burning with mortification at the sight aflix's elegant figure leaning
negligently in the doorway.

'What the hell argoudoing here, Julia?' Gavin's colour flared angrily.

‘Shouldn't that benyline, darling?' she retorted. 'It's high time werg/on

our way—I've been making conversation with old MraBmont for ages. |
happened to catch a glimpse of your faithful hodirmn the bedroom
window, so | came over here to investigate.'

'l was just saying goodbye to Victoria,' said Gastortly.

Julia's beautiful eyes narrowed mockingly. 'Sow,sangel, so | saw! Just a
tiny bit over-enthusiastic, wouldn't you say?

Victoria was annoyed. 'Oh, please don't worry, Misgkhart,' she said
coolly. 'I'm nineteen—well past the kindergartesget She turned to Gavin.
'‘Goodbye—and good luck.'

With unselfconscious grace he bent and kissedahd.hGoodbye, Victoria.
Every success to you, little one.’

Julia watched without pleasure. ‘May we pleaseayw, mlarling?'

'Of course,’ said Gavin blandly and ushered hamnftbe summerhouse,
whistling to Nero as he went.

Victoria watched them go, the tawny head bent édalonde one as the two
tall, graceful figures walked away down the ovevgnopath, the dog
following with touching reluctance. Just beforeytiweere lost to view Gavin
turned and looked back for an instant at the srf@ikly figure watching
him. He waved, then they were out of sight and &fietwas alone.



CHAPTER FOUR

IT was peaceful in the sheltered little cove. Thg @rdy down to the private
beach led from CIiff Cottage, the path narrow atekg but negotiable
without too much difficulty, for which Victoria wagrateful. The
old-fashioned deck-chair, which had faded strifjes the drawings on old,
rude postcards, was heavy to lug up and down, butwit when she finally
lay back in it on the pebbles with a sigh, her boelgixed. The sun was still
warm, the evening meal was ready up at the cotfaggust a little while
there was nothing at all to do, nothing to thinkuathjust a little well- earned
solitude to enjoy before returning to the fray.

Her eyelids grew heavy and drooped to shut ousé¢lascape, and for a long,
blissful interval she lay utterly still in a sempzk until a warm, rough
tongue on her face jolted her out of it, frightenimer to death. She yelped
and shot upright to stare into the alert, inteligéace of a long-haired
German Shepherd dog.

'Nero?' she exclaimed, then stopped. Stupid! Nealdvbe very long in the
tooth by now, even if he were still alive, not littes fellow, who was only
about two or three years old, and in prime conditio

'Where havegoucome from?' she demanded. 'This is a private beaan't
you read?' Victoria laughed as he cocked his haahe side panting, for all
the world as though he were trying to answer hlee. &ratched him behind
the ear and the dog docilely allowed her to exarhia@ame tag which was
engraved with the name Fawcett, a telephone nuarmkthe dog's name,
Sam.

'0.K., Sam, out with it. Who are you, and whereyda live?' she asked,
grinning, and began collecting her things togetbethe climb back to the
cottage. As she toiled up the path the dog folloaigaker heels, right into the
house. Victoria dumped the deck-chair in the liflassed-in porch and
went through the living-room to the kitchen, theydmiffing ecstatically at
the savoury smell coming from the oven.

‘That'sour dinner, not yours,' said Victoria firmly. 'You chave digestive
biscuits and a drink of water, if you like.'



Sam liked the biscuits very much. He ate at leatshpacket, drank most of
a bucket of water, then lay on the floor and watickéctoria with bright
eyes while she laid the table for supper. At thensloof voices outside his
ears pricked up and Victoria went to the door teegtwo hot, dishevelled
figures, one large, one small, both black-haired sumburnt, the small one
also rather sticky.

'Hi, you two, had a nice afternoon?"

The child ran to her, butting his head against hes,eyes widening in
dismay as he saw the dog.

'He's a nice dog, Rory," Victoria assured him.ddesn't bite and his name is
Sam.'

'Is he our dog now?' asked Rory, eyeing Sam witkattiusiasm.

'No, of course not. He's somebody's beloved petaathe moment they're
probably very sad, thinking he's lost." Victoriavimed. 'l suppose | could
try ringing the number on his tag. Someone mighthleee who can tell me
where his owners are staying round here.'

Giles looked doubtful. 'More likely, they're all aw'

'Well, | must do something. After Rory's in bed ttlke Sam for a walk to
the telephone kiosk on the main road and ring tie@.’

'‘Good idea. All my stuff packed?'

'Of course. Since that's the only reason you cdaeddo take Rory into the
town for the afternoon I'm not likely to have fotggm! Wash up after dinner
while | put Rory to bed, then | promise you can &gart in front of the

television for the rest of the evening.’

For once there was no argument at Rory's bedtingetlee small boy was
asleep before Victoria had changed her shortdiomink cotton slacks and
a chunky white cotton sweater. She pushed her br@sh into striped

espadrilles, then went downstairs to dry the dishiéss had washed. They



utilised a piece of clothes-line for a leash ante$ssecured it to the dog's
collar while Victoria sorted out some change far thlephone.

'Pity, really," commented Giles. 'He's a nice chidggd be company for you
while I'm away.'

'‘Someone's worried to death about him, thoughd' ¥aitoria with regret.
'‘Come on, Sam, let's go. Shan't be long, Giles—Rlooyld sleep like a log.'

Giles yawned mightily. 'l shan't be late gettindbeal myself tonight.'
'Right. See you later.’

The dog walked to heel as Victoria went up the owarpath to the lane
which led to the main road. After only a short weagt the junction a figure
in the distance began to run towards them, shoutiegdog's name. Sam
barked excitedly and strained against the ropé/iswria let him go. He
went like the wind towards the woman, who embralaiea with fervour,
then could be heard giving him a severe lectuighaclipped a chain to his
collar. She started towards Victoria, a radiantismf gratitude on her face
as they met. She was in her late thirties, tall sady attractive, with
prematurely grey hair and a tanned face, and waorasaally expensive
cotton skirt and matching shirt.

‘Thank you so much. | do apologise for my dog— wlaid you find him?'
She held out her hand, smiling. 'I'm Claire Fawtett

'Hello—it was more of a case of Sam finding me.tdji@a laughed and
patted the dog's head. 'He's very beautiful. I'midfl had to feed supper to
my lot before | could get up here to ring the pelic

'Of course. | really am grateful.'" Claire Fawcetbked uncomfortable. 'l
only wish I could ask you back for a drink, but.. .

'| couldn't anyway,' Victoria assured her hurriedly

'We have a holiday house here, we come every \gad, the other woman.
'Are you staying long?'



'‘We're at Cliff Cottage until the end of the mohWictoria covered up the
little awkwardness by bending to scratch Sam's h&yk, Sam, nice to
have met you. You too, Mrs Fawcett.' She smiled, \&ith a wave of her
hand went back the way she'd come, feeling oddbetiled. It must have
been the snatch of conversation with an adult tlaat done it. A week of
unadulterated Giles and Rory had its limits on leucal level. It had been a
peaceful time so far with Giles and Rory, but toroar Giles was off to
Scotland to stay with a friend for the rest of twdiday and she and Rory
would be alone. Perhaps it had been a mistakert® ¢o so quiet a place,
but it had seemed a shame to look a gift horskenrouth. It wasn't every
day one had the chance of a cottage by the sedutddgdree, and in the
school holiday at that. She could have asked adrief course, but not
everyone fancies such seclusion, especially withea year-old constantly
underfoot. There was always the bus into the towradast resort, she
thought with a grin. The trip today had obviousBeh a great success, if
only from Rory's point of view.

Next day started with the great hustle of gettinig<ready in time for the
taxi, and Victoria waved the excited young man with a pang, Rory's
small hand clasped in hers. She let Rory help heshwip and make the
picnic, peanut butter sandwiches for him, saladhin, lots of fruit, and a
thermos of ice to pop in their beakers of lemon&a¢ween them they toiled
back and forth from cottage to beach with lunchkbgsbeach-bag, deck
chair, rubber ball, small cricket bat and wickdigcket, rickety old spade
and various plastic receptacles for constructionkwBory laboured hard,
conscious of Giles's parting instructions on béialpful now he was man of
the house.

Eventually both of them were glad to flop down owels and lie flat on
their backs counting the seagulls wheeling overhdasdas a perfect day,
with little cotton-wool clouds dotted on a blue skith the precision of a
child's painting. Later, Victoria knew, it would eo hot for violent
exercise, so for half an hour she bowled ceasglasstory while it was still
reasonably cool, then they had a wander over tblesrto peer into pools,
finally returning to their little base camp to firdteenage girl and a small
boy standing there. The girl held a basket in lardhand she smiled shyly
as Victoria drew near.



'‘Are you the lady from CIiff Cottage, please?' sis&ed. 'I'm Megan from
the village shop. This is my brother Huw.'

Victoria gave them a friendly smile. 'Hello—I thihkaw you the other day."

‘That's right." Megan held out the basket. 'I'ndédiver this. Mrs Fawcett
from The Point ordered it. She's put a little naté

The basket held a punnet of perfect strawberreagral peaches, a carton of
cream and a small earthenware jar of Stilton cheBse hastily scribbled
note inside said,

A very small token of appreciation to Sam's unknmsuer. | never even
found out your name! | know flowers are more ustmit thought the
enclosed more useful on holiday. My thanks agaliair€Fawcett.

'How lovely!" Victoria felt absurdly pleased. 'LaolRory, aren't they
gorgeous?' But Rory was engaged in scowling figre¢lHuw, who was
scowling back just as blackly. Victoria grinned atiéinked Megan for
bringing the qift, looking down as a small handged at hers.

'‘Can he play?' demanded Rory gruffly.

Victoria was nonplussed. 'Well, 1 don't know—I domiind. Perhaps Huw
doesn't want to.'

'I'd have to ask my mother first," warned Megan.

'Yes, of course,’ Victoria said at once. 'If shgssges bring him back after
lunch. Perhaps Huw would like to have tea with ustlbe beach this

afternoon?’ Victoria's suggestion met with raptamed Huw went off at a

great rate up the path with Megan, obviously bertlataining the necessary
permission at top speed.

Huw was back at ten in the morning, complete wihblked lunch this time,
and a note from his mother. Would Rory like to hhigh tea at the Harrises'
and watch some television or play with Huw in tlaedgn behind the shop
afterwards?



'‘A'course!" he said impatiently, and subsequenthghed off into the
Harrises' shop after Huw without a backward glanGetoria gave a wry
little shrug and walked back to the cottage, benéwjoying the last couple
of hours of sunshine before the steep angle oflifie cut off the sun from
the cove. She was hot and dusty after her walk reattl a swim before
settling down to sunbathe. Afterwards she wrung'ater out of her hair
and lay in the deck-chair with the long dark stsahednging down over the
back of it to dry, her eyes closed in contentm@fithout the responsibility
of keeping watch for Rory it was very easy to dalmeost at once in the late
afternoon warmth, and she slid further down anidfdst asleep.

She dreamed vividly. She was in an enchanted fdy@&st) on a soft bed of
green ferns, and the prince came to kiss her—aadvsike with a start to
find Sam licking her face and nudging at her sheuld

You again,’ she said severely, and he panted lyappaking little whining
noises of greeting. | thought you were the handsprnmee, you know!" She
heaved herself up, shivering a little. The cove imahadow and she hastily
put on a sweatshirt before gathering her thingsttoay.

She pulled on jeans and tucked her damp hair ugruadioppy white
sun-hat and put on dark glasses to soothe eye$ditchot and dry from
her long stay in the sun. She picked up her baggtlviy to Sam to follow
her, and he padded after her obediently up thedadeon to the main road
where Victoria turned left with him this time.

Sam just sat and looked at her, head on one side.

'Look here,' she said, hands on hips. "You got ieder your own steam, so
you can jolly well get yourself back." It was neu$he moment she turned
to go home Sam was after her like a shadow. Vigtsighed in exasperation
and marched off in the direction she supposed hst hive. There was
nothing in sight for quite a while, only the greyte surface of the narrow
road, and high hedges on either side. Sam keptiatgdto heel all the
way, until suddenly he turned away and wriggledeuralclosed gate at the
entrance to a farmtrack. He waited expectantiyictoria to follow him,
but she laughed and shook her head.



'‘Oh no, my clever friend. You seem to be home rsont's the parting of the
ways, Sam. Goodbye." She turned away and immeyi&&in wriggled
back under the gate to follow her.

Victoria turned round and marched to the gate. 'Nggt; Sam. That's
enough. Go on—home. No, | can't come too. Thisehéigy chain and a
padlock and that sign on it there says "Private"g& going.'

Nothing doing. The dog was plainly determined tyswith her. Victoria
suffered a pang as she remembered another dogg ditee ago, who had
been just as attached to her.

'You know, Sam,' she informed him, 'if | had thensaeffect on men | have
on dogs | wouldn't be teaching nursery school. O'éu win.'

She climbed over the gate and set off down th&tnath Sam. As it sloped
downwards a house came into view, built on a stfdlfie cliff, half-hidden
until Victoria was within a few yards of it, onlii¢ red roofs showing above
the steep green field behind it. This must be "Hmnt' Megan had
mentioned. Victoria hesitated. She felt uneasyryhing was so quiet.
Perhaps everyone was out. She went on cautiouaiy, Gose beside her,
until Sam came to attention, his nose quivering, lastreaked towards the
house. She shook her head, smiling. Ungrateful ¢doNot even a goodbye
lick. Then abruptly she jumped out of her skin wright as a voice bawled
at her through a loud-hailer from the directioriteé house.

'Hey, you! You're trespassing. Please get off phaperty'

Victoria could hardly believe her ears. She glandtie general direction the
voice was coming from, so angry she could onlydthere.

'Did you hear me? Clear off!' came the stentor@ar again.

Victoria was beside herself with fury. My God, liett were Claire Fawcett's
husband no wonder she'd been unwilling to ask saméack for a drink.
Head up, she sauntered up the steep track, alhstancts telling her to get
the hell out of there as fast as she could, butepand sheer cussedness
keeping her feet to a measured walk, like a modeh @atwalk. Suddenly



she could hear feet sprinting up the shale pathttamdext moment she was
caught roughly by the elbow and spun round likepatb face a menacing
figure silhouetted against the sunset light, adatt old hat decorated with
fishing flies pulled low over dark glasses whicl the man's eyes.

'Since you've got such an almighty nerve | deciglmad deserved what you
came for," he said. His voice was hoarse and tlaic#d,he obviously had a
bad cold.

'It may surprise you to know | haven't come fortaimg,' she said through
her teeth, 'and if you'll just let my arm go, youeuybully—I'll gladly depart
from yourpropertybefore you can count to three.'

The man dropped his hand and stood back, his snigeoked in the belt
loops of his salt-stained denims, every line oftdogly expressing sarcastic
disbelief.

‘Just cut the fancy stuff,’ he said cynically. I'lfek what misbegotten rag
you represent and let's get it over.’

Victoria was gripped by a very odd feeling. 'l hatéhe remotest idea of
what you mean,' she said in a stifled voice, pgeairhim.

'‘Oh comeon, for God's sake stop fooling about." He coughedfphy for a
moment or two. 'All right then," he went on breasidly, ‘let's call your bluff.
Scat. Split. Run alongiithoutwhat you came for.’

'l think you must have me confused with someone,'eléctoria said tightly,
in the voice normally reserved for the naughtidstey pupils. 'l came with
the sole purpose of returning your dog. Perhap&iyandly find some way
of keeping him on youpropertyin the future.’'

'Is that true? You're not after an interview?"

'‘No, I am not. | don't know what interest you thydu have for other people,
but from where | stand it's a great big nothingo@®wye—Mr Fawcett.' She
turned without ceremony and sprinted up the fieldards the gate, losing
her hat on the way, but too incensed to go back.f&@he was so swamped



with mortification she didn't notice when the mawedook her, and
screeched with fright as he almost tripped herruthe effort to reach the
gate before her. She could barely see him throeglwidly untidy hair, and
angry tears stung her eyes and fogged up her glasse

'I'm going, I'm going,’ she panted. 'You don't h&wv@ut me out by force--'
then gasped, the wind taken completely out of h#s as the man reached
out and whipped off her sunglasses.

'Victoria--?' His hoarse voice was uncertain, digvéng, and she stared,
her tears drying, as he took off his own wrap-atbglasses and threw the
shabby hat on the grass.

Victoria stood like Lot's wife. So itvas Gavin. She had thought so the
moment he touched her, but dismissed it as hyataransense. It was years
since she kicked the habit of imagining every tat- haired man in the
street was Gavin. The sight of anyone remotely Hilkke had sent her blood
pounding and her mouth dry, once upon a time. Buany more. And now
here he was in the flesh, substance not shadowactaof life instead of
fantasy. And she had nothing to say.

'Victoria!' he repeated incredulously. 'Victoriaogm up, by God.'

A slight understatement if ever she heard one. ddek, unfriendly eyes
sized him up as she made some effort to push herathey from her
tear-streaked face. He looked older. m&solder, of course. The hair was
darker, streaked with the odd thread of silvehattemples, and he looked
harder and wearier, the effect heightened by tlvedshot whites of his
eyes. They were the same, at least, pale andrigigtas she remembered,
but Prince Charming had gone for ever. He put dwdrad.

'Haven't you anything to say, Victoria? You neveer& prone to
chatter—unusual, | used to think. You obviouslydrdtrchanged.’

But you have, she told him silently, and took hisffered hand with
reluctance.



'Hello, Gavin,' she said at last. 'What a surprigesore ways than one. If
that's your normal greeting for visitors I'm suged you have any difficulty
at all in keeping your property private.'

He kept her hand in his when she would have withidré, and studied her

face intently. 'I'm very sorry for the lack of wetoe, but | thought you were
another reporter. Alistair, my brother-in-law, cedne off yesterday, but
he's out somewhere with Claire this afternoon aedthers are down on the
beach.'

'l thought the time to get upset was when the ptgsped being interested
in you,' said Victoria, and took her hand away wHwe you?' Her voice was
deliberately polite.

'Recovering from 'flu—hence the dark brown voiéts eyes were rueful.

'l don't need to ask about the rest.' Your progmsts charted pretty
regularly in the press. "How you are" is commonwlealge.'

'Which is as nice a little put-down as I've had@ilong time," said Gavin, the
irony in his smile very evident. 'Still a cool latcustomer, | see, Victoria.'

"You referred to "Claire"," said Victoria, firmlyhanging the subject. 'Do |
take it that Mrs Fawcett is your sister then?'

You've met Claire?"

'Fleetingly. When | was returning Sam the firsteiror trying to.'

'So you're the one—of course!" Gavin grinned, lagka lot more like the
man Victoria remembered. You must be the lady-f#i&am tries to slope
off to visit all the time. Remember Nero? He was filne same.’

'l remember. Nero's no longer with us, | suppose.’

'No; sleeping the sleep of the just under a headsito Claire's garden.' His

eyes took on a far-away, remembering look. 'Ners vay attached to you,
wasn't he?"



'Yes,' said Victoria briskly. 'But if it's all treame to you | would just as soon
Samdidn't get attached to me. | don't particularly want persd half my
holiday bringing him back here and risking the wehe | received today.’

Gavin winced. 'l can see I'll never live it down.apologise humbly,
Victoria—grovel even. If I'd had the least ideavds you--'

"The price of fame!

'"Yes. And I'm quite prepared to pay it normallyt bot when I'm feeling
under the weather and trying to get a few day<g@eéa

'Why didn't you go off to somewhere remote and iextiten?’ There was no
sympathy in Victoria's dark eyes.

'‘Because | felt too bloody awful to travel, andsadiir kindly collected me in
his car and insisted | stay with them down hergedd the respite to get in
shape for the television series I'm due to staottgh'

'‘Another one! Goodness.' Victoria was suitably iegsed. 'Who says T.V.
doesn't create its own stars.’

"You're overlooking the fact that | slaved awayyears on the stage before
| was an overnight success on the television scréém looked at her
assessingly. 'Do | detect a note of disapproval?'

'‘No, of course not. | congratulate you sincereBhe returned the look
steadily.

He looked unconvinced. 'l wish | could believe yeally meant that." He
shrugged. 'Anyway, Victoria, if that idiot dog getashes again just give me
a ring and I'll come and collect him.’

She laughed. 'I'm afraid our cottage doesn't baasiephone. Besides, |
wouldn't care to be responsible for blowing youwerd

Gavin smiled a little. 'l could always wear a maskl a cloak and try to look
unremarkable. I meant I'd drive over in Claire's. c&he was horribly



embarrassed over her meeting with you, by the whdlyher instincts
prompted her to ask you back here for a drink dedceouldn't because she
had me here, trying my hardest to remain anonyrhous.

'She thought I'd throw myself at your feet the motriesaw who you were, |
suppose.' Victoria smiled at him to take the sitg of her words, then
glanced at her watch in sudden dismay. 'Heavansst go, I'm late.’

'‘But you can't go yet!" Gavin put a hand on her a@uckly, his eyes

persuasive. 'Victoria, | want to know what's beapgening to you all these
years, where you live now, how your family is—coared have a drink.

Please.’

'No, really, | can't. | have to meet Rory, and dwerdue. He'll worry.'

'‘Ah!" Gavin drew back at once. 'Are you on holideye with—with Rory?
Is he your husband?’

Victoria gave him an amused look as she preparatirtdo over the gate.
'Yes | am, and no he isn't. Just the two of ustiuled bliss in a charming
cottage with its own private cove.'

'Idyllic." His voice was dry as he put two hard damon her waist and swung
her over the gate and set her gently down on theraide. "You may have
grown up in one way, Lolita, but you haven't othieav You're still
pint-sized.'

She looked at him gravely across the gate. 'It ivasly to see you again,
Gavin, but | really must fly. 'Bye.’

'Wait!" he ordered as she turned, poised to ruhy™bt bring your—bring
Rory for a drink if you won't come alone.’

‘Thank you. I'll ask him. Maybe we'll drop in somirae.' Victoria gave him
a little wave and hurried off, smiling at her ktideception. Childish,
perhaps, but explaining about Rory meant explaiaiggeat deal more, and
unburdening herself was a process she found difiesen with her nearest
and dearest, let alone with a stranger. And Gaadly,wasa stranger now.



His face was as familiar to her as her own, it tmas, but these days any one
of millions of television fans could claim the same

Victoria felt oddly tired as she hurried towardg tillage. Seeing Gavin
again had been a shock, not the wonderful surpingeuld have been only a
few years ago. She had needed persuasion to camehall, not caring

much for the idea of four weeks in Welsh seclusand had certainly never
imagined in her wildest dreams that Gavin wouldehagught sanctuary a
mere mile or so along the cliff.

It was amazing he'd remembered her at all, reéthya man like him a brief
time spent long ago with an immature teenager \aediyna soul-shattering
event to linger in his memory. And how differentlbeked. Gone was the
handsome, carefree young actor. The man today éemiexd much more
than seven years older than that other Gavin. ldeahaary, cynical look in

the celebrated eyes—those same eyes that had eddkien to fame from

his first appearance on television as a Germageasfinvolved in the long-
drawn-out interrogation of a young Frenchwomanhe tesistance. The
extraordinary love/hate rapport built up betweentiio had mounted with
almost unbearable tension maintained throughout ghe hour-long

episodes, and the result had been instant fanmfbrGavin and his co-star.
His hair bleached and cut short to emphasise thiéesout cannily accurate
Teutonic interpretation of the part, Gavin had d¢daufe attention of the
entire British viewing public. Fan letters had pedimn, particularly after the
episode where the French girl had been questiopdddpor Richter while

he was dressing. He had stood over her wearing brégches and
jackboots, running the length of a whiplash throungh fingers, and the
women of Britain had shuddered in delight. Victonauld probably have
done the same if she could have managed a nighitaoff her part-time

evening job, but in any case the publicity had begossible to miss. Every
newspaper and magazine seemed to carry articleg &awin Creed, from
lengthy features in reputable weeklies to gushingppets in the more
sensational dailies. Brushing aside the years sgiéigently working his

way up the ladder via repertory companies and uariait parts, and the
couple of seasons at the Royal Shakespeare Companyress hailed
Gavin Creed as the new overnight success when bsted the role of



Richter from under the noses of more illustrioues; and bingo, he had
arrived.

Now, however, several other plays and films |la@ayin looked tired, his
face harsher, thinner, and his nose more promitntooked like a tough
customer these days. Victoria shrugged and madselfier cup of strong
coffee, then returned to her book, resolving to @avin out of her mind.
That was one exercise, at least, in which she hddtgreat deal of practice.

Next morning the sky was blue again. Victoria Iaybed for a while after
she woke, just listening to the cry of the seagalisthey wheeled and
swooped over the cove. She watched the sky brighten ice-blue to
aguamarine before she got out of bed and wentetavthdow to look down
at the deserted little beach. Huw would be cominglay with Rory again
today, no doubt. Rather a pity she had no oneayp pith herself, in one
way. She missed Giles. He took a lot of feedinghautvas lively company.
She sighed and pulled on her bikini, added deniontsland one of Adam's
old sweatshirts and went downstairs to start beestkAn hour later she and
Rory were installed on the beach with all theirgpdernalia, though no
picnic lunch. Victoria had insisted on having a ke® meal in the cottage.

'Huw too," she said, glancing at Rory's face.daotd instantly.

'0.K.," he said casually, and went off in searchuwfable pebbles and shells
for use as building materials.

Huw was delivered a little later and Victoria jgstt for a while, watching
the two small figures at their labours. They ctahtievay like two little old
men as they dug and patted and moulded, and \actooked on in
amusement for a time, then took her book from lagy énd began to read.
After a while Rory came and tugged gently on haidr

'We're ever so hot. Can Huw and me watch televisighe house?'

Victoria frowned. 'T.V. on a day like this?"



'Only for a little while," Rory pleaded. 'You catag down here.’
‘All right,’ she said, smiling. 'But only for atlet while. Understood?'

The two shiny black heads nodded energeticallyegponse and Victoria
went up the steep, overgrown path with the boyshkem into the cottage,
switched on the television to the required chaanelleft them laughing at a
comic strip programme before she returned to tlaeheOnly two chapters
later she heard footsteps on the pebbles behin@reiclosed her book.
‘That didn't take long,' she said, without lookung, and delved into her
picnic bag. 'Like a cold drink?'

"Thanks. | would.'

Victoria whirled round at the sound of Gavin's ally hoarse voice and
stared up at him in surprise. 'What a@u doing here?' she demanded.
‘Aren't you afraid of being recognised?’

Gavin dropped down beside her and took off his Essgs. He looked at
her, smiling the now all-too-familiar smile. Victarfelt no desire to smile in

return, only a faint detached sadness that so rampbsure on the screen
had devalued his smile for her, diminishing someh& heart-stopping

gualities it had once possessed.

'l didn't see a soul,’ he said. 'Everyone's onhach, or shopping in

Haverfordwest.' He stretched his long brown legsoouthe sand. '‘Anyway,

| drove to the top of your lane in Claire's careTiew feet to the cottage
hardly constituted a risk. | didn't knock on yowod because | could see you
down here on your own.'

Victoria looked him up and down with frank interebke looked good in
khaki shorts and white T- shirt, rope-soled carslases on his long, narrow
feet, and his skin bore the even, deep tan of panpds spent abroad under
a hotter sun. He looked back at her in enquiry.

'‘Something wrong?'



'No, | was just thinking how fortunate you areda so easily when by rights
your skin should burn and go lobster-pink," shd saithfully.

Gavin laughed. 'l don't possess the sort that nibrrgaes with red hair,
that's all. No magic secret.’

She nodded, then turned away to look out to ssdence. He watched her
for a while, then sighed.

'‘Aren't you at least going to ask why I'm here?'
'Why are you here?' she asked obediently.

'Claire would very much like you to come round teeTPoint this evening
for the drink she couldn't offer you the other nigbhe's anxious to make
amends.

There'll only be Alistair, her husband—and me, ofirse. And she asked
you to bring—was it Rory you called him?'

‘That's his name, certainly, but he won't be abledme,' said Victoria
coolly. 'I'm afraid | can't either. Please thankiysister very much. It's very
kind of her to ask us.'

'Why can't you come?' he demanded, the heavy filsseyes descending
arrogantly as he looked down his nose at her iayashe remembered well.

'l just can't, that's all,' she said woodenly.

'Surely you can desert your idyllic cove for onemwng. This man of yours
can't be that possessive, surely?' Gavin hurleclblp irritably at the
incoming waves.

It isn't that at all--' she began defensively,nth®oke off as two small
figures could be seen emerging from the cottageecag down the path at
breakneck speed. Her eyes widened in horror arthe@ne stumbled and
fell head over heels down on to the pebbles. 'Raehg leapt towards the
screaming child, Gavin close behind her as she tsthiegittle boy up into



her arms. She staggered slightly as she took Remjight, and Gavin said
quietly.

'Give him to me—you inspect the damage.’

Rory's tears dried like magic, and with a heroforéthe conquered the sobs
shaking him and opened his eyes to find himsedtiange arms. He looked
aghast at the strange male face above him, ancdhGenled warmly.

'Better, old chap? Shall | give you a lift up te ttottage? | think we need to
wash you a bit. My name's Gavin.'

Rory nodded dumbly, rather overcome by this latgenger, and Victoria
took Huw by the hand and followed on behind uph®house. Gavin stood
by, watching, as Victoria sponged the grazes onl$iand knees with warm
water and antiseptic, and administered healinggihtsuof Coca-Cola to
both children.

'Very good,' she said approvingly to Rory. "Youcktthat like a Trojan. Sit
quietly in the other room with Huw now for a bito'll look after him for
me, Huw, won't you?"'

Huw nodded solemnly, and Victoria switched on theioved television for
them, then left the boys sitting in front of it am@nt back to the kitchen,
girding herself mentally against the expected iajon.

Gavin had made two cups of coffee. He handed oherto

'Here. You look as though you could do with it.’

‘Thanks." Victoria drank gratefully, eyeing him oube rim of the mug.
'Well? Aren't you going to call me to account?’

'‘About Rory? Not my place to do that. Your businessirely, Victoria.'
Gavin looked at the ringless left hand clutching thug. 'Husband?"

‘No.'



'Want to tell me about it? Rory is unmistakably sgwf course, he's exactly
like you, Victoria—he's a great little chap." Heovimed down at her
suddenly. 'The other one—is he yours, too?'

Victoria glared at him, affronted, and detachedsairfrom his hold. 'No,
Gavin,he's not! And Rory isn't mine either, at leastindhe way you mean.
He's not my son, he's my brother.’

"Your brother! You mean you're looking after himilghyour parents are
away?'

Victoria set her jaw. 'No," she said with difficultl'm looking after him full
stop. My mother and father are both dead.’

Gavin sank down on a kitchen chair, his face shodekw® pitying. Suddenly
he reached out and pulled her down on his lap,liogadher against his
shoulder.

'My God, | never knew! Poor baby.’

'Rory or me?' Victoria took a grip on herself. ksvfar too comfortable, and
something more than comfortable, being held likis.tihNot a common
occurrence in her life, by any means. Comfort vaasething she dished out
to others.

'‘Both of you." Gavin held her away and looked dawher. 'Do you want to
tell me about it?'

She shook her head. 'Not now. Not here." She waviednd towards the
other room. 'Little pitchers and all that. Do yoanw to stay to lunch? I'm
about to start operations.'

Gavin nodded, admiration in his eyes. 'Yes, plebddike to very much.
You know, you're a brave girl, Victoria.'

She tossed the heavy braid back over her shoutdebagan getting out
potatoes and saucepans. 'People have said thatsach a lot—and they're



wrong. | keep on doing what has to be done, becéiksdeEverest, it's there.
But sometimes | worry like mad that | won't copm & coward, honestly.'

'It doesn't sound much like it to me.' Gavin foldeslarms and frowned. ‘Do
you look after him alone?'

'‘No. | wish | did." Victoria began peeling potataasiftly, not looking at
him. 'Term-time my aunt lives with us. It's not thest—harmonious of
arrangements.'

'Is Rory old enough for school then?’

'He's five. He starts proper school next term,H&g been at nursery school
until now." She put the pan of potatoes on to cdbkneant my term,
actually. | teach.’

Gavin nodded again slowly, as if remembering. ‘Qfrse. You were about
to sit your Oxford entrance— you obviously passéith Wying colours.’

'I'm afraid | didn't. | failed." Victoria's face waperfectly blank as she
brushed past him to wash a lettuce at the sink.

Gavin frowned, obviously taken aback. 'Victoria—m I'sorry. God, |
wouldn't have asked if I'd known."

'‘No, | know. People never do, do they?' She shbeklettuce dry with
energy. 'Success is the only acceptable thing—Haut, tyou know all about
that yourself.’

‘That's for sure,' he agreed morosely. 'l slavedyaw the classical theatre
for years, doing a lot of creditable work along W&y and nothing. But the
moment my bare torso made its debut on televigackpot! Anyway,
darling, we were talking about you.’

'Not so much of the "darling”, thank you, Gavini¢téria put the frying pan
on the stove and emptied six fish fingers intorani a packet. 'l assume
you'd prefer cheese and salad to these?"



'Yes—anything. Tell me why you failed your exame®persisted.

She shrugged carelessly. 'Why does anyone? Any@xiprd didn't want
me, so | took up the place | already had at a rmovedane redbrick
university, and did a degree in combined Englisth 2rama.’

'‘And that's what you teach now?'

'‘No. I teach nursery school. | should sell the ®ddouse and get a smaller,
cheaper place, but after— after everything thapkapd | firmly believe my
only course was to provide a stable, familiar backgd for us all. Which
means | must work close to home and | was verwlticlget a teaching job
at all.

'Why didn't you let me know, Victoria?' he said efly.

She regarded him thoughtfully. 'It never occur@die, Gavin. We had one
letter from you, and then a Christmas card, aner @fiat nothing. Then Mr
Beaumont died and the house was let, so it seeamdyldertain we'd never
see you again, only we have, of course, on telavisi

The grey eyes holding hers dropped, and he reldaeednd turned away.
When he spoke Gavin's voice was thicker, even moaese than before.

"You make me feel very small, Victoria.'

'Don't be melodramatic," she said briskly, andpiig sizzling fish fingers
over expertly. 'l don't mean to, honestly. And someeof your dimensions
would find it rather difficult to look small, anywalf you want something to
do you can slice some bread. The knife's in thevelran front of you.'

There was a wry twist to Gavin's mouth as he dideawas asked. Not very
expertly at first, Victoria noticed with amusemenif he warmed to his task
and hindered her lunch preparations no end bytingion making the
French dressing for the salad.

Victoria provided her guests with fish fingers andshed potatoes or cheese
and salad, according to age and preference, anddsénesh peaches for



dessert, then sat looking on indulgently as Gavadenan aeroplane from
his paper napkin. The enthralled little boys clanedifor replicas from their
own, which resulted in a spirited gliding compeiitiacross the sitting-room
while Victoria cleared away, refusing help. It wagnitely easier to work
alone in such a small kitchen; Gavin's rather coegying presence tended
to give her claustrophobic tendencies at such cimsge. She gave a secret
little giggle at the thought of how surprised ha®ang public would be to
see him making zooming noises and aiming papeeplalt over the place
with his two excited little companions. Rory wasedsto older male
company and behaved as he did with Giles and AthaintHuw, with only
sisters at home, was utterly enslaved by this |argde playmate.

"You're a smash hit with those two," observed Viatas they followed the
children back down to the beach.

'I'm used to small fry," he said, and put a hanstéady her as she stumbled
on the path.

'Do youhave children?' she asked, suddenly realisingpbkl dhave a string
of them for all she knew.

'Not that | know of.' He gave her a sidelong glangad | don't have a wife,

either, though if you don't know that by now you'tée a regular reader of
the popular press. Some of the questions I'm askedd make your hair

curl. Anything from what | eat for breakfast to hamuch sex per week |

need to preserve my male identity.'

"You're kidding!" Victoria flopped down on the deckair, staring at him in
disbelief. 'What did you say;'

'Prunes to the first and no comment to the second.’
He grinned at the instant flush that coloured tee&s, and put out a hand
to touch the long, glossy braid lying over her dbdeuas he let his long body

down on a towel. 'You had your hair like this theFyfirst time | saw you.'

'Yes. | remember.' Victoria pulled her sunhat loveroher eyes.



"You were such an endearing little scruff—I can gea now. So utterly
unlike your mother--' Gavin stopped dead, castingnaorseful look at her.
'I'm a thoughtless oaf, Victoria—I'm sorry.'

'Don't be." She kept watch on the two little figsigancing in and out of the
ripples at the edge of the water, avoiding his ey&s all right—really. |
miss both my parents badly, but not as badly ad kdyear ago, and not
nearly as much as | did the year before that. iktiat in time perhaps I'll
stop missing them altogether. | can't pictureghtinow, but I'm prepared to
consider the possibility.’

Gavin's smile was compassionate. 'Logical, everyouar grief. Science
should have been your field, little one, not this.ar

She glanced at him reprovingly. 'Not so much of'tltiee one™ and "Lolita"
if you don't mind. I'm rapidly on the way to twergix—they hardly apply
any more.'

‘Are you trying to tell me you've—er—filled out, &toria?' Gavin looked
her up and down like a farmer assessing the poiésheifer. 'So far I've
only seen you in baggy jerseys, so I'm not in atjposto comment.’

'If you're trying to embarrass me, don't bothég' said shortly. 'l have three
brothers, remember. Sensitivity is not a luxury permitted to enjoy.’

'No, Victoria, I'm not trying to embarrass youatfything I'm being flippant
to cover an enormous feeling of guilt.'

She swung round to look at him closely, but hiefaas suddenly shuttered
as he went on staring out to sea.

'Guilt, Gavin? Why?'

"You've obviously had a rough time. Life hasn'trbeery kind to you—and
| know very well | could have done something akigutelped in some way,
if I hadn't lost touch.' He glanced at his wattimust go, Victoria. Claire
needs the car this afternoon.' He got to his fedtpulled her up with him,



looking down at her soberly. 'Make sure you comdbthis evening for a
drink—surely you can get someone to sit with Rory?"

Victoria looked away. 'l don't know. I'll see. Cduke leave it open? If I'm
not there by seven I'm not coming, let's leavikd that.'

'‘Ouch! There you go again, cutting me down to s@avin shook his head,
smiling, and touched her hand. '‘Come if you camctoria." He shouted a
farewell to the children, and leapt up the steeff wlith an agility she
watched enviously, wondering what he did to keep fi

Victoria sat cross-legged on the beach for some,tirowning as she
watched the boys. It would be nice to have drinkk the Fawcetts. Some
adult chit-chat and a little time away from Rorywa be good for her, she
knew very well. She dearly loved her small brotloert, her role in his life

was more complex than that of a normal sister, @ogortionately more

exhausting. It fell to her to be a mother, fathed aister all rolled into one,
with Adam and Giles providing only a leavening ddlenoise and authority
during vacations, and even then only in the tinfiedeer from the pursuits
dear to the young male heart.

But suddenly she wanted quite urgently to go outtie evening, to put on
something frivolous and fiddle with her hair; do attother women did as
their natural right. With resolve she jumped to fest and shouted to the
boys.

'‘Come on, you two—let's have a walk to the shoplandice-creams.’

Rory and Huw scrambled to her eagerly over the lgsbland the three of
them toiled up the path and made for the villaggpsMrs Harris gave them
a smiling welcome while one of the assistants plediice-cream cones and
packets of potato crisps, and Victoria paid fornthesmiling a little
diffidently.

'Mrs Harris, | wonder if Megan would care to sithvRory for an hour or
two this evening? | wouldn't be long—I've been fadito The Point for
drinks. I'll be back by nine, by the very latest--'



'Oh dear, she would in a minute, I'm sure, butssfpehe into Haverfordwest
to the pictures, I'm afraid.’

Victoria had no idea her disappointment would benéense. She smiled
brightly to cover it and said, 'Never mind. Anothiene, perhaps.'

Mrs Harris shook her head firmly. 'Not to worryptlgh, my dear—you just
go back and leave Rory with us. He can have hisatebsleep the night.
Huw will love that.'

Rory pulled Victoria's arm urgently.
'‘Can I?Please!’
'‘But that's giving Huw's mummy a lot of troubleggan Victoria doubtfully.

Mrs Harris would have none of it. 'No trouble dt &lou go off and enjoy
yourself. Quiet place like this you don't get mwttance of a bit of social
life." Mrs Harris smiled kindly at Rory. QU'11 be all right with us, my
lovely, won't you?'

She felt guiltily light-hearted as she hurried batdng the road. It was rare
that she spent much time away from Rory excepti®time he was in bed,
or when they were both in school. Any male intenesterself over the past
few years tended to die a quick death at the degowf Rory's constant
presence as an unwanted third. There were times Wintoria was frankly
irked by the responsibility of being a one- partmily without even the
privilege of motherhood to sweeten the pill. Muchshe loved Rory, she
never for an instant deluded herself that she vmgghang other than his
sister, no matter how close their relationship. B&& spoken no more than
the truth when she told Gavin how afraid she wasdan Today she was
going to wallow in the bath, then try to paint #insion of beauty on the
tanned face smirking so outrageously at her froenntiirror. After all, she
reminded the face, it wasn't every day one clingladses with one of the
most sought-after actors of stage, screen andiseay even if one had
known him when.



It was a transformed Victoria who finally gave hefsa once-over just
before seven that evening. Her hair hung in shipples made by
laboriously applied curl-papers, and her eyes ldok&ger than usual,
partly due to the carefully applied shadow aroureht, but largely from a
pleasant feeling of anticipation. She made a Ichef clothes herself, and
had only included one dress in her luggage. Thimkinlooked a bit
home-made she passed it over for the oversizee wsithktshirt that had been
an end-of-term extravagance, and cinched it ih@itaist with a wide belt
over her pink cotton trousers, and put on her palyof high-heeled sandals
as a gesture towards formality.

You'll pass,’ she informed her reflection in thgotsed mirror over the
mantelpiece, and jumped out of her skin as a huskyiliar voice spoke
from the open doorway of the cottage.

'With honours, Miss Goddard." Gavin stood grinnaicher, looking more

than passable himself in a vaguely military tablddte shirt and fawn

slacks that had obviously been custom-made tasfiioimg legs so perfectly.
'l thought I'd make sure you intended coming," tdea, and ducked his
head to enter the room. 'Claire thought you cousd Ipring Rory along with

you, if that was the only problem.’

'l sorted something out, thanks,' said Victorid, exer-pleased to be caught
out in her Narcissus act. 'lt's very sweet of bat,he's been invited to stay
overnight with the people who keep the village shoduw's family.’

‘Then you're a free agent, Victoria.'

'For one night only.' Their eyes met and she gldaveay again hurriedly.
‘Then | suggest we make the most of it." Gavin tahgar keys under his
nose. 'l see you're wearing very pretty slippeiad€rella, so it's a good
thing | brought a coach.’

'It's not very far—I could easily have walked.'

'Why bother when you can ride?'



Claire Fawcett welcomed her warmly and introducedtb Alistair, who
was large and fair and every bit as friendly androting as his wife. Their
uneffusive sincerity put their guest at ease frdva s$tart, helped by the
arrival of Sam, who came galloping into the roomrmtake a tremendous fuss
of 'Victoria.

'He really has the most terrific crush on you,ts@laire, laughing. 'Quite
unusual for him, he prefers men as a rule.’

'Victoria has a definite fascination for this pauiiar breed." Gavin handed
her a glass, smiling down at her reminiscently.rdNeouldn't leave you
alone, either. Remember?'

‘Yes, | remember.' From the expression in his &jeria knew very well
Gavin was recalling other things, the kisses arwlimenations that had
taken Victoria such a long time to forget.

'We were younger then,' he said obliquely, a shaddlimg over his face as
he turned away. 'Where's Emma?' he asked his.sister

'Still down on the beach with Helga. It's late, fokv, but | thought if
Victoria were bringing Rory they could have a fewuies before bedtime.
She'll be up shortly.'

'l remember Gavin mentioning you were expectindgiéddovhen—when |
last saw him," said Victoria. 'Is that Emma?’

'Yes, of course—you were the girl who looked aNero for him when he
went on that tour!" Claire looked from one to thiery questioningly. 'How
did you manage to lose touch so completely?"

'Victoria didn't lose touch, sister dear—I did." v@a helped himself to

another drink, his face set in harsh lines. 'l f&astoo busy climbing the

ladder of success to remember all those who'd Hgdpeh me up a rung or
two on the way.'



'Oh, come off it, Gavin,' said his brother-in-laantfortably. "'That doesn't
sound much like you, somehow. You aren't the pestson in the world to
stop corresponding, especially with the nomade yidu lead.’

'We only knew each other for a very short timeualty,' said Victoria
uncomfortably. 'We didn't really expect Gavin teegdan touch. Though it
was very exciting to monitor his progress.'

'Was it?" Gavin's face softened in the old look tikenage Victoria had
always evoked. 'Under the circumstances that wag wmagnanimous of
you.'

'‘Anyway," Alistair frowned at his watch, 'it's timeur Swedish
wonder-woman brought Emma back up to the house.'

'Is she a good help with Emma?' asked Victoriad goefollow his change of
subject.

'Marvellous,' said Claire with enthusiasm, and shdtumorous look at
Gavin. 'And the thing is she has a defingadressdor my little brother
here.'

'Rather him than me," said Alistair jovially, arabk Victoria's glass away
for a refill.

Victoria grinned at Gavin maliciously. 'l imaginkess turned on by that
facade you keep turned to the world—you know adlest-eyed and
sneering-lipped.’

'‘Good God,' he said with distaste. 'Is that howrhe across?'
'In your photograph as the S.S. officer, yes,'sshé candidly. 'Too sadistic
and sexy for words. The girls at college were @ming at the mouth over

you.'

He closed his eyes in disgust, then opened them &maglare at her. 'Were
you one of the ones "foaming”, may | ask?'



'Well, no," she said apologetically. 'I'm afraididin't watch the series.'

Alistair shouted with laughter and handed Victoaabrimming glass,
darting a sly look at his brother-in- law. '‘Onetlie eye for you, old chap!

'Why not?' Gavin asked, ignoring Alistair.

'It went out on Thursdays, and that was one ofethenings | worked in a
wine-bar when | was in college.’

'Oh dear," said Claire, chuckling. 'So you wer@mée of the "thinking
women" who voted him their perfect man, then.’

Victoria allowed herself a small, demure smile.,'Alat | had known him
before, you see,' she said to the great enjoynfaied~awcetts. Gavin, it
was plain, was not in the least amused.

'‘Bad luck,' said Alistair cheerfully. "You'll hate fall back on Helga after
all, Gavin.'

At that moment the lady in question put in an apgeee, curtailing the
mirth of her employers. She was a quite superbismgcof womanhood, all
milk- white teeth and sparkling blue eyes, wheatde plaits like ropes
falling over her magnificent shoulders. She stoatl wver six feet tall in a
black vest and brief white shorts that revealediyanf deeply tanned leg,
and made Victoria feel like a pygmy.

'‘Good evening, | am so pleased to meet you," skdewsth enthusiasm as
Claire introduced Victoria. 'l am Helga Lindstrohgw do you do, and this
is my charge, my little Emma.' She thrust forwarshaall girl a year or so
older than Rory, the child's round little face ifadi as she saw Victoria was
alone.

'Didn’t you bring your little boy?' she demandédadnted to play with him.'

'Victoria will bring him next time," promised Gayviholding out his arms.
'‘Come over here and kiss me good night, honey bunch



Diverted, Emma ran happily to her uncle to be ldssed cuddled and made
much of before saying her good nights and goingwatifi the statuesque
Swedish girl.

'‘Come on then, everyone,' said Claire. 'Let's &té smiled warmly at
Victoria, who looked a little taken aback, and gk at Gavin uncertainly.

'Oh, but I hadn't expected--'

'You haven't eaten, have you?' he asked casually.
'Well, no--'

‘Then come and join us,' said Claire kindly.

The meal, in the rather spartan cottage dining-roeas very leisurely, with

Helga popping in and out to remove dishes and brnnghers. Her shorts
had been replaced by a denim skirt, but the mamgmfi bosom was still
restrained solely by the black running vest, whiahsed Gavin not a little
uneasiness, Victoria saw with amusement, as th#iertiuyoung Swede

managed to brush near him at all possible mométgscaught Victoria's

eye and a sudden rush of colour flared along lemprent cheekbones, to
her surprise, and she looked down at her platektyjidiscomfited by the

black look her gave her.

'We'll manage now, Helga, thank you,' said Clawventually, when they
were at the cheese and fruit stage. 'I'll makeeesffyou go off and enjoy
yourself.’

'What's on tonight then, Helga?' asked Alistair.

'l go to the disco in the village hall, Mr Fawcelthe beamed at him happily.
‘All the young men here are all so friendly, arlitté very much to dance.’

'Have fun,' said Victoria, responding involuntaridythe girl's warmth.

‘Thank you. Good night." Helga sent a languishimgles in Gavin's
direction. 'Good night, Mr Gavin.'



'Ciao, Helga," he said briskly. 'Don't let the lads wetfriendly.’

She laughed delightedly and went out, humming &ltest pop tune as she
went.

'‘Can you imagine the effect she has on the crowtkatillage hall?' Alistair
let out a low whistle.

'l think she's absolutely wonderful,’ said Victotaughing. '‘Only she makes
me feel like a shrimp!'

'Me too," said Gavin, grinning broadly, 'so dosttit bother you. | hardly
think she'll find anyone her own size to dance wvdtwn there, either. It
must be like bopping with the Statue of Liberty.’

'Don't be so unkind,' remonstrated Claire. 'Anywayme what's important
is how marvellous she is with Emma; always patiantl never takes an eye
off her, which is all that concerns me. She's tabgh to swim quite well in
just the short time we've been here, too.'

'l wish Rory had more confidence in the waterd34ctoria. 'He panics if a
wave comes higher than his knees at the moment.’

'‘Bring him over here with Helga,' said Alistair@ice. 'Emma would like
company, | know.'

'Well, he has got rather attached to Huw, theslittby from the village shop,'
explained Victoria.

'‘Bring him too," said Claire good-naturedly. 'Thersnthe merrier, and the
beach is quite secluded, not many people get dbene t

'Victoria has one all to herself," commented Galdaning back in his chair.
He smiled across at Victoria indolently. 'Any batfrem trespassers?

'Only Sam—and you.' Victoria smiled her composétklismile at him in
return and addressed Claire. 'Thank you for thgesigon. I'll put it to Rory.
I'm inclined to let him choose some things for hafhslt's a bit difficult,



being an older sister, and | try my utmost notdme the ogre with him if
possible. Generally we manage quite well.'

'How about the older boys?' asked Claire. '‘Gavimtioeed you had two
more brothers.’

'‘Adam’s just finished his first year at Fitzwillian€Cambridge. At the
moment he's on a cricket tour with the county juside. Giles goes off to
Trinity this year, but his game is rugby.’

The rest of the evening passed quickly and vergsaletly, and shortly after
eleven Victoria rose to go, thanking her hosts waror the unexpected
meal and the pleasure of their company—the lattar greater treat to her
than the food, delicious though it had been. Gayed her feet as they went
to the door.

'‘Can you walk in those?'

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Then I'll walk you home.'

"You haven't had much to drink, Gavin,' said Claueprised. 'lt seems a
shame to make the poor girl walk.’

'l don't mind in the least,' Victoria assured her.

'Remember it's the only time | ever feel free tonder round on foot
unmolested,’ Gavin reminded her.

'Do you honestly believe people are going to leapfom the hedgerows
lusting after your body?' said Claire impatiently.

'If you're referring to the female of the speciebas been known to happen!
Anyway | feel like stretching my legs, I've beermoped up long enough, and
there's a moon tonight. Look, Victoria, it's newalké a wish.'



Victoria gazed up at the sickle shape in the sky arshed hard silently,
then thanked her hosts again and took the hanch@dfered to help her up
the track to the road.

"Warm enough?' he asked once, and she noddedhlemvese their progress
to the gate was made in silence. Gavin unlatchemhdk let her through
before closing it behind them and taking her hayaira

'Have you enjoyed your evening?' he asked presently

'Yes. Very much.'

'‘And will you bring Rory over to The Point?’

'If he wants to come. If not, perhaps Helga coulddpEmma to us. Claire
and Alistair could do something on their own.’

'‘Good idea. Always the thoughtful one, Victoriais tbne was gentle, very
similar to the one he used to Emma. Victoria fepréssed.

'Why the sigh?' he asked.

'I was wishing for something | know very well | carver have,' she said
sadly.

His hand tightened on hers and they walked the oésthe way in
companionable silence. When they reached Cliff&@atGavin watched as
Victoria unlocked the door, then followed her iragked as she turned on
the lights.

'Will you be nervous here alone, Victoria?'

'‘Nervous? No, of course not. In any case | onlyehaary in the house other
nights. He's hardly much protection.’

'‘No, | know. But it's the psychological feelingludving someone else in the
house.' Gavin ran a hand through his hair, eyeangjbestioningly. 'l could
stay.’'



Victoria stared at him. 'l don't think so, Gavinabk you.'

'It's not that late." Gavin strolled over to theadlmipright sofa and sat down
on it, looking at her startled face with determioat 'We may not have
another opportunity like this for privacy, Victoriand | want very much to
know what happened to Hilary and your father.'



CHAPTER FIVE

VICTORIA stood looking at him in silence for a time, hecdasober. 'I'd
rather not,’ she said at last. 'It's late, I'meatired, and | loathe raking it all
up again.' She turned away towards the kitchert. e offer you some
coffee instead—I haven't anything stronger, I'naialft

'No coffee, Victoria,' said Gavin firmly, then Hisarse voice took on a soft,
persuasive note and he held out his hand invitir@lgme and sit here by
me.'

'l won't, if you don't mind. I'll make that coffeed-ancy some, even if you
don't.’

Sighing, Gavin got to his feet and followed hempping himself in the
doorway as he watched her filling-the kettle anttipg cheap white mugs
on a tray.

'You've become very obstinate since | last knew; yoctoria Goddard.'

She looked at him thoughtfully for a moment, herkd@yes very bright

under the harsh strip light of the small kitch&imu got the wrong end of the
stick the moment you first saw me, Gavin. You thdugwvas a child, and |

was silly enough to foster the idea with my Lo#izt, if you remember.’

'Oh yes,"' he said drily. 'l remember.’

Her eyes slid away from his. 'Yes, well, as | sthdt was a bit brainless of
me, which is why | can hardly blame you for any seduent
misconception.'

Gavin pushed himself to his full height, and stanetr her, making her
nervous. Theraveretimes, my dear Victoria, when | found you altogeth
too mature and appealing for my own peace of mirfdrediremember.' He
took the tray from her, one eyebrow raised signifila

'Oh, yes,' she said coolly, 'l do. But it surprisgsto find that you do.’



Gavin strode into the sitting-room and dumped thg tlown on the nearest
table. 'Why shouldn't | remember?' he demandedsandown on the sofa,
scowling at her.

Victoria handed him a mug of coffee and sat onraigt chair by the
window, facing him. 'Come off it, Gavin!" she saidintly. "Your girlfriends
have been fairly numerous in the past few yearsatothe least, so why
should you remember a silly little schoolgirl likee? Actually, now | come
to think of it, | was rather surprised about thenbers; when you came to
collect Nero you had Julia Lockhart with you anersed all poised to
plunge into matrimony.’

'Oh | was, darling, | was. My mistake lay in thingiJulia was, too. Which
only proves what a fool | can be when | try. Nbg'added, 'that any of that
has any bearing on why | should have forgotten tipow.'

'‘Nevertheless you did. Not that | blame you. Thaeetpf success you've
achieved recently is enough to make anyone fory@ltlittle incidents like
the time spent with my mother and—my family." Gévieyes hardened. He
put down his coffee without tasting it.

'It's only natural you should feel like that, undlee circumstances,' he said
stiffly, 'but you'vegot the wrong end of the stick this time. Thoserespent
in your house are something I've always looked kactkvith pleasure. |
genuinely intended going back to visit your mothame you, but my career
started taking off in all directions and | neveresed to have the
opportunity. But | definitely wrote to your moth&rwice, actually. | never
received a reply so | assumed you'd moved away.'

'My aunt probably threw your letters away.' Victosilips tightened. 'Aunt

Celia is, well, eccentric. Elderly, single, opinatad and never approved of
her young sister's marriage. But since Mother dbd sees it as her
inescapable duty to live with us during term, tisee escapes thankfully to
her flat in Hampstead the moment Adam or Giles fetisin the door.’

'‘But how do you manage on your salary, Victoria® €ducation expenses
alone must be astronomic.' Gavin leaned forwardtaanched her hand, his
handsome face deeply concerned. 'I'm not askingfddte curiosity.'



She hesitated, then went over to sit beside hirthersofa. ‘| suppose you'd
better hear the whole story, Gavin. Sorry I've besgey, but it makes such
dreary listening | don't usually bore on to peagbeut it.'

He turned slightly so that he could watch her nariatrospective face. 'ls
that how you think of me, Victoria? Just as "petiplewas very fond of
Hilary.'

'You really were, weren't you?' Victoria gave hirocaciliatory little smile,

then took a deep breath. 'Well, perhaps you remethaemy parents were
going through a rough patch in their marriage thegust you were at
Beaumont House. It ended in a reunion that brotlggrh closer together
even than before, and Father managed to persuaflehto base him in the
U.K. They were like newly-weds. Then the followiggar Mother found

Rory was on the way, which worried me sick. | mé&aother was in her
mid-forties, not the age-group doctors think id&al pregnancy, by any
means, but she was so happy—so was Father. Themth ror so before
Rory was due Dad had to make a flying visit to $S&urdbia—just for ten

days or so then home again for good. He—he wasdkilh a car crash
actually on the way to the airport to catch thghtihome.' Victoria trailed
into silence and she swallowed hard. Gavin tookhaed in his and held it
tightly, waiting until she felt ready to go on.

'‘Mother went into premature labour when we gotrtbess,’ she said after a
while. 'Things went very wrong and she just dignitl through. | was at
University by this time and wanted to give it upt Aunt Celia was my
legal guardian until | was twenty- one and scotctirad. Said | wasn't up to
looking after a baby, anyway, and hired a nannyRory until | got my
degree two years later and could take over. Aftgrabluated | was lucky
enough to get the job teaching nursery school entdlvn, and Aunt Celia
has her routine of term-time with us and the réshe year with her bridge
cronies in Hampstead.'

'‘And you?' he asked quietly at last. 'What do you\dctoria?'

'What do you mean?' She shot a puzzled look at'hjast told you; | teach
nursery school. For the past year Rory has contfema, but next month he



goes to Junior prep, then at thirteen he'll gotoffhe school where Adam
and Giles went, and after that it's up to him."

'l meant social life. Don't you have any friends?"

‘Ladies only, I'm afraid; one of the other teacharshe kindergarten, a
couple of the girls | went to school with and sq bat men, alas, no.' She
chuckled. 'Rory's resemblance to me is somethin@ dfandicap—I'm
always being taken for a single parent, which esrtiore fashionable term
for unmarried mum, by the way.'

Gavin looked taken aback. 'A bit young for thatesyl'
‘Not at all. Rory was born on my twentieth birthday

His face was bleak with shock. 'Hell! You mean yparents and Rory—all
that happened on your birthday?'

'Is there a good day for things like that?' Viciosighed. 'lt was quite a
birthday present, | grant you— adult status thosin one willy-nilly, as it
were. It has also made everything so much harderget, or even learn to
live with. It was so awful for the boys, too. | hdm job of visiting them in
school to—to b-break the news.' Her fragile shettaim cracked, and she
turned away, fighting hard for self-control, andiwa muffled sound Gavin
pulled her on to his lap and held her close.

'Cry," he said tersely. 'Let it all out, for Godake.'

Victoria did exactly what he ordered, with a thagboess that surprised
him. For several minutes great tearing sobs rableedody as he held her
tightly, rocking her slightly while he murmured foless sounds of comfort
into her damp hair until the sobs began to die aavayshe lay quiet in his
arms, only an occasional shudder running throughalseher breathing
returned to normal.

Gavin tipped her head back and looked down atltisaéd, shiny face with
compassion. Her lids were swollen and her nose pimk shiny, and she
eyed him with resignation.



'Sorry, | don't cry very often. Now you know whyglitin't want to talk about
it. Even after all this time it still makes me coaygart at the seams.’

'My God, I'm not surprised." He smoothed back gl&aof damp hair from
her face. 'What can | say, little one? It's su¢hagedy. When | remember
Hilary—so gay and kind -

'Don't. Please!" Victoria tried to get up but hédheer fast.
'Stay where you are," he said curtly. 'l want tokh
'Well, think somewhere else. | want to get off yap.'

'l quite like having you on my lap. Sit still." Gawabsently pushed her head
back against his shoulder, stroking her hair aetreated into silence.

Victoria lay still, tense and unwilling at firstubgradually responding to the
soothing motion of his hand and letting herselixekeven able to summon a
secret smile at the thought of how ecstatic theage Victoria would have
been to lie in his arms like this. Not that theraswanything in the least
personal about this comforting, almost absent-mdndmbrace. Gavin's
mind was quite plainly on something else, which ve@ssuring in one way,
but a bit ego- deflating in another. Victoria sat, pushing away the
restraining arms firmly.

'I'm fine now, Gavin,' she said briskly, and slkdher feet. 'Sorry about all
that.'

Gavin came to with a start. 'Mm?' he said vaguslil,miles away.
'l said I'm sorry,' she repeated loudly, ‘and mkht's time for you to go.'

'No need to shout." He patted the sofa beside 'Bitndown here again and
answer a few simple questions.'

'What else do you want to know?' She suddenlytdeltired to argue, even
when Gavin pulled her close, his arm firmly rourat tvaist.



‘Tell me how you manage financially,’ he said, sbog irritatingly
business-like.

She sighed, yawning. 'The boys have big endownmémjs my father took
out which pay for them right through college. Matlad money of her
own, to my surprise, and that was put aside foyR@ducation. The house
was left between us, of course, and Father hadyahedty insurance against
what finally happened. Aunt Celia has what shescatidependent means”,
and she plays the market a bit and always seenomte up trumps. So with
my salary, and jobs the boys get in their holid@ygpocket money, we do
fairly comfortably. | don't run a car, but you csafely say we're housed, fed
and shod.’

"You don't look as though you eat enough,’ he $agdeyes half-closed as
they studied her.

'Did | ever--' She broke off as his scrutiny becaired at one particular
point. She glanced down at herself and flusheg/fastshe saw her tears had
drenched the front of her white silk shirt and naleal it more faithfully than
usual to the small but quite definite curves visithirough the damp silk.

"You didfill out," he said huskily, a subtle differencehiis manner that filled
her with misgiving.

"You might have had the grace to ignore it,' skapped. 'Not that it's worth
mentioning after meeting Helga.' She was furiouth \werself the moment
the words were out, as Gavin's crooked smile Kt fasice and his arm
tightened round her waist.

'‘Opulence has never had much attraction for me-east Inot for long,' he
said softly. 'A touch of subtlety, now '

Victoria wrenched herself from his grasp and jumfueder feet.

'Very interesting if | were some gushing journaligi doubt,’ she said flatly,
‘but I think it's time you went, Gavin.'



He rose unhurriedly and stood close to her, alrhasking her against the
window-ledge. 'Why so edgy, little one? Afraid dfia | might do next?"

'Since you mention it, yes.' Victoria stared ugiat, unsmiling, her black
brows drawn together in a straight line. So plegsaow.’

Gavin's gold-specked eyes glittered dangeroustyhbarse voice very quiet
as he put a hand under her chin and kept her tewned up towards his. 'l
like to direct my own exits and entrances thesesghtyle firebrand. Now
kiss me good night nicely and perhaps I'll do as say.'

Victoria was suddenly blazingly angry. Her eyeslilked fire in a way that
would have scattered her brothers, a line of whppearing around her
tightly compressed lips. 'Thank you so much for tWma sure you consider
a great honour,’" she said icily, 'but | believe usindeprive myself of the
pleasure. Thank you for such a pleasant evening—gaad night.’

For a few tense moments he stared down at hefatisan expressionless
mask. Without flinching Victoria stared back, anchdpally the rigidity
went from the tall, muscular body towering over &ed he stepped back, a
flicker of admiration in his eyes.

'You were always as prickly as a hedgehog,' helggitly, and tapped her
cheek with a long forefinger. 'Watch that shargytenthough, Victoria. Not
one of your more attractive attributes. Remembeiotd saying—you catch
more flies with honey than vinegar.' He strolledhe door, turning to give
her a smile Victoria had seen in countless magazamel newspapers; the
public smile. 'Good night.' He swept her an extgard bow and sauntered
unhurriedly through the little glass porch and mésnto the lane.

Feeling as limp as yesterday's lettuce Victoria maaccally washed the
coffee mugs, then took off her shirt and washetl that sure whether tears
stained or not she was taking no chances. A silit glas a rarity in her
wardrobe and she took it upstairs and put it oaraghr suspended over the
bath. She took the rest of her clothes off andopuher dressing-gown, then
sat at the dressing-table brushing her hair, fgediorry now that she had
parted with Gavin on unfriendly terms. Her feelingsvards him were
complex, a right old mish-mash of resentment, aatiin, wariness, and all



of it mixed up with quite a bit of the original leeworship the
eighteen-year- old Victoria had felt for a youngasichen undiscovered by
the public. Now Gavin Creed was a household nansefalse familiar to
millions, and perhaps it had been just the slighigsingracious to send him
packing with such lack of finesse. Not many pedptgk such sympathetic
interest in her, she conceded. But she felt reddprsure the next stage
would have been some fairly heavy lovemaking—nat, Iperhaps. Gavin
would never be as clumsy as that; but it was nfae possible that he might
have reduced her to a mindless condition wherevsh#d have wanted it.

Her hairbrush stopped in mid-air as a still, smvallce in Victoria's brain

said brazenly 'Why not?' She frowned and considgregossibility. With

her particular life-style male attentions were niet¢d to an occasional
affectionate hug from one of her brothers. A kisgwoo—even more than
that—from someone like Gavin was, looking at itlfiaand squarely, hardly
a proposition to turn down without a second thought

She sighed and laid the hairbrush down. A bitheate. And the opportunity
was never likely to arise again, that was a cegtaDispiritedly she plaited
her hair and tied the braid with a ribbon, thenlguliher brief nightgown
over her head and had a look at Rory's room befmrking up. She
straightened the bed and picked up his batteradi/tbdar, hoping he was
happy without it, then gasped at the sound of kimackn the glass of the
outer porch door. She stood up, shivering, thenirf@awoice, used to
carrying to the back of a theatre, said clearlictt#ia? Let me in, please.’

Her legs still shaking she flew down the stairs timdugh the sitting-room
to open the door.

"You scared me out of my wits,' she scolded. 'ugma. ..'

Gavin wasn't paying attention. He came slowly itlte room, his eyes
travelling from the crown of Victoria's head to thps of her toes. Her
colour rose as she retreated. She had left hesidgegown upstairs in her
room. Her nightgown, a Christmas present from Adamas of respectable
jade green cotton, but very short. Its edging aivwsn broderie anglaise,
threaded through with dark blue ribbon, covered @anfew inches of slim
brown thigh, and belatedly she remembered she radsg Rory's teddy



from one hand. The rueful little smile she gave iBdaded as she met the
look in his eyes.

'If you dislike my calling you Lolita," he said,shvoice so husky it was
barely recognisable, 'it might be better not toavound like that.'

'l don't normally get company at this time of night

'I got half way back to The Point, then | gave mgal &urned round. | was
worried.' Gavin closed the door behind him and éebagainst it, not taking
his eyes from her. 'You're so damned isolated heaaything could happen
to you and not a soul would know.'

‘At the moment it's a good thing no one does," shd, trying to sound
sarcastic, but only sounding breathless and raltledpless to the man
watching her. 'I'll go up and get my dressing-gowhe added and started
towards the stairs, but never made it. She wagisedtinto Gavin's arms
half way and spun round so that he could kiss leéorb she had time to
struggle, smothering the protests on her lips witbrt, sharp kisses as he
picked her up and sat with her on the sofa, thdytéear falling to the floor
with a thump.

"You may not want kisses—no, I'm not letting you gte caught her flailing
hands in his and held her tightly against his ¢hs&tsiring down into her
mutinous eyes. 'You said it all earlier, darling, meed to go over it again.
But the temptation is much too much for a mere weakan being like
me—you're so small, so sweet--' He gave up tallang let his mouth
persuade her in a different way, coaxing her lipsro 'l meant only to come
back and sleep down here," he muttered againshbeth. 'My motives, for
once, actuallyverepure.' He raised his head and looked at her freneath
half-closed lids, the expression in his eyes tugniiictoria's bones to jelly.
She lay panting in his grasp, trying to come tonewith the fact that here
was her second chance, only now it was here sha'twatsall sure she
wanted it.

'‘Gavin--' she began, but he laid a finger on hgs. li



'Do you remember that very first evening, Victdrieg said unevenly, ‘when
you were barefoot and in that little short skirt@V® He shook her slightly.

'Yes,' she gasped, staring at him apprehensively.
'l had an irresistible urge to run my fingers upiythigh—like this.’

She quivered as he suited action to words anddragattern on her tanned
skin with his fingers, then found her voice.

'Is this retaliation after all this time?' she askeathingly.

Gavin laughed softly and shook his head, his haisting her forehead as
he leaned over her. 'Not retaliation, little oneorbllike a fantasy suddenly
made real. | knew it was impossible then. But ntswot, is it?'

'No. Just not welcome.'

There was a gleam of amusement in the pale ghtexyes above her. 'Is it
not, Victoria— truthfully?' He bent his head agamd began to kiss her with
more determination, ignoring her attempts at rasist and holding her
cruelly tight with one arm while his free hand mamgrageously free with
every last inch of her body. Only the sudden quibat ran through her
body made him pause and look geustioningly at #mee fagainst his
shoulder. 'What is it?' he asked raggedly.

'It occurred to me that | could do with Sam rigbiwy' she said, breathing
hard, her eyes furious. 'Last time Nero interrudietbre you even got to
first base.’

Gavin sat up abruptly, allowing Victoria to do teame. 'That's rather a lucid
thought to have in the middle of a passionate knene!'

She pushed back her hair, which had come undome fine plait in the
struggle. Youwere in the middle of a passionate love sceneirGahe said
cruelly. 'Not me.’



He went a sudden odd colour under his tan, theclising down over his
eyes to give him a very different expression frowva lheated, absorbed look
of the lover on his face only a moment or two befoSo you were
completely unmoved, Victoria,' he observed bitingly

'‘Not unmoved. | was angry." She curled up in a eowf the sofa, the
nightgown tugged decorously over her knees. 'lf @hdn | make love it's
because the chap making love wants to make lowvmeéoMe, Victoria
Goddard, not some unhealthy fantasy he has kickoogt in the back of his
mind. Nor,' she added bitterly,"because half ofrhativation is due to pity,
guilt or whatever other instinct is goading himoint. A spot of good,
old-fashioned lust would be much more to my taks&stwhatyou have to
offer, Gavin Creed.'

He got up abruptly and walked to the window, s@rout into blank
darkness for what seemed like ages. Victoria walnéeltly to go to bed, bury
herself under the bedclothes, forget all this sitva of emotion in sleep, but
it didn't seem the thing to do while one still lealdrge and very angry visitor
on the premises.

Gavin turned at last, his face schooled once nmdtethe mask it normally
wore for every day. 'l was wrong,' he said convargeally, his voice casual.

'‘About what?' she asked wearily.

'l came back thinking you needed protecting. | wadly mistaken." He
smiled without humour. 'My ego now badly bruised &attered, | think I'll
take it back whence | came, and leave you to ybaste couch untroubled
by my presence.’

'Much the best thing,' Victoria agreed coolly.

He frowned at her. 'You really know how to bearadge, don't you? Why
do you resent me so much, Victoria? Because yolind@ertain, and for far
more than just losing touch with you. | was veryefal not to take
advantage of your schoolgirl yen for me. | knew y@d it, and now and
then | was tempted, believe me, but | didn't giwg/wo my baser urgings. Or
maybe that's why you do resent me—just becadsginit give way.'



Victoria looked at him steadily, her arms round Herees, her eyes
speculative. 'l do feel some resentment towards @anin. Not because you
didn't make love to that far-off silly teenager.eTleasons are much more
amorphous and illogical—and rather a long storge Stood up, yawning
involuntarily.

Gavin's face was grim. 'l hope I'm not boring yoa much, Victoria.'

'I'm just plain tired, Gavin," she said wearilyo ' you don't mind I'll say
good night—again. Thank you for coming back. | &gpate the thought
very much, but I'll be perfectly all right on my aw

‘Better, in your opinion, | suppose.' He shookitd@ad determinedly. '‘But I'm
not going until | hear this long story of yours.'

Victoria's narrow face abruptly hardened into imihigh 'No, Gavin.
You've had enough stories for one night. This is Bm going to keep to
myself. It's private, and concerns only me.'

'‘And me," he said swiftly, and crossed the roostand over her. 'Surely I'm
entitled to know what I've done.’

"You didn't do anything--'

‘All right, if my sin is of omission, tell me whadidn't do!

Their eyes clashed and after a moment Gavin staok, ltonceding defeat.
‘Thank you," she said quietly. '‘Good night.’

"You're actually going to leave me wondering," aiel itterly.

"You'll forget all about it—and me—in a day or twshe said without heat.
'l won't, you know.'

'Why not? You did first time round.’



CHAPTER SIX

VICTORIA woke next morning knowing something unpleasant had
happened. When she remembered what it was she gotduhad a shower,
pulled on jeans and a jersey over a bikini and wlawnstairs to eat a
solitary breakfast, missing Rory's early-morningttér, even though most
days it tended to get wearing over the breakfdsetad his morning it was
too quiet. She had time to think, and her thouglgee not good company.
The sleep she had craved last night had been aleegytime coming,
literally hours after Gavin had flung out of theuise, following her final
thrust, and now she felt blurred and heavy-eyeddisidclined to cope with
the rigours of the day ahead.

In one way it was a very good thing Gavin had tayed overnight. Megan
might have brought the boys back early, and thatsig a large male
sprawled on the sofa would have given her a smppjctof conversation
among her friends, particularly if she had recoggisim. Rory would have
been taken aback, too. As far as he was concehsedas his sole property,
constantly at his beck and call. And he would havgrow out of that pretty
soon, decided Victoria. Being at any man's beckaatidvas not something
that appealed to her as a way of life.

Victoria wondered if she had been a bit over thpeth@ night before. Gavin
had been paying her a compliment in one way by wgrib make love to
her, but she had felt angry and oddly insulted, faadi hit out a bit harder
than she intended. It had never been her intettidet him know she had
such a banked-down fire of resentment still flicgkgrinside her towards
him.

She would have got over it years ago if it werérithe fact that his face
looked back at her from a magazine now and theheavas in yet another
play on television, even talking easily and wittilly one of the ever-present
chat-shows. She forced herself to avoid the locedma when the films he
was in were showing, but had given in to her friendrgin when he
appeared inCoriolartus at Bristol, and sat staring at him on the stage
mesmerised, all the old bitterness welling up &vsitched the tall, athletic
figure and listened to the deep, resonant voicedtiaed up so many old
feelings.



Victoria was scarcely settled on the beach witHoitnes when she saw Helga
waving vigorously, holding Emma with one hand aradrging a large
hold-all with the other.

'Miss Goddard—nhello!" Her beaming smile was irriglsie, and Victoria
jumped to her feet, very glad to have her gloomiguste interrupted.

'Helga, how nice to see you, and Emma too." Viatbgckoned to the boys.
'‘Come here, you two, here's someone to play with'yo

Rory and Huw trudged reluctantly towards the newe@nhostility written
all over them as they eyed Emma’s feminine litjerie with suspicion.

'We have come to visit you for a little while, iby permit.' Helga pushed
Emma forward. 'Mrs Fawcett asked if we might—shgose to buy the
pots.'

'0.K.," said Rory grudgingly, and commandeered @in#he moulds. 'You
dig and we'll build.'

'‘Chauvinist," said Victoria, as the children scaredeoff.

'Mr Fawcett likes the jokes,' stated Helga, 'but ®&vin is more serious.'
She sighed gustily. 'l saw him in the film aboutrwa cried when he was
shot. You saw it too?'

'Yes, | did. Very good.’

'He is very handsome, | think—I am forgetting! Ivibaa letter for you.'

Helga produced an envelope from the depths of dige then lay flat on her
back on a towel, eyes closed, stretching like atggelden cat in the warmth
of the sun.

Victoria looked at the envelope for a time befopeming it. The note on the
single sheet of paper inside was brief in the ex¢rd want to see you
tonight, Victoria. G.

Helga opened a large blue eye. 'l am to take MiirSiéne answer, please.’



Victoria fished in her bag for a pencil and scrdabbn the back of Gavin's
note, sealed it back up in the envelope and gaweHielga, distracting the
girl by asking about the previous evening's distelga was only too happy
to provide a detailed account of all her partnerd how friendly all the
young men had been.

‘They like me, | think," she said ingenuously.

'I'm sure they do," agreed Victoria sincerely, ifegght least a hundred years
old as she took out the vacuum flask and pouretksdior everyone.

After a couple of hours a protesting Emma was baay by the
imperturbable Helga, and Victoria went up to théage to make a picnic
tea to take down to the beach. She shared it votly Bnd Huw, and after a
decent interval had been allowed for digestive pses she played cricket
with the boys until it was time to walk home withud, as arranged. On the
way back she told Rory about the visit to The Pthietevening before, and
he agreed it might be nice to visit there sometjne@en conceding that
Emma wasn't bad for a girl.

‘Tomorrow would be best,' he stated.
'‘Really? Why?"
'Huw's mother's taking him to see his granny. Hetbasleep there too.'

'‘Ah, | see.' Victoria grinned at him. 'l don't knewmaybe. Or maybe we
could go into Haverfordwest on the bus.’

'‘Great! Can we?' Rory was fired with enthusiasnthat prospect, even
submitting to bath and bed later without the mamy waried arguments he
normally trotted out in protest.

Victoria was left with nothing to do except finisler novel or watch a film
seen twice before. She felt very tired, which sektoder a bit feeble, when
the sum total of the day's activity had consistely of putting on two very
simple meals and toting a few things to and from lteach. The lack of
sleep the night before was no doubt to blame,;maténtion the emotional



tug-of-war that had gone on before then. Mentalist—that was the cause.
She had a bath and went early to bed, unable foresp a thought of how
Gavin had received her message. It had been justraand to the point as
his.I'd rather you didn't, pleasayas all she had been able to think of to say.

Two mornings later Claire Fawcett knocked on therdehile Victoria and
Rory were having breakfast.

'I'm early," she announced, and accepted coffdefghy. 'l had to get up at
dawn to see Gavin off to London and thought I'ddyetatch you before you
take off somewhere. Helga came yesterday morningvite you over for

the day, but the birds had flown— how do you doyyRd'm Emma's

mummy.' She laughed. 'Isn't it funny? | was Cl&reed for such a brief
time in school, then | was Gavin Creed's sisted aow I'm Emma's
mummy!'

Victoria felt rather flat. So Gavin had gone. Whggrved her right, in some
oblique fashion.

'We went on the bus into Haverfordwest,' voluntdeRery, plainly rather
taken with this cheerful lady.

'‘Super! | love bus rides."' Claire smiled at him gigpand he smiled back.
Victoria pressed the visitor to more coffee, dis@pped when she refused.

‘No, dear, thanks," said Claire. 'l must rush. lefeHelga in charge of the
picnic lunch. Which brings me to the reason fonigéhere in the first place.
As we didn't run you to earth yesterday, come grehd the day with us
today.'

"Thank you, that would be lovely." Victoria smiledth genuine pleasure,
and looked across at Rory. "All right with you?"

'Yes, please,'he said eagerly, and helped get ready with sutthusiasm
they were soon installed in Claire's car and onatag to The Point, with a
bulging beach-bag on the seat beside Rory.



Rory and Emma began to get on quite well togeth¢h@day wore on, and
eventually the grown-ups just sat and chatted,if@plon as the children
amused themselves by throwing sticks into the sedhfe inexhaustible
Sam. After such an energetic day Rory and Emmasilfath asleep over the
dinner Helga gave them, and Claire overruled afitdfia's protests and
insisted they stay the night.

She was a bit put out later when she found shetwateep in the room
Gavin had occupied. She had missed him all dayetoannoyance, and
when she was actually lying in the bed he had stephly the night before
she felt restless. It had been difficult not td @bout him, but she had done
her best to keep off the subject in case Alistad €laire thought she was
just another adoring fan of the irresistible Mr €¥elnstead of which she
seemed split neatly in half in her attitude towands. One half refused to
stop resenting him, and the other half of her sddicted to him in exactly the
same way the youthful Victoria had on first sediimg sprinting towards her
down the drive of Beaumont House. Such a lot oewattroubled water at
that—had gone under the bridge since then, it wgsising he still had any
effect at all on her. And yet not surprising—if ltneds of other women
thought him the greatest thing since sliced bredmb, was she to disagree?

At some time in the night she woke with a starthaslight was snapped on.
Victoria blinked, dazed, as she realised Gavin stasding in the doorway,
his face blank with astonishment. He came slowly the room and closed
the door quietly behind him.

‘You are definitely not Goldilocks,' he said hugkihnd pulled off his tie.
'‘And it's not Christmas, so you can't be a giftfr8anta Claus, so why are
you sleeping in my bed?"

'l thought—I mean, you're supposed to be in Londsg said, wondering if
she should make a run for it.

'l went to London, and now I'm back again. | dedidet to stay the night,
sleepyhead. | only went for a check-up on the algrix.' He stood rubbing
his chin, eyeing her tense face. 'Don't look soextaVictoria.’



'If someone bursts into my room in the middle of thght | think I'm
entitled to be scared,' she said indignantly.

'‘But it'syouwho are irmyroom,' he pointed out with justice.

'Yes, well, if you'll just turn your back, or betttill go away for a minute,
I'll get dressed and leave you to it,’ she saithbty.

He surveyed the sheet she was clutching to her ‘&fon're mean you're not
wearing that tempting green thing you had on tihemonight?'

'‘No. | didn't expect to sleep here, but Rory waaddbeat and Claire
insisted--'

'And here we are, almost where we came in last, tbaek to the bedroom
scene again. Can it be that fate is trying touglsomething, Victoria?'

'We weren'in a bedroom last time--'
'No fault of mine!"

Victoria glared at him. 'Look, Gavin, just get afithere so | can follow suit
and--'

'‘No, no, Victoria, | was only teasing. I'll takesthofa in the living-room.' He
yawned, his eyes bloodshot with weariness. 'I'dasan tired | could sleep
on the floor anyway. The M4 was hectic the othed @ven at this
God-forsaken hour.'

'What on earth made you drive back tonight?' asKietoria curiously.
'Surely it wasn't wise? You've beenill.’

'Only bronchitis, darling, not the plague. Besiddsad my reasons.' Gavin
bent unexpectedly and kissed the tip of her n@®d night. I'd better leave
you to your beauty sleep.' His eyes smiled int@ bsrhe tweaked a strand of
black hair behind her ear. 'Not that you need itweren't so dead beat--'



'Well, you are. So either you head for the livingim sofa or | do,' she said,
pushing him away.

'Cruel creature!" He strolled to the door and tdrie give her a smile. It
seems unfair, you know. It my bed!" He closed the door silently behind
him, and Victoria watched with irony, feeling sheosld applaud. If only
he'd switched off the light his exit would have béaultless.

She slid cautiously out of bed to switch it off é&f and collided with Gavin
returning to do the same. With a gasp Victoria¢aitierself back under the
covers a split-second before the light went outviGs disembodied
whisper reached her clearly across the dark room.

'I'm not going to say I'm sorry—because I'm notcept that now Il
probably lie awake all night!"

'‘Go away!" she hissed fiercely, and buried her heatér the covers to shut
out his stifled laughter as he closed the door.

Victoria found it something of an effort to faceeeyone, at the breakfast
table next morning, particularly after Claire digeoed the prostrate body of
her brother on the living-room sofa.

'l don't know what he's doing there,’ she saidstypas she came back to the
table. 'He wasn't supposed to come back until tdanig

And | thought he wasn't coming back at all, thoudietoria. She looked up
quickly as Gavin came to stand swaying in the latcldoorway, the
celebrated bronzed torso bare above a pair of cragptin slacks. There
were dark marks under his eyes and a heavy grofrgtuloble on his chin.
Alistair stared at him. 'My God, what a sight.’

‘That sofa has springs in some very unusual plagad, Gavin bitterly.

‘Then why were you sleeping on it?' demanded Claire



'It seemed a better prospect than the bath, sistar’
'l meant why did you come back last night?' shd satably.

'In the face of such a warm reception it's a qoasktim beginning to ask
myself!’

'Sit down and have some coffee, old chap,' saidt& soothingly, 'or are
you going back to bed?"

‘Not backto bed," said Gavin, his eyes on Victoria's downtthead.

'Oh dear, | forgot.' Claire turned to Victoria iarssternation. 'l suppose--'
Gavin nodded, sighing. 'l returned in the smallrisda find my bed sub-let.’
Victoria's face grew warm, but she went on sipmaffee calmly.

'Did he scare you to death?' demanded Alistair.

'Yes, he did.'

'She said that last night, too, only more forcibBavin yawned mightily. ‘Is
the bed free now, Claire, or have you any morke lgtirprises for me?'

'l assumed you'd not long arrived,’ said Clair@pisovingly. 'Lord, I'm so
sorry, Victoria—I never thought—anyway, Gavin, ybhave to hang on a
minute. I'll need to change the sheets...’

'Don't, please!" he said instantly, a gleam in éyes. 'Let me lie there
inhaling the sweet aftermath of Victoria's presence

'For heaven's sake go to bed,' she said tartly'r€@mbarrassing our guest.

Gavin lingered a moment looking for him, almost aakd. 'Victoria, will it
be all right if | come round and see you for anrtibis evening?'



Victoria kept her face blank with difficulty. Thiwas playing dirty—he
knew only too well she could hardly refuse in froftClaire and Alistair.
She shrugged indifferently. 'If you wish.'

'‘Good—I'll be along after dinner some time." Hetsked a salute to
everyone and lunged off towards the stairs.

'It's time | did something about Rory.' Victoriagaa to get up, but Claire
waved her back firmly.

'Stay where you are. Helga will do that, won't ydear?'

The girl sprang to her feet, all smiles. 'Of coulsghall be very happy to.
Rory and Emma together. We shall be very quick.’

'l shouldn't just leave him to someone else, réallictoria said, watching
Helga run off.

'Nonsense. Do you good,' said Claire briskly. '@dnas only told us a little,
but we gather you've not had too easy a time ¥fti're very young to have
so much responsibility. It must get on top of yomgtimes.'

'I'm not alone,' Victoria felt bound to point olMly aunt lives with us part of
the time.'

'Where is she at the moment?' asked Alistair.

'‘Greek island-hopping with her friend, Elsa Denhathe-owner of ClIiff
Cottage,' and Victoria explained how her aunt hashaged to coax Miss
Denham into letting the young Goddards have th&agetfor most of the
school holiday. 'l think it was some sort of sateeher own conscience,
really—Aunt Celia know only too well that a visd Greece, especially the
islands, has always been my dream." She lookeditlppansmile as Rory
came running in with Emma. 'Hi,' she said affectitety.

Rory's tanned little face was ablaze with enthusiadde.ga says she'll
teach me to swim today—can |, VictoriggleaseEmma can swim already,
SO it must be easy.’,



Tact, thy name is Rory!" His sister shook her hessdully.
"If that Mrs Fawcett's wish?' The girl looked a&fé for permission.

'Yes, of course. Can | persuade you to have SameksVictoria? Then we
can leave Gavin to snore in peace and pop badketpdttery to buy that
vase for Alistair's mother.'

'My God,' groaned her spouse. 'Do we have to?'

'Yes, we have to,' said Claire inexorably. 'Soygetr cheque-book ready.'

Huw came halfway through the afternoon, and althdugjjoined the others
in the water was much too shy to let Helga tryeimch him to swim, so she
left the children playing with the dog and tookamera from her hold-all.
She proceeded to use a whole film on shots oftiidren hurling sticks for
Sam, and insisted on a shot of Victoria too, witaselaughing into the sun
as she protested.

'l show the pictures to my family when | go homé&tockholm next month,’
said Helga with satisfaction. 'l have taken manyeywill like to see the
pictures of England and Wales.' She shot a lodki@bria as she put her
camera away. 'When you go home—to the place wheuweliye, do you

have a lover there?'

Victoria laughed, startled, and leaned back orhhaeds. 'l don't have a lover
anywhere. Chance would be a fine thing." She nodddbry's direction.
'I'm too busy trying to bring up that young manfeuch fun and games.’

"It is a pity.' Helga shook her head, frowning.eBwne should have time for
a little fun and games, as you say. But you like®4win, | think,' she added
to Victoria's embarrassment.

'Of course. All the ladies like Gavin Creed, Helga!



'l think he likes you,' said the other girl serigusHis manner for you is
special, | think.'

Victoria made patterns in the sand with her togsjding the other girl's
bright blue gaze. 'He knew me when | was young,stfadi. I'm sure he still
thinks of me as an adolescent.’

'‘Adolescent—what is that?'
‘Teenager. Someone your age.'
'‘Ah!" Helga shook her head. 'l do not think so.'

Victoria was saved from further discussion by th@val of the Fawcetts,
who came to sit on the beach for a while, Alistallr of mock-gloom at the

amount of money his wife had managed to spenddh auemarkably short
time. Claire took no notice, more concerned withkimg a fuss of Rory
when she heard he was already making headway watewimming. He

lapped it up, sitting close to her on the sandvaaisl obviously sorry when it
was time for everyone to go, Huw included, as Megackoned him from
the cliff path. Rory was very quiet afterwards he tcottage as Victoria
began to prepare his supper. Instead of makingisusl bee-line for the
television he sat at the table fiddling with thélexy while Victoria made his
favourite cheese on toast. She glanced at him asstéined the savoury
mixture in the saucepan.

'‘What's up, sunshine? You don't usually honour mtie your presence until
the food's ready.'

His small, tanned face looked wistful. 'l like Mfawcett.'
'Yes, she's nice. But why should that make you'sad?
He sighed. 'We-ell, she looks like a mummy.'

Victoria, nodded, enlightened. "You mean like thiegeo boys' mummies in
school.’



'Yes. You don't look like a mummy.' Rory lookedhat bare legs and baggy
sweatshirt in disapproval.

Victoria set his plate in front of him and sat dowopposite with a mug of
coffee. 'Well, I'm not a mummy, am 1? I'm your erst

'What was myeal Mummy like?'

Victoria drank some coffee to gain time. This wagiastion Rory had never
asked before and she was very careful as she kmidlys'You've seen
photographs of her, darling.’

'Yes. But what was sHie? he persisted.

'She was a very lovely lady, Rory, but quite diéietrfrom Mrs Fawcett, or
from me. She had fair hair and blue eyes.’

'Like Helga?'
‘Not quite as fair as that, and she was slimmedrsadall.’
'Like you?"'

'‘No. Much taller than me, and she had a beautifilesand she was very gay
and loving.'

‘Then why did she go to heaven when | was born?y'Reyes remained
fixed on Victoria's face, and she swallowed hard.

'‘Daddy was already there, you see, and—she didmit tvm to be lonely.
And she knew you would have Adam and Giles—and me.’

Rory sighed deeply. 'l would have liked a mummy aadldy too, like
Emma and Huw.' He pushed away his supper half-gatehVictoria got up
and held out her hand.

"What shall we do now? Television, or would youfere story?'



'Read to me, please.’

Victoria sat with Rory on the sofa, her arm roummah securely as she read
several stories as a special treat. He cuddlee @gainst her, in need for
once of simple physical contact for comfort. Vicégowent on reading until
his head grew heavy against her and the fading hgdde it difficult to
make out the words, reluctant to make a move whdestill needed the
security of her arms, preferring the child to make first move. It was a
knock on the outer porch door that finally roused.h

'It's Gavin!" he said, brightening as he ran toojpe door. Victoria groaned
inwardly and cast a despairing glance downwardteegelf.

'Hello there, Rory—I hoped I'd catch you before yeent to bed." Gavin
came in and dumped a cardboard box on the floéftingi Rory's hair. He
looked across at an unsmiling Victoria, his eyesywddello, Victoria. |
know I'm far too early, but I've brought a prestmtthis young man.' He
laughed as Rory's eyes lit up. 'No, young fellalatg-not the big box, that's
dinner for Victoria and me.'

"You said you were comingfter dinner,’ she said pointedly.

He shrugged apologetically. 'Yes, | know. And ygsy do look a trifle
windblown, but it doesn't matter, does it?"Nothe slightest. Come and sit
down.’

Rory was having trouble keeping quiet at the mentba present, but a
guelling look from his sister silenced him and hated with ill-concealed
impatience while Gavin searched in the pockets h&f black cotton
windbreaker he wore.

'Here it is! | knew | had it somewhere.’
Rory's face glowed with delight as Gavin handed @small box containing

a model car, a tiny Rolls- Royce Corniche, perfactvery detail. '‘Gosh,
Victoria, look!" he crowed exultantly.



Victoria  made all the appropriate exclamations, nthexchanged a
meaningful glance with Rory, who put a hand torh@uth in consternation
and instantly turned to the tall, smiling man watghhim. 'Thank you,
Gavin—it'sgreat!

'l brought it from London yesterday.’

Deeply impressed, Rory thanked him again and rantie kitchen to make
'vroom-vrooming' noises as he pushed his new tapddhe plates on the
table.

Gavin took a look at Victoria's face and followd tchild, holding out his

hand. 'Come on—let's take a stroll down to the beac watch the sun dive
into the sea, then Victoria can wash her face,ratewver. It's not too late for
him, is it?' he said belatedly over his shoulder.

‘Not as we're on holiday.' Victoria was so relievedhave a few minutes to
herself that there was more warmth in her smilen telhe realised, and
Gavin's eyebrows rose.

"Twenty minutes then," he said, and escorted aesireg Rory from the
cottage. Victoria watched them go, the tall marthe black jacket and
off-white cotton slacks, his hair glinting fieryd@/hen the setting sun struck
sparks from it, and the small, dark- haired boy-shirt and shorts, none too
clean by this time, but his face very animated,pyaggain as he skipped
along holding Gavin's hand and talking away to himeteen to the dozen.
Poor baby, thought Victoria with compassion. Roaydty ever asked about
his parents, and until this evening she had neven eealised how very
much he missed having a mother and father. There tivees when she had
to fight against a black feeling of despair at tiheught of the long, uphill
struggle in front of her, and even when she managguush the feeling
away it was generally replaced by guilt for beingcts a moaner. She
constantly reminded herself there were countledions in the world very
much worse off, but it was a thought that rarelyught much consolation.

Victoria tidied up the living-room at top speedeithtore upstairs and had a
hasty bath, brushed the sand from her long haipahdn the dress she had
made herself from silky cotton in awning stripesdoill rose- pink and



beige. A string of unpolished wooden beads anddstge high-heeled

sandals did wonders for the effect, she decided,sanudged a touch of
eyeshadow on her lids, some rose lip-gloss on loetmthen careered back
down the stairs just as Gavin and Rory appearaedigfr the door. Rory's

face fell when he saw her.

‘That's your new dress. Are you going out?'

'No. Gavin is apparently eating supper here. You Isin bring whatever
we're going to eat in that box, remember?’

Rory's face cleared. 'Oh yes," he said carelesglgg to look unconcerned,
but his eyes were bright with relief and Victorraikd at him lovingly and
held out her hand.

'‘Come on then, sunshine. Bedtime.'

'0.K." Rory favoured Gavin with a hug and more #safor the car, and bade
him good night.

'‘Good night, Rory. Sleep tight.' Gavin gave himavevand Victoria chased
the little boy upstairs at top speed, dealing with ablutions rapidly. She
kissed Rory's flushed cheek as she tucked himbetl) smoothing his hair
gently before she closed his door and went dowsstai

Gavin was standing at the window watching the stanse out. He turned as
Victoria went in and smiled. "Your new dress isyveretty, Victoria.'

‘Thank you. | made it myself." She smiled back, hisdace softened.
‘That's much better. You looked ready to murdemrhen | arrived.’

She coloured slightly. 'No female likes to be caugbking like something
the cat brought in.'

'Personally | think you look very appealing withrédegs and your hair all
over the place,' he said softly.



'Flattery will get you--' Victoria checked hersdtier eyes narrowing with
laughter—a bit higher in my good graces, anywslye finished with a
chuckle.

'Don't raise my hopes like that, Victoria, it's badmy blood-pressure.'

'Is that why you visited the doctor?' she askethmtyy. 'I've heard it's the
bane of the older man!’

'‘Actually, Miss Goddard, | went to check that tHd breathing apparatus,
not to mention the vocal cords, are still in workiorder.'

'Did you get a clean bill of health?'

'l did. As long as | don't try projecting the oldige to the back of a theatre
for a week or so all should be well.!

'I'm glad,’ she said sincerely, then glanced at#ndboard box. 'Should | be
doing anything with that?'

Gavin unpacked it quickly, putting the contentstloa kitchen table. 'Just a
cold chicken, some smoked trout pate, and a cartaihsalad. Will that
do?'

'‘Considering | wasn't expecting anything at alimadbly,” she said drily.
'What's in the bottles?"

‘A very dry sherry for before, and a pleasing winwiee called Blanco di
Costoza for during.’

'Very festive—are we celebrating something, Gavin?'

'l hope so. A better understanding between usthing else.' His eyes held
hers steadily.

'Something wrong?' she asked lightly, as she f@ucideap lacquer tray and
put Gavin's bottle of sherry on it with the glasses



He took it from her and carried it through to tlileey room. 'At the moment,
no, Victoria. But I'm treading warily, as is uswaith you. | never know
whether I'm breaking one of your rules.'

'Rules?"

"You told me about them years ago, and I've beimkitig about it. If you
resent me still, | must have broken one of them.lAight?' He put the tray
down and motioned her to sit beside him on the.sofa

Victoria stared at him in surprise. 'Fancy you rarhering that after all
these years!

Gavin poured sherry into the glasses and handedaher. 'l remember
more about you than you think, and rack my brain msght, | just can't

think of anything | did back then that could maloeiyesentful towards me
to this day.’

'Let's not talk about it,’ said Victoria firmly.dlet indigestion if | fight on an
empty stomach.’

He laughed and raised his glass to her. 'To Viatdhie most obstinate little
mule of my acquaintance.’

'‘Charming!" She pulled a face, but drank her sheayouring the taste on
her tongue.

'Would you have preferred something sweeter?’

‘No. | like this. Father liked his sherry dry." Sheade a little face. 'Aunt
Celia prefers gin, so we don't keep sherry in thesk these days.'

His answering toast was ironic. 'Are you aware i, that in the past few
minutes you have smiled no less than three times?'

'Wow!" She opened her eyes wide at him in mock amant. 'That's about
it for tonight, then. Can't have you thinking | pess a sense of humour.’



He stared down into his glass, the heavy lids nmgshis expression. 'You're
such a thorny little creature. Sometimes | feel Walking on eggshells
when we're alone together—I always did, for thattera

'‘Ah, but when | was young | was always on the defenbecause | was so
madly in love with you." She enjoyed watching theavy lids fly up in
surprise. 'Why are you so startled? | went on ta gbout it at enough
length, that last day.’

'l haven't forgotten," he said, his eyes reminisc€éhey narrowed as they
met hers. 'No doubt you forgotethe moment | was out of sight.'

‘Not exactly," she countered drily. 'Not that afiyt snatters now. It's highly
unlikely we'll come across each other in a hurrgiag

'Why not?' he said, frowning. 'Now I've found yayam there's no earthly
reason why we can't be friends, surely?'

'Of course there is. Be realistic! Famous actorsl dwusy little
school-teachers have very little common ground. ,Yloassume, live in
London. I live in the country. Your friends mustaly all be actors, or have
a theatrical background, at least, so by comparisgnlittle circle is
humdrum in the extreme—Iots of small children byy,dand home
afterwards to yet another small child. Victoria a¢@d her sherry and
jumped briskly to her feet. 'Right you are then,Bteed, where shall we eat
those goodies you brought? At the kitchen tablshatl we picnic in here?

'Here, please,’ he said abstractedly, getting'lihelp.’

Victoria let him, and set him to carving the chiokehile she made
guantities of toast for the pate, then whipped pessing to go with the
salad. They ate from plates on their knees, thd &= out on a small low
coffee-table in front of them, drinking the Italiamne from hastily-washed
copitas in the absence of anything more suitable.

'How long are you staying down here?' Victoria asle an effort to break
the silence.



Gavin started and looked up. 'Eh? Oh, I'm not SDiare is staying until the
end of the month, but if I'm fit enough I'm duestart work next week on the
new series” Plenty of location work this time—alkér set in Greece.'

'Lovely,' said Victoria enviously. 'Perhaps youlh into Aunt Celia.'

He grinned. 'According to you | wouldn't make munipression if | did,
being a mere male.’

'Oh, 1 don't know. In the Easter holidays she dbtwaent to see that film
you made about the S.A.S. where you rescued thadg®arab princess and
all that. She was sufficiently impressed to tell aleabout it when she got
back to darkest Gloucestershire days later.’

'Does she know I'm a friend of yours?'

'‘No." Victoria helped herself to more salad, avwogdhis eyes. 'l never
considered | could really claim that, anyway.'

Silence fell again as Gavin pushed his meal awaly-elagéen, and
replenished the wine-glasses. Victoria perseverngd er own meal for a
time, then gave up. The atmosphere was a bit sttaail of a sudden. Her
last remark had evidently upset him, yet it washimgt more than the truth.
Her brief acquaintance with Gavin Creed had beenesioing she never
mentioned to anyone, not even to boast about Egmolvhen all her friends
were drooling over him in his first big success.say she knew him once
would also have meant explaining that now she digl and somehow she
had never been able to face that. Victoria gotftgr a while and began to
clear away the debris.

'‘Let me help." He stood in the doorway, rollinghip sleeves, but Victoria
waved him away.

'I'll be quicker on my own. Really.'
'Hurry up, then. | have something | want to talleoVHe smiled at her—not

the crooked, lazy smile she knew so well, but atiitey, absent one that
made her uneasy as she made short work of thesdiShe made a pot of



coffee from a fresh jar of instant, double strengiid carried it through to
where Gavin sat in silence, his eyes brooding.driatset the tray on the
table and poured out then sat back, eyeing himsigeand waited for him
to speak. He was quiet for some time, but eventusdl drank his coffee
down quickly and turned to her with the air of hmycome to a decision.

'Victoria,' he said, looking very steadily into heres, 'l have something to
say and | want you to hear me out before you answikryou?'

Victoria didn't care for the sound of this at d8.it something unpleasant?’
she asked warily.

‘That's for you to decide." Gavin took her handaifirm grasp. 'Try to be
patient if you can.'

'| get paid for being patient—I cope with tinysavery day!
He leaned back on the sofa, pulling her back besite

'When | was in London," he began, 'l not only @gdimy doctor, | also had a
session with my agent, just to take stock of mytmosin the profession. He
was more than reassuring. Apart from the T.V. sekistart soon, there's
another film coming up after that, with a very dttious leading lady indeed,
plus an Independent Television productionH#nry V,and a six-week
season in the West End in a Pinter play. Theséareertainties, and Theo
assures me there are feelers galore in the offieg that. | already have a
pile of scripts I've been going through while I'owh here.' He paused, and
Victoria looked at his clear-cut profile, feelingtihher mystified.

‘That's really good to hear, Gavin, I'm pleasedytar, but--'

He put a finger on her lips and smiled ruefullykdow it sounds like
trumpet-blowing, but I'm coming to the part thateafs you very soon.
Because I'm still single | have the advantage ofdependents on my
finances, and I've become very comfortably off ¢heast few years. | know
an actor's life is uncertain, but I've made somatifgingly sound

investments, and I'm doing very nicely, thank you.'



'‘Good for you! But | still don't see--'

"You will. I've just given you the advantages ofrigesingle, at least from
my point of view, but there's the other side oftap. I'm sick of being a

prime ~target for all the gossip columnists, nattention a few well-known

ladies who wouldn't give me the time of day a fexang ago when | was
grafting away in the theatre. | yearn for a propeme. The lease on my
apartment in town is up next month and | don'tipaldrly want to renew it.

I'd need to keep some sortmed-a-terrein London, of course, but what |
want is a house in the country as a base, witifaawvid a family. It's time |

settled down—I'm thirty-seven. | don't want to nyagomeone in the

profession—too fraught with difficulties to my mindut I'd like to have a

wife with at least some interest in the theatre. I®0 asking you if you'd

care to have a shot at it.'

Victoria stared at him blankly. 'A shot at what?'

'‘Marrying me," he said impatiently. 'You'd be petférou even have the
right qualifications, which is more than | have—ahére's Rory and the
boys, a ready-made family without all the traumidsadies and nappies and
disturbed nights. And you have the house. | coalke tover the expenses
completely until Adam and Giles are old enoughyiou to decide whether
you want to sell it, and some of this load of regpbility would be taken off
those narrow shoulders of yours. God, I'm dry. @dutave more coffee?
That's the longest speech I've ever made, on stagfé.'

Victoria was pleased her hand remained so steaslyeaefilled his cup. She
was numb with shock, hardly able to believe hes.eMfarry Gavin? A
preposterous idea.

'l thought you wanted me to set about finding @asle wife for you for a
moment there," she said, stalling for time. 'l lsedbn't think I'm suitable
myself at all, Gavin. | know I've got a slight tteeal background, with
Mother and college and all that, but otherwise &mon-starter, really. |
don't wantto be married. I'll admit | wouldn't mind some iegsof my

financial worries, but otherwise | don't think yeai'thought this through
properly. You can't be serious about taking onghoreys as well as a wife!'



Gavin gave her a wry, rather bleak smile. 'l dignpect you to fall on my
neck with gratitude, but at least don't dismissitlea out of hand. You don't
find me physically repugnant, do you?'

'No." Victoria moved away a little. 'Does that mgan'd expect to—to sleep
with me and all that?"

His eyebrows shot up into his hair and he stardieatin surprise. ‘It had
crossed my mind, yes. What gave you the idea I'thidn

Colour rose in her brown cheeks and she looked agraparrassed. 'Well,
you—you don't seem to want babies, so . . .'

'Victoria,' he said rather unsteadily, 'people midtave babies these days if
they sleep together—and all that."

'I'm not a complete idiot,' she snapped. 'But thg wou put it | thought you
just fancied moving into the Coach House for a pasd at the same time
relieve your quite unnecessary conscience by bemajly responsible for
my bills.'

He sighed. 'l must have put it badly. Look I thigé&tting married would
solve a lot of problems for both of us. I'm verymdoof you, and | think
you're fond of me, or could be again if | perseyere or two ladies of my
acquaintance would finally get the message, andy Reould have

something more in the way of a family backgrourahthe has novnd' he

added slyly, 'Aunt Celia could vamoose to her npilitan Mecca once
more, for good.’

'‘Be careful, that last item almost tipped the bedanVictoria gave him a

flippant smile, then grew serious and shook hedh&o, Gavin, sensible
though | am of the honour you do me, or whatevisrane should say under
these circumstances, | cope very well, really.jbgmy job at the nursery
school, and when Rory's old enough to board perhegostry for something

more in line with my original intentions."'

Gavin turned and seized her by the shoulders. 'Ladn't say no
now—sleep on it, think about it overnight. Thinktbé pros rather than the



cons. I'd be gaining an enormous advantage fronkmow, compared to
you--'

'How on earth do you make that out? You proposdirfgothe bills,
maintaining the house, taking responsibility foetihlads--' she interrupted,
but he broke in before she could finish.

'‘And in return I'd have a delectable little wifehey apart from being the
perfect protection against over- enthusiastic famsl persistent lady
columnists, wouldn't kick up at my long absenceesgular hours and even,
if I'm lucky, keep the home fires burning while ® d stint on Broadway,
which has been hinted is not all that unlikelyhe hear future.' Gavin took
her chin in his hand and made her look up at Herthere someone else,
Victoria? Is that why you won't say yes?'

'No. There's no one else.’
‘Then what's the objection?'

Her eyes dropped. 'l assumed one got married beanes was head over
heels in love, like my mother and father. Your vansof marriage is so
businesslike; not very romantic for someone who @ote notices as
Romeo.'

Gavin stared down at her, frustrated. 'Romancefas what you want?’
Without warning he pulled her against him, his nhout sudden demand
against her parted, surprised lips, nothing likee @ther kisses. He held her
fast and slid the dress from her shoulders andyabped as the bright head
swooped and his lips closed over a tightly-furlgapte, his tongue licking
and coaxing it erect, making her cry out and trptsh him away. Gavin
raised his head and looked into her dazed eyesyphantly. 'Well?' he
demanded. 'Is that what you wanted? Did | supmyntinssing ingredient?’

Victoria pushed him away violently, her eyes smetilay with fury.
‘That was sex, not romance. Don't you know thestifice? You obviously

don't understande,either. When | marry-# | marry—it will be because
the man who asks me loves me, and wants me belbaus't contemplate



life without me, not because I'm an object of pityo would make a very
convenient wifedhecause she'd be grateful just to stay at homé&eemyour
bed warm. Or because I'd make a convenient bufi@nat the multitude of
women panting for your body, or your fame, or whatearticular aspect of
your charms turns them on most.'

'Is that how you think of my proposal?' Gavin sprang tofbegt, agile as a
cat, and stood over her like Colossus, his eydedlin hostility in his angry
face.

Victoria refused to be intimidated and stared badekantly. 'Since you ask
me, yes. | suppose you thought I'd fall on yourknagyratitude.'

‘Not in the least. My imagination was never wildoagh for that." His
nostrils flared slightly as he raked a hand throbgh hair. 'God—all |
wanted was to make it up to you, to try and comatna little for the years
of misery after your parents died." He flung awayd deaned on the
mantelpiece, staring down into the empty grammuldn't think of any other
way to persuade you to take money from me unlesweve married, so it
seemed the perfect solution to marry you. | knevy weell you had some
kind of feeling for me once. | thought— hoped—theright be enough left
for a basis for marriage.' He turned his head ok t her, the expression in
his eyes hard to make out under the half-closexd lid

Victoria shook her head. 'When | was eighteend\eeljumped at the chance
of marrying you—said yes on any terms. But you dskdlia instead, and
after one look at her | was crushed, my poor immea#tifections mutilated
beyond repair. My life, | firmly believed, was inins. In one way it was.
Your visit to the Coach House with Julia occurredag or two before my
Oxford entrance exam. | was in such a dense fomiséry over you it
seemed to numb my brain, and I failed. Ignominipusl

Gavin's eyes widened in consternation. 'But Vietori

She shrugged sadly. 'Yes. | blamed you—nbitterlyolir visit had only been
after the exam, you see—I couldn't get the thoogitof my head. Mother
knew exactly how | felt, of course. She was a lesplwitness to that awful
black misery of mine, and | know very well | casttlmdow over—over the



last part of her life because | was so unhappyhatcbllege | went to,
couldn't settle down. | was a pain in the neclyd@recise. And all because
of you, | firmly believed. | worried my parents kj@and was too wrapped up
in my stupid little self to take any notice of theoncern. Then it was too
late. They weren't there any more."'

Gavin looked as though someone had punched hirherstomach. 'You
blamemefor all that?' he asked.

Victoria met his eyes candidly. 'My intellect hdsvays exonerated you
entirely. It's my emotional side that refuses toeag Some silly part inside
me, the heart maybe, to be mawkish, still has detiecy to resent you quite
actively, and not merely because of Julia, but beegou just went off and
forgot us, as if you had no further use for us. igther never admitted it,
but | know she was hurt, while I, my poor littlelfdave trampled in the

dust, was shattered. | became convinced, like Sipslege, that "most
friendship is feigning, most loving mere folly". Myutlook hasn't changed
all that much, so how could | marry you, feelinigglithat?"



CHAPTER SEVEN

GAVIN sat down abruptly, rubbing a weary hand over &cef 'That's one
hell of a load to lay at someone's door.’

Victoria shrugged. 'You asked.’

His eyes were sombre as they rested on her nacmmposed face. 'So that's
it then, Victoria. Goodbye and amen.'

'I'm sorry, Gavin. And please don't think I'm urtgfal. Your offer was a
kind thought but | could hardly accept it under tireumstances.’

'You make it sound like a cold-blooded businesssaation!'
‘That's the way you put it across to me,’ she gaidly.

He thrust a hand through his hair, his lips tightgn'At least | now have a
very clear picture of myself, seen through yourseyeswine who kissed and
ran and made you fail your entrance papers, andrngave you another
thought afterwards, which is by no means true."’

'I made myself fail, Gavin. I'm not so warped the&n't see that.'

His face grew bleak. 'l should never have indulggdelf with those kisses,
should I?' he said. 'Who knows, things might hasenbdifferent.

Victoria shook her head. 'l hardly think so. I'@dlpably be doing exactly the
same thing in exactly the same place. There wdilldbs Rory to consider.'

'So why the hell won't you keemn considering him? Down there on the
beach tonight he was telling me how much he'd dikdummy and Daddy
like Emma. It was harrowing.'

'Yes, | know. He said the same to me earlier.' ldges narrowed
suspiciously. 'Ishat what really made you decide? Pushed you over the
edge, as it were?'



'‘No," he said shortly. 'l decided in London. WhaitryRsaid was by way of
confirmation, not inspiration.' He turned away be window, keeping his
back to her. 'It was you | wanted to take careradre than the others. You
were the one I—oh, what's the use? It just seerkedal good idea at the
time—forget it, Victoria.'

She stared dispiritedly at his tall, tense figimeone way it would have been
SO easy to say yes, if she were honest. If he hadted her for more
flattering reasons she would have gone on keepiriged old resentment to
herself. But suddenly, fiercely, she had wanted tukknowwhy she felt as
she did, to know how it had been, to shift somiefblame for her failure to
those impressive shoulders of his.

'I'm extremely grateful for the offer--' she begtngn , recoiled as he turned
on her with a suppressed curse, his eyes glittatihgr like gold-dusted ice.

'For God's sake stop harping on about gratituéesahid violently. ‘It makes
me see red.' He stopped abruptly, putting visiblkés on his temper.
'Sorry," he said tightly after a moment or two.\Mw@ave a way of making me
lose my cool—even the Good Samaritan might havefeit needled under
the same circumstances.'

Victoria's eyes widened mockingly. 'Is that how y&me yourself?'

‘No. All | see is a bloody fool who's asked a ¢galmarry him and been
turned down flat.'

'‘And rejection is a new experience for you, of eaur

'You can't be serious!" He gave a mirthless lalgh.an actor, angel, and
only in theveryrecent past a very successful one. Setbacksveag af life

in this profession.” An eyebrow rose derisivelts Tthe way one copes with
the setbacks and bad patches that counts; onetsoreto them in direct
ratio to the allocation of backbone and grit in preesonality.'

Victoria stiffened, her brows meeting in a fierdadk line. 'Are you trying
to tell me something, Gavin? Say what you reallamethat I'm a moaner,



blaming everyone else for my shortcomings instefagetting on with life
and doing my best with what | have.'

'l didn't say that. | grant you the raw deal youteel. What | consider stupid
is that you won't take the opportunity to improkie tuality of life now it's
been offered to you.' He shrugged impatiently adtéd at his watch. This
is getting me nowhere and it's late. I'd betteotbe

'‘Good night then,' she said instantly. 'And thaak-yfor the food, that is.’

‘Not at all," he answered mockingly. 'Aren't youngpto thank me for my
offer as well, or perhaps | should say proposal?’

‘No, | think offer describes it exactly.' Victor@eceded him through the
porch and held open the other door. Gavin stood loeein the small space
and tipped her face up to his.

'‘But not an offer you can't refuse!’

'No." She looked up at him unwaveringly, her magh

'So it's goodbye then, Victoria." He slung his gtcver one shoulder and
stepped back.

Victoria looked away. 'Are you leaving The Poitgn?'
'Oh, | think so, don't you? A bit tiresome keeping of each other's way if |
hang around. I'll go back to London and you caroethe rest of your

holiday in peace. I'm due in Greece soon, anyway.'

Victoria experienced a cold, unexpected pang ofeted hope your plans
aren't affected too much,' she said politely.

'l admit that earlier on this evening | was sdit to sweep you off to the
nearest register office and get in a brief honeymoefore | took off—but |
dare say I'll manage to find something else tarilhe time.'

'I'm sure you will," said Victoria. 'And someonselo do it with, no doubt.’



'‘No doubt," he agreed, all anger gone from hisdface. 'Will you be sad
when I'm gone?’

'‘No more than | was before.’
'Is it absolutely necessary to be sad at all anseméictoria?’
'‘Are you implying | wallow in self-pity?"'

'‘Not exactly.' He eyed her speculatively. 'But fdel that if you leave it too
long melancholy will have set in for life. And bk very sorry to see the bud
of your life "hang cankered on the stalk".'

'Pre-Raphaelite poetry, Gavin?' she said, withteofi her eyebrow. 'Not
your type of thing, I'd have thought."'

"You know precious little about me at all, darlimgally. Just think what
pleasure we could find in exploring each other's-adsi' At the slight
nuance of inflection in Gavin's expressive voicetbiia's eyes flickered
and she turned away, but his arm slid round hestveaid drew her to him. 'If
you won't let me marry you, at least grant me thelpge of a good night
kiss, Victoria.'

Her unwilling body was ramrod-stiff as his mouthlugined her eyelids shut
before settling delicately on her lips. Victoridapeed a little, Gavin's jacket
slid to the quarry-tiles of the dark porch and leddhher closer, his hard
mouth persuasive at once. How expert he was atthaaght Victoria, then
gave up thinking and concentrated on the tactéagire she was feeling;
the texture of his fine cotton shirt, warm from thlein beneath it, the
smoothness of his cheek along the bone and theheougel of the skin
covering his jaw. Her lips parted instinctively astle felt his tongue
between them, learning the shape of her lips aed#isg the solace of a
surrogate union as it slid deeper within her moutte hardness of the body
pressed against hers became taut with the urga torion of a different
kind, and at once she drew back, disengaging tiéreel arms that let her
go without hindrance.

Very quietly she said, 'Good night Gavin.'



'‘Good night, Victoria." He sighed with regret. 'Ha&alm you are, how
unflatteringly unstirred by my attempt to inflameuwy’

'Is that what you were doing?'
'If it was the boot was on the other foot. The aog inflamed was me.’

'Which is flattering—I think." She looked at himotightfully in the dim
light. 'Or perhaps you have a low boiling-point?’

'I've never thought so.' He stopped and pickedisipalcket, then put out a
hand to touch her hair. 'Take care, Victoria.'

T will.!

He stood looking down at her for a moment, theruneed and walked up

the path to the road, and she watched him go,Hapesdimly silhouetted

against the starlit sky before it was lost fromwjiend she shivered, and
suddenly felt cold.

For the rest of the time the holiday was pleasdmglstic, due to the friendly
attentions of the Fawcetts. Though Claire was loudher exclamations
about Gavin's behaviour at first. The arrival ofaidand Giles for the final
few days hotted up the excitement no end, bothhersmaller fry and for
Helga, the latter entranced to have two personaioleng males in
attendance. Victoria threw herself into the bustle and activity, weldogn
it gladly, even the endless preparation of foodiclvlescalated enormously
once her two large brothers were added to the yamdard. Gavin's
departure had left her feeling oddly flat. His pveal she dismissed as the
prompting of a guilty conscience, refusing to takeseriously, but she
missed him nonetheless.

After Adam and Giles arrived she chose her momeget dne night, when
both of them were disposed to chat, and floorechtbg asking bluntly if

they considered her an out-and-out killjoy sinceirtlparents died. They
looked so appalled that she burst out laughing, taeg relaxed. In their



opinion she'd been a brick over the entire thingytassured her, and though
they never mentioned it they thought she copeg jo#ll with Aunt Celia
and Rory as well as holding down a job. And if slexe a shade low-key
mostly, and had an inclination to snap their heaffimow and then, they
considered she was fully entitled to do so, alwbich gave Victoria food
for thought. And it was hard to digest. After agdmard look at herself she
was dismayed by what she saw, and decided it wgsthme she snapped
out of the melancholy Gavin had talked about, aadeife a bit happier for
everyone all round, even resolving to try harderetgoy Aunt Celia's
astringent company when they returned home.

On the last count her new resolutions were notgtite test. A day or two
later Megan came early to the cottage on her becyth a message which
had been telephoned to her mother's post offigtle earlier. It was for
Victoria, and came from Elsa Denham, Celia Frenchmmpanion on her
island-hopping tour of Greece. Miss Denham regiette inform Miss
Goddard that her aunt had collapsed and died iersithe previous night.
Victoria stared at Mrs Harris's handwriting on iece of paper, her eyes
blank with shock, and Megan said softly,

'I'm ever so sorry—Mam told me it was bad news, said if there was
anything we could do. I'll tell Huw he can't plapday, shall I?'

'‘Oh no don't do that." Victoria pulled herself tggr and smiled at the girl.
‘Tell your mother I'd much rather he did. Let hionee at the usual time.
There may not be another opportunity anyway, at prebably have to be
off first thing in the morning.’

After the girl had gone she leaned in the doorwiathe porch feeling as
though the house had fallen in on her head. Auhad@ead not been loved by
her sister's children, admittedly, but die represented some kind of adult
authority and security in their lives. Victoria sd facts in the face, coming
to the unavoidable conclusion that she was nowotie on whom Aunt
Celia's mantle would have to fall, if only for lack any other suitable
candidate. She tried out the idea for size, anchdoil not nearly as
disagreeable as expected. She had not loved heriralife, and it was
useless to pretend any real sorrow now she was. deatito her great
surprise, Victoria suddenly felt free. Not onlytbé tyranny of Aunt Celia's



domination, but even to some extent of the cardssarrows of the past few
years.

Seeing Gavin again, finding out he had not interatily disappeared from
her life; that had been the beginning of a slowtlsamewhere deep down
inside her. Celia's sudden death only seemeddagitren a new resolve in
Victoria, a new determination to enjoy life to tiad from now on, treat it as

a friend rather than an enemy. She was filled witleep assurance that she
could very well manage the family's fate with tiee@f her brothers, and she
welcomed the new responsibility and went to cadl boys and tell them
what had happened.

Claire insisted on keeping Rory with them at ThenPwhile his sister and
brothers made first for home, and then went orhéftineral in London
shortly afterwards. Victoria much appreciated tipiatticularly during the
period in the solicitor's office afterwards with &d and Giles listening to
the will of Celia French. She exchanged blank gtgnwith the boys,
scarcely able to take in the information regreyfigiiven them.

"You mean there's nothing, then?' said Victoriallyal

'Miss French had taken to dabbling on the stockeketd said the man,
shaking his head in disapproval. 'Without much ess¢l may add. She had
sustained quite substantial losses over the past gretwo and found it
necessary to take out a second mortgage on the $teadpflat, and appears
to have made inroads on a trust fund of which she tnustee. No doubt her
intention was to repay this money when her fortumere reversed.'

Victoria went cold. 'What trust fund do you measti asked.

‘The fund set up for your brother Rory's educatudren your mother died.
As his legal guardian Miss French drew various sfrom it, purporting to
be on the child's behalf.'

Victoria was shattered by the full details. Theyldocount themselves
fortunate not to have been left Aunt Celia's debtsat at least had been
spared them, as the sale of her flat and conteosred everything,

mercifully. Rory's fund was something else. Becatuibad been her sister



Hilary's money Celia had obviously felt entitleduse it to extricate herself
from disaster. A visit to their own solicitor fugh clarified the situation.

With grants and endowments Adam and Giles wereigeovfor throughout

their time at university, but poor Rory would onlyst about manage to
scrape through prep school with what Celia haditetthe fund.

'Wicked old witch,' said Giles wrathfully. 'Whagjsing to happen now?'

It was a question that kept Victoria awake a leyyertheless her new-found
resolution never faltered. The house would haveetsold, for a start. She
had done her utmost to keep their home togethéte matable background
for the boys in the teeth of opposition, and nolwads for nothing. She
might just as well have got rid of the Coach Howben her parents died,
then Rory, at least, would never have known anfgiifice.

It was impossible to pretend nothing was wrong witenFawcetts arrived
to deliver Rory. Adam and Giles blurted it all @tyway, while Helga took
Rory and Emma to play in the garden, and Claire Almstair listened in
dismay.

'What on earth will you do?' asked Claire.

I'm not sure yet. Sell the house, | suppose.' dviiat shrugged
philosophically. 'l suppose | was silly to try tartg on to it all this time, but
we hated the thought of leaving it.'

It was only when the Fawcetts were ready to lehaeYictoria could bring
herself to ask about Gavin.

'He's in Scotland," said Claire. 'l couldn't getdhof him until last night.
Apparently the Greek thing has been put off for eekvor two and he's
filling in the time doing some commercials.'

Alistair put a friendly arm round Victoria's shoalg. 'We'd like to help, my
dear. Let us know what we can do.’

She smiled at him cheerfully. ‘Just knowing thdpel'll write and tell you
what we decide to do.’



For a few days after that Victoria firmly put herdncial worries to one side
and concentrated on getting her brothers readyhigr various places of

learning. Rory, in particular, needed endless naags sewn On his new
school uniform, and she was glad of the mecharasél finding it soothing,

surprisingly. Funds were all right for Rory's pnesschool anyway, and she
gave thanks for it fervently. Perhaps by the tiraeMent on to public school
she would win the pools or one of those instartufoes in the popular press.

She had been back at the kindergarten a week wieesarsaved home with
Rory to find a strange car in the drive, a Jensenless. Rory ran to it
excitedly and peered through the windows in admainat his fingers
smoothing the black bodywork lovingly.

'l don't know whose car that is,’ said Victoria,lgmg, 'but | don't think the
owner will fancy your fingerprints all over it.'

Rory tore himself away from the car reluctantly dokbwed her round the
house to the kitchen where, looking large and vi&dvin sat at the table
with Giles, drinking tea. He sprang to his feethnatwarn smile, holding out
his hand.

'Hello, Victoria—you don't look surprised to see.me

'Hi, Gavin. The car was a dead give-away.' She thekhand for an instant
then let him help her off with her raincoat.

'How did you know it was mine?'
‘The other men who flock here drive Porsches andhfie and things. | don't
know anyone with a Jensen.' Victoria grinned at bivaekily and Gavin's

eyes flickered in hastily suppressed surprise.

'You do now," he said, then his face sobered alytuptvould have come
before--'

'Why should you? Giles, put the kettle on agaieréls a love.’



'l heard from Claire about your aunt, but I've beearooned on a moor
doing this advertisement for whisky and | couldndke it to see you any
sooner.' He smiled down at Rory, who was waitingigpdly to be noticed.
'Hello there, Rory. Enjoy the rest of your holidzyer | left?’

Rory nodded and Gavin fished in the pocket of &wsrf cords to produce a
tiny miniature of the car standing outside the frdmor. The child's face lit
up, and he hugged Gavin before showing it to Gilesccitement. The latter
duly admired it, set a fresh pot of tea in fronhdf sister and glanced from
her face to Gavin's.

You can play with that after you've changed yoearg he said to Rory.
‘Come on.'

'‘But Victoria always--'

'I've just made her some tea. Coore' Giles hauled his sibling away by
main force, giving his sister a wink behind theisitor's back as he left.
Victoria ignored it and sat down behind the tegtra

'More tea, Gavin?' she asked casually.

'Yes. Thanks.' Gavin leaned back in the batteréd\ihdsor chair and ran a
hand through his hair. 'l came to offer you my aadedces, Victoria.'

‘That's kind of you. But you could have telephorieds trouble.' She smiled
and handed him a mug of tea.

'l tried to ring, several times," he said, avoidireg eyes.
'‘Really? I'm here every evening. Perhaps thereadaslt on the line.’

' meant | tried tdoring myself to ring,'- he said impatiently. 'l wantecdalk

to you but | had no idea what to say. Your aurdathl seemed to be the final
straw for you. When Claire told me | was stunneglephone conversations
are invariably unsatisfactory anyway, so | decidedleave it until I'd
finished shooting up in Scotland, then come andfseenyself how you
were coping.'



'Do | take it we can look forward to seeing youoom screens in a kilt, then?'
She grinned at him mischievously.

Gavin was not amused. 'No. It's a shooting-partiyy&tdian style. | merely
raise my glass to the camera after eulogising @nekcellence of the
whisky.'

"'l watch out for it. Now I'm on my own I'll bebde to watch less uplifting
programmes for a change.' Victoria took a bisauibf the plate Giles had
thoughtfully put on the tray, and crunched hungrifunt Celia was a
television snob.

Gavin listened to her, looking somewhat at seau 'Maow, | thought you'd
be in the depths, Victoria. | know you weren't velyse to your aunt, so |
didn't really expect you to be grieving, but | exgel you to be more
worried than you appear to be. Claire told me yeweneft even worse off
financially than before.’

Victoria shrugged philosophically and got up.

'Right. We have been--' She broke off as she cagight of some potatoes
in the sink. 'I'd better do these. Do you minddaatry on peeling them while
we talk? It's Giles's job really, but | imaginedaesn't like to interrupt at the
moment.’

'Of course not. Can | help?’

'‘No thanks. Pour me another cup of tea thoughgufwould.'

Gavin obliged. 'Claire said something about yowimgto sell the house,’
he went on.

Victoria smiled at him over her shoulder. 'We dedido have another year
here on our own—in peace, as it were; a time toepgie what we have
and take leave of it without haste. Break ourseinagently.'

'Will your finances stretch to that?'



‘Just about, | think. As long as the entire roaésiot cave in, or something
else catastrophic happens in the maintenanceWwashould manage— not
comfortably exactly, but certainly adequately.'

Gavin gazed thoughtfully at Victoria's small, sgtati back as she stood
peeling potatoes and carrots at the sink. Her efottrere neat, but functional
rather than elegant, and her grey pleated skirtcama-necked jersey had a
faint aura of school uniform, except for high-heeldack leather shoes and
fine grey stockings. Her hair was drawn into areomfiar knot on the top of
her head, and he eyed it with distaste. She glangetb find he was
watching her.

'Why the dissecting look, Gavin?'

'l was thinking you seemed hardly any older thandthoolgirl | remember
from the last time | came here to the house.'

'When you had the beautiful Julia in tow. She'semgsuccess, isn't she? A
friend of mine managed to get tickets for the prestMEnd run of the play

she was in last year. We saw it in Bath.' Victqeéered into the Aga stove
and checked the oven temperature. 'She was ved; §o@s impressed.’

'Yes—considering how decorative she is Julia's rargingly intelligent
actress. She's in this Greek thing with me, bywviiag.' He looked a trifle
uncomfortable.

'l look forward to seeing it." Victoria was setly amused to note that
Gavin obviously taken aback to find little Victosa much less devastated
than expected, but pity was the last thing she ecaftom him. He must
learn to look at her clearly; Victoria Goddard as svas now and would be
from now on, with a little application and persemsre. Not Hilary's poor
little daughter struggling against all odds, na gseudo-Lolita of that first
evening who still lingered in his memory, to henayance, but a balanced
young woman with no intention of wallowing in seity any more, nor of
constantly harking back to the past.

'l had hoped you'd come out for a meal tonighttdfia. Is it possible?' he
asked, eyeing the preparations for dinner.



‘That's very sweet of you, but I'm always a big@@n Fridays—end of the
week syndrome, and all that. Have supper with stead. Adam stays at the
White Hart all day at weekends, so it's only GiRery and me.’

Gavin looked doubtful. 'l wouldn't want to put ytmany trouble.’

"You won't. | made a meat pie last night. Maute cuisinepf course, more
in the nourishing and filling category, but youlrere than welcome to
share it." Victoria gave him a coaxing little smilewould be a treat for the
boys, too. They don't get much excitement.’

'Oh well, if theboyswould like it then how can | refuse?' For thetfiime
the old mocking glint was back in Gavin's grey-gelgks, and Victoria
nodded in approval.

‘That's better!

'What is?'

"You've stopped treating me as if | were an inyalidsomething.’

'It would be have been easier to cope if you wemmehow," he said
candidly. 'l came expecting to pick up the piedemmkly. And | can't help

feeling a bit surprised to find such a very togethdy.'

'Why thank you, Gavin,' she said with genuine warnithat's the best
compliment I've ever had.’

'Surely not!" His eyes were glinting again the falchiliar way. 'There must
have been a few hopeful Romeos around, if onlyllege.’

Victoria dimpled. 'Oh, | had plenty of the usualatidle dished out to me
when | was a student, but | roomed in hall. Oul hals famed for its
impregnability—known to all male students inevitalsls Fort Knox, of
course!'



Encouraged by the sound of laughter Giles let Pagk in, now attired in

jeans and jersey, and the child promptly climbedoopGavin's knee and
began running his little car along the tablecloth.

"You might have asked permission,' said Victoridydr

Rory twisted round to look up at Gavin. 'Want mgéb down?"

Gavin shook his head, grinning. 'l suppose not.'

Victoria left them to it while she put the pie ihet oven and set the
vegetables to cook, then made gravy to serve \wigimt The men in her
family felt deprived if she gave them a meal withguwavy, Rory even

known to ask why they never had it with bacon aggl e

'l want Gavin to have supper with us, Victoria,ids&ory suddenly,
oblivious to the look of horror turned on him b turother.

'‘Good,' said Victoria absently, her attention amghavy. 'I've already asked
him." She turned in time to see Giles relax, relcevwWant to lay the table for
me, Giles?'

' Sure.' He was on his feet at once. 'In the dinaam?’

'Oh, | don't think so. You don't mind eating outéheo you, Gavin?' said
Victoria casually.

‘Not in the least, but may I just run down to thieage beforehand? I'm out
of cigars.' He held out his hand to Rory. 'Wantame?'

‘Yesplease!"Rory went bright pink with pleasure.

After a glance at Giles's wistful face Victoria ¢dned. 'l rather fancy his big
brother would like a ride, too.’

'Why don't we all go?' Gavin shrugged himself iatpadded cream cotton
jacket, raising an eyebrow at Victoria. 'Will yadinner hang on for a bit?’



'You bet,' she said promptly, and pushed the saunsefo the back of the
Aga, transferred the pie to the warming oven.nl caok dinner any time. A
trip in a Jensen is a one-off'

'Not necessarily,’ murmured Gavin, unheard, inelthck of her head.

Gavin was a calm, skilled driver, and Victoria baside him bright-eyed
with enjoyment, sorry when they arrived all too soat the village
off-licence. Gavin insisted they all pile out armt@mpany him inside, and
Rory grew round-eyed with surprise when he foundat ththe
off-licence—new territory to him— also sold potatosps and chocolate.
He nudged his sister.

'Look, Victoria—sweets!'

She frowned at him, then noticed Giles was shakiitlg silent laughter. He
rolled his eyes towards the lady presiding overctmh-desk and Victoria bit
her lip. Miss Violet Baker, sister of the proprietovas a lady of fairly
advanced years, and at the moment she was stai@ayan wide-eyed and
open-mouthed as he wandered round the shelvesciimgpehe wine on
offer. Under the fascinated gaze of the Goddards tghitched at her
flowered overall and patted the curls confined la¢m@ hairnet, the colour
in her face mounting alarmingly as Gavin finallyiaed at her desk to pay.
He turned the famous smile on her full- blast askkd for some cigars on
the shelf behind her. The bedazzled lady knockedhdseveral packets of
cigarettes and a shower of pipe-cleaners whilegryo comply with his
request, and when the large box of chocolates kexlder was beyond Miss
Baker's reach he went behind the counter to Idoivn himself, by which
time the poor lady looked on the verge of collapghile she went fluttering
off to find a box to accommodate the wine and daftks Gavin had added
to his purchases, two smart young women came imtoshop chatting
together and stopped dead in their tracks mid-seatafter one glance at
him. By this time Victoria felt totally invisibleShe knew both women
well—each had a child in her class—but at the mdriery had eyes for no
one but the tall, red-haired man leaning agairesttunter. Gavin smiled at
them pleasantly, then bent to Rory.

'What do you fancy? Toffee? Chocolates?’



'Crisps, please, Gavin.'

'Very modest, old chap—how about that tin of fidibps as well?' Gavin
grinned at the child's rapturous assent, then toblis cheque book to pay
for his purchases.

When Miss Baker saw him actually sign 'G. Creed'doenposure deserted
her completely.

'Oh Mr Creed—how wonderful,’ she said breathles$ie seen all your
films—and that wonderful series on televisiomeuld you autograph this
for me—so kind—and when you blew up that house ehbe hostages
were—so brave—oh thank you, thank yosokind--""

She would have gone on indefinitely if Giles hadrt&rvened hastily to heft
Gavin's box out to the car. Victoria smiled at éxeited lady as she left.

'‘Good night, Miss Baker.'

The latter peered at her blankly. "Why, Victoriarelver noticed you there,
dear . . ." Her mouth remained open as Gavin gave hast smile, put an
arm round Victoria's waist and took charge of Rafth his free hand as
they went out. Outside, Giles was leaning agahlestcar having hysterics.
'Shut up, you idiot,' scolded Victoria, wanting hyaib join in.

'‘God, Gavin,' gasped Giles, 'is it like that evemngne you go?"

Gavin shrugged and lifted Rory into the car. 'Qaitat.’

'‘Might help if you looked a bit more anonymousitséictoria as he started
the car. "You just don't have the usual plastiorstace.’

‘Not to mention being long and lanky and a coppelkrput in Giles.

‘Just props,' said Gavin dismissively, and glaratédictoria. 'Didn't bother
you, did it, back there?’



'Not in the last—though | can see why you were aefal in Wales now,’'
she said thoughtfully. 'At the time | considerediyeere way over the top
about your privacy.'

‘That was only because | was a bit groggy. Normidibpk on it as part of
the job.'

'Poor Violet.' Victoria glanced sideways at him,ilgmg.
'She almost had a heart-attack at one stage,Gslaig, chortling callously.

'Don't be unkind,’ said his sister severely. 'Mywdi, she'll be a star turn at
all the coffee mornings for a bit.'

'Will you mind that your name is likely to crop tgp?' Gavin asked quietly,
his eyes on the road.

Victoria frowned a little. 'l hadn't thought of tha never mind, let's get
back to our dinner.'

She flew back into the house when they arrivedijligasstored vegetables
and pie to their former posts, then went up to geateaving Giles to deal
out knives and forks like a hand of cards whilechatted nineteen to the
dozen to Gavin. Victoria hesitated for a momenhér bedroom, on the
point of putting on something festive, but she gethher mind and took out
the sort of thing she usually wore in the evenirgack ski-pants and a
scarlet wool sweater. Her only concession to aesef$ccasion was the
matching red ribbon she tied in her hair afterngkt down from its severe
knot. When she returned to the kitchen Gavin roselended her the large
box of chocolates.

‘A trite offering to you, Victoria, but the bestbould do on the spur of the
moment.' He smiled at her apologetically, and wawhdnd to the bottles on
the kitchen counter. 'l hope you like the wine dsé.’

Wine of any sort had no place in the Goddard bydumt did chocolates
very often, and Gavin would have realised that daty well, so Victoria
smiled and accepted the offerings gracefully. Scshe acknowledged it



was very agreeable to have a guest at supper,iabpeoe who had such a
fund of amusing theatrical anecdotes to tell, d@dltoys were particularly
enthralled with an account of Gavin's most recémt, fiwhich had involved

rather a lot of time dangling from a helicopter.riravas quite affronted
when he learned a stuntman had been used for sbrthe ccenes, and
patently thought Gavin should have done all thegdawus bits himself,

even after it was explained to him that it was batky and impractical for a
highly-paid actor to run the risk of injury thatud put him out of a film

entirely.

'Honestly, Rory, stop being such a pill," said &ileenchantly, and pressed
their guest to another helping of Victoria's exeellpie.

Gavin accepted with flattering enthusiasm, obvipusijoying the homely
fare and the unsophisticated company, and retuvhetria's approving
smile with interest. He looked big and relaxed, ey much at home. Also
very attractive, she noted, in a cream cable-kméager over a white shirt,
the overhead light striking sparks from his tawmrhwhich was longer
now and slightly shaggy, in preparation for his tnete. As his eyes met
hers they narrowed a little questioningly, thentim@ed away to refill the
glass, firmly refusing Rory's plea for wine.

‘Lemonade for you, tiddler. Wine is for grown-ups.’

Rory opened his mouth to argue, then closed itmagacognising authority
when he heard it. Victoria served the pudding w@iiles cleared the dinner
plates away, and after eating a bowlful of cho@late-cream while the
others had cheese and fruit, Rory was ready, adegpmtests to the contrary,
for bed. He was borne off by Victoria, who madersinork of undressing

him. As she kissed him he looked up at her fronpillew pleadingly.

'Vicky, can Gavin come and say good night? Please!

She smiled at him and smoothed his hair, touchetdsyVicky', which was
reserved for very rare occasions indeed.

'0O.K. But then sleep. You're very tired.'



He nodded, his dark eyes heavy, and she went dains1sb find the other
two had washed up and cleared away.

'‘Wonderful," she said with gratitude. 'Gavin, woutdi mind popping up to
say good night to Rory? He asked very nicely.’

Gavin's eyes softened. 'Of course. Where is he?'
"The room at the head of the stairs.’
Gavin could be heard taking the stairs two at & @® Victoria made coffee.

'Is there anything to offer him with the coffee@ked Giles anxiously.
‘Brandy, or a liqueur?'

'‘Nope, not a thing. Don't worry." Victoria smiletilam affectionately. 'He
won't expect anything.’

Giles fiddled with the sugarbowl. 'l was supposeda® down to the White
Hart tonight," he muttered. 'Just a game of damtlsvealk back with Adam—
would you rather | didn't?'

Victoria kept her face straight with an effort. 'WhAfraid I'm not to be
trusted on my own with the famous actor?’

'Not you, stupid. Him!" Giles flushed bright retimean, Gavin's a decent
bloke and all that, and I like him a lot, but yeu& very pretty girl, and so,
well— sosmall!

Victoria was deeply touched by this unexpected evig of chivalry in her
young brother. 'l don't think you need worry," slagd, choosing her words
with care. 'Gavin and | are just good friends, éinca phrase. Adding to
which he's known us all since we were children.ddesn't think of me in
that way at all, I'm certain.’

'Why? Is he gay, or something?'

'Giles!'



'Well, he'd have to be, or blind as a bat, if haldo't see you were quite
pretty.' He looked uncomfortable and flushed &elitt mean, even | can, and
I'm only your brother!

'Why, thank you—I think, but for heaven's sake gd alay darts if you
want to. | don't mind either way. And,' she addad, unlikely Gavin will
stay very long. He probably wants to get back tadam.'

Giles looked unconvinced, but when Gavin came dtawsstook leave of
him, shot a look heavily charged with warning irciiia’s direction, and
went off to jog down to the village.

'What's the matter with Giles," asked Gavin. 'Dédnfave something on his
mind?"No,"' said Victoria hastily. 'Is Rory almesieep?’

‘Just about." Gavin reached down and pulled heopbber chair. 'Are you
finally at liberty to sit and relax in the drawimgem for a while?'

'Yes, of course, only come to the study insteaslelisier to heat at this time
of the year.'

Gavin followed Victoria across the hall with theffee-tray. Giles had lit the
fire in the study during the afternoon, and themo@as cosy in the sudden
autumn chill of the evening. Flames shot up asoviatpoked the fire, their
light reflecting rosily in her cheeks and shiningtbe rubbed leather of the
comfortable, rather shabby, furniture.

Gavin gave a sigh of pleasure as he set the tnam dod sank into one of the
big club chairs. 'Lovely, soothing room, Victoria.'

'A bit shabby, really." She poured coffee and hdrdm a cup.

He shook his head. '‘Comfortable rather, welcomemgctly the sort of room
to fall apart in after a gruelling day.' He learstk in the chair to sip his
coffee, while Victoria took her usual place in th@nty wicker chair, and
switched on the lamp on the table beside her. 8ble wool and needles
from the basket and began to knit with practiseskedp not looking at her
flying fingers, but gazing idly into the fire. Gamivatched her in silence that



was as comfortable as the room, his face contemglas he glanced now
and then at his surroundings, at the damask csrthat needed renewing,
and the chipped places on the paintwork. He breathdeeply and Victoria

look at him in amusement.

That was a deep, dark sigh, Gavin. Is there somgitnm your mind?'
'Only you.'

She ruled whimsically. 'Cue for a song. Don't woalgout me—us,
anything, Gavin, we'll be fine, | promise '

He looked at her, puzzled. 'How did this new-foyrmilosophy come into
being, Victoria? You seem to found a new sourcstr@ngth.’

"You had quite a lot to do with it, really.’
'l did?'

'Remember what you said about melancholy?' She lkepeyes on her
flying fingers. 'lt made me stand back and takeok lat myself and | didn't
much like what | saw. | asked the boys what theygfint about my general
attitude lately, and they seemed to think | didteuvell, all things
considered, and was quite entitled to be geneaably subdued and inclined
to fly off the handle now and then. That really wake up. It was brought
home to me how much | had to be thankful for, idotg three rather nice
brothers, not to mention the fact that | once elad a proposal from a
glamorous actor too, and how many women are alteast about that!

'If you're referring exclusively to a proposal fré Creed, Esq., only one.'
'‘Oh—nhow surprising. And yet not.’
'Why do you say that?' asked Gavin curiously.

'‘Well, | would have thought that if you'd asked ang else they'd have said
yes.'



'‘Nevertheless, the two women | have approachedh@subject were both
unflatteringly prompt with their refusals!

Victoria shook her head in disbelief. 'lt's hard#lieve.'
'Is the answer still the same?' he asked quieyeyes on the flames.
'Yes.'

‘The offer still stands, Victoria.' His voice, trs®nsitive instrument he used
to such good effect to make his living, was verietjbut still audible above
the crackling of the flames.

Victoria went on knitting steadfastly, the clickin§the needles hypnotic to
the man watching her. 'That's very kind of you, @akut the answer's still
the same. And—and please don't feel you have tp #eeoffer open—oh
dear, that sounds awful. Too conceited for wordaeant | wouldn't need
prior notification if you suddenly decided to marspmeone else." She
looked up to find him grinning widely. 'What's smnhy?"You, Victoria. |
had a sudden vision of writing to the effect tha¢ bffer was terminated
herewith, the option now being taken up by anofizety.’

"You might find another "party" at any time. In tb@urse of your work you
must come across hundreds of likely candidates.’

'Yes, | suppose you can say that.' He sighed anahg@ mightily. '‘But |,
personally, have no desire to marry an actresseliesumuch I'm tempted.
What's the use, when chances are we'd hardly sge aher? | want
something more permanent to come home to. A baakgrbke this, peace
and comfort and— continuity. That's it; continuity.

Victoria pulled a face. 'You didn't want to marrgso much as this house, |
think, which just happens to have a reasonablyaBlgtiemale and a family

thrown in. The perfect stage-set—all you have tasdearn your lines and

step on-stage into the role of husband and broffteat's why it seems so
attractive. It's all so ready-made and labour-ggavamd all for the price of a

marriage licence.'



Gavin sat straighter in his chair, his composuféed. "You're leaving out
feelings--'

‘No, I'm not. You're the one doing that." She ghwe an irritatingly kind
smile. 'All this talk of comfort and warmth is alery well, but | want
romance and passion and to be swept off my feet. Why you put it,
marriage sounds like an old people's home.'

Gavin gave a shout of laughter. 'I'm sorry, VicolYou seem so young for
your age sometimes, and | feel so old for mineh&es I'm past all the
Prince Charming bit. You obviously need someoneamomantic than me.'

'Yes,' said Victoria thoughtfully. 'Someone withiamore zip.'

This was going too far and Gavin jumped to his,fstetnding over her with
menace. 'l ought to make you take that back, ydaahg'

'Well, you could, of course. You're bigger than 'n&he looked up at him
with untroubled eyes. 'But if you give me a blacgke d think you'd
disillusion my brothers bitterly.'

'A black eye wasn't quite what | had in mind," @& ssoftly, and swooped
suddenly, picking her up out of her chair, knittexgd all.

'I'll drop my stitches--' she protested breathiessl

'So ask me nicely to put you down.' His eyes staradhers, inexorable in
the leaping firelight.

'‘And | assured Giles it was perfectly safe to lemesalone with you!" she
said, half-laughing. 'Don't prove me wrong.'

'What did he say?' asked Gavin with interest.

'He seemed to think that unless you were gay, ort-sighted, you might
feel more than just friendly towards me, because afcsister | wasn't
bad-looking." She looked up at his face in entred§o put me
down—please?"



'Giles is right, of course,' said Gavin, with atiistly unnerving smile. 'l
had problems in keeping my hands off you when ugfi you were only
twelve years old, so what chance do | stand nowrgau big girl? Well,
bigger than you were then, at least!

Victoria knew quite well she had brought all thistterself. Goading Gavin
about his lack of romance, to be euphemistic, reehlmore than a little
rash, and it served her right to be held danghngid-air like a rag-doll, still
ridiculously clutching her knitting.

'‘Let me get rid of my knitting, at least," she retgt in embarrassment, and
Gavin promptly bent just enough for her to lay iveol and needles in the

basket, but immediately straightened and pulledhlaed against his chest.

Victoria glared at him in frustration. 'This is piasilly—put me down!

‘All right," he said surprisingly, and sat down hwier in the leather chair,
cradling her on his lap like a child. 'There. Bette

'No," she said tightly. 'Just different.’

"You said just now you wanted to be swept off yiaet.'

'l meant figuratively, not literally. | didn't meatou to take me at my word.’
'How would you like me to take you?' There was @dsum note of danger in

Gavin's voice and Victoria kept very still. The Bewas very quiet, and the
room shadowy, with only a small pool of light ineoocorner from the lamp,

and the fading glow of the fire. Abruptly Victordeegan to struggle fiercely,

but the man holding her only laughed a little, deepis throat.

'You can't win.'

'l can try--' Her voice was stifled against thetswbol of his sweater as his
arms tightened cruelly.

'‘Best not to struggle at all.' The danger in hisgdad changed to a silk-soft
wooing tone that panicked her even more.



'I must—the fire's dying--'

'It doesn't matter. I'll keep you warm, no needréme against the dying of
the light"--" His musical voice was cut off shar@g she gave a violent
heave and pushed at the arms holding her. Butdhisdmly tightened. "You
said you had a lot to be thankful for and | wagigtahear it. But how can |
get it through your stubborn little head that yould have a great deal more
to be thankful for if only you'd give in?'

Victoria looked up at him, her cutting answer silet by the hot, bright
anger in his passionate eyes.

'l apologise for hurting your poor little feelingh those years ago," he went
on harshly. 'I'm sorry you failed your bloody extou. | kissed you a couple
of times when | shouldn't have, too—which is hardlgase for breach of
promise—and knew quite well you had a crush on 8. considering
myself a highly unsuitable subject for your youthgassion | decided it was
kinder to nip it in the bud, which was the reasdéndught Julia to the house
to meet you.'

'Kinder!" she said scornfully.

'Yes,' said Gavin flatly, 'in the way a clean @ikind. | thought you would
get over it quicker that way. Of course | had tssiings up by kissing you
again that last morning, a mistake | regretteebittafterwards. You looked
so lost and miserable as | walked away--' He chettkmself, breathing in
deeply. 'Anyway, what I'm trying to say is that Imore than ready to
shoulder any responsibility that is miramdtake on yours as well—gladly.
But I'm damned if I'm going to let you throw up tfesst at me every time |
put a foot wrong. Your parents were very specialpbe and we both know
how much they'd want you to be happy. | happeritaktyou'd be happy
with me.'

'You mean that nice, businesslike little arrangeameyou put
forward—comfortable and undermanding, like a glagsnilk!" Victoria
said rashly, and tried to free herself.



Gavin cursed under his breath and yanked her atiedesnees, one hand
holding her fast by the hair as he kissed her sgyagle went on kissing

her, ignoring her frantic resistance, until gratiuéler tense angry body
began to relax against him and her mouth trembduléssly into response.
Gavin lay back in the chair, taking her with hinddrolding her so close she
could hear his heart thudding violently. His limwved delicately over her

face, lingering hardest and longest on her partedtmwhile his hands

sought out the sensitive, secret places of her lxatgssing and stroking her
to a breathless state of urgency, her anger ratdetpletely by this new,

overwhelming feeling that outstripped in intengitything she had ever felt
before, even the sharp agony of grief.

Pitchforked headlong into the first true sexualpmese she had ever
experienced. Victoria stared up into his glitteringent eyes in breathless
wonder.

'So this is how it happens!

Gavin smoothed the hair back from her hot foreteaderly. 'Nothincghas
happened—yet.’

'No. But at least | know now.'
'Know what, little one?"

'Why everyone raves about—this.' She smiled atihiomabashed delight.
Gavin's eyes darkened and colour flared alonglegkbones as he sat up
abruptly and stripped off his sweater. Then slowdyjngly, he began to
peel off the scarlet jersey she wore, his handghng over the task, when
suddenly they both froze. The front door openedtardsound of voices in
the hall sent them flying apart, Gavin tugging andweater frantically as he
knelt to poke the fire. Victoria threw herself iffter wicker chair, making a
futile effort to tidy her hair, and grabbed hertking seconds before her
brothers came in, her hands shaking, not darihgoioat Gavin.

'Hello, hello," boomed Giles. He burst into thermdollowed by Adam. 'We
won tonight," he announced, beaming, 'but thougtt et back early in



case Gavin was still here. Told you he would besdid over his shoulder to
his brother.

'‘Gavin—qgreat to see you again!" Adam pumped Gavirdad with
enthusiasm. 'Afraid I'd missed you. | say, thapsedty cool car out there.'

Gavin greeted both boys with every appearance e&spire, looking

remarkably unruffled in Victoria's opinion, whiclmlg served to emphasise
how good an actor he was, unless he had been adg&dess affected by
the recent little episode than she had. Her heast jymping about in her
chest like a wild thing, and she was deeply gratgfe had her knitting to
occupy her unsteady hands.

‘The fire needs perking up a bit—I'll get more 16@ziles went whistling
from the room while Adam began a blow-by-blow agtoof everything
he'd done in the time since Gavin's first visitthe Coach House, plus a
barrage of questions on Gavin's career and his jobxin Greece, which
made Adam very envious.

''ve always had a yen to go to Greece—well, Cadtually. They play
cricket there.'

'‘Greece didn't do old Aunt Celia much good," obseéréiles outrageously,
coming back with a full log-basket.

Victoria chose not to comment. 'Adam, how about fwa removing this
coffee tray and making some more for us?'

'l should be going, actually,’ said Gavin, glancatdis watch. 'l've stayed
much longer than | intended already.'

'‘Oh come on, Gavin: stay a little while,' pleadethf. 'I've hardly seen you,
and it can't take long to get wherever you're gainipe Jensen.’

'Sorry." Gavin stretched as he got to his feet, thrdboys stood alongside
him in front of the fire. They made Victoria feékd Gulliver among the
giants in Brobdingnag. 'I'm afraid | must be onway,' Gavin said, looking
down at her. 'Someone | must see in town earliiemorning.’



Both boys were crestfallen. Victoria was hard putléscribe how she felt.
Her emotions rather resembled the knitting shedwésg so badly. She got
up and held out her hand, smiling brightly at Gattitrwas so kind of you to
call. Do come again whenever you're in the aredll Aherays be glad to see
you.'

He held her hand fast in his, a disquieting gleaims grey eyes. 'That's nice
to know, Victoria. I'll come as soon as | get bé&wm Greece,’ and to her
dismay he bent very deliberately and kissed hddimg her head still with
one hand as he did so while Adam and Giles lookednhounholy glee.
‘Thanks for dinner.' He trailed a finger down Vit#s scarlet cheek then
shook hands with both boys. 'Watch out for me Syndzek on the box. I'm
in an Ibsen play.’'

They promised to eagerly, and all three saw hintht door, standing
together as the gleaming car started up and wémnloafn the drive with a
spurt of gravel. A look at their sister's stormgdalecided Adam and Giles
to keep to neutral subjects as they washed updtfieecthings and made her
a cup of tea, then they settled down to watcheanaht cops-and-robbers
film before they went to bed. Adam, his long, latdody stretched out in the
chair where Gavin had sat, yawned mightily andteldaibout his day at the
pub, while Victoria scrutinised her knitting in qbesr.

'‘Dropped a stitch?' asked Giles absently.

'Yes,' said Victoria, which was an understatemginé entire section knitted
in Gavin's company would have to be redone, toviesation. 'I'll do it
tomorrow. The light's bad for seeing this dark bllie go to bed now, |
think. Good night.'

'‘Good night." Adam fished something from down tlie of the chair and
produced a length of bedraggled red ribbon. 'Thisgy?'

'‘Gavin was sitting there, maybe it's his,' saie§ikrying to keep a straight
face. 'New fashion, like wearing his sweater ing@de—did you notice?'

Victoria snatched the ribbon from Adam and gavee$d well-aimed kick
as she passed him, making him howl.



'‘Anyway," said Giles, determined to have the lastdw'That good-night kiss
of Gavin's proves one thing.’

'What's that?' asked Adam with interest.
'He certainly isn't gay—or blind, either!
Adam looked mystified. 'Did anybody suggest he was?

'‘No," said Victoria, with admirable restraint. ‘1Gséles's idea of a joke. Good
night.'



CHAPTER EIGHT

After Gavin's visit Victoria's spare time was takenwith the final spurt of
getting Adam and Giles ready for their respectivevgs of academe, an
activity guaranteed to blot up anyone's surplusg@neShe was glad of
it—pleased to have her mind taken off Gavin dutimg daytime, at least,
though for a day or two both brothers made it ciffi by teasing her
unmercifully about 'the star'. But these days Mietavas able to take it all in
her stride, merely joining in the laughter goodunedly instead of snapping
as she would have done only a short time beforé, te result that the boys
soon forgot Gavin in their excitement over thetstterm. There was much
more laughter in the house these days, and songefifittoria brought
herself up sharply, scolding herself for her latkegret over Celia French's
abrupt departure from their lives. She mentionegd Adam and Giles, but
with the candour of the young they assured her tekynone at all, and
thought the Goddard quartet would do very muchebetn their own.
Unless, they hinted slyly, Victoria had any plaos presenting them with
yet another brother.

'In-law, of course,' said Adam wickedly.
'If 1 do you'll be the first to know!" she assutéeém, unruffled.

When the boys had gone things were different; shiled herself irritably
for being a fool. Daydreaming about Gavin was hasdimething new. She
had been through it all before and pronounced texs#l and truly cured
years ago. Gavin's silence over the years had &estow but hurtful, and
very effective, cure for calf-love, and now she wasch too old for foolish
fancies; old enough to know that a kiss or two nmézss than nothing. Yet
this time Gavin seemed determined to remind hehisfexistence. He
telephoned before he left for Greece, an eventhwbave Adam and Giles
smug 'told you so' expressions for days. Eventu4ltyoria even received a
letter from him, telling her about delays the uwire running into on
mainland Greece, describing the locations wheng were filming, ending
with enquiries about the Goddards in general anttovia in particular.
There was nothing remotely personal in it, nevéetgee she hid it in her
handbag and after a day or two wrote back to tlieesd he gave, a rather



shy, stilted little letter, thanking him for keepinn touch and otherwise
confining herself to a report on the Goddard farmlgeneral.

Claire Fawcett rang up regularly, breezy, chattyrghconversations which
Victoria looked forward to, and eventually invit&ctoria and Rory to

spend half-term at the Fawcett household near @kiac Victoria accepted
gratefully, and with a treat like this to look foavd to the days fairly flew
by, helped a lot by the fact that Rory had setithetb his new school. Until
Claire's next phone-call.

'Victoria,' began Claire with a rush, 'l've jusebealking to Theo Hart. He
rang me up just now in rather a twist.'

'Who's Theo Hart?'

'‘Gavin's agent, love.' There was a pause. 'l résimery | talked too much, as
usual, but he's such a clever, devious so-andedd him rather a lot before
| knew it.'

Victoria was still in the dark. 'A lot about wha&tlaire?"

'You,darling.'

'Me? Why should he ask about me, for heaven's sake?

'‘Well, | think the gist of it was that there weretlzacks with shooting the
film.'

'Of course! Why didn't you say before? Everyonevmwhat an expert | am
on that sort of thing!

'Don't be sarcastic, darling. You'll find out tleigening. And don't forget to
ring me afterwards—I'm devoured by curiosity.'

So was Victoria. She sat in the study later thahéw eyeing the telephone
uneasily, but it refused to ring. Much later theodell rang instead. She
jumped to her feet nervously. Visitors at this tigfenight were a rarity.

With a quick glance in the hall mirror as she pdsgetoria smoothed back



a stray lock of hair and opened the front door wdhtion. A stranger stood
outside. He was short and swarthy, with recediaglibhair and a nose that
dominated his intelligent face. Shrewd black eyehitd thick- lensed
spectacles regarded her with surprise.

'Miss Goddard? Miss Victoria Goddard?' he asked.
'Yes.'

'My "name is Hart, Miss Goddard. Theo Hart, Gavire€il's agent. Mrs
Fawcett gave me your address, so | took a chant&ame to see you in
person as | was in the neighbourhood.’

'Please come in." Victoria hid her surprise belamblite smile and ushered
her visitor into the firelit study, switching on meolamps as she waved him
to a chair. 'May | offer you a drink, or coffee?’

‘No, thank you, I've not long dined." Theo Hart tediuntil Victoria sat
down before settling himself in the leather ch@amnthe fire. His eyes were
frankly curious as they examined her. 'You mustwasdering why I'm
here,' he said at last.

'I'm consumed with curiosity," she said frankly.

'l will come to the point,' went on Theo Hart. '‘@aCreed, for the first time
in his professional career, is showing signs of—gerament, shall we say.’

Victoria looked at him blankly. 'l see.’

He smiled. 'Which means you don't. Bear with etsuit by Furiesthe
name of this little piece, has run into quite a fdifficulties. Rienski's
directing; always an exacting man to work with, tigaitarly when Mrs
Rienski is in the cast. You may know her bettedw@s Lockhart.’

Victoria nodded wryly.

‘To start with," he continued, 'a lot of the crewnivdown with stomach
problems, including Julia. Much drama from Rienghkiich more from Julia



when she discovered her own disorder was pregnamutysollywobbles.
She, to be brief, was not pleased, particularlymiRenski, ecstatic with the
news, says she can't play the part, which invoinesh scrambling over
cliffs and diving in and out of boats, and evenhwvatstand-in doing most of
it, nothing doing, says Rienski. And this, Miss @adl, is where you come
in.'

For a wild moment Victoria thought he was askingtbeplay the part, then
she smiled at her own fantasy and asked 'How?'

Theo Hart went on almost contemplatively.

‘The producer is much concerned. Our star flatfyses to throw himself
into any P. R. work, won't talk to the press, staysay from the usual parties
and so on—very brooding and solitary all of a sudd&'e all know he

doesn't like the publicity bit, but normally he doleis best like everyone
else, just grits his teeth and gets on with it whels obliged to, which is
admittedly more than most people. This time, howedwe seems to be doing
an Achilles--'

'Sulking in his tent,’ said Victoria automatically.

Theo Hart smiled. 'Well, hotel-room to be preciste's not throwing
tantrums, of course, that's not his style. Hesgtiobornly polite and takes
off on another culture quest if hounded.'

'l still don't see--'

"To come to the point, | want you to go out to GeeeMiss Goddard: so does
Robin, having gathered you are largely to blame Gawin's desire for
solitude.'

Victoria stared at him, dumbfounded. 'You're nataes, Mr Hart!'

‘Let me add a little more. | knew about you becabaein asked me a lot of
guestions when he came to London to see me duisngtdy in Wales. He
went into his financial prospects in depth becahseeintended getting
married, he said. To you.' Theo Hart leaned forwardis chair, his hands



clasped between his knees. 'lt seems you turnedonvmn. However, Claire
Fawcett hinted to me this afternoon that you arteentirely immune to the
attractions of our hero.’

'‘Are you being sarcastic, Mr Hart?' she asked.

‘Shall we say most other women are not. Immunéjshand the choice of
"hero" was deliberate. Gavin is true hero materésd, an actor, as a
man—and as a red-hot property." He met her eyes very stjudPdease
believe that I'm very fond of him, quite apart frtime money he earns. So go
to Greece, Miss Goddard, | beg you, and make hppyagain.'

"You mean | should just appear out of the bluesayd'Hi, Gavin, | was just
passing, so | thought I'd drop in"!" Victoria shdodr head, her eyes satirical.
‘Not frightfully feasible, surely, Mr Hart?"

Unperturbed he leaned back comfortably in his chlaagree. So listen to
my suggestion. Robin Baxter, the producer to addisomany qualities,
happens to have been at school with a chap ca#ledd”Angelis. Petros has
a lot of money. Old money—shipping, | believe—arddputting up some
of it for this production. He's willing to put atlenore, and provide the
location on one of the islands, including accomntioda But on one
condition. Petros has a little friend who is arress. And now Julia is out of
the running Petros thinks Miss Elisa Leukas wouldken a splendid
substitute.' Hart looked non-committally at hisyed fingertips.

'What does Mr Baxter think?' asked Victoria witkerrest.

'He says she can act all right, and she's extrebedytiful, very dark and
vivid—good foil for Gavin. But her English is veryeavily accented.
Which, my dear Miss Goddard, is where you coultltiub birds with one
stone, because Mrs Fawcett tells me you just hajgplee qualified to teach
elocution and so on. | spoke to Robin on the tedeptearlier and he is very
keen for you to go to Chyros and put Gavin bacletiogr again, at the same
time rendering Miss Leukas intelligible by the tinteey get to the
soundtrack. So will you?'



Victoria sighed, smiling at him ruefully. 'l wouttkarly love to, Mr Hart, but
it's just not possible.’

Theo Hart frowned. 'Why not?'

'l can't just drop everything and run, unfortunatélor one thing | have a
job, teaching nursery school, but more importardantithat | have a
five-year-old brother who's in my care. | can'ttjdssert him.'

'We're only talking about a fortnight or so—theientompany's due back
here after that for the indoor stuff on the sety@or stay wouldn't be long.’
He gave her a wily look. 'The pay would be goddry good.’

Victoria needed no offers of money to make the igeapting. All her life
she had longed to visit Greece; she'd been gretmenvy when her aunt
went off there earlier in the year. And now she theopportunity.

'Mr Hart," she began thoughtfully, ‘even if | coddercome my personal
difficulties this end and did go to Greece, it ntigiot be the answer to
Gavin's particular problem. Frankly | hate the tifauof arriving there to
find he—well, that he wasn't pleased to see me.’

Theo's face creased in an indulgent smile. 'I'ningilto bet my last shekel
he will be, my dear.

Less than a week later she was on the last stalgergburney on the ferry
from the mainland to Chyros. The days before hpadare had rocketed by
in a mad, headlong rush of frantic arrangementieldealong by Claire,
who had swept Rory and Victoria to the Fawcett hame left Alistair in
charge of the children while she hauled Victoriand the Gloucester shops,
determined to see her prepared for the chancdifetiane.

'My treat," she said firmly, as she paid for sorh¥iotoria's purchases.

'l can't let you do that!" protested Victoria, ialaire was immovable.



"You can pay me back from your Greek pay-packienifakes you happier.'

Victoria had agreed with reluctance, but now she aetually here in the
warm, dry sunshine, she was glad of the new clothssthe ferry drew
nearer she leaned on the rail, her eyes fixed enafiproaching island,
drinking in the sight of pastel-washed buildingsstéred round the harbour
and climbing through the pine-clad hills rising behit. She longed for a
companion, someone to share the blinding beautlyeoisland as it became
clearer with every secon@hyros.And there on Chyros was Gavin, who
had no idea she was coming. Let it be a surpriskifio, Theo Hart had said,
and Victoria had agreed, by no means sure she \agghrdout hoping
fervently the surprise would be a welcome one.Adise and heat of Athens
the night before, coupled with her own nervous itenshad made sleep
difficult, but Victoria forgot any weariness in hekcitement as the boat
docked at the quayside in the glittering sunshste picked up her solitary
suitcase and went down the gangplank, receivingnfused impression of
square white buildings roofed in terracotta anddailed in brightly painted
wrought iron, tavernas with awnings in blue ancegrand yellow, fluttering
above small tables where people in holiday closiggsed drinks and talked
endlessly as they watched the discharging passengeen a cheerful
young voice said 'Hi!" and Victoria turned to seermailing girl with a
freckled face and sandy curls, her thin body ieftshorts and sun top.

I'm Annie,' she announced. 'You must be Victora@ard.'

Victoria smiled back and said hello, feeling sudg@verdressed in her thin
cotton slacks and windbreaker, but very taken withie's happy grin.

‘This all your luggage?' the girl demanded, andhet waiting for an
answer she put two fingers in her mouth, emittingfradent whistle. 'Oi!
Spiro! Move it, will you—come and take this.’'

A curly-headed youth ran up and took the casengiWictoria a flashing
smile and a murmurélalimera before making off at a leisurely lope along
the quay. Annie led the way to a moped parked ryeand looked
doubtfully at Victoria's high-heeled sandals.

‘Can you manage to ride pillion, do you think? riics far.'



Victoria nodded firmly. 'Of course | can. No taxis?

‘Two or three, but their owners are out fishinthat time, usually. There are
a few private cars on Chyros—transport's not a lprob The film unit
brought their own, of course.' Annie straddledrtt@ped, kicked it into life,
shouted 'O.K?' and they were off past the appigeiamid-morning
onlookers, careering past the buildings lining theay before turning
sharply up a bumpy road which led eventually targe, two-storey white
building with blue shutters and ochre-painted bailes, its harsh square
lines softened by the cascading pink and purplédnte of bougainvillaea
against the backdrop of green pines on the hillsgtend the villa.

'Welcome to the Villa Cosmos,' said Annie. 'Thisvisere most of us are
putting up. Mr Angelis—you've heard about him?’

‘A little." Victoria followed the other girl up theeps and into the villa's cool,
dim interior, blinking in the gloom after the crgfine light outside.

'He owns this place, lets it to tourists, but littsen turned over to us for a
couple of weeks." Annie led the way to the uppeorfiwhere she ushered
Victoria into a big, white-walled room with simplerniture, including two
beds. A small, functional bathroom led off it, wéex row of drying briefs
hung from the shower rail. 'l hate to be the beafdrad news, but you're
sharing with me," announced Annie, and stretchédmmone of the beds, her
hands clasped behind her head.

Victoria smiled warmly. 'l don't mind if you donln fact | like the idea. |
was nervous about coming here.' She went into #tlersom to wash her
hands.

'‘Nervous?' called Annie. 'Why?'

''ve never done anything like this before. I'm i dzared. Is this Elisa
Leukas a friendly sort of person?’

'‘No," said Annie, and grinned at Victoria's grimadeen she came back into
the room. 'Not to worry--'



She broke off and yelled ‘come in' at a knock @ndbor and Spiro brought
in the suitcase, smiling shyly when Victoria gave la tip as he left.

Victoria quickly changed into shorts and T-shitieafunpacking, pushing
her hot feet into leather thongs, while Annie obtaway nineteen to the
dozen. She was 'assistant to the production assjsthe informed her new
room-mate. This meant she was general run-arouddiegsbody, and her
name was really Heather, but everyone called he&ieAbecause of the red
hair and freckles.

'‘Gavig's got reddish hair but no one pins stupidkmames on him,’
complained Annie. 'But then, he doesn't frecklejus¢ gets browner and
more gorgeous by the day. He's a really cool blbkehe's a touch moody
as well as magnificent these days. Gavin Creetalking about,' she added,
'you've seen him act, of course.’

'Yes." Victoria kept her back turned. 'Very accoistpd.’ She took down her
hair and brushed it vigorously, meaning to twisu again, but Annie
intervened.

'‘Cor, what a mane! Don't skin it back like that—n'tgyou just tie it or
something? It's fantastic— longer even than thg &isa's.’

'Is she staying here?' Victoria obligingly tied hair at the nape of her neck,
doing her best to sound off-hand.

'‘No fear, love. She's up at the Villa Medusa wigtrés Angelis. Gavin's
there too, and Julia and Rienski, and Robin, ofs@u

'What should | do now?' asked Victoria, wanting lpad know exactly
where Gavin was right at this moment, but anxioaisto display too much
interest.

'I'm to show you round for a bit, then you shoultvén a rest, after which
Robin Baxter will be along to see you after the'sldyming. They're all

over at the other side of the island, abseiling mlahffs and generally
having a fun time. Miss L. is fully occupied todapn you can't start work
just yet.'



Victoria felt let down. She had thought to see @Gaight away, somehow.
'‘Could we just wander round then?' she asked, atinge her
disappointment. 'l'd love to see something of Chyro

'Sure." Annie slid off the bed and led the way dstains. 'Let's have
something to eat at Niko's first, though; I'm stagv

‘Niko's' was a taverna at the water's edge in Ghpwn square, which was
bound by water on three sides and was obviousIflheof the island, with
gaily-coloured boats bobbing at anchor along tresall and shops and
tavernas crowded together in a jumble of colour mmde in the noon-day
sun. Victoria watched, fascinated, as she and Armtékolokithakia,
deep-fried courgettes served with a spread madeanimber, yoghourt and
garlic, and afterwards they had pastries drenchekdoney and nuts and
drank strong Greek coffee.

Victoria enjoyed the food enormously, suddenly aaognio the realisation
that she was actually here, at last, on a Greakdsfor two whole weeks,
with onlyMiss Elisa Leukas to mar her joy—unles® @ounted Julia too.
She drank the glass of iced water apparently alwaysed with coffee and
asked how the shooting was going. Annie said thingse a shade better,
but the part on mainland Greece had been fraughtset-backs.

'‘Gavin's stand-in broke a leg frolicking aroundtba heights of Parnassus
above Delphi—wow, what a place!

'So what happened?’

'‘Gavin had to carry the bloke for almost a milektcthe transport so he
could get to a hospital, and did quite a bit of tbegh stuff himself until
they flew out a replacement last week.'

'‘Sounds exciting," commented Victoria. 'What'sstoey about?’

'Oh, smuggling and double-crossing and dollopsctiba. Elisa's playing a

sort of modern-day Electra bent on revenge, andinkathe bloke she
intends to kill, only they get stranded in a caveew he's wounded, and she



falls for him instead. Much heavy breathing andgpping off and all that.'
Annie grinned cheekily.

Victoria's cheeks warmed and she pushed her swaglasore firmly into
place. 'Lead on then, Annie, show me the sightseaim still fancy-free.’

They took a leisurely stroll through the steepag# lining the hillside above
the harbour, past houses which were mainly white,Here and there a
cobalt blue, or rust-red shutters against wallsgreen of marzipan. And
everywhere there were welcoming smiles from wonresskd in black, and
from old men seated outside- open doors in theightnivhich poured
blinding bright over everything from a brilliant @z sky. Higher up the
houses stopped and the road wound up through #@palpines, the green
threaded through here and there with the breezaerblsilver of olive
groves. They passed a tiny chalk-white church wittomed tower painted
sky-blue, then higher up a large pink villa, justide through the pointing
fingers of the cypresses guarding it.

‘I've run out of adjectives,’ said Victoria, matirej.
'Wait till you see the Villa Medusa, lovey. Sheeatien.’
'l don't suppose | will, surely.'

"You don't think Elisa's going to trot down to t@®smos to you for her
lessons, surely?' Annie hooted. 'Not on your sviéetshe won't. You'll
have to go up there.'

Abruptly Victoria felt tired. 'Perhaps we'd betteake our way back,' she
suggested. 'Sorry to be feeble, but | feel a hital-worn all of a sudden.’

On the way down Annie kept up a cheerful runninghgeentary on routine
for the unit on the island. Catering was a matfecadfee and rolls in the
villa in the morning at first light, actors and wrate rolls withfeta cheese
and olives on site for lunch, and dinner was tabgnhe hoi-polloi at any

one of the various tavernas on the quay. The otiters state at the Villa
Medusa.



'Rather them than me,' said Annie, winking. 'lterenfun by half down in
Chyros.' She left Victoria in their room, tellingtto sleep for a bit. "You'll
need all your wits about you tomorrow, love." Arflishe went, whistling,
the roar of the moped shattering the air soonwaéiets as she went back to
her duties.

Victoria lay down on her bed gratefully, and feflleep almost at once.
When she woke the room was full of shadows andhstte only a few
minutes' grace to make herself presentable. Sheahaakty shower and
pulled on her white silk shirt and pink trousersmdimum of make-up,
some frantic hair-brushing and she was ready, happsit on the little
balcony outside the room until summoned. She peraire one of the
folding chairs provided, leaning her elbows onitib@ balustrade to watch
the sudden transition from day to night, as the slgepened to
midnight-blue and great, milky-pale stars appedoetiang in the sky as
background for the rising moon. Down below in tben she could hear
music as lights came on sporadically, blossomirgre the velvet dusk,
and she took a deep breath of sheer delight, imdp#tie aromatic pine scent
which hung heavy in the air.

'l am here,’ she thought. 'And whatever happensaible seen Chyros and |
have Gavin to thank for it, even though he's unawéthe fact.' Where was
he now; was he still abstracted and morose? Anck nimoportant still, was
she herself going to be worth the money spent orafi@ means to lighten
his darkness!

Annie dashed into the room, interrupting her rezand switching on all the
lights. 'On your bike, Victoria, Robin's downstairdemanding your
presence.’

Victoria left the room at a run, descending th&staore sedately when she
saw a man leaning in the hall doorway, looking atuthe view, his back to
her.

‘Mr Baxter?' Victoria ventured, and the man swumgnd, the smile on his
face growing a little fixed as he looked at her.ves in his thirties, thin and
restless- looking, with a tired, clever face untheck fair hair that flopped
over his forehead.



'So you're Victoria Goddard,' he said musinglyaasit.l 'Well, well, who'd
have thought it!" He smiled and held out his haha. Robin Baxter and |
have very bad manners, as you can see. Welcombyio£; Victoria—or
are you Vicky?'

Victoria took the hand and smiled composedly. "Kwou, Mr Baxter. And
only one person calls me Vicky.'

'Gavin?'
'No.'

Robin Baxter smiled quizzically at the un- embéiid negative, and
suddenly became brisk. 'Let's get out of here leeloe mob gets down, or
we won't have any peace. Come and have a drinkatdNPerhaps we can
manage a little chat away from curious ears.’

They walked down the dusty road towards the lightke harbour, making
the polite conversation of people who've just nidil they were seated at a
little table outside Niko's, tucked away in a corméth their backs to the
warmth of the taverna's yellow- washed wall, albodtf retsina and two
glasses in front of them.

'So,' said Robin, filling Victoria's glass. "Youeathe cause of Gavin's new
anti-social change of identity." His eyes narrowedsmiling slits as they
scrutinised her wary face. 'Not in the least whpictured.'

Victoria returned his look thoughtfully and took experimental sip of the
retsina before she answered. 'I'm by no means wcoedi that Gavin's
abstraction has anything at all to do with me. A##, | take it that your
surprise at my appearance means I'm very unspéatdowe the object of
Gavin's affections.’

'‘God, no—I mean, you're just different, that's afid incredibly young.'

Robin leaned back in his chair, regarding her watpect. 'Theo Hart told
me you teach drama and elocutiebal.’



‘No, | don't. | teach kindergarten. I'm ordyalifiedto teach the rest,' she
added as he stared blankly. 'l rather think Mr Hilttl might achieve two

objects simultaneously, but I think it best to sgt now that the only one
I'm guaranteeing is to improve Miss Leukas's Ehglis far as Gavin's

concerned | don't promise a thing.'

'Well, let me come clean.' Robin put his elbowslmntable and rested his
chin in his hands, looking Victoria very squareiythe eyes. 'lt would make
life easier all round if Gavin eveappearedto be bowled over by your
charms at first sight.’

Why?"

'‘Because Petros is a possessive man, and Petrds witgdraw all his
lovely money if he thinks his Elisa is lusting aft&avin's famous
torso—which she is.’

'‘And is Gavin lusting after hers?' enquired Victomnith outward calm.'No.
I'd lay bets on it that he isn't. But back on thaimtand he spent his spare
time with one of the cameramen, exploring ruinedgies and such, but
here on Chyros there are no ancient sites of deyast, and Gavin's getting
bored.' Robin sighed irritably. "'Who knows? Givka tight combination of
propinquity, moonlight and sheer lack of somethiimgo, Gavin just might
succumb to Elisa’'s lures if she casts them cleartioften enough.’

'So it's quite simple really. All you want me to @oteach her to speak
English with less accent and entice Gavin away framder her nose.'
Victoria shook her head. 'Oh boy—she's not likelyoe very pleased, is
she?’

'Darling—think of it! Rienski directing, unknown €egk actress
"discovered" to play opposite Gavin Creed. She tMoak it in, | assure
you. Butyoucan make it all easier for the rest of us. Rieaskays tends to
be jealous of Gavin, which is quite enough to bgon with, even with
Julia out of the running.' Robin's face fell inteavy, disenchanted lines. 'If
Petros gets a similar bee in his bonnet about BEhika is all too available,
that's it, end of story. And to be fair, Gavin's gailty on both counts.'



Victoria sighed. 'So I'm to hurl myself into theayrand wrest Gavin from
arms far more alluring and experienced than mine.’

"You've got it in one.’'
She shrugged. 'l can try, | suppose.’

'You underrate yourself." Robin glanced at his WwatShall we get the
confrontation over before dinner? We tend to eatda Chyros.'

Victoria pulled a wry face. 'l hadn't thought totheown to the lions quite so
soon.' Now the time had come she felt appreheradoeit coming face to
face with an unsuspecting Gavin, distinctly nervatighe thought of his
reaction. Or lack of it.

‘Time is of the essence, darling.' Robin took her as they left the taverna
and went along the quay. 'We're' a bit behind salleeask it is, due to the fair
Julia's hiccup. She, at least, didtneed a speech coach.'

He led Victoria to a rather battered jeep and hdrek up before taking the
wheel to drive in the opposite direction from thes@os, following a road
that zigzagged its leisurely way upward, windingrg the coastline
through the now familiar pines. The road becameenrs®rpentine and
tortuous the higher they went and all habitatiod been long left behind by
the time Robin finally turned the jeep between twhute pillars and drove

along a sweeping curve of dramatic cypress-linehag to bring them to a
halt in front of the house. The Villa Medusa, ihitd colonnaded beauty,
glimmered before them white and unreal by the lighlamps artistically

disposed among the oleanders and palms of thergscjue gardens.
Victoria let out a low whistle.

'Nice little cottage,’ agreed Robin as he helpeddben. 'Petros is away in
Athens at the moment, but he's bringing a few chioask with him
tomorrow, all thirsting to meet Gavin, no doubt.eféis to be a very
up-market thrash tomorrow night, everyone invitad ao jeans by request.’
He frowned and gave a quick glance at her as tlesyt Wwards the house.
'‘By the way, I'm the only one who know about youdaGavin,



Victoria—everyone else thinks you're just someounshed out for the
coaching job to save time.’

'I've met Julia Rienski,' said Victoria. 'She may remember me, though.'

Robin swore softly, then shrugged. 'Can't be helgeel interesting to see
how she reacts. We won't go in the house. At tbig leveryone's usually
gathered round the pool. Let's surprise them."

With her heart in her shoes Victoria followed Rdbislim figure through

the lush and beautifully- tended garden to the klEdke house where an
oval pool gleamed in a setting of marble-pavedatsr A male swimmer
was cutting through the water with a punishing dreowards the shallow

marble steps at the far end, and as he rose frerpdbl, water streaming
over the unmistakable shoulders, Victoria's headsed a beat. Robin
started forward towards Gavin then suddenly stopieed!, a detaining hand
on Victoria's arm as a figure detached itself friv@ palm-filled shadows
beyond the pool and threw itself into Gavin's arnibe figure was

unmistakably feminine, with long dark hair and éupduously curved body,

the latter visible in its entirety even in the sued lighting, the newcomer
completely nude as she hurled herself into Gainnsluntary embrace. His
back was towards them, a nearby lamp gleaming ennhiscles, and

Victoria could see them contract as they receiiedull impact of the girl's

body against him.

Robin swore and released Victoria's hand to stouaiposefully along the
terrace, coughing loudlfen routehe grabbed a filmy robe from one of the
chairs dotting the terrace. 'Now then, Elisa,’ ael,sin a loud, avuncular
voice, and Victoria saw Gavin push the girl awayradin spoke. The girl
pouted, her entire posture stormy as Robin wrapedirmly in the robe.
'Petros wouldn't like all this, now would he?'

'Petros is not here,' said the girl sulkily, throgriback her hair to glower at
Robin. 'Why are you? | thought you were gone.' Ag@ce was deep, full-
throated and rather harsh, with an attractiveybuy marked accent. A tiny
fraction of Victoria's mind noted this with profémsal interest, but
otherwise she was filled with a burning desire ttargyle Gavin, or Elisa,
preferably both. Gavin, even from a distance, laokeious as he spoke to



Robin in an undertone while he shrugged into a iivgerobe and rubbed at
his hair.

Victoria strained her ears to catch what they veangng, then Robin raised
his voice as he spoke to Elisa.

'I've brought along the lady who's going to help yath your diction,' he
said rather loudly, and beckoned back towards ltlael@vy corner where
Victoria had retreated instinctively, half-hiddem@ng the bougainvillaea.
'‘Come over herend let me introduce you to the stars of the production,’
he called.

Victoria walked along the terrace with feet of leagting to keep her eyes
on Elisa’s vivid, petulant face, but aware in evidrge of Gavin, who stood
like a statue, one hand still raised to his wet, lines eyes gleaming wide and
incredulous as they stared at the slender girlaciag towards him.

‘This is Victoria Goddard," said Robin before any@ould speak. This is
Elisa Leukas.'

"'Ello," said the Greek girl without enthusiasmt bbviously not in the least
embarrassed by the previous little scene.

'‘And this," continued Robin, warming to his task,Gavin Creed. But you
know Gavin already, of course.’

'Of course,’ said Victoria mechanically and smégdhe girl before turning
the smile to a point somewhere beyond Gavin's sleouHe put out a hand
and caught her cold one in a vice-like grip foiirsstant before releasing it.

'Victoria?' he said, his voice audibly unsteadyhvastonishment. 'How on
earth--' His eyes willed her to meet them and uinwgly she looked up at
him for an instant before deliberately turning awsyelcome to Chyros,' he
said sardonically at last, leaving the rest poilytedsaid.

‘Thank you," she said politely, and smiled her falriiitle smile. There was
an awkward little pause then Robin rubbed his haogisther.



'Right,’ he said briskly. 'You two dash off and detssed, then we'll have a
chat—perhaps you could order drinks for us, Gaasnyou go through.'

'What? Oh, of course,’ said Gavin abstractedly, éyes still fixed
unswervingly on Victoria's disdainful face. Elisatshed him, frowning,
her full mouth drooping.

"You will have the cold, Gavin,’ she said shorifome and dress.’
He shot her an odd, unseeing look. "You carrylengsaid.

The girl laid a hand on his arm, her face pleadi@dgmenow\'she said, like
a spoilt child, and Victoria realised suddenly th#isa Leukas was really
very young, no more than eighteen or nineteen.dhnest smiled. Gavin
had plenty of practice in fending off the advanoéseenage admirers, not
least one Victoria Goddard once upon a time. BaitGheek girl was a very
different kettle of fish; mature and ripely curveaid she exuded allure from
every sensuous pore.

'‘Go on, Gavin," urged Robin blandly. 'We'll stikk lnere when you come
back.'

'l see you later then, Miss Goddard," said Gawwnth rather more
emphasis than Victoria cared for, his eyes coltieasvaited for her polite
smile of acknowledgement before stalking off tovsatte house, Elisa
running after him to cling like a limpet to his aam he went.

Victoria subsided on a chair near one of the tahtes stared balefully at
Robin as he sat beside her.

'Sorry about that,' he said, eyeing her uneasiiope you're not feeling too
upset.'

'‘Not upset,’ she retorted, and breathed deeplglto berself. 'Superfluous,
rather. With all that smouldering nubility on hantly on earth does Gavin
need any other diversion to get him out of the dsPhBhe felt furious,
ridiculous and jealous all at the same time, andldvbave sold her soul at



that moment to get on the next ferry leaving tthenid and leave them all to
it.

Robin merely laughed and sprang up as a Greek yaotight a tray laden
with bottles and glasses and set it down on a t&wein thanked him and
looked at Victoria in enquiry. 'What'll you have®tBna again, or would
you like to try ouzo this time?'

‘A long drink, if | may.'

'‘Whatever that is, I'd like one too,' said a huskyce, and Julia floated
towards them in a drift of perfume and pastel dmff'Hi, Robin, hi, Elisa,’
she said casually, and sank into a chair.

'I'm not Elisa,’ said Victoria, before Robin coslaly a word.

Julia peered at her short-sightedly. 'No, you're—+sorry,' she said with a
smile. 'All that dark hair led me astray.' Her epasrowed. 'Don't | know
you, though? Haven't we met?'

'We met only once, and it was a long time ago.tdfia felt more depressed
by the minute. Julia was more beautiful than edegpite the passage of
time and her pregnancy. 'My name's Goddard. Garoaght you to our
house in Gloucestershire once.’

'Of course!" Julia's face cleared. 'l remember nowed were a sweet,
solemn little thing with hair in pigtails and viaity in love with Gavin.'

'Was | that obvious?"

‘'To me anyway, darling, because | was in love With myself then. Still am
a teeny bit, to be honest."'

Robin groaned. Julia turned sparkling blue eyebion 'Troubles, darling?'
Robin looked slightly ill-at-ease as he mixed anklior Julia. He cast an

uncertain look at Victoria, who avoided it, then faeed Julia with a
confiding hazel eye as he handed her the glagsmedare my soul, Julia,’



he said lightly, and quickly he told her about ¢tosispiracy with Theo Hart
to make Gavin happy and Elisa intelligible in oe# $§woop by importing
Victoria. Julia listened entranced, then turnedfurieyes on Victoria.

'Soyou'rethe reason Gavin's being so antisocial! I'm nopissed, now |
come to think of it—he had a tremendously soft $poyou, even when you
were still in a gymslip!

Victoria winced. 'lwasnineteen,' she remonstrated.

'Were you really? You looked about twelve! And yaiarming mother,
how is she?'

'She died some time ago.' Victoria finished henkiin one gulp and passed
her glass to Robin for a refill.

Julia's eyes softened. 'I'm very sorry—still, mise that Gavin kept in touch
with you over the years.'

'He didn't. | hadn't seen him since that time with until a couple of months
ago. We met in Wales quite by chance.' Victoriaepted her replenished
glass from Robin with a smile and settled backandhair.

'So Gavin found his little friend all grown up agdrgeous—though you
haven't grown any bigger, darling. | can't thinkvhlbocame to mistake you
for Elisal’

‘Neither can I," agreed Victoria sadly.

‘Then what happened? Did Gavin take one look alhfldaand ask you to
be his forever?'

'From what | hear it was roughly like that," saiokit, 'only Victoria turned
him down.'

Julia regarded Victoria with awe. 'You didn't! Balt the women of Britain
are literally steaming up their television screanth lust over him! You
must have recovered from your schoolgirl crush keoyoughly.'



'l wouldn't say that exactly," said Victoria horhgstBut I'm convinced he
only asked me because he, well, he felt sorry feramd guilty because he'd
forgotten all about us, so | said no.’

'Peculiar girl"" Julia regarded her with amazeméwd. man asks a girl to
marry her out of guilt, you ninny. And you mustlfsemething for him still
or you wouldn't have come dashing out to Chyr@srmbment's notice now,
would you?'

Victoria flushed and kept silent.

‘The thing is, Julia," sighed Robin, 'Elisa obvigusas her eye—not to
mention the rest of her—on Gavin. And if Petrospgass his little
pillow-friend is even thinking of another man thedlbon will go up.'

'Mm, yes,' Julia said thoughtfully. 'All the lovetlgoney might be snatched
away Much better if Gavin's firmly attached to \dica.'

'Except that just as we arrived Elisa threw hersedu naturell might
add—into Gavin's arms as he came out of the pgad'Robin. 'One had to
admire the timing."'

'Little slut!" The light of battle shone in Juli@ges. 'Thank God Petros was
away. Victoria, you'll have tdo something.'

Victoria gave a mirthless little laugh. 'Theo Haitl me to give Gavin a nice
surprise when | arrived. From where | stood | tHduge was on the point of
cardiac arrest—my untimely arrival was obviouslslaock to our hero.
And,' she added venomously, 'he wasn't exactlypingpElisa like a hot
potato, was he, Robin?'

'You're jealous—very healthy," observed Julia vattisfaction, then she
smiled radiantly as Gavin emerged from the houdhly, dressed this time in
white cotton sweater and slacks. 'Isn't it amazidgrling?' she cried.
'Victoria being here!’



'‘A bolt from the blue," he agreed expressionlesaly] gave a quick,
unsmiling glance at Robin. "You must have knowntdfi@a was a friend of
mine. Why wasn't | told she was coming?'

Robin gave him a faint, sardonic smile. Thoughtl&e a nice surprise, old
chap.'

'In which case,’ said Gavin suavely, 'I'm sure lyath and Julia will excuse
us if I take Victoria for a walk down to the cowedatch up on her news,' and
he bent swiftly and pulled Victoria from her chamiling quizzically at the
mutinous look on her narrow face. 'The going magptéhe rough side, but
the moon should light our path well enough.’

Julia beamed encouragement and Robin gave a weydalute as a mute
Victoria was hauled off willy-nilly through the @eders to a flight of steps
cut into the cliff. Gavin was equally silent, haidiher hand in an iron clasp
as he set a punishing pace down the rough stepswastihg steep path

beyond them to a small cove where pebbles gleatmkedpkarls in the

moonlight. They were both breathing hard when tbaye to a slithering

halt and Gavin gripped Victoria's arms cruelly astvung her round to face
him.

'‘Now!" he said, and shook back his hair, which gemivn long and shaggy
during his stay in Greece. His eyes gleamed dagigtin the moonlight as
he stared down at her shuttered face. 'What exaalyou doing here?"

Victoria stared back without flinching. 'Nothindggal, so you don't need to
treat me like a criminal. I've come to coach Elisaikas with her English,
just as Robin said.’

'‘And I'm sure you'll do it very well, but whyou?And how the hell did it all
come about?' he demanded.

Victoria pulled free and rubbed her arms wherdihgers had bruised them.
'Mr Hart came to see me and asked me if | wouldhbig¢ some strange,
farfetched idea you'd be pleased!



Gavin thrust his hands in his pockets, his facedpa 'And howdid you
feel about it?'

She shot him a scornful smile. ‘A free trip to ad€Brisland, actually with pay—how
would anyone feel? | jumped at it.*

He frowned. 'What about Rory? What have you dorike im?"
'He's with Claire.’

'‘Ah, Claire. | thought | could detect her fine i#ad hand in this somewhere.
Fancies herself as a fairy godmother, no doubt.'

"Your sister's been very kind to me,’ said Victaledensively.

'So am |, God dammit, given the chance!" Gavinrtetb 'I've tried hard
enough, God knows, though without much succesarstbw, frankly, I'm
all at sea—one minute you insist the answer'srstillthe next you turn up
here in Chyros.'

Victoria turned on him coldly. 'It was Theo Hartlea, not mine. Of course
coaching Elisa is only a secondary interest;raigon d'etreis to charm the
great star out of his temperamental brooding sblay ball socially and
make sure Petros Angelis stays sweet. | can agpectie problem after the
little scene | walked in on up there.' She jerkedliead angrily towards the
cliff top.

'If you saw it happen you know only too well it waksa who threw herself
at me!'

'‘And you fielded her very nippily, may | say!" Vacta's eyes kindled as
Gavin's mouth curved in a slow, infuriating smile.

'"You're jealous!" he said.

‘Not in the least," she snapped. 'If | feel anyghan all it's superfluous.’



They stood facing each other like adversaries,oviatfilled with a deep
sense of humiliation because Gavin appeared anfoyéeér arrival on the
scene father than pleased. She drew in a deepy bhadth.

'l gather the issue is a financial one rather taamoral one," she said,
struggling for calm. 'The general opinion is thaPetros suspects Elisa is
lusting after you, goodbye money. So if you're sedme—ifriendly with me
it will be a relief to both Robiand Julia.'

‘Julia? How the devil isheinvolved?’
'Rienski would hardly be overjoyed if the moneyedrup at this stage.’

Gavin folded his arms and stood with legs apadkilog down at her in a
way Victoria found distinctly unnerving.

'It seems to be," he said coldly, 'that far too ynpeople are far too busy
arranging our lives for us. Getting the productiogether should be Robin
Baxter's concern; he can lay off my private lifduture. So, for that matter,
can Julia. Incidentally, it rather surprised mede you so pally with both of
them on such brief acquaintance.’

‘They were friendly to me, that's all. Which is mdinan can be said of you!'
Victoria turned her back to hide sudden tears.

'l can soon rectify that!" Gavin came close beltiad sliding his arms round
her waist and pulling her hard against him. 'Asafsyou're concerned | can
be very friendly indeed without any coaxing at &l& whispered, and parted
the hair at the nape of her neck to lay his mogtirest her smooth skin. His
lips burned and Victoria gasped, shaking her heddlywas she tried to
break free, but his arms were like steel bandsy"@fka you struggling?' he
asked conversationally. ‘Isn't this what you'renbedaid to do? To amuse
the egocentric star?’

Victoria went limp, hanging in his grasp with hdamved, her stricken face
hidden behind the curtain of her hair as the presstuGavin's mouth on her
neck deepened. He turned her in his arms, jerkamdate up to his, but her



eyes remained stubbornly closed, and she flinclsetiearan a fingertip
lightly across her cheek.

'Crying, Victoria? Why?'
"You make me feel cheap,' she said bitterly.

'Stop that!" he bit out, and shook her a littles &xpression altering as she
watched, taking on a tinge of helplessness thatdwilly on the hard planes

of his face. 'Why are weoingthis to each other?' he demanded, and made &
sweeping gesture towards the dark, silver-tippedvewaedging the
bone-white shingle. 'l come here every night arstl it alone, staring at all
this and wondering at the futility of such beauithout you here to share it.
And now—by some miracle I'm still trying to take-#you are here, and all

we can do is fight!

‘There's a moral to the tale somewhere,' said ¥&twuskily. ‘I'm not the
one you need--'

'Yes, you bloody well are,” he muttered and kisked with the air of
someone lost to all further reason. For a few madmei blind instinct
Victoria let him, then she tore herself away andhmd at his arms, shaking
her head.

'‘No, Gavin!
He stared at her blankly, his breathing raggedyWt?'

She hugged her arms across her chest, feeling isydndd. ‘| don't care for
the hint of the secondhand in your attentions, Ga&iter all, I'm not the
first woman you've had in your arms tonight.’

Gavin's jaw clenched for a moment, then his faeendd of all expression.
'Ill take you back up to the villa," he said grymnd put an impersonal hand
under her elbow, propelling her up the path atsdr@e breakneck speed as
the journey down. Victoria was panting and flushed her feet hurt by the
time they regained the marble flags of the terrace.



'Darlings,' called Julia, 'do get a move on—dimsagarly ready.’

Elisa, now respectably clad in a clinging whitesssaevas sitting with Robin
and Julia, nibbling from an array bbrs d'oeuvresn the table beside her.
She cast a hostile glance at Gavin as he brougtnNa towards them.
You are a long time,' she stated, eyeing Victemshevelled hair.

'We had a lot to catch up on,’ said Gavin codit¥hére's Milos, Julia?'

‘Telephoning—where else?' Julia looked searchirfghyn his face to
Victoria's. 'You must both be hungry after all thauntaineering.’

'l promised to eat with Annie and the others totlgaid Victoria quickly.
'I'll run you back.' Robin jumped to his feet.
'l will," said Gavin shortly. 'Give me the keys—dke her.’

A look at Gavin's face decided Robin not to argurel he handed over the
jeep's keys without another word.

That's a shame,’ said Julia, obviously disappdirae being baulked of
further entertainment. '‘Never mind—I'll see you twrow. | gather you're
coming up here to make a start on Elisa?"

Victoria glanced at Robin for confirmation. He gaher a reassuring smile,
and nodded.

"You'll be picked up at eight, O.K.?'
'Fine." Victoria said a general good night and pregd to depart.
"You're limping,' said Gavin abruptly.

'It's nothing.'



Julia got up and drew Victoria into the light. 'Ivag! Your feet are
bleeding.'

Victoria's feet were bare except for the two strafpgilded leather holding
on the soles of her sandals, and blood was ooramy $everal cuts. Gavin
swore under his breath and picked her up uncereyuaslyi striding into the
villa and up a flight of stairs to a mirror-linedthroom full of white marble
and gold taps. Julia hurried behind and with seipgly efficient speed
swabbed the cuts with antiseptic, covered them ®iffstoplast dressings
and gave Victoria a round scolding while Gavin ledlon in grim silence.

‘There,’ she said at last and got up. 'Better?’

'‘Wonderful. Thank you.' Victoria pushed her fe¢biher sandals, biting her
lip. 'T'll bring my hiking boots next time.’

‘Gavin should have had more sense than to dragyand down that path--'

'Oh, for God's sake, Julia,’ said Gavin, 'don't tlwok | feel enough of a
louse as it is!’

To Victoria's surprise Julia patted his hand comirigty. 'Yes, of course.
Good night, Victoria— and stay off those feet tdnig possible.’

For the time being, at least, Victoria was givenchoice as Gavin picked
her up again, brushing aside her protests thatsthiel walk, she felt silly,
she was too heavy. The ensuing argument was wéadesih interest by a
dark, hawk-nosed man in the hall as the little psston made its way
downstairs. He put an arm round Julia and kissedlmeek as she reached
him, and smiled at Victoria, who was beginning aad for solitude with
passion.

‘This is Victoria Goddard,' explained Julia, 'Elsspeech coach.’

'Welcome, Miss Goddard," he said genially. "Youraotill, | hope?"



'l took her rock-climbing without checking on haofwear,’ said Gavin
tersely. 'Her feet are scratched a bit—see you, latetaking her back down
to Chyros town.'

"You intend carrying her all the way?' enquiredddilwith a grin, and Julia
giggled.

'He's borrowing Robin's jeep.’
'‘Ah, Robin. There is something he must arrangenfer’ The instantly
distracted Milos went off with his beautiful wifeyhile Gavin bore his

unwilling burden out to the jeep.

'I'm sorry," he said, when they were on their wawi the serpentine road.
"You should have said something about your feet.'

'l didn't dare,’ said Victoria.

'‘Dammit, girl—I wouldn't have kept up such a pdckdirealised you were
wearing such idiotic shoes.’

Victoria cast her eyes skywards, seeking patieeeit's my fault—who's
arguing?'

'l am, because | feel guilty," he said grimly and géhat her. 'l wouldn't
have you hurt in any way; you know that."'

'Yes, of course. I'll be fine in the morning—theyanly a few scratches.'

'‘Where shall | drop you?' He gave an odd laughof't even know where
you're staying.'

'At the Villa Cosmos.'

'Shall | take you straight to Niko's? That's whaiest of the crowd eat in the
evenings.'

‘No thanks. | don't want any dinner; I'm too tited.



Gavin eyed her impatiently. "You can't go withcodd--'

'l can, and will, if you don't mind. | had a largech, | have to be up early in
the morning, and I'm very tired—so just stop at tbesmos. Please.’
Victoria's face took on a mulish expression hethes knew very well, and
Gavin shrugged.

'As you wish.' He drew up on the gravelled spadside the villa and eyed
the stairs up to the entrance. 'Where's your rodpg2airs?'

'Yes,' she said reluctantly.
'I'd better carry you up—you'll never make it upptfhights.’

'Of course | will,' said Victoria, and unwisely gldown from the jeep
unaided. The squeak she let out as her feet toutieedground only made
Gavin shake his head impatiently as he scoopedgence more and went
up the steps in the villa and on up to the sectout.f

'Which room?' he asked.

Victoria showed him and he went in without knockiegapped the light on
with an elbow, kicked the door shut and sat dowrthenbed, holding her
firmly on his lap.

'l share with Annie,' she said nervously.

'She'll be down at the taverna with the rest ofrttier hours.' Gavin tipped
her face up with a peremptory finger. 'Besides nanleaving until I've had
some recompense for my hard work." He kissed hea mo-nonsense
manner, and she began to struggle indignantlyhoajcim off balance so
that they landed sideways on the bed in a tangkrms and legs, Gavin
hanging on to her hair to keep her lead from thireshbout as he went on
kissing her, his mouth growing more demanding amsistent as her
opposition grew wilder.

'Stop it," he muttered, and threw a long leg acrosth hers to keep her still.
Suddenly he tensed as a muffled sound came fromiabevay.



'Oh! Awfully sorry—don't mind me--' and Annie reaited in an agony of
embarrassment, her face scarlet.

'Don't go,’ called Victoria and sat up, shoving {Baway violently. He shot
to his feet, yanking down his sweater, his own golugh as Annie came
unwillingly back into the room, looking from Victiar to Gavin with
something like awe.

'l came to see if you were back,' she said hegitdithought you might like
company to go down to Niko's—we're all there. Yoo, tGavin,' she added,
blushing even more. 'If you'd like to, that is.'

‘That's very sweet of you, Annie," he said kindtygl gpatted her cheek. '‘But
I'm due back at the villa. I'll see you both tonmovr Good night. Good

night— Victoria." He looked down at Victoria's hieetly flushed cheeks

and glittering eyes, put a hand out to touch hegled hair, then went out
closing the door quietly.

Annie stared miserably at Victoria. 'What can 13afis bed is more or less
hidden until you're right in the room, or | couldve closed the door quietly
and beat a hasty retreat.’

‘It wasn't what it looked like--' began Victoria,

then caught Annie's eye and began to laugh help)esglaining about the
scratches and Gavin carrying her indidl know him before. We're—well,
old friends | suppose you could say.'

'Very close friends, too, from what | could seaddn't think Gavin was
pleased at all at being interrupted.’

'Well, | was." Victoria slid to her feet, wincinglidtle, then yawned. 'I'm
deadly tired—I'm for bed.

‘No dinner?'

Victoria smiled at the other girl gratefully. 'Pags tomorrow night.’



'‘No—tomorrow night there's a party up at the VMadusa. Even small fry
like me are invited as well as the stars." Annakeal at her speculatively.
'‘Gavin's dodged all the socialising so far. Vidélbe there tomorrow night?’

Victoria shrugged. 'Search me." Annie gave hemaydittle smile. 'If you
say so. See you tomorrow. I'll try hard to be quiben | get back.'

'Don't worry. Nothing short of an earthquake cadikturb me tonight!



CHAPTER NINE

Next day Victoria began to earn her money in edrii#isa was not required
for the day's shooting and the two women were d&fhe together when
Victoria was taken to the Villa Medusa. All the etk were at the far side of
the island filming fight scenes on the rocks andept cliffs on the
uninhabited, rather grim west coast, and Julisegmed, never appeared
before noon.

'She gets the sickness,' explained Elisa, who gwtat exactly friendly, had
plainly been told to cooperate with Victoria. kdithe way you speak,' she
admitted grudgingly. 'If | talk like you perhapgét better roles.’

Having anticipated active hostility Victoria wadieged at the Greek girl's
attitude and settled down to work, modelling heprapch on her own
lecturer in college, and doing her best to forget this serious teenager in
jeans and T-shirt was the naked temptress of git& before. They worked
together steadily for a couple of hours. Elisa waguick study and had a
natural gift for mimicry. Fortunately she had ratety few lines to say, most
of which were Pinteresque in their brevity, hereraalling for much
physical and facial expression, at which she wayg geod, she informed
Victoria. After a surprisingly short time she begen show a marked
improvement and became excited by her own progredyery determined
to succeed.

Victoria was slightly ashamed to find herself titegthe time they stopped
for coffee, but definitely pleased with her labou®s was Elisa.

'l am better, yes?' she demanded.
'‘Much better," agreed Victoria readily.
Elisa took a searching look at her companion. 'tosvyour feet today?'

Victoria waved one of them in its pink and whiteegker. 'Fine. Sensible
shoes this time."



The searching look became a head-to-toe scrutiakjng in the
workmanlike denim shorts and checked shirt, andaEliowned, puzzled.
You are thin. Not enough bosom." She made a graphitlining motion
towards her own voluptuous curves. 'Men like thétmy does Gavin like
you?'

Victoria's hackles showed a tendency to rise, batignored them. 'He and |
are old friends,' she said firmly.

'Ah, friends!" Elisa shrugged scornfully. 'l waran for lover, but Petros is
a jealous man. So when he go to Athens yesterttayl it would be good to
make love with Gavin. But Robin brought you, anavrmoaybe Petros will
not go away again soon.’

Victoria stared at her, suppressing a strong ddesidaugh. The girl was
outrageous in her honesty. 'Don't you love PetH#issa?' she asked
curiously.

The girl shrugged again.rarry Petros—soon. He has much money and his
wife is dead; he is lonely, also he wants sondgsitery good man, but old—
nearly forty.'

This time Victoria laughed outright. 'But, Elisaa@n is thirty-seven!'

'‘Ah, but he is differentno? So strong—no, how you say?' she patted her
stomach.

'Paunch?"

'Paunch, yes—ugly word.' Suddenly Elisa's brightkleyes grew dreamy.
'‘Gavin makes love to me in front of camera withhtsuimlence, such heat.’
She looked at Victoria in appeal. 'l want him toldke that when we are
alone.’

Not, thought Victoria,f | can possibly prevent i¥et she felt no anger for
the girl, who was more like a child, yearning fdioebidden lollipop, than a
scheming siren.



Victoria found she was not expected to work aftanch, as the Villa
Medusa by that time was in a fever of preparataritie party that evening,
and offered the choice of sunbathing by the pod bit back down to the
town, opted for the latter. She passed a happyjnstigazing at the sandals
and ceramics on display, also the fabrics whiclngekto be the particular
speciality of the island, indulging herself wittugcious bunch of grapes to
eat as she wandered. Eventually she sought thegtmawh of akapheneia
for a cup of strong black coffee, and had only tatee first few sips when
she saw Robin Baxter walking along the quay, logkibout him
purposefully. His face lit up with a smile as hetsed her, and with a word
of permission he joined her at the small table,

'So here you are,' he said. 'Feet better, | see.’

Victoria smiled at him warmly. 'I've been dippirtgetn in the sea, since salt
is supposed to be good for cuts.’

‘Talking of cuts,' he said whimsically, ‘were yogudny chance abrasive with
Gavin last night when he brought you back here?wds not a ray of
sunshine over dinner, and | wouldn't say all isriggith his world today,
either. Good thing it's a fight sequence we've tseoting—he seemed to
enjoy all the rough stuff with a touch more enthsan than the script even
called for.'

'Things got off to a bad start," said Victoria giely.

"You mustn't take too much notice of Elisa, youwn&hild of nature, that
one.'

Victoria chuckled. 'l realised that after only aoghtime with her this
morning. She likes the way | speak, by the wayasshe has a remarkable
talent for mimicry it's to be hoped my diction nmeeiith your approval.’

'l think you're lovely," said Robin simply and oreé coffee for them both
from the hovering waiter. Victoria looked at himnis

'I've heard thespians as a breed are insincere.’



'‘Gavin included?' he asked slyly.
'Let's not talk about Gavin.'

'l don't see how | can avoid it. | should warn ym’s expecting you to be at
the revels tonight, which in a way is why I'm herere-all finished early in
honour of the occasion, and because Gavin wascim teurific form we got
through earlier than scheduled.' Robin eyed harghtiully. ‘Gavin told me
that he'd be there tonight only if you are. Othees'

'He'll sulk in his tent.'
'Like Achilles? Not Gavin's style, surely!

Victoria shook her head, a reminiscent look in lkge. 'No. Achilles
had—certain proclivities no one could accuse Gavisharing.'

'Which means he tried to make love to you last thigbu wouldn't play, and
that's the reason for his black mood today. Nat khitos cared, because it
resulted in such a superb piece of film." Robirugged philosophically.
'‘Anyway—for God's sake come tonight or Petros wdlinsulted, and he's
really quite a nice bloke."'

'‘But old!

'Old? He's only forty or so.'

'l was quoting Elisa. She doesn't see why she locav4 Petros for a husband
and Gavin for a lover." Victoria laughed helplesatythe look on Robin's
face.

'She toldyouthat?' he said incredulously. 'My God!

'She really doesn't see me as any impediment t@iheryou know—no
allure at all in her eyes.’

"You have in mine!" Robin's fingers touched herd ¥ittoria looked down
at them thoughtfully for a moment before removirg hand.



'‘As Gavin put it so prettily last night, I'm beipgid to amuséim,’ she said
gently.

Robin whistled. "You really got him on the raw sdmow, love. He's a great
bloke normally. I've worked with him before andshekever been stroppy
like-this.'

'Sorry." Victoria shook her head decisively. 'Botimng you can say will
convince me his—his attitude is all down to me. Buyou think my
presence at the Angelsoireewill do the trick then of course I'll come, if
only to earn my wages. | don't have anything veand to wear, though.'

"You look wonderful just the way you are.' He smiég her and winked, as if
to bely the sentiment of his statement.

'l bet you say that to all the girls," said Victolightly, and stood up. 'I'll get
back to the Grosmos then and prepare to gild the lily.'

Robin strolled along with her, and they arrivedhat villa just after a dusty
carload of people disgorged in front of it. Victorivas immediately
engulfed in a flood of introductions until Fiona dgatt, the production
assistant, took her under her wing, Annie being safinewhere on her
scooter on an errand. Fiona was a tall, calm youmman with big scarlet-
rimmed glasses and long fair hair, and she deftisaeted Victoria from the
knot of amiable young men, leaving Robin to stéier @ahe two girls as they
disappeared up the steps into the villa.

Fiona subsided on Annie's bed with a sigh, eyeimgfovla with open
curiosity.

'How's Elisa coping with the "how now brown cowtbishe asked, clasping
her hands behind her head.

'‘Coming on like a house on fire. She's very quick.'

'My word, you must have a way with you. Rienskiuegs her to hysterics
on occasion—they ought to dish Valium out to uswerr lunch some days.’



Victoria laughed and began taking down her haidoh't have the same
clout as Rienski, which is why, so far, I've hadaass with Elisa.’

Fiona's eyes twinkled behind the huge round lerlBesn what Annie told
me last night you're a fair success with Gavin @yéeo.’

Victoria flushed scarlet. 'It wasn't what she inmagi--'

'‘Lovey, if | was on a bed with Gavin it would be atleverybody imagined if
| could possibly manage it. Don't worry," she addedhe got up, stretching.

'No one else heard about it. Rumour has it you@adn are old friends,
anyway.'

Victoria was beginning to believe it herself. 'l tiém a long time ago;
when | was still at school.'

'‘Sounds romantic, Victoria—is that how you camegebthe coaching job?
Did Gavin ask for you?'

'‘No, he didn't." Victoria gave a sudden little degglt was a tremendous
surprise when | turned up last night.’

Fiona looked curious, but asked no more questiemgng she was off to
have a bath before the rest of the mob snafflethallwater, and advised
Victoria to do the same.

When she was ready later in the evening Victorchdwubts about her dress,
a thin rust-red silk which Claire had bulldozed @0 buying. Its brief
bodice was held up with thin straps, and was ¢oit l@wer across Victoria's
small breasts than anything she'd worn before.

'l feel a bit bare,’ she said to Annie as theytladtvilla to get in the taxi with
Fiona. Both girls assured her she didn't look h#ttbare, and would
certainly find a lot more daringecolletagesamong the wealthy ladies
invited to the Angelis gathering.



‘The difference being," said Victoria ruefully,athexcess cleavage will be
balanced with excess jewels in their case. Neithgouare cut down to the
brisket like me—I was persuaded into this dress.'

'l keep covered up because of my freckles," Anaid sadly. '‘And Fiona
always wears trousers anyway.'

Fiona was indeed wearing trousers, black satin ,om&sn with a
high-necked white silk Cossack shirt, and she Idokenderful. 'When one
has thick ankles and a flat chest one does thedoestan,’ she said wryly.
'Look, we've arrived.'

The Villa Medusa was ablaze with lights and Vicoielt a sharp stab of
nerves at the sound of music and a multitude afesoas she got out of the
taxi with Fiona and Annie. As the three of themrapghed the house they
were met by a servant who took them through totjeenthrong of elegantly

dressed people clustered round the terrace poetyBrne was talking at the
tops of their voices, and at the centre of the dretood a thick-set man of
medium height in a white dinner-jacket, Elisa Hétd a trophy in the crook

of his arm. The Greek girl looked breathtaking ikreee-length strapless
sheath of silver and white sequins, her black baiept to one side in a
dramatic rippling fall. She waved energetically\Matoria as Fiona and

Annie urged her in front of them to greet theirthos

'See, Petros, said Elisa, her lustrous eyes spgrKkThis is the English lady
who makes me talk better. Victoria, this is Petros.

Petros Angelis greeted all three girls pleasattiign took Victoria's hand in
his and held it for a moment. His shrewd black esesglied her from
beneath heavy dark eyebrows and he smiled, nodhisrigead slowly.
‘Kalispera,Miss Victoria. Welcome to my house.'

‘Efharisto poli.Thank you for inviting me.' Victoria smiled badiking him.

'She is old friend of Gavin's,' said Elisa, snugglup to Petros like a kitten.



Petros looked pleased and glanced about him. "W&&avin? Hewill be
here, I trust. | have many friends who come onlyneet him.’

'I'm sure he will be," said Victoria, devoutly hongishe was right, then she
smiled as a familiar figure pushed through the cloRobin, looking very
different in a cream suit and silk shirt and tietrBs obviously liked him,
and for a few minutes they all chatted togethercalyly until a batch of new
arrivals commanded the attention of Petros Angegiis his fiancee.

Annie and Fiona excused themselves to join a gobupen from the unit on
the far side of the pool, and Robin beckoned aipassgaiter with a tray of
drinks, handing Victoria a champagne cocktail. 8renk it with interest,
not having tasted one before, while Robin regafrdsdvith admiration.

‘Tiger lily," he said, and drew her further aloing tterrace, slightly apart
from the main body of guests. '"You look ravishi¥g;toria, if you had any
doubts on the subject.’

She smiled at him warmly. 'Thank you,' she saitiabnost immediately her
eyes began to wander over the crowd, unconsci@eslyching for Gavin's
bright head.

'He went for a late swim," said Robin quizzicalife should be here any
time.’

Victoria shot him a laughing, guilty look. 'Am | stvious?'
'Endearingly so.’

'Perhaps | should join Fiona and Annie--' she begdren there was a
sudden fireworks display of flash bulbs from theofglgraphers as Julia
appeared from the house, radiant in aquamarinenpagaliamonds at her
throat and ears. She was flanked by Milos Rienslare side, dramatic and
hawk-like in a black silk suit, and on the other Ggvin Creed, looking
every inch the star in a white dinner-jacket arms&dy tied black silk bow
tie, his overlong hair gleaming fierily in the swatdfusillade of flashes.



‘You've got to hand it to Julia," murmured Robiragmiration. 'Out of the
film she may be, but never out of the limelight—\diga, will you look at
that—isn't she a clever little darling!

As he spoke Julia drew Elisa into shot and posdld ar flawless fair face
close to the Greek girl's sultry, vivid featuregeridki and Gavin looking on
with indulgent smiles to make the perfect pictuwrethe papers.

'l can just read the caption now," said Robin, giig, 'Beautiful
mother-to-be Julia Lockhart cedes role to risinging Greek star Elisa
Leukas in new Gavin Creed television series.'

Victoria hardly heard him, suddenly face to facéhwkavin Creed's public
persona, and struck dumb by it. The tall, powefifglire in the glittering
group near the pool was someone alien, foreigmimgto do with the man
who ate at the Goddard kitchen table and played Rary. Seen here, like
this, in the full panoply of stardom, he was a rapart and she marvelled at
her own audacity in even considering him as herheaswhat? Husband,
lover; even friend seemed beyond her touch atpidaiscular moment.

Then Robin was annexed by one of the cameramenia&ed off to meet
someone and Victoria was alone. She retreatechatistely into the pines
clustering at the far side of the pool as a windkydeeling very much an
outsider. What on earth was she doing here inrtrisfied atmosphere of
Greek wealth; she ought to be at home, looking &tey and teaching her
toddlers, not even thinking about hitching her wagw such an auspicious
star. She sipped her drink slowly, making it lastd watched as Gavin
laughed and chatted with the press, then with ladl friends Petros
introduced to him. Victoria noted that all the nesemed to like him, while
the women gazed up at him starry-eyed, drinkingvary word that fell
from those beautifully cut lips.

'‘Oozing charm from every pore', thought Victoriddac and saw him
looking for someone, craning his tall head aboeectiowd. Checking to see
if she had come to heel and trotted along to tinty pa he ordered, no doubt.
Victoria melted further into the shadows, sorry tlemmpagne cocktail was
all gone, then she saw Gavin catch Robin by the ana Robin waving in
the direction of her hiding-place. A quick look lreh her confirmed that



retreat was impossible. The fringe of pines hadhingtbeyond them but a
spectacularly sheer drop to the cove below. Theas mothing to do but
watch with resignation as Gavin moved through tlogvd with a word here,
a smile there, until he was within a few feet of higling-place.

'Victoria,' he said softly. 'Where are you?'
She sighed. 'About four feet in front of you andtwore to the left.'

Gavin reached her particular Aleppo pine in twadst and stood grinning
down at her. He took the empty glass from her tzantbiset it down carefully
before pulling her from her cover.'Playing hardget?' he asked, and
touched her bare shoulder with a finger. 'l like thiess.’

'Reduction rail in a Gloucester boutique,’ she gaabaically and looked
away, feeling idiotically shy.

'What is it?" The finger moved to her chin ancetifther face upwards to his.
'Why are you lurking here in the shadows?'

'l don't belong.' Victoria waved a hand towardsdhmvded terrace.

"You belong to me."' Gavin smiled down into hertigdreyes. 'You do, little
one. Don't try to deny it.’

'Of course | deny it," she retorted. 'At the momiefael as if | should be
asking for your autograph!’

'‘Because of all that back there? That's just a Jottoria. One I've been

shirking lately, I'm ashamed to admit. And you'ezb despatched to me
like a bribe to make me behave.' He shook hergéesi | did behave—and

where were you? Hiding here instead of giving ngpsut.’

"You don'thneedsupport,’ she said sadly. 'At least, not mine. ¥éaahly use
can | be to you?'

'Use!' For a moment his eyes flared and his magtiteaned as he bit back a
cutting answer, then he breathed in deeply anceguiler into his arms,



kissing her soundly as he held her tightly agaimst. Instantly the night
was lit up by the flare of a flashbulb, and a plgoapher begged the name of
the lady.

Victoria felt confused and elated and angry albate, and tried to pull
away, but Gavin merely held on more tightly andlsdhiazily at her flushed
face.

‘This is the lady I'm going to marry," he said,the photographer's utter
jubilation. 'I've loved her since she was, in pigtand at last Miss Victoria
Goddard is going to be Mrs Gavin Creed."

It was like setting light to a powder keg. In astant, it seemed to Victoria,
the whole place was in uproar, everyone showerihgmt with
congratulations, Julia embracing them, all smilelssa frankly scowling,
champagne corks popping, an ecstatic group of teqsofiring questions
and photographers taking what seemed like hundreplsotographs. Then
the film crew gathered round with much back-slagpand kissing and
Petros Angelis proposed a toast to the happy aity one of the pair
actuallywashappy. Gavin was patently triumphant, but Victdak numb.
To the amusement of those who already knew hekeghidooking up at the
tall, smiling man beside her as if she'd never $wenbefore.

Annie and Fiona exchanged looks of mutual satigfach the background,
and Robin pushed through the crowd to add his owshes, his eyes
quizzical as they met Victoria's. 'Well done,’ hieispered, under cover of
the noise, and Victoria frowned a little. She fiégé a dog who'd just learned
to bring the ball back, only instead of a bischi¢ svas urged indoors to eat
caviare and lobster and quails in aspic and moaenplagne. Victoria found
she loathed her first taste of caviare, had neked llobster anyway, and the
mere sight of the quails made her ill. Gavin gapdrying to make her eat
and after a while whispered in Petros's ear. Tihest beamed and nodded,
and after much kissing good night and good- naturesking from
colleagues Gavin took Victoria through the housevhere the Mercedes
gleamed white in the courtyard, and seconds laky twere gliding away
from the Villa Medusa, following the winding roatbwly up the craggy
hillside. They passed the ghostly white dome ofanastery, glimmering
like a pearl in its crown of cypress, and soonraféeds Gavin brought the



car to a halt on a promontory of rock near the ésglpoint of the island,
where a view of such incomparable beauty spreatieatv them Victoria's
eyes were stung with tears.

‘There's not much point staring down at Chyrosthaylight if you can't see
it," observed Gavin.

The justice of this had its desired effect. Vic®itears dried and she
emerged from the limbo she had been inhabitingesi@avin's startling
announcement.

'What happens now?' she asked. 'Since you've anedwur forthcoming
union to the world at large without so much as aybwyr-leave to me,
perhaps you'd be good enough to inform me whaxsarethe agenda?'
Gavin laughed indulgently and slid out of his jacklrowing it on the seat
behind with his silk tie. He turned to run the difphis finger over Victoria's
tilted profile.

'I'm going to wed you and bed you and make yomalk,' he said teasingly.
‘Though not necessarily in that order if askedlyaately.'

Victoria glared at him. 'Oh, do be serious!

'l am serious.' He settled back more comfortabiy,dyes on her stormy
face. 'I'l own | had doubts before, but not anyren'o

'‘Doubts that you wanted to marry me?"
'‘No, darling. Doubts that you wanted to mamg."

'‘And now you're convinced that | do," she saidlspngty, annoyed because
she felt so tense, while Gavin lounged besideuterly relaxed.

'After the shock and general disaster of your uelyrappearance yesterday,
when Elisa was doing her regular "grab Gavin wRig¢ros is away" act--'

'Regular!



'Oh, yes. She's always at me to make love withfdrereal, instead of in
front of the camera.’ Gavin grinned at Victoria¢pression.

'She said as much to me, but | didn't realise & & on-going thing,' she
said coldly.

'She toldyou?Good God!

'She thinks I'm just an old friend of yours—or diatil a short time ago. | got
the impression she considered me no competiticail.atVictoria made a
little delicate movement of her hands. 'Not enohgre—or there.'

It all depends on taste," he murmured, a wicked igrthe eyes he kept on
the view. 'As | was saying,' he went on, ‘whend hae to think after being
interruptedin flagranteon your bed last night--'

‘There was ndlagranteabout it!'
'Did you convince Annie of that?' Gavin asked iretty.
Victoria giggled suddenly. 'Well—no.’

'l thought not. Anyway, when | thought about iioatlly afterwards, which
took me a long time, I'll admit, in the bath tortigfme glaring truth suddenly
struck me. No amount of money would have broughtout here to Chyros,
however Theo, Claire or anyone else persuadedyufhadn't wanted to
come. And don't give me all that stuff about anaidgholiday. I'm not that
stupid.' He laid his long hand flat against heistébone, and leaned to look
deep in her eyes. 'So, my darling, | concludedetiveas something other
than resentment in this grudging little heart ofirgo Am | right?"

Victoria was silent. Havasright, of course, but she felt an overwhelming
reluctance to admit it, and removed his hand fitrityen if you are right,’
she said at last, 'it still doesn't follow timaairriagewould be right for us.’

'l think it does,' said Gavin, but he made no fertmove to touch her, and to
Victoria's mortification she felt bitterly disapmed. As if reading her mind
he said abruptly,



'My whole instinct is to grab you and kiss you s#ess until you're
incapable of anything except agreeing to everythiwgnt. But | won't. For
the moment all | ask is a kiss or two, then I'Kegaou down to the Cosmos.'

Victoria looked at him with troubled eyes. 'But ystill haven't answered
me, Gavin! What do we do next?’

He stretched a little and clasped his hands behimtead, his lids veiling
his eyes in the way she knew so well. 'l suggesb&leave like any other
newly engaged couple—no, not straight to bed.' bigghhed - at her
suspicious look. 'l meant we'll keep up a unitezhfrwhile | get my part
done here and you sort out Elisa's lines until sshke' shape for the
sound-track. God knows she doesn't have to say nherhrole consists
mainly of spitting fire or crawling all over me &ka tigress, both of which
she does remarkably well without any help at akrefrom Rienski.'

'‘And then, Gavin?'

‘Let's see how things work out. Come up to the Meadto live in the
meantime.’

'‘No way! I'll stay with the plebs at the Cosmosydfs want to see me in the
evenings you'll have to come down to the tavernaresthe others hang out,’
she said defiantly.

Gavin's eyebrows rose as he slid his arm rounavhest, bringing her close
up against his chest. He touched her mouth witHihggertip, tracing the
curving contour of her lips. Victoria's small badysed as the finger moved
along her straight black brows and wandered carglgsover her cheek.

'So you think I should come courting, Victoria,'sad, amused. 'Will it help
me achieve my object all sublime if | do?’

The prospect of Gavin Creed openly laying coutttéoin public was very
appealing and Victoria's eyes gleamed as she opbasdwide at him.

‘It might,’ she conceded.



An answering gleam of such heat ignited in his &yjetoria's lids dropped
to hide the flare of response in her own.

‘Then | will," he said, and kissed her hard. Hes liesponded involuntarily,
parting under his with such unexpected ardour Gawguick intake of
breath signalled his surprise and immediate arottgalugged gently on her
hair and her head fell back as his lips slid dolendmooth, slender column
of throat made vulnerable to his mouth. His lipsuged at the pulse
fluttering wildly at the base of her throat whilés Hingers smoothed the
fragile silk straps of her dress aside sq, thatrh@uth could continue
downwards unhindered until it reached the swathéd covering her
breasts. He drew it down and dropped his headaib kisses in swift
drinking motions from one small pointing nipplettee other, lingering to
graze his teeth over one sensitive peak whileihggefs caressed its twin. A
flood of intense heat rushed through Victoria ahd gasped, digging her
fingernails into his shoulders through the thintest his shirt and clutching
him nearer, becoming fierce as a tigress herselthashot streaks of
sensation from his caresses threatened to sethwde Wwody alight.

With a choking sound he brought his mouth backets land their gasping
breath and seeking tongues mingled together ina@anwhich assuaged her
thirst a little for a moment until Victoria foundhe wanted more. Her body
craved a more basic union, and with a stifledelitioan she pushed herself
nearer still, her body asking for the gratificatishe knew quite well he
ached to give her. But with superhuman effort Ggerked himself upright
instead, drawing up her dress again with fingess $hook against her skin.

'No?' she whispered in disbelief.

'No." His voice sounded rough with strain. ‘No, hete, in a car. The first
time should be perfect, unique; as beautiful far g8 humanly possible.’

Victoria found it hard to cope with her first exjggrce of physical
frustration, and it was some time before her biagtigrew more even and
her pulse slowed. At last she gave him an oddt titjle smile.

'‘Are you so sure it's the first time for me?' shiel sleliberately.



Gavin stiffened and with deliberation he resumesl pliace behind the
wheel, staring grimly at the view. 'I'm not, of cse,’ he said quietly.
'Perhaps | didn't make myself clear. | meant it ddoe the first time for you
and me together, and as such an experience to agtpmith care and
sensitivity.'

Victoria tried to make out his expression in the dight. It was difficult, but
something in the angle of the forceful profile gnei®d to her made it quite
clear Gavin was having problems with his self-cohtrde was silent for so
long Victoria grew uneasy, and at last she gavkeannerves jangling in the
charged silence. 'It will be, actually, Gavin," séed finally, her voice
thready.

He turned a look on her that was visibly thunderaursl started the car.
'How you enjoy putting me through it, Victoria! Atittle chance to turn the
knife and you're in like lightning." He began t®est the car down the
swerving road at a speed that brought Victoriagzstite her throat.

'It's a very emotive subject,’ she said, clutchlimggedge of her seat.

'‘And not one I'm accustomed to discussing with anawo," he shot back.
‘The question never normally arises.'

'I'm sure it doesn't with the type of women you thid&ctoria couldn't keep
back a little squeak of fright as they hurtled todgaa particularly sharp
bend, and at once Gavin moderated the car's speed.

'l think that last remark was quite uncalled fdr¢ said, in such a
schoolmasterish tone of voice Victoria would haweled under any other
circumstances.

'‘Anyway," she said childishly, 'you said you onlgmed a kiss or two.'

'l didn't hear you counting," he said with justice.



The following days passed in fairly well-orderedutioe, if such a word
could be applied to life on a Greek island wheretdfia's time was spent in
doing the things she would most have chosen td dven the choice. Each
day she spent a brief time with Elisa, then thé oéthe time was her own,
and she sunbathed and swam and wrote endlesseppriatcards to Rory,
Emma and the Fawcetts as well as various friendk hame. When the
television crew returned to the Cosmos each eveshegvould accompany
them to Niko's for a lively hour spent listening docounts of the day's
shooting until whoever was sitting beside Victonauld vacate the chair
and Gavin would slide into it, put his arm round haist and keep to his
promise to court her openly in public.

He was usually quite late, and looked tired aftex tlay's filming.' The

section of the serial they were shooting was vamahding physically,

with much scaling of cliffs and violent action be®n hunters and quarry,
and Gavin, playing an undercover agent disguisealdgrsig-smuggler, was
involved in hand- to-hand fighting, much scramblowgr the craggy

Chyros hillside, and was also obliged to spendecauibt of time submerged
in water in a cave. By the end of the day he wasested despite his famed
stamina and physique, even though some of the dargerous bits were
done by a stand-in, and Victoria sometimes felttgshe was responsible
for making him come down to the town after retugnia the Villa Medusa
each night.

'l like coming down,' he assured her. 'Otherwisméans talking endless
shop with Milos every night, now Julia's gone, tetyjing gooseberry to
Petros and Elisa.’ Julia, like the rest of the tydwmd departed the day after
the party. She was, she said, homesick, mornirig-aitd consumed with
the urge for a new wardrobe of maternity clothéshé had to be pregnant
she was determined to be the best-dressed motieritoLondon.

"You just talk shop down here with the techniciak&storia pointed out,
smiling, to Gavin.

'‘Ah, but down here | can cuddle you at the same,tihe whispered in her
ear, and he did. He seemed supremely contentadl eitening with his arm
round her, eating the squid he liked so much, dngpknly a glass or two of



retsina and occasionally dropping a kiss or two hmr hair, to the
amusement of the assembled company. After a dayaof this treatment
Victoria blossomed. In her white T-shirt dress tagr grew quite startling in
contrast, and she looked healthy and relaxed adty @ peace with the
world, even with Elisa. The latter had been sulkg belligerent at first after
the party, but soon became reconciled to the fat Yictoria had 'stolen’
Gavin.

'As if you were a pound of tea,' Victoria told him.
'l had hoped you valued me a little more highlyntkizat," he retorted.

'l do," she said simply, then looked away quickbyni the heat in his eyes
and tried not to wish they were alone.

They never were alone, to Victoria's surprise, thiedutter amazement of the
rest of the crew. To their amusement Gavin leftdash night at the Cosmos
with the rest of them with only a kiss good nigbegoublic demonstration of
his affection.

'Don't you ever want to spend time alone togethggfianded Fiona one
night. 'l mean Annie could always cram in with rhgau—if he--'

‘That's very sweet of you,' said Victoria hastdpd smiled at her warmly.
'‘But no thanks. | prefer it this way.'

'Hm.' Fiona looked sceptical. 'l can't believe Gadwoes.'

Gavin never said whether he objected or not. Heimeed paying court to

Victoria in as public and correct a manner as aaognan could have wished,
and after a while she perversely wishedwwaild try to spend some time
alone with her. The long evenings spent in suckeclout public contact
were beginning to tell, nurturing feelings shednainly to ignore as she lay
tossing and turning at night while Annie slept mfalty in the other bed.

Robin Baxter sometimes joined the group at therteyéut he rarely stayed
long, though he always made a point of talking ictafia for a while before
he left.



'Robin fancies you,' Gavin informed Victoria onglmti

'Nonsense!' She frowned at him and shook her hidat. just friendly, that's
all.’

Gavin gave her a knowing grin. 'And would be aratre friendly, if |
weren't around.’

She looked up at him in excitement, her eyes spiniRobin was just asking
if I'd like to go and watch you filming tomorrow.nl not needed for
coaching, so I'll come along with Annie and Fiona.'

Gavin smiled at her indulgently. "You'll find it bog, you know.'

Victoria shook her head firmly. 'No fear.’

Nor did she. From the moment she arrived at tHeerdbrbidding cove on
the far side of the island Victoria was filled wigxcitement and much
impressed by the general concentration on techtsaland the sight of the
cameras and the cables snaking across the sanih &@peared, ready for
action in torn khaki shirt and trousers, with a dege round his forehead
stained with 'blood’, and Rienski gave the signfifating to begin, like an
orchestral conductor demanding harmony from thpattege talents of his
musicians. Well out of the way Victoria watchedsdmated as Elisa's
stand-in climbed a section of cliff time after timetil her black shirt was
soaked with perspiration and the girl looked extedisAnnie and Fiona
shared the inevitable rolls and cheese with Vietevhen they stopped for
lunch, explaining that Gavin was supposed to bagioh a cave in the cliff
face and Elisa was out to kill him. Elisa's standiad to edge her way up the
cliff, appear to fall at one point, then eventuallgmber to safety in the
cave. Gavin came down from his eyrie to take Vietdor a tour of the
equipment, and while they were chatting to somtheftechnicians Robin
came towards them, his face exasperated.

'Elisa’s gone back to the villa in Petros's carséid irritably. 'She's sick, she
informs me—pains in her stomach.’



‘Not Elisa as well!" Gavin groaned and looked awethe group of people
trying to calm Milos Rienski. 'He's not pleasedather.’

Robin heaved a gloomy sigh. 'It's lucky we did bitewith you and Elisa in
the cave first. We only need the climb up the cliitkily, so Zeus willing
we couldstill get it in the can today.'

There was a lot more consultation with Milos, ti@avin returned to his
post in the cave, via the hidden cliff path, anédAna, Elisa's understudy,
once more began the climb. She looked remarkakly Elisa from a
distance, and kept her face hidden most of the &mghe struggled up the
first few feet of the cliff. But one way and anatleamething displeased
Rienski every time, and at the third attempt aftech disaster struck. The
girl was only a short way up to the cave when sipped and fell heavily,
slithering almost all the way to the shingle, whehe lay moaning in a
crumpled heap. Fortunately her injuries were maihtyises, but to
Rienski's consternation she also had a badly smtaankle, and even
without a doctor's confirmation it was plain thewgas no more
cliff-climbing for the unfortunate Arianna.

'l knew things were going too well," said Annie@taily. She flopped down
beside Victoria and opened a tin of Coca-Cola wigop, drinking thirstily.

'‘Does that mean no more filming today?' asked Vi@to

'Probably. There's only this bit to finish out heteen a scene at the harbour
and that's the location work in the bag.' Annieedghe perspiration from
her freckled forehead and glanced across to th&yrdiscussion going on
with Rienski, Gavin and Robin Baxter at its cenReénski was proposing
something and Robin was shaking his head violenfigtoria saw, then
Gavin made a violent gesture of negation, his fikeethunder even from a
distance.

'What's all the argument about?' asked Victorigocsty.



‘Search me.' Annie shaded her eyes with one h@hd.ord, they must want
me for something, they're all staring over herbe $ent scampering off,
scrunching over the shingle towards the noisy grekiglding to a halt when
she got there, obviously startled by what Fiona tedisng her. Suddenly
Gavin broke away from the group to come stridingpas the beach to pull
Victoria to her feet, Milos Rienski and Robin hami his heels.

"You arenotto do it,' ordered Gavin and held her hard ag#imst glaring at
Milos.

'Do what?' Victoria pushed at his arms and lookedha three men,
mystified.

Milos Rienski smiled persuasively, taking her hdAdittle favour only, my
dear--'

'For God's sake, Milos--' said Gavin fiercely, Il director held up his
hand to silence him while Robin kept quiet, lookurghappy.

'‘Let me explain, Victoria," said Rienski winningly.need just this little
sequence and we are finished here. Already we slasethe scene in the
cave with Elisa. Now all we need is the climb up thiff. They have told
you Elisais ill? Yes? Then you can appreciate ifficdlty. If she were here

| would insist she did the climb herself. But skenbt." He reached out a
hand and touched Victoria's hair. '‘And you are evene like Elisa from a
distance than poor Arianna. Coyldunot help us?’

Gavin's arm threatened to break Victoria's ribs simel protested, smiling
reassuringly up at his scowling face.

'Of course | will," she said to Rienski, 'if yourtk I'll do."'
‘Victoria!' roared Gavin. "You could hurt yourself.

'‘No, | won't, Gavin, honestly. After life with myrdthers a bit of
rock-climbing will be a doddle. I'll be fine—really



Rienski kissed her extravagantly on both cheeks, Rabin looked as

disapproving as Gavin, who argued volubly all treywack to the caravan
where Victoria was quickly prepared for the sceme given a black shirt to
wear with her own jeans and sneakers. By the theerss ready Gavin had
been banished once more to the cave, and thereaweoaraging grins from

Annie and Fiona and 'thumbs-up’ signs from theag#ie crew as Rienski
took Victoria to the foot of the cliff and showedrtthe footholds already cut
out to make her ascent easy.

‘The footholds will not be seen in the film," hgokained. "You will appear to
be climbing the bare rock—so try to make it looKidult, darling. When
you get to that ledge up there, pretend to slip fhel yourself up as slowly
as you possibly can into the cave.’

Victoria peered up at the cliff, which was a lotnmsheer at close quarters
than she had thought. But she had no fear of hemid was confident she
could manage the climb without any trouble. Givies ¢hance to try it first
she refused. 'If you don't mind, Mr Rienski, I'thex try for perfection first
time. Let's hope | have beginner's luck and gegfitt at the first attempt.’

The assistant cameraman held the clapperboardtiétslate number and
take number and the camera began to roll. Takidgep breath Victoria
started the ascent. The footholds were quite fartagmd she was shorter in
arm and leg than the Greek stand-in, which made pnegress more
spectacular to watch but a lot more gruelling toRianting, Victoria pulled
herself up slowly, sweat soon running into her eyre$ soaking through the
thin cotton of her shirt. She longed to wipe heefead but dared not spare
a hand, needing both to hang on like grim deathasliff grew steeper. As
an added handicap she lost the ribbon tying her, féiich promptly
streamed loose as she fought her way to the ledlgEady she was higher
than the other girl had climbed—the point of nauret she thought grimly,
and hoped fervently the flowing hair made no défere to the scene, as by
now she was sure she could never do this againbkeath was knifing
through her chest and the palms of her hands wieiegith sweat. She
paused, panting, before making the final effortdach the ledge. As she
reached up to find a handhold she saw Gavin har@ihgf the cave as far
as he could, his face strained beneath the bandadéer foot slipped as it



made contact with the ledge, sending a streamailé sfascading down the
cliff.

'Don't look down,' he rapped out, his voice hoansg unrecognisable. 'Get
your other foot slowly— slowly—on the ledge. Thaight. Good girl. Nice
and easy. Now rest a minute.’'

Victoria obeyed blindly, clinging to the cliff lika limpet.

'Move your right hand upwards and outward a littie,ordered.

'l—can't,’ she wailed.

'Yes, you can,' he said mercilessly. "Move it.'

Victoria stretched upward blindly and found a hawidion a ridge of rock.

'‘Well done,' said Gavin calmly. 'Now move your tifiot a little way along
the ledge.’

The foot remained stubbornly where it was. Victsriarain ordered it to
move but it flatly refused. Then Gavin's voice Bxr

'Move yourfoot!"

The foot moved, and after a while the other on¥edd suit, to Victoria's
surprise.

‘Great," he said hoarsely. 'Now stretch up yourtrigand again.'

Victoria obeyed, and her hand was caught in a giraonderfully safe
clasp.

'‘Now give me your other hand,' he said casually.
Victoria took in a desperate gulp of air and forbed left hand to let go its

hold of the rock and instantly it was caught in Gavother hand. Then she
gave a strangled screech as next minute she hepgrsded in mid-air. For a



split-second panic engulfed her, rendering herdoind deaf to everything
but the will to survive. The blood drummed in hareand lights danced
behind her tightly closed eyes. Then, unbelieval@igiyin's voice pierced
the fog of terror, the utter effrontery of his werchanging her panic to fury.

'l said I'll pull you up if you say you'll marry me. Sayriow, or I'll let you
drop. Say yes, Victoria, say it!

His voice was harsh and strained over his gasp&riath, but perfectly

audible and in a welter of rage and terror Vict@iaeamed 'No!’, then she
fancied his grip slackened and she sobbed 'Yes, yss only pull me

up—please!’

With one gigantic heave Gavin hauled her uncereousty up the short
space to the cave, and she collapsed againstudditig heart in a tempest
of angry tears deaf to the cheer that went up foehow and too spent to
resist as he kissed her in a passion of reliedinglher head so that her
damp streaming hair hid her face from the intecestges of the elated
onlookers on the beach. Gavin rocked her in hisahis voice unsteady as
he muttered 'darlinglarling, darling', over and over again in an incantation
of comfort as he gently stroked away her tears fuittpers that shook now
the danger was over.

"You're all right now, you're safe—don't cry, Etbne.'

'I'm—~not crying—because I'cared,’ she gulped, and drew away, staring
at him balefully, unaware of the streaks of dirthan tear-stained face. 'The
tears are temper, you—ydtastard!

Gavin threw a swift look down at their appreciataedience and pulled
Victoria further into the cave out of sight.

'Kindly refrain from insulting your future mother-law," he said, and

kissed her again before she could return to tlaelattl needed something to
make you snap out of your fear, and with the opputy so suddenly

presented it was just too tempting not to kill tiads with one stone.’



She looked into the eyes so close to her own,dgriprsee into Gavin's mind.
'Would youreally have let me go?' she demanded.

'l leave it to you to decide,’ he said, and begakiss her with a hunger
fuelled by the events of the previous few minutses, that Victoria
abandoned her anger and gave herself up to thesmteleasure of being
kissed with such gratifying desperation. Oblivitashe pebbles biting into
her back she responded to his kisses with suchitficeprived Gavin
abruptly of any last shreds of self-control hel gtidssessed. For a few hot,
demented moments both of them forgot their darlgustrophobic
surroundings, the film unit down below and evemthelse in the world but
themselves. Then the sound of footsteps crunchawgndthe rocky path
from the clifftop intruded into their private bulebbf enchantment, and
Rienski was upon them.

'Wonderful, darlings," he boomed as they scramitedheir feet. 'One
solitary take and it was perfect, and the hair ecgmioose—masterly. And
your acting on the ledge, Victoria--' he kissed fgertips in ecstasy.
'‘Amazing, darling girl." He wrung Victoria's dirtyand and clapped Gavin
on the back. 'Such inspiration, Gavin, to hang dama haul her up.
Stupendous!

Gavin and Victoria exchanged surreptitious looks grninned at each other
like conspirators as they followed the directortl relatively gentle slope
of the path to the top of the cliff where Petrdd&rcedes was waiting to bear
them back to the villa in triumph.

The atmosphere was euphoric at Niko's tavernatla¢evening. There was
still a day's shooting to complete, but everyone wgparty mood after the
day's filming in the cove, and Victoria came in fouch congratulation and
kissing from everyone involved.

'What about me?' demanded Gavin, laughing. He #htam arm round
Victoria's bare, tanned shoulders, a man at pedtetine world from the
carefree look in his eyes, and the totally relagesture of his tall, elegant,
body.



'You're the professional,’ said Fiona. 'We expext to perform marvels
every time, Gavin, but Victoria's little contribati was utterly
electrifying— my heart was in my mouth the wholaéi'

‘That makes two of us,' said Victoria, shudderlNgver again.'

Annie shivered in sympathy. 'That part where youewest hanging in
mid-air—I couldn't breathe!

‘Neither could |," agreed Victoria and twisted rduio look into Gavin's
bright eyes. 'l hadn't expected that bit myself—was the script?'

He shook his head, grinning at her happily. 'Spafthe-moment
inspiration. Effective, wasn't it?'

Victoria gave Gavin a sharp dig in the ribs.

'l don't know that I've forgiven you yet.'

"You will," he assured her confidently.

'Oh, yes?'

'Yes. I'll coax you.'

'How?'

'Wait and see.’

The party looked all set to keep celebrating foursp though no one, it
seemed, was in the least surprised when Gavin Wfietoria to her feet
quite soon after the meal was over, and there wdmrus of general good
nights as the tall man and the small, slendervgaridered away along the
guay hand in hand, and quite obviously in a wofltheir own. If anyone
recognised Gavin as they walked neither of therrcedt Very slowly they

went up the hilly little street, past softly lithges glimmering pale-walled in
the moonlight, the pine needles soft and slippenyeath their feet as they



walked in silence along the unmade road to thertese/illa Cosmos,
which stood silent in the milky light, its windowadl in darkness.

Gavin stopped at the foot of the steps. 'As ispecial sort of night, may |
come in for a while?'

Victoria stood a few steps above him and looked rddar once at the
familiar, beloved angles and planes of his face.pNable, thespian face
this; strong and rugged, full of character, yet iteond expressive when its
owner wished, as brilliantly capable of portrayitige finest nuances of
emotion as any director could want.

'l find you unfamiliar in the role of suppliant, @a.' She touched his cheek
fleetingly.

‘Not a role | play much, Victoria, or need to." Kiges gazed up into hers
steadily, no arrogance in their brightness desthite implication of his
words.

She smiled. 'No, | don't suppose you do. | carfi fezling flattered by your
insistence, even though | still find it difficuls tredit.'

'Why? | persist because | love you. What's so tahtlieve about that?' He
reached up and took her hand. 'There in the cavsm@ong ago | rather
thought we'd reached agreement at long last.’

'‘But we were interrupted—again.' She dropped ks dind looked at him
through her lashes.

Gavin regarded her thoughtfully, then glanced ughatstill house with its
blank, shuttered windows. ‘It looks peaceful héret.me come and talk to
you until Annie comes back, at least.’

She nodded gravely, and went up before him intesttsowy hall and up
the stairs to the room she shared with Annie. @r ha

Pinned to the pillow on Victoria's bed was a sloéétright pink paper with a
message in felt-tip pen written in Annie's slapdaahd.



'We wanted to give you a present to mark your atiwertoday, but
had no time to go shopping. So instead I'm mowingith Fiona. We
thought that might be the best prezzie we coulé g both.

'Annie and Fiona.'

Victoria stared at the words, her cheeks rivallihg hue of Annie's
notepaper. Gavin was standing so close she cowd the ripple of
amusement that ran through his body.

'What's so funny?' she asked, her voice sharpemibarrassment.

It just struck me that Annie's epistle may be pinknd shocking pink at
that,' he added, glancing at her hectic cheeksotherwise it looks to me
remarkably like aarte blanche."

Victoria buried her face against his chest, thrgnver arms round him.
'Fiona suggested Annie share with her before, lguldn't let her.’

'Why not?' he demanded, tipping back her face.

She met his eyes squarely. 'l rather fancied tba af your courting me in
public, Gavin. | wasn't ready for—for anything else

He sat down on the bed, pulling her down on his'lage you ready now?"
he asked gently.

'Yes, | am. Lolita finally grew up. It took a lortigne, but | think I've finally
made it.’

Gavin smoothed a hand over her hair and untiedlthen securing it at the
nape of her neck, combing his fingers through linekf shining strands. His
eyes were very bright under the heavy lids. "Younsovery cool and
detached.’

Victoria's laugh was unsteady. "Then | must becagl @t acting as you are,
Gavin.' Which was the truth; her heart was thumgingd her bones felt like
jelly, Gavin looked deep into her eyes for a longnment, then he set her



carefully on her feet and went to the door. He émtk and switched off the
light, then threw back the shutters so that mobmigpured radiance into the
room.

'What are you doing?' Victoria's heart leapt atuheed to her at last.

'Setting the scene,’ Gavin said softly. 'A lovensgedarling." And slowly,
almost reverently, he took off her clothes, thehaste he stripped himself
and drew her down with him to the narrow bed. Migtshivered, every part
of her reacting dramatically to the mere contadtisflong, muscular body
against her, so that when Gavin's mouth and haegisritheir tender assault
on her senses she was already on fire with antioipaher own fingers
tentative at first, then bold, in a sensory invgaion of their own. She
yielded to him in rapture, her broken cries of kinesss pleasure igniting
him to a passion less controlled, and his caregs®g wilder, the conscious
effort to please forgotten in the wild surge thaept them both along on a
tidal wave of feeling so intense that in the fimaart-stopping moment
Victoria thought she had died of it.

That she was still very much alive was proved leygleasure her body took
from merely lying curled against Gavin, held closehis arms. Victoria
stirred a little.

'What is it?' he asked.

'Music is playing somewhere. | didn't notice it dnef.’

He chuckled and kissed her ear. 'Neither did I.'

'‘Does Jove render one oblivious to everything elen?'

'Single-minded, certainly.’

Victoria buried her face against his throat. 'I'ertprbed, Gavin,' she said
indistinctly.

His arms tightened. 'Why?'



'Well, wasn't | supposed—I mean, shouldn't I--'
Her face grew hot. 'l thought it would hurt mosehé said finally in a rush.

Gavin laid her back against the pillow and proppieaself up on one elbow,
frowning a little. "You and | were rather overtakenevents, little one," he
began carefully. 'l genuinely intended to be velgwsand patient, but
somewhere along the line | forgot all that becawss|, if you persist in
running your nails down my back at certain pointthie proceedings you're
likely to achieve that particular result every time

'Really? | can count on that?' Victoria's eyes mled at him wickedly in the
moonlight. 'And that was only my debut!

He grinned and kissed her swiftly. "Your openinghtiwas such a success |
think | can safely guarantee a very long run, matdam

She giggled happily. ‘Can | have that in writinggi8usly, though, you
haven't really explained the absence of pain, atexrer.'

Gavin eyed her uncertainly. 'Shall we say you mighte felt more except
for your enchanting--' He hesitated.

'Enthusiasm?’ She looked at him questioningly. 'YWas enthusiastic?"

‘That, Victoria, would be impossible as far asd¢omcerned,' he assured her
with emphasis, and lowered himself beside her,ihgim tress of her hair
round his wrist.

'I'm sure it could never have been like that wittyane else,’ she said
dreamily.

'l wouldn't advise any experiments to find outheit’ said Gavin promptly,
and gave the hair a sharp tug.

'‘Ouch!" Victoria wriggled closer and kissed himgmingly, intending to
mollify, but producing a startlingly different rgam. 'Wait!" she said
breathlessly. 'l want to say something else--'



‘Later,’ he muttered inattentively, but Victoriddhkim off a moment longer.

'l merely wanted to say that if—this—were Rursuit by Furiesit would
probably be the happy ending at this point.’

Gavin smiled down at her in triumphant certaintyhereas for you and me,
my darling, this is quite definitely only the hapbgginning.'



