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The island provided much-needed solitude.

In their villa on the Great Barrier Reef, Belle Wed to establish herself as a
writer, determined to emerge from the shadow offaerous father. Then
unexpectedly Rex Marron arrived.

A protege of her father's, he expected to be albeee to lick his wounds
following a costly palimony suit.

But Belle saw his arrival as a chance for reverggenst the handsome man
who'd once humiliated her. Her plans went madlyagsivhen she realized

her teenage crush had developed into the full-8ddgelings of a woman.

And according to Rex, he was now only interestetbive-night stands."



CHAPTER ONE

THE twin moons of lona hung low over the blue- putatelscape, flooding
the craggy line of hills with violet light.

From the protection of her observation station, @ape looked out over the
landscape with pleasure. As the first Earther borrthe colony, she felt
totally at home here, for she knew no other.

A figure darkened the landscape and she lookedhep,responses as
automatic as the environmental controls on the pané&ont of her. Rafe
Tel- star was coming. She knew it as surely aksbe how to breathe.

Intently, she watched his tall figure striding otlee rugged ground towards
her station.

He was coming to relieve her, her watch being doethe shift. How she
wished they could do more than nod in passing! iBgdhe next watch with
him would be far preferable. In the off-duty hotley had shared at the
colony, she had learned to cherish his adventuspist which made him a
part of this place even though he did not sharefbeune in being born
here.

But there was only room in the bubble for one. Ealutly, she keyed the
release which turned her protective suit over ttoazontrol, releasing her
from her symbiosis with the bubble. The lifelineagg away from her suit
and snaked back into its socket on the panel. $isefnge to return to the
colony, as soon as Rafe took over the station.

He had almost reached the bubble when the Vianat keam behind a pile
of rocks and bowled him to the ground. Sapphire lsigweapon spin out of
his hand.

'Rafe!' she screamed, the sound echoing insidenélenet. She had to do
something before the Viand's claws shredded Radelg suit, exposing him

to the hostile lonic atmosphere. Inspiration striacid she scooped up the
laser torch which she would have used to lightway back to the colony,

then vaulted out of the bubble.



As she circled the Viand, Rafe stirred and regainisdeet. He saw her and
motioned her away, but she held her ground anctefte torch, gesturing
that he was to catch it. He did so, deftly.

As the Viand lunged for him, Rafe threw the swatchhe torch, sending its
pure laser light into the creature's pale, smakgy

As a creature of darkness, it shunned strong kgjiat there was no stronger
than the laser torch. The Viand roared and shielde@yes with its claws,
then stumbled away behind the rock piles.

A t once, Rafe strode to her side and caught haniembrace as close as
their protective suits would allow. She could seenas trying to be angry

with her for risking her own life, but behind hiacé shield, his fierce

expression could not hide the tenderness he felttefio

‘That's more like it!" Belle Fraser sighed withisi@iction as she pulled the
sheet of paper out of her typewriter. In her fasaft of Sapphire Nights,
Sapphire had been the one to wield the laser,rgcaff the creature. It
worked better when Rafe and Sapphire were in pattie Now if she
could only get them together romantically...

She jumped up and walked to the expanse of glagshvdverlooked the
Great Barrier Reef. The lushness of the tropicaképsland vegetation
fringing golden sand taunted her with its invitatto surf and sun.

With all this at her feet, why had she agreed ta an embryo screenplay
into a science-fiction novel, and in just two math

She turned away from the breathtaking view and gced at the typewriter.
She knew perfectly well why she had agreed—to remraething of her

own she was good at; instead of just being Mitclirediser's daughter,
following in his acting footsteps and, it was ingaliif not stated, getting
parts because of her name.Well, she had writtehdbk, or at least most of
the first draft. There was a lot of editing and/patg to do before she could
show it to Andy Wakefield, the literary agent whadhsuggested she turn



her play into a book. He had read her notes, writetween her scenes in a
TV film, and had asked her to try her hand at thekb If she hadn't seen the
flicker of doubt on her father's face when she maationed it, she doubted
whether she would have agreed.

Remembering her father's reaction reinforced hegraenation to succeed
with the book. All she needed now was a satisfygngclusion, and her
characters were almost there.

With a sigh, she returned to the keyboard. Underflgimg fingers, Rafe
began to fall in love with Sapphire, the outcoménasitable as a beautiful
sunrise on Mana Island.

Suddenly Belle's fingers froze on the keys as sltaine aware of a surging
warmth deep inside her. A shudder shook her froadhe toe and she
pressed her elbows close into her sides. Good ghefhad worked herself
into a frenzy just writing the last scene! She dthed ruefully. It must be
good stuff if it could arouse its author to sucteatent. On the other hand, it
had been a long time since she and Ted split uptbbBlahe was just
sex-starved.

'Hello! Anybody home? Mr Fraser... are you there?"
'In the study, come on through,' she called, méngethat the island was
one of the few places in the world where one c@sgde such an invitation

without fear.

She looked up curiously as a young man in Manadsigshirt and shorts
came in, lugging a heavy carton.

‘They must be the groceries | ordered,' she saimembering her phone call
to the colony's store this morning.

The young man looked puzzled. 'l was told the oveses for Mr Fraser. Are
you his housekeeper?'

She shook her head. 'No, I'm Mr Fraser's daugftes.account is in his
name. He didn't know | was coming, so he didn'tHetstore know, as he



normally would. The housekeeper went back to thalswad a month ago
and we haven't replaced her yet, hence the comflisio

'l see. Then it's all right if | leave this stuff@uppose it'll be OK if you sign
for it.'

'Of course,’ she laughed. 'Doreen Webster knows/etiethough | haven't
been to the island for ages. She'll vouch for me."

The man relaxed when she mentioned the owner ofgdmeral store.

Doreen had known Belle since she was a child, hyiid) here with her

famous parents, so there would be no problemsthétlaccount. It was only
Belle's unplanned arrival which had complicateddsi She signed the bill
the young man handed to her, then dug into hergidok some change, but
he shook his head.

'No need for that, Miss Fraser. Thanks all the same

She'd spent too much time outside Australia, imtaes where tipping was
as much of a reflex as breathing, she decidedjrsptib herself after the
man left.She wasn't surprised that he had expebtdto be the
housekeeper. Andrea had often acted as caretakiéz thie villa was
unoccupied. It had come as a surprise to everytmmwhe had announced
she was moving back to the mainland to live with $ister. They hadn't
replaced her yet because the Frasers came hesllsmsanowadays. When
Belle was a little girl, they had spent every aafalié vacation here, but that
was before the fateful day eight years ago, whemé&lia Fraser's car
skidded on a wet road and plunged over a cliffinglher instantly. Belle
and her father had been devastated by the accioeinthe spotlight had
fallen inevitably on Mitchell, the filmgoer's darli, heroic even in his hour
of tragedy. At times, Belle wondered if anybody egnbered that she had
also lost a mother.

Belle shook her head sadly. It must be the islahichvwas making her
think of Mum so vividly. It was a tragedy and a veadut it did no good to
brood on what couldn't be changed.



Instead, she carried the groceries to the kitchdrbagan to put them away.
The task completed, she made herself a tuna sathided coffee for lunch,
and took them out on to the terrace so she coul#t wo her suntan while
she ate.

On the table was the letter from her father whiad heen forwarded here
by the friend renting her house on the mainlaneé'&hkcanned it when it

arrived yesterday, promising herself a leisurebdras soon as she finished
her last chapter.

She hadn't quite finished, her conscience remih@edWhat the heck! She
needed the break! Nibbling a crunchy stalk of gelshe opened the letter.

'My dear daughter,” Mitch began, 'l was delightedhear that you are
tackling the novel after all, and of course | wigiu well with it.’

'‘But you expect me to fall flat on my face," intespd Belle, her tone not so
much bitter as resigned.

'l enjoyed the chance to work with you tweading Ladyand feel the
father-daughter combination will generate excelfmnilicity.'

'‘Now | know why you agreed to a cameo role," Beliserved. She had
been suspicious when her father had settled foaggkt million-dollar fee
without asking for a share of the profits.

'Since | arrived in London," her father's lettentioued, 'the weather has
been appalling, but | am enjoying working with sarmy old friends again.
Frankly, Shakespeare isn't my scene, but the maggson we are filming
gives me quite a bit of latitude and, thank Goaythaven't stuck to the
original script.’

Belle laughed aloud at this. 'Trust you to wargdd Shakespeare, Dad,' she
murmured.

With his usual lightning-fast change of subjecttdliwent on, "You have
probably heard the gossip about Rex and his palsait. The last | heard,



he and Laine Grosvenor had settled out of courtvior million, but that
could be media hype.

Knowing Rex, he wouldn't part with so much with@ufight. How she
persuaded him to let her move in with him, I'll eeknow. It was industry
gossip that it was a set-up, but Rex never listermsyone, and now he has
quite literally paid the price. | understand hdéwvastated and has taken off
to some grass shack in the Pacific to lick his vesun

There were pages more of the same, mostly filmstrglgossip, but Belle
set the letter aside and picked up a quarter ofatoyrbiting into it and
licking her chin clean of the succulent juice.

So Rex Marron had got his come-uppance at lasthbadshe remembered
him well, although she doubted whether he wouldemaiver her.

When last they had met, she had been a ganglygeendth braces on her
teeth and glasses she hadn't yet traded in foacbl@nses. Rex had been a
protege of her father.

Although she was inured to the sight of famous feegjsiting her house,

Rex Marron was a special case. Every time shefdlse®on screen, he had
managed to make her young heart flutter. It wasuace of real rancour

with her that he had never paid her the slightiéeshion when he had come
to visit her parents.

That time, he had been forced to speak to her sineavas the only one at
home. He had come, he'd said, to pay his respediét¢h after the loss of
his wife.

'My father isn't here just now,' she had said halyglaggrieved that his
condolences didn't appear to extend to her as velh't he think she could
feel pain or loss at her age?

That her pride might be suffering because he didwh over her like many

of her father's famous friends, she didn't stopdosider. She only knew
that Rex Marron was one of the most heartless antppus people she had
ever met.



He had insisted on waiting for her father to retamd had proceeded to act
as if she didn't exist, although she had hoverédarbackground while he'd
waited.

His relief had been ill-masked when her fathermegd. She remembered
how the two men had talked together as if she haglah been there.

In the years since then, she had seen him sewaes it awards dinners
and industry functions when she had been her fatkecort. But she had
carefully avoided any contact. Rex Marron had sedlter once, when she
was feeling terribly vulnerable. He wouldn't get tthance to do it again.

That he was one of the best-looking actors of toelem generation, she
tried to ignore. On-screen, he exuded charm—voltageit was called
nowadays. In his case, high voltage was even nupmariate.

Off-screen, he lived a life reminiscent of the scractors of the early days
of Hollywood, wining and dining, and no doubt badglithe most beautiful
of his leading ladies.

How he did all that and still retained his nicknaofeMister Nice Guy,
Belle couldn't imagine.

No doubt a hard-working publicity manager made ar's exploits didn't
get into the papers. But even the most blinkeradeehad to know that he'd
been living with Laine Grosvenor, an English actreto was now working
with Rex in most of his films.

Now he was out of pocket by two million dollars apgesumably one
live-in lover as well, Belle thought gleefully. Serhim right! She knew it
was childish to carry a grudge all these yearsshatcouldn't help feeling
pleased that someone was finally treating him dsalingly as he treated
other people.

Finishing her lunch, she picked up the plate andfather's letter and
returned to the kitchen where she cleaned up ahdvanything away. The
letter she tucked into a handy drawer.



The villa showed all the signs of a house which leeh closed up for ages.
There was a thin film of dust over most surfacesc&she had come here
intending to work on her manuscript, she had awbloking sidetracked by
the backlog of chores, but now she decided to ¢askime of the more
pressing ones. She could finish the final chaptethe morning and start
editing in the afternoon.

Tying a scarf over her honey-gold hair, she wrappeel of Andrea’'s old
aprons around her shorts and halter top, and settica will.

Two hours later, the cane furniture gleamed andpidueuet floor was
polished to a glorious patina. A bowl of fuchsidezmed hibiscus was
reflected off the glass-topped coffee table, amdadin was fragrant with the
scents of tropical flowers.

She looked around with satisfaction, carefully auag the typewriter with
its half-finished page still in the machine. She learned some time off.

A scrabbling noise at the door startled her outefreverie. Who could it
be? She hadn't ordered anything other than theeges; and they were
already here.

'Well—hello there!" ,

For a moment, she was rooted to the spot in astor@st, wondering if she
had conjured the man up out of her father's leBbe could hardly believe
she was looking at Rex Marron himself.

Evidently, the recognition wasn't mutual. 'You mim Mitch Fraser's
housekeeper, Andrea,' he said, taking in her apowefred clothes and the
scarf around her hair.

'Er... you've caught me by surprise, Mr Marrong shid stupidly.

He didn't seem surprised at her recognition, butvas probably used to
that. 'l understand, Andrea. Mr Fraser told meuldase his villa for a few
weeks' rest. It was just what | needed to get maydvom the media for a
while.'



So he was licking his wounds in a grass shackarPcific, was he? Belle
thought grimly. Knowing Mitch, he had probably issithe invitation as a
throwaway line. He couldn't have expected Rex ke taim up on it or he
would have warned the man that the villa wasnffesdaat the moment. Now
that Rex was here, what was she to do?

She opened her mouth to explain who she was, lotdoshe could speak
Rex said airily, 'My bags are on the terrace, hofveu can unpack them
for me later. Right now, what | really need is édadrink.'

Belle felt as though he had poured the cold drimkrcher. He hadn't
changed a bit! He was still arrogant and demandshll,looking straight
through people he considered unimportant. Well, wbald show him!
This time she wasn't sixteen years old, and hegusichanded her a sweet
means of getting her revenge while teaching himsadn in how to treat
people. 'Of course I'll get your drink, Mr Marrolfm forgetting myself,
aren't 1? You just make yourself comfortable here.’

He patted her arm indulgently. 'It's OK, Andrea lised to people being
thrown off balance by my presence.'

Well, bully for him! she thought furiously, shruggi off his touch. He was
so used to people gazing at him in mute adoraktiahhe hadn't noticed the
lack of any such emotion in her gaze. In fact, lim'tdseem to remember
her at all and was treating her with the same fadifice she recalled only
too well.

'I'll get your drink," she said shortly, turning @ She blessed her training
at the Drama Institute. This was role-playing watlvengeance. The only
guestion was: how long could she keep up her dordashe gave him a
piece of her mind?

Without asking, she served him a tall gin and tpgarnished with lemon
and mint leaves. When she offered him the trayaiomg the glass, he
looked with interest at the wide expanse of cleaveayealed over the
gaping top of the apron. Clearing his throat, k@ sip of the drink before
commenting, 'l expected someone older, Andrea. lbog have you been
with Mr Fraser?'



'Oh, years and years,' she said airily, wonderimg he would react if she
told the truth: that she had been with Mitchell daraall her life! 'I..
.er...came to him quite young,' she added wickedly.

'l see. How old are you?'

‘Twenty-four," she said without thinking. But sheutd hardly lie, since she
barely looked her age anyway. There was no wayshkl convince him
she was much older, at least not without stage omake

'‘And you live with your family on the island?' hazarded.

It was too good to resist. 'No, | live here. Mr$gragives me the freedom of
the villa. | often use the pool in the early momior the evening after |
finish work.'

He looked uncomfortable. "Then | can hardly deny tfee same privileges,
can |I? But | wonder... | mean... it doesn't loo& twod, for your sake, |
mean.’

This was so rich that she almost choked with sigga@ laughter. The man
whose live-in lover had just taken him to the clkranto the tune of two

million dollars was worried about how it wouldok if he shared the villa

with a young woman?

'I'm sure it will be all right," she said gravelpwardly she shook with
laughter. 'On Mana Island people keep very mucthemselves. Most of
the homes in the Colony are owned by prominent lgeapo value their
privacy and respect other people's.’ It was thenmeason why people like
Mitchell Fraser liked coming here so much.

Sidling up to him, she flicked an imaginary spetklost off his safari-suit
jacket. 'In any case, I'm sure Mr Fraser would wa to enjoyall the
amenities of his villa, Mr Marron.'

She didn't know what imp of mischief made her dud tast. She hadn't
intended to take her charade anywhere near thadtdaRex Marron's look
of discomfort only encouraged her.



He took a long pull on his drink. 'l...er...didr&alise the villa was... er...
staffed full-time.'

'Oh yes, all day and..." she added a purr to hieey&ll night as well.’

'Look, I don't think I'll be staying long after aMiss.. .er.. .Andrea. Just the
one night, probably. | didn't make any definiteaagements with Mr
Fraser, so he won't mind a change of plans.'

So she was right—Mitch's invitation had been a absapulse. She almost
glowed with triumph. Not only was she getting eveth Rex Marron for
ignoring her all those years ago, she would soa ltlae villa to herself
again. 'Whatever you say, Mr Marron," she agreeanaging to sound
disappointed. 'Shall | unpack for you now?'

'No, don't!" he almost exploded, then said mormbal'Please don't trouble
yourself. I'll just get my overnight things and tiest can stay in the hallway
until I leave in the morning.’

He went outside, presumably to get his things,Belte crammed the back
of her hand against her mouth, almost choking withpressed laughter.
Pretending she was a live-in maid at Rex's beck calldhad been an
inspiration! Now all she had to do was keep updwtruntil he went away
again, and she could go on with her working holiday

By the time he returned, carrying a leather ovérhigse embossed with his
initials, she was busily plumping up the sofa caski She straightened
when he came in. 'I'll show you to your room.’

As she had intended, he followed her, unable toidavmticing that
underneath her apron was no maid's uniform. Therdidpugging shorts
barely skimmed the tops of her sleek, tanned thighsl the halter top
exposed most of her back. She heard his breathiitgen as he followed
her.

She looked back at him over her shoulder, smilsiglee saw his gaze fly
from her taut bottom toher face. 'I'll put you retHibiscus room. It has the
most spectacular view.'



'Whatever you say," he repeated.

The room was actually a suite with its own bathroand tiled terrace

overlooking the ocean. He barely glanced at it wétem asked it if was to
his liking, and all but pushed her out of the dearying he would take care
of himself now.

In the hallway, she leaned against the wall andlklfimm head to toe with
mirth. What would the newspapers say if they caelel the screen idol, Rex
Marron, whose latest indiscretion had just cost aifortune, reduced to a
quivering wreck because a 'maid’ had propositidnet®

What was he so worried about? she wondered aftégwa minutes.

Hollywood was full of dolly- birds like 'Andrea’. Anan with Rex's
reputation shouldn't react like a gauche teenagee)y? Maybe he was still
recovering from the shock of his settlement witimeaGrosvenor.

Or maybe his reputation was as much a Hollywoocemtion as her
Andrea-character.

Somehow, she hoped it was the former rather thatatter. If he had been
set up by Laine Grosvenor, then it meant his Misliee Guy reputation
was the real one, and Belle was taking advantages eulnerability. Yet he
hadn't cared about her vulnerability when she waenaager.

Her good humour had evaporated with her dilemmaw@lh he had said he
was leaving in the morning so, whatever the trdeasion, it would be
resolved then.

All the same, she felt uncomfortable at the prospédkeeping up her
charade for even a short time.

Deciding to keep out of his way as much as poss#fie headed for the
kitchen. Cooking him a meal would help ease hescemce, she decided.

Although she had grown up surrounded by staff,éBledd chosen to learn
how to fend for herself when she left school, isecthe time ever came
when she had no choice. Learning to cook and keepenhad been more



enjoyable than she had expected, and now she lgcpuaferred looking
after herself.

She bustled around the kitchen with practised e&mmn, she had
assembled a crisp avocado salad and fillets ofl tarat were sizzling in
butter.

By the time Rex emerged, she had set a place forrhihe dining-room,
having decided she would eat in the kitchen. SHa'dihink he would like
eating with the hired help, and she wasn't sureshkl keep up her Andrea
act all through dinner.

He came into the kitchen looking heart-stoppinghpdyrlooking in cream
slacks and a lemon shirt, his dark hair glisterfrogn the shower. 'Won't
you eat with me?' he asked when he saw the arragem

She looked away, disconcerted by the unhappinesgykimpsed in the
sea-green eyes. 'I'd really rather not.'

‘A short time ago, you were offering me much mdrant company for
dinner," he reminded her.

Touche!"Very well, I'll join you,' she agreed reluctantlpinner will be on
the table in a few minutes.'

She needed the time to compose herself for theabedeead. Now that he
was feeling more relaxed, the famous Marron chaas all too evident.
She didn't want to spoil her scheme for gettinghewgh him by starting to
like him too much.

It would be easy enough, she found out during dinfleey could well have
been friends, rather than guest and 'maid”, froemvilarm and courteous
way he treated her during the meal. He had recdvieoen his surprise at
finding her here and seemed determined to win her.o

Her heart leapt to her mouth when, during deskersaid, 'Haven't we met
somewhere before?'



She shook her head. 'l would certainly remember MbuMarron.'

'Call me Rex, please.' He leaned forward earneditya pleasure to meet
someone... ordinary. | mean, outside the film worlWhen her eyes
glittered with annoyance, he added, 'l know I'mtipgtthis badly, but

recently I've begun to wonder if there are any p=dple still out there.

Everyone I've met lately seems to be wearing sarteo$ mask.'

She squirmed uneasily. What would he think of hask? Not that he
would find out that she was anything other than chiil Fraser's
housekeeper.

Suddenly, she was glad that he wouldn't. He seesuegrateful to meet
someone who didn't want anything from him, that Baged to disillusion
him.

What had happened to her desire to teach him an@sshe wondered,
scooping a melon ball into her mouth. An hour al® had been delighted
at the prospect. Now she hoped he wouldn't finchout she had duped him.
To her astonishment, she found she cared whatouglti of her!

That would have to stop, she thought crossly. N&x¢, would be sorry he
was leaving tomorrow.

'I'm surprised that Mitchell leaves you alone h&wanuch,' Rex observed,
breaking into her thoughts.

'He used to come here most weekends,' she saidulityt ‘But he's been so
busy these last couple of years that he's hardiy beAustralia at all.’

'Like me," Rex agreed. 'After spending the las frears in Hollywood, I've
almost started thinking of myself as an Americant Bere are times when
| miss the wide open spaces, the Aussie humowen ¢he dust and the
flies.'

'‘And the girls?’



He shook his head. 'No way! I've had it with gividierever they come from.
They're only out for what they can get, I've deditle

She pouted prettily. "Thanks a lot!

'Present company excepted, | suppose. Althougldigbgo to some trouble
to make me think you were Mitch's live-in loveruyknow.'

'You sound as if you don't believe me.’

'l did at first. After talking to you, I'm convindeyou're much too ingenuous
to satisfy a man like Mitch Fraser.'

'So what do you think | am?' she asked, curiowspite of herself.
He thought for a moment. 'l don't know yet. | dalgubt that you work for
Mitch—that was obvious when | walked in here. Mayba're some sort of

protegee of his, like | was at your age. Are yolaeiness?'

She had already told him so many lies, she didarttwio add another to the
list. 'Yes, | am,' she confirmed.

'Have | seen you in anything?'

'| doubt it. I've only done supporting roles inedgkion up to now, and some
stage work here and in America. I'm still decidigether | prefer to act or
write.'

His eyebrow arched upwards. 'So you're a writewel#?'

‘That's just it, | don't know yet. | came here ¢éddy myself while | worked it
out.'

As the admission slipped out, she felt the colaaeping up her neck and
face. Damn! Now she had blown her cover story aidpdlitchell Fraser's
long-time housekeeper.



Rex studied her curiously. 'l see.' Gently but frnime took the spoon from
her fingers and set it down, then tilted her faseards him. 'You've already
said more than you meant to. So how about telliegime rest, starting with
who you really are?’



CHAPTERTWO

As he saw her face fall, Rex regretted forcingifisee so soon. Now he'd
frightened her off with his confounded suspiciddise was probably just an
acting hopeful Mitch had installed here, planniogrtake her his mistress
eventually.

Rex had known from the moment they had met that when't the
woman-of-the-world she pretended to be. Why hadisdrged him to think
she was? Self-protection, he decided, answeringvamsquestion.

He would have to reassure her that she had nothifgar from him. He
meant what he said. He was off women, totally agwinanently. When he
needed a woman, it would be strictly a one-nighhdt at her place for
preference, and definitely no strings.

He wasn't interested in the odd mixture of gamine sophisticate which
'‘Andrea’ seemed to be. But that didn't mean he ‘asngued by her. Far
from it. He was as intrigued as hell.

He cleared his throat. 'I'm sorry, Andrea or whoepi are, | withdraw the
guestion. What's between you and Mitch Frasermemd my business. I'm
sorry | quizzed you about it.'

Her relief was pathetically obvious. 'Thanks, RBxt | feel you have a
right to know the truth about me.’

He was touched by her change of attitude. The vemae dropped away
almost completely, leaving her younger-looking. Eiect was more in
keeping with her translucent skin and sparklingghayes. Right now, she
looked about nineteen.

No, she didn't. My God, now he had it! He pullgobér of sunglasses out of
his shirt pocket and spun them across the tallletoPut these on.’

She stared at him, uncomprehending. 'Sunglassks?tl..'



He picked them up and rested them on the bridgeiofiose. Then he stared
at the result. Fill out the cheekbones a little @od braces on the teeth...
‘You're the Fraser kid," he stated.

Her anger boiled over and she snatched the gl&sseder nose and stood
up. 'My name is Belle Fraser and I'm no kid.'

What a beguiling picture she made when she wasogeu; he thought.
Right now, the irises of her eyes were shot witld diecks and there were
red stains across each high cheekbone. Quite arglidde had to remind
himself that she had just admitted to leading hiownl the proverbial
garden path. Reaching for her hand, he pulled twee too gently back into
her seat. 'Sit down, Belle Fraser, and tell me \lhiatis all about.'

She sat, tension in every line of her elegantlyprtoned body. "You're not
mad at me for deceiving you?'

He shook his head. 'Sad maybe, but not angry.' lirbgldenough practice at
being let down by females recently. Why should kpeet any different
treatment, even from one as enticing and vulnerabBelle?

Because the vulnerability was only skin-deep, haimded himself. Her
appearance was as much a pose as Laine's hadabdenyould prove just
as costly if he let it get to him. "You must hawelta reason for this charade,
he offered.

'It seems silly now, although it didn't when yorsfiarrived.'
He felt a prickle of impatience. 'Try me.’

Idly, he noted how her already hectic colour iniéed as she wrestled with
herself. 'All right, but | warn you, even | thinksi foolish now." She took a
deep breath. 'We first met when | was sixteen, @ftgr my mother was
killed in a car accident.’

He frowned. 'l remember meeting you somewhere, lakmabw | visited
Mitch soon after the accident. That's right, youene skinny kid with the
braces who met me at the door.’



Even as he said it, he recognised it as an extyeomélattering description
and he wasn't surprised when she winced.

‘Thanks for the memory! That sort of attitude isqisely why | wanted to
get even with you when you turned up here thigaden.'

'l don't understand.'

'l told you it seemed silly in retrospect. Butla time, it didn't. At sixteen,
| had a mad, passionate crush on you. | rememizngRebel Riderat
least five times.'

It had been his first major role. 'l didn't knowuwwere such a fan.'

'l wasn't for long. When you called when | was a&lohthought all my
Christmases had come at once. Then you treated mhéwasn't worthy of
your notice. | disliked you from that moment onwatd

Poor kid. He must have really hurt her feelingsnify she knew how shy he
had been as a young actor, especially with fenzals Wwho seemed to want
to eat him alive. 'l wish | could remember whaid tb upset you,' he said
frankly. 'I'm sorry if | hurt you, but | can assweu it wasn't intentional. |
take it you still haven't forgiven me?'

'l might have done if you hadn't waltzed in herdatyy giving orders as if
you owned the place.’

He sighed. "You thought | hadn't changed in thoservening eight years,
right?’

‘Can you blame me for getting that impression?’
'l suppose not. But I've been under so much predately, what with law

suits and the media, it had to spill over some tivfau just happened to be
handy.’



'‘Apology accepted,’ she said evenly, although lim'haxactly intended to
apologise. Oh well, let her think what she liked hade what he had to say
next go over any better.

'‘Now we've sorted things out, you'll understand whneed to have this
place to myself for a while.'

Her eyes widened and something responded deegihsid She had such
magnificent, compelling eyes! But right now, thevitation to drown in
them was rather more literal than he would havedik

‘Are you saying what | think you're saying?' shieeaswarily.
'I'm saying, | have prior claim to this villa, tHemto your father's invitation.'

'Of all the nerve! We just finish establishing hogenerous and
compassionate you've become in the last eight ydas you announce
that you're throwing me out of my father's house!

She wasn't making this easy, but he was damnesldfdive in to her. He'd
had enough of giving in to female demands to last & lifetime. '"You're
putting words into my mouth," he said with an agert calmness he didn't
feel. 'l merely said, since | have first claim be place..

‘There are other secluded beach houses you couty'ghe interrupted.

'‘But not as secure from prying eyes as this ongolr colony of the rich
and famous, everyone protects everyone else'scyrifaces like this are
not easy to come by in Australia.'

‘Then try Antarctica," she said, tossing her hélablear it's very private
down there—just you and the penguins.’

'Will you listen to reason?' he heard himself shutThen he raked a hand
through his hair. 'Honestly, I'm too tired for thisonly flew into Sydney
two days ago and I've done two talk shows and ia raterview since then,
so | haven't even had time to get over my jetay about we discuss this
in the morning?'



'Discuss you leaving, don't you mean?'

She was impossible, a typical, spoiled, self-cehim®vie brat, he thought
as he headed for his room. He didn't even trussélinio say goodnight, far
less respond to her taunt.

Why did it have to be Rex Marron who turned up merer? Belle wondered
as she got ready for bed. Try as she might to @itpthe vestiges of her
teenage crush on him were still there, and heratbrmuscles cramped in
response to the sounds coming from the guest re@rby. If she'd known
how things were going to turn out, she would hawas him to a room far
away from hers, in the guest wing, even if it didam opening up the closed
rooms. It would have been easier to handle thanetkquisite torture.

She heard the bathwater running and her errantimatgn pictured him
stripping off his shirt and stepping out of hisusers, to stand naked and
magnificent in the centre of the room. Then he wWaqiunge into the water
and droplets of moisture would bead his tanned. skin

A writer's imagination was a curse sometimes, dimught irritably,
shrugging off the vision. All the same, she tossed turned for ages, hot in
spite of the villa's purring air-conditioning syste

When she finally drifted into a restless sleep,whs taunted by dreams of a
man in an open-necked silk shirt, pushing asidegherefully outstretched
hand. Laughing, he said, 'Frankly, m'dear, | dgné a damn!'

Which was precisely how Rex Marron felt about Iske decided when she
awoke next morning and remembered the dream.

Her eyes felt gritty and her body ached from thssitog and turning, so she
decided to have a swim to refresh herself befoealdast.

Although the beach was only metres away from tbetfof the villa, Mitch
had installed a tiled pool on the beachfront foegja who were nervous of
the sharks which abounded in the waters of the .R&stfin an oasis of



pampas grass and Traveller palms, the pool gavett@émpression of
swimming in the ocean without any of the very mahgers.

The solar-heated water was gloriously warm wherpéineged in, glad that
the villa's seclusion allowed her to wear her bsieing bikini. Sometimes
when she was alone she didn't even wear that mughtoday she was
ail-too conscious of Rex's presence in the villa.

She had swum several lengths and was getting heathbiback in the
shallow end when she heard a rustling in the pamgess at one end of the
pool. 'Who is it?' she asked, sure that Rex woalcehdentified himself.

When there was no answer, she hauled herself tpthe tiled surround. 'l
said, who's there? Identify yourself or [I'll callecrity,’ she said
imperiously, hoping the intruder would be bluffekthe colony's relative
seclusion had made elaborate security precauteeTma sinnecessary.

She gasped with shock when a man of about thirgrgea from the bushes,
brushing leaves off neatly pressed trousers.

'Who are you?'

He grinned and brushed a lock of hair back fronfdgs in a boyish gesture.
'Sorry if 1 gave you a fright. I'm Harry Crossinggournalist with the
Australian Enquirer.’

Journalist? He must have tracked Rex here. 'Youraehlise you're
trespassing?’ she asked in the same uncompronaieg She hoped Rex
wouldn't choose the next few minutes to come imcdeaf her.

Harry Crossinger seemed unperturbed. 'How elselwadind out if Rex
Marron was holed up here?'

'Rex Marron? | should be so lucky!

He appraised her scanty bikini appreciatively.ség Rex is the lucky one. |
know he's here, so don't try to deny it. I've beeiting an expose about his



palimony suit with Laine Grosvenor. All | need nasva follow-up story
about his future plans, then I'll leave you bottnal'

Without really knowing why, she felt an urge to edtli Rex from his
pursuers. 'I'm afraid you won't find him here, sw'ye wasting your time,’
she said breezily.

Harry Crossinger looked disappointed. "You can elibel than that—Miss
Fraser, isn't it? I've seen you on the movie s#t your father. | know a man
arrived here yesterday and came straight to tHia. \Rex Marron's trail
ends where this man's begins. It has to be him.’

She thought furiously. 'There is a man staying hetee conceded. 'My
boyfriend.'

'So you're the new lady in Rex Marron's life?' jingnalist persisted. "This
will make a better story than | thought.'

'l keep telling you, the man staying here isn't R&acron."'

The man regarded her pityingly. 'Nice try, ladyr&t tell me his name?"
All the secret identities she'd read about flastedugh her mind and she
seized on one. 'Er... his name's Clark... er.rk®ader.' The combination of
Superman'slter egoand the title of Rex's first big film seemed apprate.

"This Clark Rider, he isn't in show business, @khow him.'

'No, he's... er... a security man, you know, itstalirglar alarms, that sort of
thing? That's how we met.' This time, she blessedvniter's inventiveness!

The ready details seemed to allay Crossinger'ssasp a little. 'I'd like to
meet this Mr Rider,' he said at last.

Her heart sank. 'You can't, at least not for agless a bushwalking freak
and he's gone off into the nature reserve.'

"This early in the morning?'



'He's a health nut as well.'

Harry Crossinger folded his arms across his chiésen I'll just have to
wait until he gets back.'

This was hopeless. 'lI've already told you, he wbe'tback for ages.
Besides, if you insist on staying, I'll have tolcaécurity and have you
thrown out.'

Harry laughed. 'That would make an even bettey$h@n the one I'm after,
S0 go right ahead.’

She sighed inwardly. 'Very well. If you'll agreego away and come back
later, I'll introduce you to Clark.'

‘That's more like it. Shall we say one o'clockntPie

‘Very well. One o'clock.’

'How did he get in here?' Rex asked when she tahdabout the incident
over breakfast.

'‘By boat, | expect. It's the only way in other tliarough the main gate to
the colony, and that has a security lock.’

He nodded. 'l know. | used the key your father ganesto let myself in
yesterday.'

Another possibility occurred to her. 'Mrs Webstas la new delivery man at
the general store. He could have been bribed tGressinger in when he
made his deliveries.'

'‘None of which really matters now. The questiormibat do we tell him
when he comes back to meet your friend, Clark Rider



'We make sure Clark is ready and waiting for hishg said, earning a
curious look from Rex.

Why she should go out of her way to help him, skde'tlknow. Protecting

their own, her father would call it, but frankljhesdidn't feel any kinship
with Rex. For her, it was an accident of birth whiinked them together in
show business. On the other hand, she and heryféwal received some
rough treatment by the Press in their time. It widag fun to turn the tables.

Whatever her motives, once the decision was mdmdethsew herself into
the project of creating 'Clark Rider" with enthigsa

Most of her stage make-up was still at home, bet sbed her everyday
make-up to lighten Rex's dark eyebrows and tingetdmples with grey.
With his hair slicked back and a pair of her fatheeading glasses perched
on his nose, he looked completely different.

In one of Mitch's oversized painting shirts, iteestes doubled back, he
looked thinner and bonier, and Bell tied a tie plibpat his neck to create an
impression of dishevelment.

'How do | look?' Rex asked when she stepped back.

'Like Clark Kent's country cousin,' she grimacédhis ever gets out, my
friends will wonder what happened to my taste.’

‘Thanks a lot!"

'Don't thank me just yet. We still have to fool thquisitive Mr Crossinger."'
By the time the journalist arrived, they were dingl through the grounds of
the villa, hand in hand and giving every appearasfdeeing absorbed in

each other.

'Don't look now, our snoopy pressman is approachRex said, leaning
lovingly towards her.



'l ought to get an Oscar for this,' she respontdealigh a wide, totally fake
smile.

She turned, surprising the journalist who was simgalip on them. 'Why,
Mr Crossinger! Right on time, | see.’

'All ready to meet your boyfriend.’

Rex-turned and gave the journalist a wimpy smHi. it's so exciting to
meet a real reporter. I'm Clark Rider.'

His voice! Somehow he'd changed it from Australisith Hollywood
overtones, to a back-of-Bourke twang. She would ailgear he had a bad
case of sinusitis. The reporter took his hand andced at the
bone-cracking shake Rex gave it.

'I'm...er...glad to meet you, too, Mr Rider. Howdpare you staying on the
island?’

Rex gave Belle a soppy smile. 'That depends on Inejlas doesn't it,
sweetness?'

Belle felt ill. She had never been called anyosésila in her life. She
smiled back. 'You should know how | feel about yoyunow, Clark.' Let
him make what he liked out of that!

The reporter looked disconcerted. She could tellwas weighing up
whether Belle Fraser's new romance was as newsyvastthe whereabouts
of Rex Marron. Had she been with a more eligibleklng suitor, the
reporter might have stayed around. As it was, fensel anxious to get
away. 'l can see | followed the wrong lead, Misasler. But just in case
Marron is coming here, I'll stick around for a vehimaybe stake out the
mainland airport, too. Tell him that if you see hiwon't you?'

Then he hurried away across the lawn, skirtingoita. She turned shining
eyes to Rex. 'lt worked! He really believed you ev€lark Rider.'



To her astonishment, instead of dropping the @ttt raway, he gave her
another sloppy smile and dropped an arm aroundhwerders, drawing her
close to him.

She was totally unprepared when his mouth came dmwhers, but her
gasp of dismay was lost in the kiss. It seemedtorgfor an age, until the
garden began to spin around her. His lips were warchfirm against hers
and her nostrils were assailed by the cool sagd sédis aftershave lotion
mingled with the make-up of his disguise. Her thi@ad stomach muscles
contracted and her arms crept up to twine arousiahéck.

Dimly, she realised she was waiting for a dire¢tocall 'cut’, then just as
quickly realised that this was no movie set. Rexmtawas kissing her and,
what was even more incredible, she was responditiigequal ardour! She
pulled away from him but he kept his arm arounddteulders.

'What do you think you're doing?' she hissed.

‘Just putting on an act in case our friend Crossinigcided to linger in the
bushes.’

So itwasan act, and she had been foolish enough to fail.fo guessed as
much,' she said stiffly. 'That's why | put on sukhgood performance
myself.'

He looked at her shrewdly. ‘Some performance—ifweue really acting.’
'Of course 1 was. You don't think | wanted you igskne?'

'Why not? Lots of women do.’

He was insufferable. Reminded of his arrogance,mshde a determined
effort to put some distance between them. This,timedidn't stop her and
she guessed that Crossinger had finally gone a@leywas also hurt that he

lumped her in with all the other women he had kisddadn't he felt
anything during the passionate exchange?



It seemed he hadn't. Removing the glasses, he '¥aidd better start
packing if you want to make the helicopter flightthe mainland.’

She stiffened. 'Oh no, you don't! | didn't agredetave, remember? As it
happens, | can't. I've lent my Sydney house toemdrwhile her home is
being renovated. Her place won't be ready for tvamttms and | promised
she could have mine until then. In any case, thmy home.'

"Your father's home,' he corrected mildly. 'Whiehdave me free access to."'
'Only because he didn't know | was here first.’

'If you telephoned him and explained the situatwimat do you think would
say?'

She knew perfectly well what Mitch would say. Heulebbe apologetic, but
he would put 'poor Rex's' needs ahead of his dadghtas usual. She
decided to try another strategy. 'lt isn't too fateme to catch up with Harry
Crossinger,' she said silkily.

'You little...you wouldn't do such a thing, wouldu?"'

She wouldn't, but he wasn't to know that. 'l wainytou agree to take the
next flight back to the mainland.’

'‘But if Crossinger's on it, he'll know | was hefethe time and he'll hound
me all the way home. These investigative types gastt know when to
quit.'

He looked so genuinely distressed that she was dniovepite of herself.
'Oh, all right, you can stay," she conceded. 'Batlot leaving, either. We'll
have to work out a way to share the villa." As séw his eyes brighten with
anticipation, she added hastily, 'Not in the way ffunk | mean, either. The
place is big enough so we won't even have to sele ether, except for
meals.’'

'What a pity. | would enjoy living with you—if yomeant it literally.’



'‘Well, I didn't,” she added crossly, already regrgtthat she had agreed to
let him stay. She had come here for peace and, quaieto be distracted by a

man who was disturbingly good-looking and whoses kisade her knees

feel weak just thinking about it. The prospect ofiging the press for her

entire stay didn't appeal to her either, but thr@sien was made. She may as
well make the best of it.

She turned on her heel. 'Let's see how we can thakeork.'

Dutifully, he followed in her wake as she went framom to room,
allocating them between them. She would work infadrer's study, where
her equipment was already set up. He could wotkersecond sitting-room
which had been her mother's, and was now used éstgas a television
room. 'You did bring some work with you?' she asked

'l have some scripts to look over," he agreed. rBaihly | was planning to
lie around the pool and work on my tan.’

'We'll have to share the pool, unfortunately, drelkitchen. There's another
kitchen in the guest wing but the rooms have béesed up, and you would
need supplies. | can order some if you'd prefer it.

'Oh no, I'd rather share your kitchen,' he saidaale too quickly.

'‘Good. If you give me an idea of your timetabl#,niake sure | use the
kitchen at different times from you," she saide&ialling him. 'Are you an
early bird or a night owl!?'

‘A night owl, like most actors, | guess.’

'I'm atypical then, because | like the morning sml'll take the first sitting
for meals if it's all right with you?'

'See, it will work out perfectly," he said happayd she looked at him
suspiciously.

"You're taking all this rather well. What are yquto?'



He shrugged. 'Why should | be up to anything? Yegaved me from the
media wolves, now I'm trying to co-operate as beah. I'm just wondering
when the white tape comes out.’

Puzzled, she stared at him. 'What white tape?'

‘The stuff you use to divide all the rooms downnmddle the way they do
in the TV sitcoms. In all the best comedies, e\eng is marked out with
white tape so each party knows their limitations.'

‘This isn't a game, you know. | wasn't planninghare the next few weeks
with anyone and, frankly, I'm not looking forwamlit.’

His eyes narrowed and his gaze became intimatesi@kered in spite of
herself. 'Oh, but | am... looking forward to itiWean. Coming here alone
wasn't my choice, but | had to get away until ladl publicity died down. It
was getting so | couldn't step from my house inyocar without a flashbulb
going off.’

She was unmoved. 'Then you should have thoughteoptoblems before
you started playing house with Laine Grosvenor.'

Whether it was said out of pique or not, she cdukhy, but she regretted
the impulse as soon as she saw a cloud descentiswexpression. '‘Maybe
we should get that white tape, after all,’ he saildlly. 'We could start by
putting some over that mouth of yours, at leastl you have some idea
what you're talking about!

She knew perfectly well what she was talking ab&wery detail of his
relationship with the actress, and the subsequgmrsive break-up had
been reported in print and on television.

For the first time, she wondered if there was morthe story than anyone
knew. "You'll find I'm not so easy to gag,' shemea him, hurt nevertheless.
'‘But since we agreed to have separate visits hetgpose we should also
keep our affairs separate as well. Good morning.'



With head held high, she stalked off, keeping adhgfo the rooms she had
earmarked for herself. She understood his reluetaodeave the island
while it was being watched by the Press, but shentvaure how long they
could keep up this crazy existence. It was all wee}l to agree to keep
everything separate while they shared the housetHay had already
shared more than she cared for.

A kiss, for one thing.

She touched a finger to her lips, tasting his et again. He had been
acting for the benefit of the journalist, she kndwt all the same, the
strength of her response had shaken her. She leadkissed often enough
since she was a child— kissing being the film werldquivalent of a
handshake—but no exchange had stirred her sengesvasfully as Rex's
kiss today.

She would have to be careful, she warned herselhad already told her he
wanted no more women in his life, so she was ptayiith fire if she
became involved with him. Not that she plannedfa;ourse. She had no
time for self-centred men like him, either.

So why was she so stirred by the thought of beirfgs arms? It was almost
as if she wanted a repeat of the experience, whiahnonsense. She had
more sense than that.

In any case, he kept his word and stayed in higdated rooms for the rest
of the day. She saw him only briefly when they methe kitchen to make
coffee. The galley kitchen had cupboards rangedndoeth sides, with a
door at each end, so they were forced to passathehto fetch cups and fill
them from the percolator.

His hip brushed her thigh as he manoeuvred pasirieeshe tensed at the
surge of feeling which jolted her. 'I'm sorry, didump you?' he asked in
concern.

How could she tell him that the slight contact ferded her to her core? Her
body felt drawn to his, hungry for the contactfabey were two magnetised



particles. Hastily, she moved away. 'What time do yant to use the
kitchen for dinner?’

'‘Any time. I'm not much of a cook so it won't takee long to throw
something together. I'll put in half the grocergtsy by the way.'

‘There's no need. Everything is charged to Dad'ewatt and, since you're
here on his invitation, he wouldn't want you to panything.'

'All the same, I'd prefer to pay my own way.'
'As you like.'

Her store of small talk was used up, so she haaption but to return to the
study and go on with her writing. It was a pleasamugh task, but every
time Sapphire and Rafe made love, Belle went d@ff andaze in which she
was the one in Rafe's arms.

The colony was ablaze with lights to celebrateRéstival of Twin Moons,
the magical time when the single colonists eletdathoose their mates.

For Sapphire, there was no choice—ever since thmenb when they had
faced the attacking Viand together at the outpsis¢, had known Rafe was
the only mate for her.

They had chosen the toughest assignment of aflioteeer the far-flung
desert regions of the planet, but Sapphire knewetbeuld be no hardship
too great to endure, as long as Rafe was at hex. sid

The marriage ceremony was so beautiful, it movelteBe tears. Then she
had the greatest fun creating a desert regioncserfly challenging for
characters like Rafe and Sapphire to conquer im.sty



That Rafe bore a striking resemblance to Rex Marsbe hated to admit.
He was every bit as masculine and all-conquering, $he told herself, he
had the redeeming quality of consideration for thenot at all like Rex.

Lost in her galactic fantasy, she was jolted backetlity by a crash from
the kitchen which reverberated through the villa.

It sounded as if every saucepan in the place had depped at once.
Before she could rush to investigate, the crashfalasved by a torrent of
language which was not only colourful, but hightyeéntive. Many of the
words were new to her and she wondered where Rikpibked them up.
'What on earth is the matter?' she demanded, bgristio the kitchen.

She stood stock-still, transfixed by the sight lné tvorld's most eligible
actor, spattered from head to toe in spaghettiesanith strands of pasta

hanging from his earlobes like punk earrings.

He gave her a lop-sided grin. 'I'm cooking my dimine



CHAPTER THREE

Rex lifted his fork and prodded the mound of goldestpasprinkled with
freshly chopped parsley. 'l hope this isn't theesatuff | was wearing in the
kitchen.'

Belle suppressed her laughter as the vision otghsgiti-clad Rex rose up
before her. She would never forget that sight ag ks she lived. 'Of course
not," she chuckled. 'l threw yours out and madeeahf batch while the
marinara sauce was cooking.'

He took a mouthful. 'Mmm, this is good. Not thatouldn't have done as
well, given the chance. After all, accidents capdsm to anyone.’

'‘Anyone who can't cook. Confess, you can't.'

There was a definite twinkle in his eye as he fdogdacross the table. 'All
right, | confess. But | was determined to give itya since you were so set
on us having separate holidays under the same roof.

‘A lot of good it did me! | ended up cooking dinder two, anyway.'

She should sound more annoyed about it, in cat®ight he could expect
the same treatment every night, she thought, butdiee came out soft and
indulgent instead of reproving. The truth was, Bhd enjoyed preparing
their meal tonight. It was pleasant to have somé¢omeok for. On the rare
occasions when she had cooked for her father, keefther failed to

comment, or had suggested she leave the domestiescto his highly paid
housekeeper.

She offered Rex the bowl of marinara sauce, remgbdim that the seafood
she had used was freshly caught in the waterssuitnog the island. He
heaped his plate and dug into it enthusiastically.

With a longing look at the glistening pasta, sheched for the salad bowl.
Until she was sure she could make it as a writee, Isad better keep



watching her recalcitrant figure. A fat actress wasally an unemployed
actress.

'How do you manage when you're at home?' she d&ed

"You mean cooking? Mostly | eat out. If I'm entariag, | have caterers.
Luckily, I'm not in my own kitchen long enough tause the kind of disaster
| created in yours.'

'Which explains why you can't drain spaghetti withevearing it," she
observed.

"You could come and give me cooking lessons,’ hgested unexpectedly.
"Watching you in the kitchen tonight was kind ohiy.'

From which she could deduce that Laine Grosvenanivanuch of a cook,
either. Living with Laine, he would have had ampfgortunity to watch
her in the kitchen otherwise. 'I'm glad you enjotteel experience,’ she said
a little tartly, her mood soured by this thoughuckily, Doreen Webster's
store carries a good range of TV dinners for pebkdéeyou.’

He looked disappointed. 'lIt sounds as if this isbeomy first and last
home-cooked meal. Pity. | like having you bail me of trouble.’

He was referring to this morning's adventure witle §journalist, she
supposed. She grinned in spite of herself. 'l arkimgea habit of it, aren't 1?
It's a shame you can't return the favour for me.’

His curiosity was aroused, she could see from thg lve ignored the pasta
momentarily, to give her his full attention. 'tk something | can do to
help you?'

She shook her head. 'Unfortunately not. | got nfys&s a hole by agreeing
to adapt a film script of mine into a science-betinovel. It's harder than |
thought.’

'‘And it isn't going well?'



‘That's just it, | don't know. It's the first sugtoject I've tackled. I've written
a few screenplays, but they've never seen the digtiay. | just write them
and stick them in a drawer.’

He frowned. "You of all people should know you tdn'any good that way.
Writing is like acting. It isn't a complete transan until you have an
audience, or in this case, a reader.’

‘You're right, of course. And | do intend to sehitbook to a publisher. |
won't have any choice as it happens, because tarasissioned to write
it,’ She explained about Andy Wakefield reading Isereenplay and
arranging a publishing contract for her to write tiovel. 'So you see, I'm
committed to doing it.'

Rex refilled her glass with the excellent Pinot Nbey were enjoying with
the food. 'l didn't know writing talent ran in yofamily.'

She took a sip of her wine before answering. '#sit. Which is precisely
why | want to make a success of it.'

He looked baffled. 'I'm not with you.'

She hadn't intended to tell anyone her reasonsvfiting the book, but
suddenly, she had a feeling Rex would understardijtavould be good to
share her feelings with someone. 'As an actrdsglways be Mitchell

Fraser's daughter, an echo. If I'm good, it's beedive inherited his talent;
if I'm terrible, it's because | haven't. At leasdtem it comes to writing | can
stand or fall by my own abilities.’

Rex's eyes were full of sympathy. 'It must be toeghming from such a
famous family, especially losing your mother theywau did."

She nodded, her eyes misting. ‘It sounds dreadfatinit it, but | still get
twinges of jealousy over Mum, even though she'®g8he was so talented.
| can never measure up to her as an actress.'

He exhaled slowly. 'Quite a load to carry. | sugpgsu were expected to
step right into your mother's shoes after the aotid



'I'm afraid so. Only | didn't turn out to be veryagl at it, so Dad finally gave
up on me.'

‘It may be a good thing if it takes some of thesptge off you and allows
you to find your own way in life.’

Surprised, she glanced at him. 'l hadn't considetée that. But | suppose
you're right." She forced a smile. 'l shouldn'tlyeeomplain. Having such a
successful father had advantages, too. I've neacttdwworry about money
or security.'

He paused in the act of swabbing his plate witieagoof crusty bread. 'Yet
you can cook—and keep house, as | saw for mysedhwitarrived.'

Reminded of how she had deceived him into thinlshg was Mitchell's
housekeeper, she flushed. 'Well, at least you kmyvdomestic talents are
genuine. They're part of my declaration of indeeme.'

He frowned. 'Does that include independence from?he

'Definitely. The ones I've known up to now only weshme for my name, or
to prove they could dominate a well known woman.’

'Sounds like you haven't had much luck with younrhkle leaned across
the table. 'But didn't | hear you were all but eyepf"’

Damn the show-business grapevine! She should hawmsrkhe would have
heard about her relationship with Ted... her peakitionship, she added
inwardly. 'Then you heard wrong,' she said alowtistood up, reaching for
the dishes.

He stacked the plates and handed them to her.t'Exin'about it if you'd
rather not," he said gently. 'l know what it's likkehave your private life
smeared all over the place, remember? But it nhight to get it off your
chest.'

After a slight hesitation, she sat down again,ifgehgain that he would
understand how she felt. It was extraordinary, bseashe had never



experienced such a feeling of empathy with anyteast of all her father.
"You're right,” she conceded. 'It is nice to tatk lomeone who's been
through the same mill.'

'So what happened?’

Despite her vow to keep their affairs separate fetied she wanted to talk
to Rex about Ted. It had been bottled up insidddraoo long. If the media
found out...she shuddered at the thought. Seeegetiction, Rex rested his
hand on hers. The light touch sent a jolt like &leity surging through her,
lending her a curious kind of strength.

She took a deep breath and plunged in. 'Ted Kowsmig the costume
designer on a play | was in. Seeing him every aayfiftings, we started
talking. That led to coffee after the show and befdknew it...'

"You had a full-blown affair going," Rex guessed.

'l did, anyway. I'm still not sure about him. Atdf, | really thought he cared
about me, not my name or my money, but me. We haaderful times
together. We had so much in common.’

Rex's hold on her hand tightened a fraction. "Wy get the feeling there's
a "but" coming?'

'‘Because there is. | was so convinced that Tedheasan for me that | took
him home to meet Dad. They got on well and the pladtbums came out.
Dad was charmed by Ted's apparent fascination th@hfamily. What he
still doesn't know is..." Her voice cracked andlslo&ed away, trying to pull
her hand from Rex's grasp.

He held her fast. 'Whatever it is, you can talkwh It will fester and grow
otherwise.’

She smiled weakly. 'Sounds like the voice of exqere.’

It is. Go on.'



She took a steadying breath, but her voice waddsidrse when she finally
forced the words out. 'It turned out that Ted hadabid fascination with
my mother. That's why he was so interested in lth@lootos. He dressed me
like her in the show and suggested a similar ha@st didn't realise what he
was trying to do until he... he tried to talk m&igoing to a seance with him
to try to get in touch with her.’

She wasn't aware that Rex had moved until shéifeiirms go around her
shoulders. 'How terrible for you,' he said and whlea opened her eyes, he
looked genuinely shocked—but for her, not at theslaion. 'l remember
how devastated you were over your mother's deattar't have helped,
having him drag it up again in such a bizarre way.'

When she finally absorbed the full import of th&he stared at him
open-mouthed. 'l thought you didn't remember ast fneeting.’

He looked uncomfortable. ‘It seemed kinder noutujl you mentioned it.
You weren't yourself that day, so prickly and staifitsh.’

'Me? Stand-offish? You were the one who wouldke tany notice of me.'

'From the way you greeted me, | got the impresgianyou thought | was
intruding on your family grief," he said quietly.

Seen from his point of view, it did look differeftom the way she
remembered their meeting. 'So you were being keajing me alone,’ she
guessed. 'You make me feel so small. | thoughtwene rude and arrogant,
and I've held that day against you all these years.

She began slowly to clear the table. Without askireghelped her stack the
dishes and carry them to the kitchen where he tkagainst a cupboard and
watched as she loaded the dishwasher. 'What were-gih of sixteen?’

She nodded. 'So your judgement was a little offndde some stupid
mistakes myself at that age. The point is, amdif@n now?"



"You would have been forgiven long ago if | had@en so stubborn. We
could have been friends all these years if | hadngunderstood your
motives.'

'Which almost sounds as if you regret it.'

This was getting much too intense for two peopl® wiere supposed to be
having a no-strings vacation together. She closee dishwasher,
programming it with fierce concentration.When thacmne began to whir
and splash, she looked up again, once more compdsesl time she
succeeded in keeping her tone light. "You know vib@nbage crushes are? |
remember a girl sending Dad a letter which hadoVel you, Mitchell
Fraser" written on it twenty thousand times on tbrgy streamer of paper.
She'd spent days doing it and when he got it, Déwltdknow what on earth
to say. Crushes are like that, matters of life dadth until you get over
them.'

‘Just as well you're over yours then, isn't it?'shal in a curiously hard
voice.

Why did he sound so disturbed by what should halieved him? she
wondered. 'Yes, it is,' she said brightly, hopihg s/asn't overdoing things.
‘At least now we can be friends on an adult level.'

Without responding, he led the way out of the laetthback to the
living-room where he went to the bar and poureddigrs for them both. He
had selected her favourite, Grand Marnier. She@eddt and dropped on
to the couch opposite him. 'That's enough aboutshe,said determinedly.
'‘Now it's your turn. Did you always want to be amoa?'

As if he sensed the fear behind her withdrawagrimned disarmingly. The
smile said, 'I'm aware of your strategy but I'llgong for now." Aloud, he
said, 'Actually, | never thought of acting as aeear

'Yet you made a career of it.’

'It was the only thing | knew how to do. My motimeade very sure of that. If
my Dad had lived...'



So he had his private sorrows, too. 'l didn't krymur mother was in show
business,’ she said by way of distraction.

'She was famous in the English theatre before shreied my father and
came to live in Australia. He didn't think a wifecalld have a career, so she
gave it up. But it didn't stop her hoping | would bBn actor. She did
everything she could to foster my interest, buymgbooks, sending me to
classes. If Dad had allowed it, she would havertake to auditions even as
a child.'

'‘But your father was against it?"

Rex nodded. 'He wanted me to take over his graghogerty when he
retired, so | had a curiously mixed upbringing—pgagkeroo, part actor.
For many years, | wasn't sure myself to which woreally belonged.’

'‘What happened to help you decide?' she askeduslyio

His expression became pained. 'Dad was a quapfletiand flew his own
light plane. One day, he was flying Mum and me hoortbe country after a
visit to Sydney, when the engine cut out. He maderaergency landing,
but the plane jack-knifed at the end of the paddblekwas killed. Mum was
badly injured, but she ignored her own injuriesitag me free of the plane
before it exploded. If it hadn't been for her, ludeb have died.'A wave of
compassion washed over her and she yearned tdr&kén her arms and
offer him the same comfort he had offered her. WHedtl her back, she
wasn't sure. Perhaps it was the instinctive sueethed if she held him now,
she wouldn't want to let go.

'I'm sorry, | didn't know any of this," she breathe
His face cleared abruptly. 'Thanks, but it's anclg@story now. It made
headlines at the time because Mum was still wedldkm After the fuss died

down, she sold the country property and moved tapamtment in Sydney.’

'So you never got the chance to follow in your éathfootsteps.'



Rex shrugged. 'Call it fate, but it saved me froakimg the choice. As soon
as | was old enough, Mum enrolled me in a schoatkvhpecialises in the
performing arts. With Dad gone, there wasn't mwehnfie in the country,
and at least studying acting, | was doing somethkmgew | could do well. |
threw myself into my studies, was moderately susfcést it and... the rest
is history. But | didn't start to really love adimntil your father took me
under his wing and taught me to understand my.traft

'‘And your mother?’

'She's the reason | try to work at least some eftiime in Australia,
otherwise | might have become an American citiZéine was never the
same after the plane crash. Her lungs were damagddgecently her health
really began to deteriorate. Her nerves are affiett®. The doctors warned
me that the slightest upset could push her overettge into complete
nervous collapse.’

Suddenly her own family concerns seemed minor.east her father still
had his health and strength. 'What a terrible dienshe said, heartfelt.

'l was in a cold sweat about her at first, but €@ene to accept the situation.
All I can do is protect her from worry as much asgble.'

'Do you have brothers or sisters to share the Im@de

He shook his head. 'There's only Mother's comparaoretired English
actress who worked with Mother in the old daysoh'tl know what we
would have done without her.’

'‘Does your mother live with you?'

'She refused to move in with me when | asked hexfepring her own
apartment with her theatrical memorabilia and kerinders of Dad.’

Was Rex’'s mother the reason behind Laine Groswedefection? Belle
couldn't help wondering. Laine didn't seem the typ#ant to be burdened
with the problems of an ailing older woman.



'l see,’ she said heawvily.
As if he read her thoughts, his eyes darkened. t\thgou see?'

The sharpness in his tone startled her. 'l onlymnezould see why your life
has been so... er... complicated lately.'

His lip curled into a sneer. 'l know exactly whauymeant. Like everybody
else, you think you know the story of my life. Wejbu don't. Nobody
does.'

She felt her eyes prickle with tears at the un&amof his attack. 'l only
know what you've told me tonight," she defendedséiér'And | didn't
exactly have to worm the details out of you.'

Subsiding as suddenly as he had erupted, he padsmat across his eyes.
'I'm sorry, Belle. | didn't mean to imply anythingou've been a damned
good listener tonight and I'm glad | told you thegs | did. But so much

has been written about me lately, most of it ottries, that | reacted

automatically. Am | forgiven?'

Although she accepted his apology she couldn't Welpdering about what
he'd said. So some of the stories were untrue—Ibithaones? He could
hardly deny that he had been living with Laine peohaps the amount he
had paid her in palimony was exaggerated. Nothonget so angry about,
surely? She jumped as his hand brushed her cheek.

"You're still angry,' he said.
'No, I'm not," she argued, then softened as hishagan to affect her. 'All
right, maybe a little. You did sound like a beathna sore head, and for no

good reason.’

'Oh, | had reason,’ he said ruefully, adding qyicklut not to sound off at
you. Tell you what, will a moonlight swim help toake it up to you?'



The night was crystal clear and balmy, with thentlest sea breeze and
traces of puffy clouds scudding across the stayhibsky. The perfect night
for swimming. 'All right,’ she said on impulsell o and change.'

But as she stirred, his touch restrained her. 'Vilbagou need a swimsuit
for? There's nobody here but us.'

She knew that nude swimming was readily acceptedoihywood, where
Rex spent so much of his time. On a visit theres 8ad even gone to
Gaviota Pass herself for a dare. It was also comatdhe show business
parties she'd attended. But she still didn't feehfortable swimming naked
in front of other people, although she enjoyed iprivate.

He noticed the indecision on her face. 'You're stot, are you? When |
came to your father's pool parties, you used tonsamund in next to
nothing without a care.'

'l was sixteen and stupid,’ she retorted. 'Besiatke,could be aroused by an
ugly duckling like me?'

'l could argue that point, but it's more likelydcare you off than persuade
you. You do what you think best. | just hope yom'tttmind me not wearing
a suit.'

'Of course not," she said a little too emphaticaBut I'll wear my bikini, if
you don't mind.'

His look plainly said he did mind, but he accepted decision with good
grace. 'I'll meet you at the pool.’

He was already swimming strongly up and down tha py the time she
emerged, clad in her minuscule string bikini. Oftextion, it was ridiculous
to put her faith in such a tiny garment, but sHeljetter approaching the
pool with it on.

He kept swimming as she slid into the velvety watlkich was as warm as a
bath, so she joined him in swimming laps. For afithey kept up a steady,



companionable rhythm as their lithe bodies cut tawathes through the
dark water.

At last her lungs demanded rest, and she swantiélego the tiered steps
let into the side of the pool, stretching out oa libwest one so she was still
covered in water, but could rest her weight onstineound.

Rex swam up to her and a shiver ran down her smnkee stretched out
beside her, the moonlight glinting off his tannedy. Water rippled around
his hips, shielding him from her, but her imagioatibegan to work
overtime.

He was magnificent, just as firm and lean as slemagined. There were
no telltale white patches—at least none she coatlsso he probably
sunbathed in the nude, too. Still, a suntan watsqfdris stock-in-trade, as
were the rippling muscles and flat stomach, shaedddc His marvellous
physique was frequently mentioned when his filmsaweviewed.

"You must spend a lot of time in a gym,' she spaed|, not realising she had
spoken aloud until he quirked an eyebrow at her.

'If a man made such a comment he'd be accusegiting a woman as a sex
object.’

Since her remark had been fairly innocent, confusimde her answer a
little sharply. 'Well, aren't you a sex object? lWhat you've spent your
career trying to become, after all.'

The amusement vanished from his gaze. 'That's ploathir, as well as
being untrue. I've spent my time trying to estdbiisyself as a serious actor.
| can't help the way I look.'

'‘But you don't deny that you exploit your looks?"

'l use my body to create a character," he saidlgveliainly annoyed by the
discussion. 'What would you have me do—have plastigery to make me

ugly?'



In truth she had been using the discussion as asnefputting some
distance between them, mentally if not physicalBhe was all-too
conscious of his naked presence beside her, arelas a fierce, quivering
sensation deep in the pit of her stomach whichatereed to engulf her if she
wasn't careful. It must be the vestige of her tgeraush, because he wasn't
the sort of man who attracted her nowadays, was he?

'l didn't say any such thing,’' she snapped badkcudising his body was the
last thing she had intended to start doing, and steevcouldn't think how to

change the subject gracefully. 'You started thisabgusing me of being

sexist.'

He fixed her with a disturbingly direct stare.idllt start anything, Belle. |
think you provoked a row with me to avoid acknovged) the obvious.'

She stirred restively in the shallows. 'Which is?’

'It's not the other women filmgoers finding my boditractive which
worries you. It's your own reaction. So you mock ratner than face the
truth.'

He really hadn't changed since she knew him inteens. 'Of all the
conceited, big-headed...'

Whatever else she had to say was drowned out wkewolled over and
pinned her to the steps with the weight of his baddig skin was slick with
water and the hands she raised to ward him ofidekidneffectually down
his back.

She thought he meant to kiss her, but he stoppedade only inches away
from hers. 'l would have thought Mitchell Frasetaughter would value
honesty more highly.'

It was difficult to breathe when every breath brioiger stomach up against
his, making her conscious of every muscle and cofvés body. Her voice,
when she found it, was choked. '‘By honesty, | sappgou mean an
admission of how attractive I find you.'



'Sexy is the word, Miss Fraser. | know | sure dsfimal you sexy. Maybe
it's just as well you didn't come into the poolhaitit your suit because | feel
like making passionate love to you right here aoa@.h

'‘And what you want, you take, | suppose,’ she tedor'Very well, if it
massages your ego, I'll admit | find you sexuattyeative. But love and lust
are two different things.'

He moved very slightly against her, enough to sdmders of desire up her
spine. Her fingers fluttered at her sides likel@ost of minnows and finally

came to rest against his back. His response wagsipgaher more tightly.

'Who's talking about love? | told you | was off wem totally and

permanently. But that doesn't mean | can't enjoptwhey have to give
occasionally.'

'I'm afraid that your "love 'em and leave 'em" phdphy doesn't agree with
me,' she said. 'l knew sharing a house wasn't goimgrk.'

'Oh, it's working very well," he said, his toneassing. 'In fact, we both
might have a better vacation because of it.'

She became thoroughly annoyed. 'If you're propoaimgce casual fling
while we're here, you can forget it. If | had aoytof feeling for you, Mister
Marron, you just killed it stone dead!

He lifted his body a fraction and she used the nmirteewriggle out from
under him and strike out for the far side of thelpevhere she hoisted
herself on to the coping. 'Whoever called you Midteee Guy didn't know
what they were talking about!" she threw at hinstas stood up. 'Now | can
see why Laine Grosvenor walked out on you.'He watcas she stalked
away, annoyance in every line of her body. He wdsb@me of his critics
who said he couldn't act his way out of a paperhzabeen here to witness
the scene.

Coming on to Belle when he had no intention ofdaiing through was one
of the toughest things he'd ever done. Even nowdity throbbed with the
need of her and he could still feel her nubile badger him.



But damn it, he had done the only thing he couidc&Belle was so set on
staying under the same roof with him, he couldsk her getting any crazy

ideas about them. She had already confessed toghlaad a crush on him as
a teenager, and he suspected she wasn't over Wieth was the last thing

he needed in his life right now, with Laine stili the warpath.

He had to smile at the thought. Belle would calinbther of his conceits.
Maybe, but he was positive she still felt sometHmghim. He sure as hell
felt something for her!

There was a quality about Belle which set her ajpam the other women
he had known. She was a good listener, for ongytt$he actually heard
what you were telling her, instead of waiting far@portunity to talk about
herself.

She was beautiful, no doubt about that, but sheahgdality which went
deeper than outward beauty. Considering her baakgtat was remarkable
that she had remained as unspoiled and charmisigeawas.

Suddenly he realised he was still sitting on tlepstof the pool with a silly
grin on his face. Now he knew he had done the tighg, before she got to
him more than she had already.

Good lord, he had come a within a hair's breadtklbhg her the truth about
Laine, when the whole point of paying Laine hadrbée stop her story
going any further. It wasn't that he didn't trugtllB. He trusted her more
readily than anyone else he knew. But the feweplee@ho knew Laine's
story, the less chance there was of the mediangdtbld of it. It would kill
his mother if they did.

All the same, he was sorely tempted to take thlke wgh Belle. Her
contemptuous expression as she had walked away hiaddeel as if
someone was twisting a knife in his gut. He reblgd her and, under any
other circumstances, it would be fantastic to esglohat else he could feel
for her.

Under any other circumstances, he reminded himself.



He had a momentary vision of his mother, so frigitgly pale yet still

genteel in her British stoicism. As he had toldI8e&arlier, if it wasn't for
her, he would have died in the plane crash. Sheweath every penny he
had paid to Laine.

Except that he hadn't counted on paying such agnigk as the loss of any
chance at a future with a girl like Belle Fraser.

A circle of yellow light formed around him and h@oked upwards. Belle
had turned on the light in her bedroom and it eaglow over the pool.His
stomach muscles tightened as he watched her shadee/across the blind.
Whether she was still in the bikini or not he catticdsay, but her breasts
stood out firm and high and the curve of her hipswéarly visible in
silhouette.

He sucked in his breath, thankful that he wasndanmg swimming trunks.
They would be damned uncomfortable right now, tiag Ws body insisted
on responding to Belle's nearness. God, if her@iambuld do this to him,
how long could he stay around her substance atidpsétend to be
unmoved?

With a muffled oath, he threw himself off the stams the deeper water and
began swimming towards the end of the pool with gdw, thrusting
strokes.



CHAPTER FOUR

NEXT day, Belle sat at her typewriter trying to feehtgful to Rex. His

suggestion that they should have a holiday affag brought her to her
senses. She didn't need distractions like thatvyretn her writing career
was about to blossom. In any case, she didn't teae®change being in her
father's shadow for being in Rex's.

So why didn't she feel grateful? Instead, she dettused and disturbed.
Every time she remembered the slippery feel ofhlaisl, masculine body
against hers, tremors surged through her. She cecédl the warmth of his
hands stroking her back as if he was still cargsker.

It was just as well he had reminded her in timeualbhos attitude towards
women. 'Use 'em and lose 'em,' she said aloudjnguatline of dialogue

from one of his films. In the film, he had playedoagh crime boss whose
only allegiance was to himself. He had appareiathkgn the role to heart!

She should do the same, she told herself. Excapshie couldn't use people
and discard them. She'd seen too much of thatarfilim industry. So a
casual affair with Rex was out of the questionc8ithere was no future for
them and she couldn't settle for using or beingl ubat was an end to it.Or
so her mind accepted. Unfortunately, her body exfus be a party to the
deal and she kept having sudden surges of quieahng, just when she
thought all her attention was on her work.

Almost of their own volition, her feet slipped bacio her sandals and she
rose, moving like a sleepwalker out to the terrace.

Rex was there as she had known he was. Her brgatjuickened at the
sight of his lean body stretched out on a sun leunge was wearing only
the briefest swimming trunks and the sun glintdchaf honeyed skin.

He was reading a script held with both hands intfid his chest. One leg,
corded with muscles, was stretched out on the leuagd the other dangled
over the side. He looked so magnificent that shedstor several minutes,



drinking in the sight of him as she might admir&eadin sculpture at an
exhibition.

Then he moved, shattering the spell. 'Hello,' e isathat marvellously rich
voice. 'How long have you been standing there?'

'‘Not long.' She felt an urge to explain her neeldddere. 'l... er... got a bit
cramped sitting at the desk and needed some fiesh a

He treated her to one of his devastating lop-sgtets which had endeared
him to millions of film- goers. 'No need to explalrihink I got the best deal
on offices."

He swung his legs to the tiles and patted the sumger. '‘Come and join me
for a spell.’

'If you're sure I'm not interrupting anything.’

He grimaced at the script still held in one haftis deserves an Oscar for
the worst screenplay in fifty years.' He gestueaards a pile of scripts on
the tiles near his feet. 'And it's the best of whae read this morning.’
'‘Nothing promising?' she asked as she dropped the tounger beside him.
Even with a foot of space between them she coddtfe heat emanating
from his sun-warmed body.

'Yes," he drawled. 'There is on? property I've rdade coming here which
shows promise.’

'‘And that is?'
"Your book.'
She felt a tidal wave of heat rush to her faceu'faven't read my book?"

‘After you went to bed last night. It was lying luksthe typewriter, and you
didn't tell me not to look at it.’



Oh, God! All the closeness she had denied hersigife Ted, had been
allowed her characters— and Rex had read it allalt an effort to keep her
tone neutral when her heart was racing double-tiidbat did you think of
my book?'

‘The story is a bit cliched, but the charactemyfdeap off the pages at you.
| shouldn't mind playing Rafe in a movie versiorakht

Now she understood. All along, she had createdctiaacter of Rafe
Telstar with Rex Marron in mind. Her teenage craskd matured into a
fullblown love affair from a distance and she hadired out all her longing
for him into Rafe's scenes. No wonder they rang.t8ihe was horrified that
it had taken her until now to realise what was gan.

She hoped Rex hadn't recognised himself, and tpih aé her feelings for
him. 'l really had a younger man in mind," she saicefully. It was partly
true. Rex had been much younger when she hadrfeshim.

'l see. Who did you have in mind for Sapphire?’

Herself, but she couldn't let him see that. Othsewt wouldn't take him
long to put two and two together and realise that Iove for him had
endured since her teens. What a laugh that wouwlkl tgi a man who only
believed in one-night stands!

So far she had managed to conceal it from herGelfld she keep it from
him? She shrugged. 'l don't know—an actress likemd &rosvenor, |
suppose.’

His eyes narrowed in annoyance at the thinly veiad, but his voice was
level when he spoke. 'Much too hard-boiled. Sagpisira child of a new
world, an innocent who is wide open to Rafe's braincharm.’

It was an accurate assessment, but she couldn¥osagthout giving her
own feelings away. She wasn't about to do thatwkmgp how Rex felt about
getting involved with any woman after Laine.

'Her character could change,' she suggested. ddleib still in first draft.'



‘That would be a pity," he said softly. Impercelptithis body swayed
towards her and she found herself drawn in histoe.

At once she jumped up. 'l have to get back to work.
His eyes danced with mocking laughter. "Whatever sey—Sapphire.’

She fled back to her office. He knew! All along,iee known that Sapphire
was a thinly disguised version of herself—so hetrkusw that Rafe was
really Rex Marron. She had written the story ofitheve affair as she

would have liked it to be. But Rex had made it cldeat the kind of

commitment she'd given to Rafe was not for him,amt more.

For two people who were supposed to be keeping distance, they found
a lot of reasons to be in each other's company iimight as he made fresh
coffee for them both.

First she came to him by the pool, using the exthseshe needed the air.
Since her study boasted wide french doors openmntpdhe terrace, she
didn't really need to go as far as the pool.

Then later he found he needed to visit her offecetieck some reference
books. The ensuing discussion over word meanings wWatally
unnecessary, but gave them another excuse to sipemtbgether.

Damn it, she was beginning to get under his skia.Hdd intended to
frighten her off by telling her he'd read her mamig, but it hadn't worked.
Shewas right when she said he was too mature joRéde, but he was
convinced she was the role model for Sapphire, lsmwas Rafe?

He had no reason to be concerned, but the queastigged at him. To his
annoyance, he found that he cared.

She came into the kitchen, interrupting his thosgl@h good, coffee. | was
just coming to make some.’



He smiled involuntarily, enjoying the sight of ledad in cut-off denims and
a linen shirt. The top buttons had slipped ope, la@ tried hard not to
picture the inviting cleft which was partly revedléel must have read your
mind.'

She blanched, hoping to God that he hadn't. Ifate he would have seen
how rapidly her body responded to his presenceg@&hwe warm at the sight
of him and her pulses quickened. He was like a dhggcouldn't get out of
her system.

She had lied when she said she was coming to nadteecIn truth, she'd
heard him pottering around the kitchen and had desnn to the room as if
on an invisible lead.

She had just finished editing a particularly topassage where Rafe finally
made love to his space maiden, and her body quiweith sympathetic
arousal. Finding Rex in the kitchen was like watkinto the book and
taking part in one of her own scenes. Unfortunatgig wasn't as adept as
Sapphire at finding the right words to say to him.

She settled for, 'How's it going?"

‘The scripts aren't getting any better," he sattl wigrimace. 'How are Rafe
and Sapphire getting on?'

It was out before she could stop it. 'In bed togeth
He grinned. 'I'm glad at least one of us is ha@ngnteresting day.'

Well, at least he hadn't suggested they reheamse sbthe scenes from the
book, she thought with a flood of relief. The temsin the air between them
was already palpable. Goodness knew what ideashi&etormed about her
from reading the manuscript. She wouldn't like teechim any more food
for thought.

He seemed to sense her apprehension. 'l think uld both use some air.
Why don't we take a break for a while and go foragk?'



'How does that fit in with our agreement?' she dskéou know—separate
vacations and all that?"

'l don't see any problem. We could take separaliesvead just happen to go
the same way.'

He had a point, and she was ready for some exe&fwedecided to take his
idea at face value. 'All right, you're on."

Even though she had spent the morning telling Hetsre was no point in
getting involved with him, she got ready for thelkvaith enthusiasm. It
was only that she was looking forward to the exercishe told herself
firmly.

All the same she took more than usual care in lheice of a cotton divided
skirt and flame-coloured halter top which wrappedigly over her full
breasts. Lavishing sunscreen over her exposed gsfip, donned a
wide-brimmed straw hat and bounded out on to thrade.

He eyed her outfit with approval. 'Very nice. Bouydidn't have to go to so
much trouble on my account.’

'It wasn't on your account,’ she said stiffly, aygsbbecause he was right. 'l
dress to please myself.'

‘Then maybe you should wear a bra next time," hp®ed back and set off
across the beach at a brisk pace.

She caught up with him quickly. 'Just a minute. dmholiday here too,
remember? Sometimes a woman gets tired of wearbrg.aVhy do men
always have to think we're out to trap them wherdvess for comfort?'

'‘Because you usually are," was his terse rejoinder.
As they walked across the fiery sand, the brisk enoent drained some of

the tension away, so the mood was much more relbyetie time they
rounded a headland where Belle intended to go veadking.



'Have you been on the Reef before?' she aske@wpspiproached the coral
ledge which was visible at low tide.

'Not here on Mana Island, but I've been to Lizand &leron Islands,' he
explained.

Some imp of mischief made her ask, 'With the jetlssuppose?’

He crooked an eyebrow at her. 'As a matter of fagtefer them because
they're unspoiled. On Lizard, I'm left to myselfdaon Heron, | can enjoy
the birdlife and the turtle colonies.’

Which fitted in with his Mister Nice Guy image, sbenceded. Or at least,
the way he used to be. After his unsubtle appraadhst night and his
teasing today, she doubted whether the labebgtlied.

Nevertheless, he seemed determined to prove hagvrpbeing courteous
and charming for the rest of their walk. Since lehew the island so well, he
let her take the lead and listened intently aspghieted out natural features
she thought might interest him.

At low tide, they reached a small inlet where firggef coral reached to just
below the surface of the water, creating channietiebicate green shading
to darker blue where the coral fell away towardsdbean.

Picking their way with care, they ventured out onthie coral runways,
admiring the staghorns, brain corals and mushrooral€ growing just
beneath the surface. They were interwoven withwitheing fields of soft
coral, colourful anemones and shellfish which cltmthe Reef.

'I'm glad | brought my snorkelling gear,’ Rex saftér a while.

'If you like to dive, there's a wonderful pool hevkich has easy access to
the deeper water.'

"You dive, too?' he asked in surprise.

'Shouldn't 1?'



'l don't know, | just didn't expect it somehow.’

She could understand his surprise. Most of thdessashe knew reserved
their spirit of adventure for aerobics classegjmgno closer to nature than
a jungle set in Hollywood. Of course, there wefevawho did try anything
and everything, even doing their own stunt workpantly, Rex didn't
know any women like that. 'Didn't Laine go divingtlwyou?' she asked
innocently.

'No," he snapped back, giving her her answer.

She felt foolishly pleased to have one skill thauigul Miss Grosvenor
didn't possess, then chided herself. This wastongest for Rex Mar- ron's
attention.

It was almost sunset when they returned to tha.vilhe long walk and the
sea air had sharpened her appetite, so Belle headaght for the kitchen,
but Rex paused in the doorway. 'lI'd better go éostiore before it closes.’

'‘Are we out of anything?' She hadn't noticed.

'‘No, but | have to stock up on TV dinners, remerfiber

He had remembered their deal, even if she'd fazgoBuddenly, she didn't
want him to eat alone. The idea of cooking for had become oddly
appealing. 'You can forget the TV dinners," she $aavily. 'I'll do the
cooking and you can do the cleaning up. Fair endugh

The corners of his mouth turned upwards and shghtaa glimpse of
perfect white teeth. Her breathing quickened. Baiagght in the glow of
his smile was like being under a sun-lamp. 'lt®eal,’ he confirmed.

'‘But nothing else has changed,' she cautionedjrdet by the intensity of
her response to his smile.

'Of course not,' he agreed solemnly.



If they were still having strictly separate holidgajpow come he took every
excuse to drop into the kitchen while she was augkishe wondered
uneasily. Then there was the coffee break thisradtn and the invitation to
go reef-walking with him. What was he up to?

'I'm not up to anything,' he said in an aggriewvatet when she brought the
guestion up over dinner. 'Have | made one untowaode towards you
today?'

'No," she conceded unwillingly. Most of his advasmbad been in her own
mind.

'Have | interfered with your work?"'
‘No.'
‘Then how can you say I'm not sticking to our agreset?'

She twisted her table napkin into a rope. 'l d&nbw. Maybe it's just
having you around. You're... you're a distractishg said triumphantly.

He scraped his chair back from the table. 'So riowal distraction, am 1?
What am | supposed to be—the invisible man?’

'l didn't mean to hurt you. | suppose | was cougbn having the place to
myself, that's all.’

'For that matter, so was |, and I'm not complairbegause you distract me."'

This was something she hadn't considered. 'Ddé?asked. 'Distract you, |
mean?' The idea was curiously attractive and hiseppicked up speed as
she waited for his answer.

"You know damned well you do," he growled. 'l mhave been crazy to
think we could stay here together and keep eveargthlatonic, especially
with you swanning around in that skin-tight top amodbra.’



Her temper flared. 'Now it's all my fault! I'll bgou're the kind of man who,
when a girl is raped, assumes she was askingfor it

'Only if she goes around in man-trap clothing axpleets men to be made
of stone.’

It was so unfair that she didn't stop to think. Shassed the floor in quick
strides, her arm upraised before she reached him.

His response was faster. He grabbed her arm aceddarback to her side. 'l
warn you, lady,' he said through gritted teethy'gap me, and I'll slap you
back so hard your senses will reel.’

They were already reeling, but with the effectisfirearness, more than any
threat. 'l wasn't..." she began.

"You were going to hit me, admit it.'

‘All right, | was, but you were asking for it.'

Feeling the tension go out of her, he releasedaher she clutched the
kitchen counter for support. ‘What's happening &nshe asked in horror.
'I've shared a house with other people before—meédmamen—and never
acted like this.’

'Probably because they didn't mean .anything tq' y)\@uobserved tautly.
'‘And you do, | suppose?'

'Face it, Belle, we're about as strongly attratteglach other as two people
can be. Call it chemistry, or what you will. | ceel it and I'm certain you

can.’'

She could hardly force the words out through patdhps. 'Yes, | can feel
it.

‘Then I'm right in assuming I'm Rafe to your Sapg®i



'Yes.'
'‘Damn!’

This was hardly the reaction she had expecteathiey you don't welcome
the discovery,' she said stiffly.

It was the last thing he needed, but not for tlesea she assumed. Belle
thought that after the lawsuit he was shy of ampamwtic involvement. In
fact it was the opposite.

Rex yearned for intimacy with a woman. Not justsk&ual kind, either. He
wanted the 'marriage of true minds' that Shakespaaptly described. But
how could he leave himself open to such a relasimp-knowing that Laine
was there like a bird of prey, to jeopardise hangl?

The risk was too great for his mother who was soblg vulnerable right
now, and also for Belle who was vulnerable in henavay.

He made his voice hard. 'Why should 1? | just gotseff out of one
expensive entanglement. I'd hardly be looking fusther, and you already
made it clear you aren't interested in any holilegh-jinks." He grinned
wickedly. 'Although the offer is still open.’

'No, thank you," she said primly.

'Well, that leaves us with only one option. Onei®has to leave.' He hefted
a coin in one hand. 'I'll toss you for it.'

The corners of her mouth twitched upwards. "Youkrery well why we
can't, for the same reasons as before. | have me o go to, and you can't
leave the island while that news-hungry reporterasing around.’

He thought for a moment. 'l have another idea.'

'If it's shared beds, | already told you...'



'Whoa! | can take no for an answer. | was goinguggest we look for some
crowded places where we couldn't give in to oulimations even if we
wanted to.’

'What did you have in mind?' she asked suspiciously

‘There must be some tourist attractions on thaal Surely it isn't entirely
fenced off for the benefit of the rich and famous?'

'No-0," she said thoughtfully. 'The fences stopuabwlf-way across the

island. Then there's a belt of National Parklandl afew tourist attractions

on the far side. Not that many visitors come hered you. There's only

one ferry a day from the mainland which arrivesiacbeleven and takes the
day trippers back around three.'

'Perfect. We can sightsee until the boat comeghen hide out in a
restaurant for lunch until they leave.’

She nodded agreement. 'lt would solve the probldmyau being
recognised,' she observed. The islanders thenssateeso used to famous
people coming and going that it's considered giossare.'

‘Then it's settled. We keep our distance toniglit arake like harmless
tourists tomorrow. All right with you?"

She doubted whether he could ever be called hasméesl certainly not
where her hormones were concerned, but she inchiaetiead. At least he
couldn't sweep her off her feet in a crowd.

Somehow she got through a restless night, achiaglgre that he was
sleeping only a few doors away. Next day she jolgdat breakfast, armed
with booklets about the island. 'Dad keeps thesehtuse guests,’ she
explained. 'They're a little out of date, but tktea&tions themselves haven't
changed.'

" "Two shillings admission to the underwater obagswy". I'll bet the prices
have changed,' he teased.



She threw a folder at him. 'l said they were oldcbures.'

After more good-natured bantering, they settle@ @rsit to the underwater
marine observatory, a steel tank sunk into theldwed. Here, one could
view the many species of fish living along the Rasfwell as the splendidly
coloured coral and giant clams which opened caverfaws in search of
food.

‘Sounds like some of the producers | know,' Repped when she read this
part out.

He was a different person this morning, Belle thdwas she drove carefully
along the winding track which traversed the Natid?ak and led to the far
side of the island. He seemed distant somehow.Higlst's closeness might
have been a figment of her imagination.

In fact he had spent most of the night schoolingdeilf into his present
mood. It wasn't easy with Belle sitting shouldetttiggh alongside him in
her compact car. It was an electric vehicle notimlacger than a golf cart,
but was ideal for scooting around the small island.

He wasn't a car snob, but he would have preferfedna seat which put a
little more space between them. Then he wouldré lneen so aware of her
body heat and the sensuous message in her evergnmav as she
manoeuvred the car. It played havoc with the denal-care demeanour he
had spent the night perfecting in a fit of Stanisky zeal.

Luckily the drive was short. In less than half auhthey were pulling up
outside the glassed-in entrance to the observatdere we are,' Belle
announced.

While she parked the car, he purchased their sckeiting wryly that the
two-shilling admission had grown to five dollarska

It would have been value at twice the price, heddat; when they climbed
down the steel staircase into the immense chamiiechweffectively
reversed the man-and-fishbowl roles.



For over an hour they watched the underwater sglecta fascination. If
Belle noticed when Rex slid an arm around her starslto point out some
new sight, she said nothing, but her breathingnaiseably quickened and
he was aware of a slight tremor under his fingers.

Since the tourist boat hadn't yet arrived, they thedplace to themselves.
Before their wondering eyes, giant clams openen thantles and strained
the Reef waters for microscopic food. At one timndlions of sardine-like
fish gathered near the portholes, only to be seattby shoals of mackerel
and trevally, eager for their breakfast.

'What does it remind you of?' Rex asked her.
She made anoueof distaste. 'A casting call.'

Laughing, they moved from one viewing porthole nother, feasting their
eyes on the Reef's beauty. When Rex spotted somésér star- shaped
flowers set into skeletons of limestone, she erpladithat the flowerlike
animals, small as they were, were the very creatowe of which all twelve
hundred miles of the Great Barrier Reef was built.

Rex whistled appreciatively. 'No wonder they chlstthe world's largest
living thing. It must have taken all of time to grdnere.'

'It's still growing," she reminded him, then glamcat her watch. 'And
speaking of time, shouldn't we get out of here keefoe day trippers arrive?’

Reluctantly he tore his gaze from the windows. "W®tight. Let's go eat.’

There were two restaurants on the island, one gbilptively expensive
that few of the tourists went there, preferring lédnss costly bistro attached
to a small guest house nearby. Poisson d'Or sthieadneeds admirably.

‘Nice place," Rex observed, looking around at tiettity contrived island
decor. Let into the walls were a series of glaskddilled with tropical fish,
a pleasing reminder of the observatory. 'l hopeidmé the menu,’ Rex said,
gesturing towards the tanks.



'Relax, they're all protected species,’ she assunedall except those.'

He followed her pointing finger to a vast tank re tcentre of the room. It
was filled with greenish- blue crayfish, climbinges one another in a
tangle of legs and tentacles.

He grinned. 'You say they aren't protected?' Whmenshook her head, he
turned to the waiter. ‘Lobster mornay for two, tkeh

They declined the waiter's invitation to choosertben victims, and settled
down to devour huge platters of plump rock oystange their lobster was
being prepared.

‘This is almost sinful,’ Belle said, squeezing lemuice over her shellfish.
‘Not as sinful as what we'd be doing if we hadofhe here.’

It was the first provocative thing he'd said to h#rday, and she darted a
disturbed glance. 'l thought we called a truce?'

'‘Not a truce, diversionary tactics,’ he amendedtiMg has changed.’

A sensation of longing surged through her and shéndy lower lip to
control it. 'For me, neither,' she agreed.

He was telling her that he was still only interésite a one-night fling and,
since she wasn', it remained at stalemate. Sheugbusly disappointed.
But what had she expected? That a shared meahdmola of watching the
fish feed would have assuaged the hunger theyfdeleach other? She
should have known better.

Her disappointment must have shown on her facsottgething wrong with
your shellfish?' he asked.

She speared another forkful of the luscious médt, it's perfect, thank
you.'



What a shame there wasn't a recipe for a succdestuhffair, she thought
as she ate. Take a portion of man and a servimgofan and aoupgorof
caring, add a dash of passion amla! "'Two souls bonne femmeahe
mentally christened the dish. Except that it wagenso simple. Love was
too unpredictable: sweet one minute and sour tke ne

'You're very quiet,' he commented. 'What are yankihg about?'

'‘Cooking," she answered truthfully, and hoped heldrot press her for
details.

But his attention was diverted by the arrival ofcasy group of people. The
waiters bustled around, rearranging tables to acoodate them. ‘Oh no,’
Rex groaned, ducking his head.

‘Someone you know?'

‘All of them. Sammy Durant, the short, stout manaiproducer. Frank
Bright is a director of photography and the restaators I've worked with
once or twice.'

She understood his dismay. 'A film crew! They mhbst here to work.
Unless...you don't think they're just visiting, ylmu?' she asked hopefully.

'‘No way. Two of those actors wouldn't be seen icheather's company
unless they were on someone's payroll.' He gestardtieir bill. 'Let's get
out of here before they spot us.’

But it was too late. The man Rex had identifiedSasnmy Durant was
already coming up to them, his round face wreathesiles. 'Well, fancy
meeting you here, Rex, my boy!

Rex looked around anxiously but no one was lisgerite drew Sammy on
to a seat beside them. 'Keep it down, Sammy, I'ra imeognito.’

'l see.' He looked curiously at Belle. 'Are you thason for the secrecy?"



'‘No," said Rex firmly. 'Belle Fraser is my hosteSke's Mitchell Fraser's
daughter. He and | are old friends."

Sammy regarded her with new respect. 'l thoughsdeh you around the
traps. | worked with your father on his last miergs. How is he?"

'Fine, thanks. He's in London at the moment, d&@hgkespeare for British
television.'

Sammy rolled his eyes. 'Ah, the dream of everygiaed I'm afraid the stuff
we're doing isn't nearly as lofty as that.’

'What are you doing?' Rex asked.

'A feature calledHibiscus Coast.lt's a thriller with a South Pacific
background.’

He had confirmed their worst fears. 'You're herdamation?' Belle stated
rather than asked.

Sammy frowned. 'We're supposed to be. | was taddethvere mangrove
swamps here.needmangrove swamps. But my location scouts screwed up.
All | see here are beaches and palm trees.’

‘The mangroves are on the other side of the islaeside Mana Colony,'
Belle said tiredly, then could have bitten her tomgff when she saw
Sammy's immediate look of interest.

'On the other side, really? Then we haven't bldvenkiudget, after all. Can
you direct me to these mangroves?'

'Not really, they're on private property,' she dimbled.

‘Then introduce me to the owner. I'll offer him gmce, just so we can get
these blasted scenes in the can.’

Belle felt as if someone was piling weights on ther head to see how
many it would take before she disappeared in thd sa to her knees. She



could deny any knowledge of the owner but it wolllthke Sammy Durant
long to find out the truth. Anyone on the islandulebtell him who owned
the stretch of mangroves he coveted. And a manhiikewould give her
little peace until he got his own way.

'l don't have to introduce you,' she said in a alefe voice. 'You're looking
at her.'



CHAPTERFIVE

IN Belle's study, the green-painted wooden shuttdtsred the late
afternoon sun and captured the cool sea breezeslidbnot shut out the
clamour of voices and activity going on not famfrehe villa.

'‘Get those Kleigs over here.'
'‘Make-up! Where the devil is make-up?'
'‘Somebody mask those power-lines with fake palmdgsa

Listening to it all, Belle pushed aside the mangp$@ages she'd been trying
to edit. As if on cue, Rex walked in, two glasséged coffee in hand.

He gave one to her. 'Awful, isn't it? | couldn't gay work done, either.'
Dropping into the seat opposite her desk, he hookedanned leg over the
arm. 'You know, when | suggested we surround oueselith people in
order to ward off the inevitable, | didn't mean yowgo quite so far.'

‘I know. It wasn't what | had in mind when | caroegtte island, either. But
what could | do? Once Sammy Durant found out thatrhangroves he
needed were on Dad's property he got straight@phione to London. You
have Mitchell Fraser to thank for giving the créwe freedom of the colony.'’

"Your father always was the hospitable type.’

She was tempted to remind him that if it wasn'tHer father's renowned
hospitality, he wouldn't be here and the problenuieho't have arisen in the
first place. As she held her tongue with an effi@gx guessed what she was
thinking.

'l have rather messed up your vacation, havenhtel@asked.

'Working holiday,” she amended. 'Not that I'm geftimuch of
either—holiday or work—done."’



His gaze went to the pile of manuscript pages amtfrof her. 'How's it
going?'

'I'm nearly finished, thank goodness. If Durant 4l team had arrived
when | was just starting my editing, I'd have gorezy. As it is, I'll settle
for mildly insane.'

Rex drained his drink and set the glass down, tnmeoiled in a lazy
movement from his chair. 'Come on.'

'‘Come on where?"'

'If you can't beat 'em, join 'em. Let's see what fihm crew is up to. I'm
curious, even if you aren't.’

She was, but she hadn't wanted to admit it, trymstead to maintain her
aloofness all morning. Now she was only too gladdcompany Rex out to
the clearing on the edge of the mangrove swampsrevdammy and his
team were working.

Mitchell had given them unlimited use of the grosnidiviting Sammy and
the principals to stay in the guest wing of théavil he rest of the crew were
staying in the guest house on the other side oisthad.

With no housekeeper in residence, Belle had maadéedr that anyone
staying in the villa would have to do their own Bework. Mitchell was
entitled to do what he liked with his property, hioat didn't include her
services.

'Well, at least | know the problem isn't me," Rexi itommented when she
finished giving her ‘welcome, but' speech.

'What do you mean?' she asked, genuinely puzzled.
'You've just made it clear to the film crew thauyservices aren't part of

Mitchell's hospitality. | was beginning to think yotouch-me-not attitude
was strictly directed at me.’



'Let's say you gave me the idea,' she retortedt ##as, Dad was astonished
to find I'd been living here for weeks. God knowkatvhe made of you
being here as well.’

'‘But you told him we were—quote—"just good frien@ldRex mused.

'l told him we're noevengood friends,' she rejoined. 'In fact, | told hrhat
| thought of him sending you here unannounced.’

Rex seemed unperturbed. '‘And?’

She was forced to tell the truth. 'And he laugtgald it might do me some
good to have a man like you around for a while.'

'Do you think it will?'"Her anger flared like a raatkgoing off. 'Why do men
always think women are incomplete without them?’

Rex was at her side in an instant, twisting hefatme him. 'Now just a
minute! Save your hostility for someone who desemtel had a perfect
right to come here, and if it didn't suit you theras nobody stopping you
from leaving. I'm not trying to run your life, sbere's no need to take your
anger against your father out on me. What | feelyfmu is anything but
fatherly. Why do you think I've been fighting it bard since | got here?'

All right, so he was attracted to her, wanted Bée felt the same way. They
had already acknowledged that what they felt waie pexual chemistry, so
she was being unfair in attacking him.

'I'm sorry," she said, deflating. 'l guess I'm giptiabout the way my father
thinks he knows what's best for me. | tend to scispey man's motives, but
you've already made yours plain.'

His hold on her arm relaxed, but he kept his fisgeurled around her
quivering skin. 'I'm glad you understand my motj\@slle. With you in my
arms like this, | could sweep you off to the bednowithout another
thought. And | think you'd come, too.’



Her lips felt dry and she moistened them with didgrtongue which made
his breathing quicken. Not trusting herself to $peahe nodded

imperceptibly. The desire she felt for Rex datecklia their first encounter,

but had been masked then by her teenage hodshility. she was a woman
and she recognised her feelings for what they veareshe was determined
not to give in to them and become another butténflyis collection.

Sensing her resolve, Rex released her. She glatcedr upper arm and
noted the fast-fading outlines of his fingers agtirer tanned skin. His grip
had been compelling. It would take so little toegim and go with him... and
what would be, would be.

'No, it wouldn't work, would it?' Rex said in a toaf regret. 'I'm off limits to
women now, at least on a permanent basis, and ot accept anything
less, will you?'

At that moment she would have given almost anythinige able to say the
future didn't matter, that she would gladly befbirsone night, or as many as
he was offering.

He hadn't referred to that scene when they had tmetmorning for
breakfast, but she knew it was on his mind fromtémeler, regretful way he
looked at her as she prepared their omelettescarekged oranges for juice.

Had his sleep been as fragmented as hers, distbgbptiantom longings
and surges of searing heat which came and wentfigtitening intensity?
She almost hoped it had. He had destroyed her pdanend. It was only
fair that he should suffer equally for it.

Now, as he led the way past the pool to the mamgfomged beach, she
was impressed anew by the breadth of his shouidé¢hng figure-skimming
gauze shirt which revealed every muscle and cortoher searching gaze.

Under the shirt, his white shorts hugged his stitbinghs as if they had been
painted on. With each long stride, the corded nassof his legs stood out
and his sandalled feet etched deep prints in thelbe



Childishly, she began to step in his prints, anghtbthat her legs, long as
they were, had to stretch to link one print witlodner. She gave up the
game, annoyed with herself for being foolish, andikd to catch up with
him.

'Will Sammy mind having an audience?' she askétlleaout of breath with
trying to match his strides.

You name me the director who doesn't enjoy anesuadi, especially when
it's one of our own," he said drily.

He was right. A few directors closed their setafldbut actors and crew,
putting professionalism before everything else. st as many directors
adored having an audience of appreciative felldnv-fnakers, to '‘ooh' and
‘ah’ over every masterful touch. She wondered wtype Sammy Durant
was.

They found the director on the edge of the mangswamp, supervising
the setting up of a master scene. The actors skefdat the restaurant were
there, along with several extras. All were made agpisland natives.
'Headhunters?' she laughed, taking in the fieraepaint.

'From what Sammy's told me of the plot, the hemb lagroine crash land on
an uncharted island which turns out to be inhalited lost tribe of— you
guessed it—headhunters.'

'Sounds like a lot of fun,' she agreed.

Sammy noticed them and came over. 'I've promisedhvthat we won't
harm any of the flora and fauna,' he assured them.

'l know you won't. That isn't why we're here. Wetjoouldn't resist poking
our noses in,' she confessed.

Sammy nodded. 'I'm the same. Even on vacatiordréwn to a film set like
a magnet. | guess we've got the bug, that's all.’



He swung around to initial some sheets handedntollyi a continuity girl,
then frowned. 'Why isn't Lisa here? This is her biogne. She's the girl
gueen of the lost tribe," he explained to Rex aetleB 'She's only in a
handful of scenes, all of them shot here, but shikto the storyline.’ -

'I'm afraid you'll have to find yourself anotherlgjueen,’ the cameraman,
Frank Bright, said as he came panting up to theisa's just collapsed in
Make-up.'

'Oh God, now what?'

They followed Sammy to the tent which had beerupeds a make-up and
wardrobe centre. Lisa, still in her native girl towe, lay doubled up on a
camp stretcher.

'Has somebody sent for a doctor?' Sammy demanded.

‘There's one staying at the guest house. He'ssomdy over,' a make-up girl
explained.

'What is it, Lisa, something you ate?' Sammy askedyroaning girl.
-She shook her head. 'No, it's nothing like that.’
‘Then what, for goodness' sake? A tropical bugaieskind?'

The girl screwed her eyes tight shut. 'l wish iswt@ien it would be cured in
less than nine months.'

Sammy's gaze cleared. 'Nine months? You mean gyprégnant? Oh Lisa,
how could you do this to me?’

‘To you? I'm the one having the baby. | thoughbkdall right to complete
my scenes, but | didn't expect to feel so ill é time.’

She must be one of those women who were laid lawnfost of their
pregnancy, Belle thought.



At her insistence, they helped the girl into thétavand settled her on a
comfortable bed while they waited for the doctordturn. When he arrived,
he confirmed that nothing was amiss, but that wsald have to get a lot
more rest—which meant giving up work right awayrisk losing the baby.

'So where does that leave me?' Sammy said as tdmspled him with a

drink in the villa. 'My lead actress arrives tonwwr and there's no
supporting lead to play opposite her." Suddenlgétethe glass down and
stared at Belle. 'Unless...'

Guessing what he was thinking, Belle shook her heaghatically. 'No,
you don't. I'm no jungle queen.’

'‘But you are an actress and a paid-up member afyEdund you are here,
on the spot.’

'‘And a damned good actress,’ Rex chimed in.

She shot him a startled glance. 'How would you Kriow

‘After you confessed who you were, | rifled througiur father's videotape
collection and found some of your TV films. Everodigh they were all
small parts, you made the most of them."’

‘There, you see," Sammy said triumphantly as iftlager was settled.

'l don't see anything," she cried. 'l came herénish a book, not to get
involved in... in..."

"You may as well say it,’” Sammy said heavily. 'Aothit picture like this
one.'

'l didn't say any such thing.’

'‘But you were thinking it.' He stood up. 'Very wéhvon't take up any more
of your writing time. I'd better go and give thestthe bad news.'



After the director left, Rex looked at her accugmgYou were awfully
rough on the poor guy.'

'l didn't say anything about his picture. He p& words in my mouth,’ she
defended herself. 'How come you're so keen to setake the part?'

'‘Now you're putting words in my mouth. | didn't dayanted you to do it. |
said you're a damned good actress and | stancahy3mmy Durant isalso
a first-rate director. If he says this picture isrth doing, then you can be
sure itis.'

'So everybody has a say in this except me,' skiepsdiilantly.

'Now you really are being stupid. What can it pblsshurt to do a few
scenes as a favour to Sammy? He's been good tdatber in his turn, so
you'd be pleasing Mitch. And let's face it, you \Wbbe pleasing yourself,
too.’

She regarded him suspiciously. 'In what way?"'

"You wanted a way to put some distance betweemtiklueturn to the
mainland. What better way than to be on the setmbvie every day till |
leave?'

'Are you saying you'll go as soon as the film impteted?’

'If having my promise will help you decide to detpicture, then all right, |
promise.’

It sounded too good to be true. 'You'll reallyrted have the villa to myself?’

'If it's what you want. | realise we aren't doirack other any good as we
are. Every time I'm in the same room with you] alin think about is taking
you to bed. It isn't conducive to getting much wddae.’

She laughed in spite of herself, for she felt dydabe same way. Perhaps he
was right. If she immersed herself in the filmingesvould save herself
being tempted by Rex's disturbing presence. Becstusevas sure that she



wouldn't be able to resist him for much longerhiéy continued as they
were.

She hated to admit it, but she was also flatteyedlat he'd said about her
acting. Most people saw only that she was Mitchediser's daughter, as if
her genes alone were responsible for any talenpebsessed. Rex seemed
prepared to give her at least some of the credit.

'l do it," she told Sammy when she caught ughvaiim outside the villa.

His dejected expression was replaced by one oitgplat "You will? What
made you change your mind?'

'Rex just convinced me what a terrific director yaoa. | couldn't pass up the
chance to work with you,' she said, her eyes spaykhith challenging
humour.

'You did go to Ireland on your last holiday, didytiu?' Sammy asked with
seeming irrelevance.

'Once, years ago, but...'
'‘And you kissed the Blarney Stone, of course.'

'Oh!" She was going to like working with him, afedl, and she would have
to watch his quick wit. Already he had proved heldaive as good as he
got.

In spite of her assurances to Sammy, she knew be'tthe reason why she
had agreed to take over the part. Rex wanted o i) and for some crazy
reason that was enough. She felt a mad urge tacaitedhis faith in her
acting ability. Taking over a part at short notreeuld surely do that.

Then what? Would he see in her the kind of womavaes worth breaking
his resolution for? Maybe he would decide that anaaent relationship
wasn't so terrible after all. If there was a futitmethem, she would feel free
to indulge the torrent of sensations she expergtngbenever he was
around. She could finally admit her love for him!



Her footsteps slowed to a halt and she sat dowthensand abruptly.
Whatever was she thinking of? Using the film to destrate to Rex that
they not only could, but should, have a future thge It was crazy. But it
just might work.

She hummed to herself as she studied the linesoigdie the jungle queen
had to say to the visitors from the sky. Most of Beenes were action
sequences, so the only time she needed to talkwvas she confronted the
strangers in the jungle.

The pilot would be played by one of the actorsain@ét in the restaurant
previously. The actress playing the journalist whashed with him would
arrive by helicopter next morning.

Belle began to wonder who her opposite number nighSammy was deep
in the jungle-cum- mangrove swamp, overseeing setuset sequences
involving very dead, stuffed crocodiles and muclestling in the mud, so
she wouldn't have a chance to ask him until lateéhé day.

'Me Tarzan, you Jane,' came a carrying voice.

She looked up, smiling involuntarily as Rex walketb the study. ‘Me not
Jane, me Lara, jungle queen,' she amended, degpasirvoice to match
his.

"You sound as if you're enjoying yourself, your khigss,' he teased.

'l am. In spite of everything, | enjoy acting. lilg | could have been plain
Jane Doe instead of "Mitchell Fraser's daughterérghing would have
been different.’

'It might not have been," he reminded her. 'Sonestjnhaving a famous
relative can ensure you get breaks you don't oikenget. Talent isn't
everything in this business. There are lots ohgogieniuses pumping gas in
LA

"You're right, of course,’ she conceded. 'Butliad this hang-up about Dad
for so long, it's hard to know how to get rid of it



'How about just letting it go? The past is pagtcan't change it by fretting
over it. All we can do is resolve to be differemtfuture.’

'My, aren't we philosophical?' she mocked. 'Is Wiay you came in, to give
me a pep talk?'

The truth was, he had come in because he coulagtemself, but he
wasn't admitting that. Belle Fraser drew him likenagnet. It was almost
impossible to concentrate on anything, knowingwhs in the next room.

It was just as well she'd agreed to take the pefdrb she tempted him to
break his vow not to get seriously involved witly aoman. The threat was
definitely there; the very reason he should avioad all costs. If Laine found
out, she might make good her threat against hisien@nd Belle would be
caught in the crossfire. He didn't intend to expuseto such a risk.

He sighed heavily. 'Actually, | came to make suve gren't sorry | talked
you into doing the film.'

"You didn't. | talked myself into it,' she admittednestly. 'l decided you're
right. 1 shouldn't turn my back on half of whatrhgust because of some
stupid hang-up about living in Dad's shadow. It lddae different if | hated
acting, but I don't.'

'I'm glad, because you have a lot of talent.'

His praise washed over her like a caress. She was than ever convinced
that she could use the picture to show him howigbohe was, avoiding
entanglements.

Now he had relaxed; believing the film would kekprh apart, he wouldn't
be so wary of her. It shouldn't take much to tuma attraction they shared
into the kind of lasting commitment that she novewknshe wanted more
than anything.

"Would you ever marry an actress, Rex?' she askaahdy.

His response was automatic. 'l doubt it.'



"Why not?'

A vision of Laine rose before him, demanding anthless, making his
response icy. 'Because in my experience they'fesetred, scheming and
unscrupulous, and never mind who gets hurt.'

His response wounded her, although he seemed lmokmg deep inside
himself when he made it. She hated to think heleasin the same ugly light
and her retort came swiftly, 'l didn't want thistpeemember?'

He came back to her with a seeming effort. '‘Butrgou’ He had been going
to say, "You're different,’ but he realised in tifjost how revealing this
would be. Instead, he said, 'You're not the setfjple.’

Wasn't she? she asked herself unhappily. She Hgcagreed to take the
part because Rex wanted her to. By dazzling hirh hatr talent, she hoped
to make him see her in a new light, as a possililed partner for himself.
Now she wondered if she was doing the right thiflge only reason Rex
wanted her in the film was to keep her occupiedlavhie enjoyed an
uncomplicated vacation. And he said women weresself

But she was committed to the film now and it wagm'her nature to let
anyone down. Still, remembering how tranquil théong had been before
the film crew arrived, she occasionally wished bhd let them leave after
Lisa had collapsed. Sammy couldn't have affordgohiothe cast and crew
to sit around while he found a replacement actsesthey would have gone
by now. She and Rex would have the villa to themesekhgain, the very
situation Rex made it clear he wanted to avoidl aiosts.

With a resigned sigh, she picked up her scriptwalited out.

The crew were setting up on the edge of the margssamps. The trees
were well christened, deriving their name from aalier term, mangle

groves. The thick, corded roots bent and twistedrand around one
another as they sought oxygen above the flat, beggg. In between the
spear-shaped leaves grew spectacular native or@mdsthe tuberous
ant-house plants which could spill thousands efdpiants on to the arms of
anyone foolish enough to break open a tuber.



'l hope we don't have to go in there,' she salslammy.

'Relax, honey. This is strictly a backdrop. Thenspeople will take care of
the ‘forging through the jungle' scenes. They'muiad for that sort of
thing—you aren't.’

‘Thank goodness for that!'

She listened carefully as Sammy explained the mgimiscene in which the
jungle queen and her followers found the first sigh intruders on their
island. A stage hand was already stamping his waysa the swept sand,
leaving a trail of well defined footprints.

'When do we get to meet the intruders?' she asasurfy gleefully. In the
script, the jungle queen got to scream her head/loén she was picked up
and thrown over the pilot's shoulder. Her resco®iged an exciting climax
to the film.

‘Not until tomorrow," Sammy told her. 'We're justrty the hunt sequence
today. The capture is down for tomorrow, after leading lady gets here.’

Now was her chance to find out more about the $%ae.been meaning to
ask you about her,' she said, surprised that he'treldeady volunteered the
information.

She soon found out why he had been reluctant tbheéel He handed her a
call sheet and she ran a finger down it until slreeto tomorrow's cast list.
Right at the top was the name, Miss Laine GrosveBammy must have
known she would be less than thrilled with the o&ey. It must have been
obvious to anyone that she was interested in Rexdiiaand not as a
house-guest either, despite Rex's glib introduction

Suddenly she understood why Rex was so keen fdolegapear in the film.
It was the only way he could keep the crew aroumid bhe was reunited
with Laine. Despite the much-publicised palimonyt,she must still be
carrying a torch for the actress.



'Did it ever occur to you that | didn't know shesna this picture?' Rex
demanded when she confronted him with the discovery

'Do you expect me to believe that?'
'l expect you to believe the truth.'

She had considered the possibility, but discardececalling how torrid
things had been between Rex and Laine.With almastfilm-acting
experience, she had starred in her first featupgsipe Rex Marron, and the
film had been a box-office smash. Another actregt lieen tipped to play
the female lead but, presumably through Rex'svetdron, the part went to
Laine. The two had been an item ever since.

Not that they were often seen in public togethéeylravoided the glittering
round of Hollywood parties and charity balls, bustonly fuelled rumours
that theirs was a real love-match with room forone else.

When the news broke that Laine was moving out aimtgsRex for half of
everything he owned, rumours flew, but no one knelat had really
happened between the former lovebirds. The casese@tded out of court,
disappointing the media and their peers.

'Why did you and Laine split up?' Belle asked ntwnking aloud.

His expression hardened. 'That's nobody's buskéssurs.’

‘Are you still in love with her?'

‘No comment.'

‘That's hardly fair, Rex. One minute you're tellimg how attractive you
find me, then you're using me so you can stageuaioB with Laine
Grosvenor. | have a right to know what's going on.’

This was the moment he had dreaded. Even now,eastsbd confronting

him, with long legs wide apart and her eyes blazigy anger, he was
drawn to her as he had never been to any other woma



But dare he tell her the truth about his relatigmnstith Laine? Only three
people in the world knew the story. Belle would mddéur. It was already
too many for comfort and he was still afraid of hels power over his
mother—and Belle too if he wasn't careful. Butlstile found himself
wavering.

Belle watched the play of conflicting emotions as éven features, and a
tug-of-war started up inside her. She cared so marchim that it hurt her
physically to see the distress her demand hadiedi

Suddenly she saw how unfair she was being. He hademo secret of
wanting a holiday romance and nothing more, anchaldgurned him down.
He could have been honest with her, confessindghthatas still in love with
Laine. But she had no right to demand explanatidren they had explicitly
agreed on keeping their lives separate.

Despite the justice in the thought, it took allh&fr courage to say, ‘It's all
right, Rex. | shouldn't have asked you. | don'tehany claims on you, so
what you do with your life is none of my businelgsist hope it makes you

happy.'

Before he could respond, she fled back outside here&v Sammy was
working. He would provide her with a diversion whihe recovered her
composure.

On the way she told herself it was just as well blad avoided any
involvement with Rex. She could easily have givera his request for a
no-strings romance. This way, she had found outrtité in time to save
herself from being hurt.

Her eyes misted over at the thought. Whom did bBimk tshe was fooling?
Certainly not herself.



CHAPTER SIX

LAINE arrived by helicopter the next morning and wasaetrito the villa by
Frank Bright, who had borrowed Belle's electric déar the purpose,
unaware of the irony of his request.

The actress was to stay in the guest wing and Sanathyleputised one of
the set decorators to prepare a room for her, 8elle had refused to do it.

‘The deal was, you look after yourselves,' shemdad Sammy firmly. She

wasn't refusing out of pique, she told herself, ibwhe started acting as
Lady Bountiful it wouldn't be any time at all beéoshe was expected to do
all the work. Film people were the salt of the lkeabut they could also be

self-indulgent, using others without a second timbu@elle had been a

victim of her father's whims for too many yearhitwve any illusions on that

score.

Belle wasn't sure what she expected Laine to lgg blt it certainly wasn't
the charming Vivien Leigh look-alike she turned twbe.

Laine was as sweet as she was pretty, and hersstding English accent
only added to her charm.

'It's so good of you to take on Lisa's part ateleeenth hour, not to mention
sharing your home,' she told Belle.

‘Actually, it's my father's home, and he likes maghbetter than to entertain
people from the industry," she explained.

'All the same, we must be a burden on you.'

This was getting silly, Belle reflected. They wedenost falling over one
another to be charming. 'I'm glad we were ablealp,hshe said weakly.

Over the next few days as filming progressed, thevenembers waited for
Laine and Rex Marron to meet. It would be theistfiencounter since the
much publicised break-up and everyone expectetuttte fly.



Belle was not sure how she felt about seeing thagather. It was almost
certainly the end of any involvement between herRex. Why else would
he have gone to such pains to arrange the reunion?

For she was quite sure he had engineered it. Grameecouldn't be blamed
for Lisa leaving the cast, but he had suggestedggtm the underwater
observatory on the very day Sammy and his crew aeiang.

Brooding about it wouldn't change anything, shéety She was stuck with
the film now, and in spite of herself she was emgyhe part. With so much

running over the sand and screaming, it was a ragha take part. She was
becoming even more tanned and had lost a coupleunfds in weight so the

jungle queen costume looked positively ravishindnen

For all the good it would do her, she thought. Hmwld her robust Aussie
beach-girl looks ever compare with Laine's fragilithich made men rush
to protect her?

The crew members practically fell over themsehees$etch and carry for
her. It was easy to see why Rex had succumbed tchiaems.

Rex managed to avoid Laine for nearly a week, hamthe two finally did
meet it was almost an anticlimax. Laine and Bel&ewvalking through a
scene where the journalist was explaining flighthte jungle girl.

'We'd better go for a take. We're losing the lighammy said after a while.
It was a short scene, but Laine's pantomiming wadanger of reducing
Belle to helpless giggles. Only with a great effoftwill, and Sammy's
disapproving frown, did she pull herself togetheffisiently to finish the
scene.

'Cut. Print it"" Sammy called and everyone relaxed.

One of the technicians walked past Laine and iextdter pantomime of a
plane in flight, then strolled off, laughing to remif.



"You wouldn't be laughing if you had to make sudbd of yourself,' Laine
retorted good- naturedly. She grinned at Bellm {lad you were the one
with the giggles. | was on the verge myself, b&isg the way Sammy got
tough with you saved me from breaking up.’

Belle's eyes widened. It was a frank admission ftbenbeautiful actress.
Why, she sounded almost friendly!

Seconds later, she felt a ripple of tension trareund the set. Without
turning around, she knew Rex had just walked ire fiairs on the back of
her neck rose fractionally as her body reactedraatizally to his nearness.
She had never been so vibrantly aware of any mahesgvas of him.

Watching Laine, she could see a similar reactidre difference was, Rex
returned Laine's love, Belle was convinced. Alonighvihe others, she
waited for the two to meet, although her anxietys iizelled more by her
feelings for Rex than curiosity.

Laine broke the silence first. 'Hello, Rex. | hegod were on the island and
have been wondering where you were.'

He paused close to Belle, his breathing a lightvéiaross her scantily clad
shoulders. 'Hello, Laine. I'm surprised you evetiaea | wasn't here.'

There was a perceptible indrawing of breath from timlookers, Belle
included. However, Laine chose to ignore the slighint. 'l always notice
you, Rex, present or absent. What have you beemgaduath yourself? Oh,
and how is your dear mother?"

It was said as the most innocent of enquiries hlyt Belle noticed the effect
it had on Rex. He was standing at her shouldeisaedsaw him flinch as if
stung. His eyes seemed to sink far back into hesl fl@ad his bronzed skin
assumed a greyish cast. Was she the only one sié2iAgd why should
such an innocent question have such a devastdfew®

'My mother is frail and ill," he said carefullywiouldn't like to see anything
upset her.’



Laine inclined her head. 'Of course not. | undexstthe slightest upset
could harm her.'

Belle remembered Rex saying how fragile his moghegalth was. But this
exchange seemed to hold more meaning than justite paquiry. What
were Rex and Laine really saying to each other?

Laine was the first to break the spell. 'It's ba&®e seeing you again, Rex.
Now | must go and wash this make-up off, then dite the pool. I'm
positively dripping.'

Rex nodded tautly and turned back the way he hatecdhe spell was
broken for the rest of the crew, too. They had sanding like wax figures
in a Tussaud tableau, watching the meeting. Nosy, tame back to life and
went about their various tasks.

On impulse, Belle walked quickly after Rex. Shegtawp with him much
further down the beach, where they were shieldeth fthe others by a
craggy outcrop of rock. 'What was that all abosit® asked, mystified.

He shrugged. 'What was what all about?’
‘All that stuff about you and Laine and your motter
‘Just what it sounded like.'

‘The hell it was! You two were talking in some softcode, as if she was
giving you a warning and you were taking it.'

Rex whirled on her, fury darkening his craggy feasu 'You should work
for a scandal sheet with a mind like that! | alngtald you, it's none of your
business.’

But I love you, that makes it my business, shedcimevardly, wishing she
had the right to voice the words aloud. Instead, sdid stiffly, 'All right, it
is none of my business, but | want you to knowHhgre if... if you ever need
me.'



It sounded lame and foolish, but she was surpriseske the anger drain
from his face. 'Thanks,' he said hoarsely. 'l omigh | could tell you the
whole story, but | can't—for a lot of reasons, th@n one being that | don't
want to see you get hurt.’

So she was right. He was still in love with Laia@d he wanted to warn
Belle before she became too attached to him. Heev@&uld she get hurt?

Unable to mask the misery in her eyes, she droppethshes over them. 'l
understand,’ she said softly.

His hand came under her chin, drawing her faceoghe was forced to look
at him. 'l wonder if you do.’

With a cry of dismay, she turned and fled back ta@sadahe house.

He watched her go with an ache in his heart. Daaind_for showing up
now, just when he had started to relax and enjdeBeompany. Luckily,

Laine didn't know how he felt about Belle. And heuldd make sure she
didn't find out. Because if she did, Belle woulde ssnother side to the
diminutive British actress.

So far, they had seen only the English Rose sidephe she had projected
so winningly when Rex had first met her. It wasyomhen he'd got to know
her that he'd discovered the granite personalitigdm under the fragile
exterior.

Laine was a survivor and she didn't care at whst. dbshe felt threatened
by Belle, she wouldn't hesitate to attack, usiny aweapon at her
disposal—and she had plenty. He, of all peopleywkitnat. And both Belle
and his mother would be the ones to suffer.

Why he cared so much about Belle, he still wasmé.sShe was a lovely
girl—woman, he corrected inwardly. But it was mtran her looks which
appealed to him. Looks were a dime a dozen in Malbd, and even more
common on Australia's golden beaches.



Belle had something else, a candour about her whashrare and precious.
Unlike Laine, Belle was prepared to stand or falher own merits. In fact,

it was her drive to be judged on her merit alomgher than her famous
name, which he admired. Laine used every trick@ltook to get where she
wanted. Belle had thrown the book away long ago.

He shook his head in annoyance. Instead of catalggBelle's virtues,
shouldn't he be trying to find fault with her? & kept this up, he would
head straight back to the villa and tell her howdwly felt about her.

Then she would be well and truly at Laine's mercy.

Laine was reclining elegantly on a lounger bedmeool by the time Belle
calmed herself enough to go back to the villa.

In a high-cut apricotmaillot, Laine looked lithe and golden. She had
removed her stage make-up and her English peacitesraam complexion
glowed from the scrubbing. She hailed Belle warmly.

'‘Come and sit with me for a while, Belle. It's soento have a woman my
own age to talk to, and we never get a moment teetees on the set.’

Belle's eyebrows tilted. Despite her fragile appeee, Laine was a good
five years older than Belle, so the chumminess dedriorced. She made
herself smile back, telling herself she was beinfaum. Laine was hardly to
blame because Belle had foolishly fallen for Rex.

'l hope you don't mind me making myself at homeehdraine said when
Belle sat down opposite her.

'Of course not. I'm glad you feel you can.’

Laine's green eyes roved over her surroundingsoapmly. 'This is a
glorious place. You're so lucky.'

Given that Laine was the one Rex cared for, Balla'tifeel lucky, but she
inclined her head. 'My father had the foresighbty the place before it



became fashionable. I've been coming here sincead @ child, so |
sometimes take it for granted.'

‘Then you're luckier than you know. | worked witbuy father in London
once. He's a charming man.'

'‘Oh? What was the production?'

‘It was the first Shakespearean season he didloses, but | only had a tiny
walk-on part, so he wouldn't remember me.'

Belle shook her head. 'l wouldn't be too sure. Baslan amazing memory.'

Laine's eyes shone. 'He was very kind, even toniher players like me. It
must be wonderful to have a father like that.'

Presuming she meant having a father in the samestry] Belle asked,
'‘Doesn't your family approve of your acting?’

Laine shrugged. 'Who knows? | was adopted as a, mltymy adopting
mother died and her husband remarried. Once hewdised he could have
children by his new wife, | became something oframonvenience.’

'I'm sorry," Belle said, at the same time wondexigt had prompted the
burst of confidences. She did feel sorry for thbeotwoman, growing
upfeeling unwanted, but she still couldn't see Wwhye was telling her
about it.

She soon found out.

'It's all right, that's all behind me now," Lairentinued. 'Especially now that
Rex and | have resolved our differences.’

Suddenly, Belle understood Rex's concern that sghtrget hurt. He had
been trying to tell her that he and Laine wereiggtback together.

'Yes,' Laine went on dreamily, 'Coming here to Beg has made all the
difference. | don't feel so alone any more.'



It was out before Belle could prevent it. 'Then $orprised you left Rex in
the first place, if you felt so strongly about him.

Laine leaned forward confidentially. 'l didn't leakim. The break-up was a
publicity stunt, to give my career a boost. Whenaggnt suggested it, Rex
was totally against the idea, but he soon saw hemfuliall those headlines
would be for both of us.’

Belle felt ill. Why hadn't she thought of such atg? In the film world, all
sorts of crazy stunts took place in the name ofipitya

It explained so much: why Rex was so evasive ab@itreak-up with
Laine, and the 'coincidence’ of his meeting hert Wie crew of Laine's
film.

Belle had been little more than a pleasant diversiatil the other woman
arrived.

She rose, feeling numb, but was careful to masksheck from Laine's
searching gaze. The other woman touched her harhow this is a
surprise to you, but please don't say anythindhéorést of the crew. We
want to wait until Rex's mother is better so we daclude her in an
announcement of our reunion.’

So that was what the veiled conversation was afotite set this morning!
Once Laine knew Rex's mother was still in dande,tsad to go on with the
pretended estrangement from Rex. Why hadn't shreadkthis before?

But it wasn't for Laine that she agreed to keefr thecret. Enough of the
crew had seen her mooning around Rex, so she imakda perfect fool if
the truth came out now. 'l won't say anything," gtamised.

‘Thanks. | knew I could count on you. Rex was rigbt're a friend in need.'
Just what that need was, Laine couldn't begin tesguBelle thought

miserably. She felt a fraud, accepting Laine's dongnts when all the
while she was wishing the other woman to anothamnetl



"You won't let on to Rex that you know, will yow2ine asked anxiously.

He would be the last person she would confideha,teought furiously. He
had used her, even letting her protect him from Riness, all the time
knowing he was still in love with Laine. 'l wonaysanything,' she vowed
readily.

'‘Good. There's just one more thing.'
Drained of emotion, she regarded Laine incurioulgs?’

'l hope you don't think I'm being too presumptudus, I'd like to give a
party for the crew, here on the beach. I'd flylirttee food and drink from
the mainland, so you wouldn't have to lift a fingBtease say you don't
mind?"

A party was the last thing Belle felt like right wmobut she nodded
mechanically. 'Of course not. Dad said you wertrdat the place as your
own.'

'Super! | take it you'll come, then?'
'l don't know. I'm not much of a partygoer,' Balissembled.

'‘But it's the wrap party to celebrate the end chtmn filming, and you're
one of the stars. You simply must come.'

'l see,' Belle compromised.

At this, Laine settled back on her lounger, thevessation clearly over. But
as an afterthought, she added, 'By the way, willtgdl Rex about the party?
He's definitely invited.’

Of course he was, Belle acknowledged inwardly. ¢ien invitation was a
formality. It was Rex who Laine really wanted tovite. 'I'll pass on the
message and he can give you his answer himsedf $aildl, tired of being
their go-between.



Laine patted her hand in sisterly fashion. 'Thamks. I'm glad we had this
talk. | feel we understand each other so much bete.'

Oh yes, Belle thought as she made her way intwittee She understood
Laine perfectly.



CHAPTER SEVEN

AFTER her conversation with Laine, Belle was surprisdtemw Rex asked
her to accompany him to the wrap party.

'Won't you be going with Laine?' she asked, thiglaioud.

He gave an impatient sigh and his mouth settlezlarttarsh line. 'If | was,
would | be asking you?'

Yes, she thought crossly. It would provoke lesssgog he was seen with
Belle, keeping alive the myth that he and Laineensstranged.

All the same, she knew she would accept, becausdgiit be her last

chance to enjoy his company before the truth camteaad he moved

beyond her reach for good. It was crazy, but shadshe wanted to spend
that time with him. With this in mind, she dresseith special care that

evening, even while acknowledging that Rex's eyerewnlikely to be on

her.

Her choice was an exotic evening jumpsuit in flarepe de Chine. The
sensual fabric outlined every curve of her litheygand the exotic print in
mauve and jade made her skin glow with youthf@. Ilfooking at the final
effect in her mirror, she sighed. Was there angimore disheartening than
gearing up for a battle one already knew to be?lost

Then she recalled her father's injunction whendtehad to face a crowd of
critics, after a harsh review early in his carédever let 'em know they've
got you licked," was his sage advice and she décmléollow it now. The
game might be over as far as Laine was concerngdhére was no need to
give intoo gracefully.

At seven-thirty, there was a knock on her dooralB®' came Rex's softly
voiced query.

She opened the door and her heart almost stoplee sight of him framed
in the opening. Black silk trousers clung to hisgdegs, emphasising every
taut muscle, while his white mesh shirt teased bkenses with a



hide-and-seek effect of curling chest hairs glindbglerough the open
weave. A rust-coloured sweater was knotted casaatlynd his shoulders
against the rapidly cooling evening.

For Belle, the effect was anything but cooling, &ed pulses began to race.
Each intake of breath filled her nostrils with thewma of his aftershave
lotion, a potent mix of wood and leather which péghunwanted ideas in
her head.

"You look terrific," she breathed, seconds aftephéng not to comment at
all.

He leaned indolently against her door-frame, hisseyorking their way
from the bandeau top of her jumpsuit with its réwegexpanse of creamy
skin, to the slim fit of her evening trousers osgappy sandals which were
foolishly fine-heeled for a beach party. 'So do,yauas all he said, but he
managed to convey a great deal more.

"You look sexy and exciting,' was what she read m$ comment, because
the effect her appearance had on him was visibhgsinlarkening eyes.

She had to remind herself that she was nothing tiame a decoy tonight,
keeping the place at his side warm for Laine, wéd tmade her real position
perfectly clear.

To hide the pain this thought brought with it, slmeing around and picked
up her evening bag. 'We mustn't keep Laine waitmgst we?' she said
overbrightly.

He blinked quickly, as if dispelling fantasies a$ lown. 'No, | guess we
mustn't.’

As they emerged into the moonlight, Belle drew @awoluntary breath of
admiration. Even though she had seen this sigmaay times before, it
never failed to stir her senses.



In the silver light, the sand glowed and the wateflected the
myriad-coloured lights the film crew had strungvbetn the trees fringing
the beach.

True to her word, Laine had ordered all the food anink from the
mainland. It had arrived in huge, white styrofoasntainers that morning.

Now, the crew's caterers were busy setting it outlamg trestle-tables
placed on the sand. Surveying the groaning plateblster, oysters,
scallops,prawns, whole suckling pig and salads|eBehd to agree that
Laine did things in style.

Everyone was in high spirits, rejoicing in the hagpought that all the
location scenes were safely 'in the can'.

Sammy Durant, drink in hand, sailed over to intpté¢eem. 'How's my little
jungle queen?’

‘Tired, but happy,' she acknowledged. 'If I'd kndvev much fun your film
would be, you wouldn't have had to talk me into mght.’'

'All's well that ends well,” Sammy said. 'Can | get a drink?'

'I'll take care of Belle, thanks, Sam," Rex saidasthly. 'She'any jungle
gueen this evening, remember?’

He sounded so sincere that she felt a surge ofadgavas playing his part
to the hilt, pretending that he had eyes for nolauteBelle, in case anyone
thought otherwise. She must be mad, letting himhesdike this!

But Sammy didn't notice anything amiss. 'Of courdfecourse,’ he said
jovially. He waved to someone over Rex's shoulderexcused himself to
greet the new arrival.

'‘Aren't you overdoing things a bit?' she asked é&tegsly when Sammy was
out of earshot. 'Your jungle queen, indeed!



Rex raised a quizzical eyebrow. 'Sorry. | didn'am& sound possessive, if
that's what's bothering you.’

"You know perfectly well what's bothering me," $tigsed back. "You see, |
know why you asked me to be your partner tonight.'

He had the grace to look discomfited. 'l hadn'lised my motives were so
transparent.” Then he brightened. 'But you agreedotme, so you can't
object too much.’

'Let's say I'm philosophical about it.’

Now he definitely looked interested. 'Are you nol@@es that mean you
might be seeing things my way for once?"

Good grief! What other way could she see them, wieemad everything
arranged so much to his advantage? This way, h&l amjoy Laine's

company at the party, and no doubt arrange songetimore private

afterwards, while having the benefit of Belle'sganece on his arm to allay
suspicion.

What a fool she was, Belle told herself. She hadight it would make a

difference, having Rex as her escort tonight. Bohly served to remind her
that she was the odd woman out. Whoever said itbetter to have loved

and lost was out of their minds. It was bettertodtave got into this mess at
all!

She went through the motions of greeting the oth&pping champagne
and nibbling canapes. All the time, she felt likeextra on a set, painfully
aware that she was an actress playing the parexs6Rew love interest.

Laine was at her most dazzling tonight, shiningisilver sarong which
skimmed her petite figure and left little to theaigination.

Belle was achingly aware of the way the other womayes darted back to
Rex, as if he was a kind of security blanket far hevas as if she needed to
know where he was at any given moment.



At last, the actress came over to them. 'Rex, mgrlim so glad you could
tear yourself away from your idyllic life-style join the workers.'

Rex laughed hollowly. 'Some workers! Living it up a tropical island. My
heart bleeds for all of you.'

The sense of a secret shared between them wasasfplothat it made
Belle feel weak. Although they talked superficialghe was aware of an
undercurrent between them, of things unspokenathigtthey knew about.

Seeing them together, knowing what they sharedwstsefinally forced to
accept that the relationship was far from over. Howld it be when every
word Rex and Laine spoke carried a hidden message?

Belle looked around at the others. Couldn't theyssevhat was going on?
Or was she the only one to recognise the bond leet®ex and Laine? She
shivered, feeling burdened by her knowledge.

There was a stirring at the poolside as more ofctleev arrived, their
identities veiled by the darkness.

Laine touched Rex's arm. 'I'd better circulate cGafp with you later.’

She didn't add 'darling’ and yet she did. There alsg a promise in her
parting words. So Rexlid intend to meet Laine later, under cover of
darkness.

Suddenly, Belle became tired of the game. Beiny Wiex like this wasn't
fun, nor was it anything she would care to rementditer on. How could it
be pleasant when he was mentally with another w@man

She stepped closer to him, conscious of how Laspiy perfume lingered
in the air around him. 'l think I'll call it a nigH... | have a headache.’

He looked at her keenly. 'l would think a writeutthbe more original than
that.'

‘All right, so | don't have a headache. I've jusd lenough of all this.’



'l know what you mean. Show business parties Athkeabkame, aren't they?
So why don't we go off somewhere by ourselves,yjaatand me?'

Just you and me. How wonderful it sounded. A fewsdago she would
have been thrilled by such a suggestion. But tanlgiowing how little the
invitation meant, she shook her head. 'lt woulde's good idea.’

She had no intention of getting in any deeper gtawas already.

He accepted her refusal with good grace. 'All righén I'll see you back
inside. We can talk there, if you prefer.’

It wasn't what she wanted at all, but before shidcpress him to stay at the
party and let her go in alone, she felt him stiffegside her. 'What's the
matter?'

'Damn,' he said under his breath. 'Somebody'sed\tiat pesky journalist,
Harry Crossinger.'

She followed his gaze to where Laine was welcoraorge new arrivals. As
they moved into the light, Belle recognised therpalist among them. 'l
suppose being a film writer, he must know quite\a people here.’

'Like Laine for one," was his angry response. @obably heard he'd been
sniffing around and couldn't resist the chance fefamore headlines.’

Now that she knew what lengths the other woman @vgalto for publicity,
Belle could easily accept this notion. 'What ara going to do?' she asked.
'We can't leave without going right past him.’

"You're right," Rex agreed. He grasped her handehter quickly into the
house. 'Do you have your make-up kit with you?'

'Yes, but | don't..." Understanding soon follow&€lark Rider!

'Exactly.’



Ten minutes later, after they had crept back to phety, she left it
conspicuously on the arm of her wimpy-looking bagrid, 'Clark’. If

anything, he looked even worse than the first timgh his hair slicked
down and the glasses drooping over his nose. Hetlded up the legs of
his trousers so they looked too short for him. 'Hiwl look?!

She suppressed a giggle. 'Terrible—Clark.'

He gave her a warning look, then took her arm dmy continued their
stroll across the beach, their goal being Belle'stec car.

Spotting Belle, Harry Crossinger stepped acrosis ffath. 'Good evening,
Miss Fraser, and Mr Rider, wasn't it?'

'You have a good memory, Mr Crossinger,” she sadetly. 'You
remember Mr Crossinger from tiEquirer, don't you, Clark, darling?'

'‘Gee, I've met so many famous people since | caene, IBelle. It's just
wonderful. Nice to see you again, Mr Crossinges Simpered and held out
a limp hand.

Distastefully, the journalist took it, then pullé@e as quickly as he could
and looked around. 'Your other house guest, Rexrdvars joining us
tonight, 1 understand.’

She clucked her tongue. 'Still looking for the ptoam film star, Mr
Crossinger! | told you, there's nobody here butlCénd me, and the film
crew, of course.'

'My tip says he's here,' the journalist persisted.

'Well, in that case, good hunting," she said aegmstd adroitly around him.
Before anyone else could accost them, she hur@éark’ across the
remaining stretch of sand and slid into the drsveseat of her car. Rex
leaned over her. 'Would you like me to drive?'

She shook her head. 'l know these roads. Now gbefore anyone else
spots us.'



He did as bidden and they were soon driving aldmgnboonlit stretch of
track which led out of the colony to the tourist@s on the other side of the
island.

"The others will wonder where we got to," she olgias she drove.

'‘No, they won't. They'll think we're enjoying a &g’ tryst in some dark
corner of the colony. Hell—they will, won't they?"

Suddenly he realised the significance Laine woulthch to his

disappearance with Belle. Damn! He had been so prsecting himself

from the gutter press that he hadn't given a thbiagow things would look
for Belle. Well, there was nothing he could do atboow except hope that
Laine wouldn't feel threatened if she found ouheowise there would be
hell to pay.

'‘Where would you like to go?' Belle asked in a taaice. His sudden
guietness when she had mentioned what the othersl\onk told its own
story. He was only now realising how it would lotik Laine. He should
have thought of that before he enlisted Belle'p belget him out of a spot.

"You sound angry," he said out of the darknesg. y&u sorry about missing
the party?'

'l couldn't care less about the party,’ she alrspat back.
‘Then it must be your reputation you're concerngoutt In which case,
we'll go somewhere nice and public where therdadseof crowds to protect

your honour.'

Which would suit him very well, Belle realised. katif Laine questioned
his absence, he would have plenty of withesseBayp laer suspicions.

'How about the underwater observatory?' she suggeastidely. "There are
plenty of crowds there.'



To her surprise, he agreed readily. There were dsaall right, but of fish,
not people. At this hour of the evening, near tisitig time, they were the
only human visitors.

However, the viewing windows were crowded with tifigh, hanging
motionless as they slept in their schools. Orangpes! soldier fish glinted
as if floodlit, and the banks of coral shone phasphkcent in the spill of
light from the observatory chamber.

It was a magical sight, enough to make Belle folgmt annoyed she was
with Rex. As she watched the night-feeding coraterd their polyps and

bloom into colour, she relaxed a little. Why nokdahe evening at face
value, and enjoy herself in his company? It woutdelasy to pretend they
were really on a date, perhaps the first of maeggling to something more
serious, and forget that anyone else existed."éouwightened up

somewhat," Rex noticed when they made their wal bpcdhe steel stairs
and out into the star-bright night.

Since she didn't want to annoy him by sharing laeneof let's pretend, she
just smiled. 'lt's a beautiful evening. | decidedight as well enjoy myself.'
It was close enough to the truth to satisfy theribo

He linked an arm through hers. 'In that case, w&lly here and have dinner
at the Poisson d'Or, hopefully without any intetrops this time." He
chuckled softly. 'That is, if you don't mind spemglithe evening with a
character like Clark Rider."

She made her tone equally playful. 'Why not? Hbedove of my life, isn't
he?'

She only hoped he didn't guess how close to thie trwas.
If the restaurateur hadn't recognised Belle, theyld/have been refused a
table, since the restaurant was crowded. Last titeg, had been instantly

recognised and the service had been impeccable.

This time, in his Clark Rider disguise, he wentagagnised and the attitude
of the management was quite different.



'‘Maybe being famous isn't such a curse, afterBdllle laughed. Not long
ago he had been complaining about the zealoudiattesf the Press. Now
he was complaining because he attracted no attentio

Rex sighed. 'l guess you're right. We all want whatcan't have. When it
comes within our reach, we find we don't want iragch as we thought we
did.'

'Keep this up and I'll start believing there's al gghilosopher underneath
that Hollywood veneer,' Belle said. 'First you leetme about letting go of
the past, and now you're waxing lyrical about wamteing more desirable
than having. You continually surprise me, Mr Marton

'Rider, please!" he said in mock alarm. Then higegsoftened. 'l like
surprising you, Belle. It means you're intrigueuald & like that.'

She lowered her gaze. Knowing he wanted to intripge came as a
surprise. She would have thought he would pref@utas much emotional
distance between them as he could.

Instead, he seemed to want to get to know herrbéilehrough dinner he
guestioned her about her hopes and ambitionshanddy she felt about the
world in general.

Coming from a man like Rex, the attention was diatiy and dangerously
heady. She had to constantly remind herself thavvé® not hers for the
taking. His affections lay elsewhere and he way omhking an effort to

charm her tonight in return for rescuing him frdme journalist.

All the same, she found herself succumbing and areshhis most probing
guestions with frankness and a lack of guile thag she but known it,
entranced him.

He raised his champagne glass to her. 'A toast,mmst unusual lady,' he
said softly.Flustered, she lowered the glass sheabtomatically raised in
response. 'I'm not unusual, Rex, honestly. I'm pmir run-of-the-mill
actress, a product of the dream factory. Don't nma&ento something I'm
not, please.’



His eyes were grave as he sipped the champagapeadt the toast. You are
an unusual lady, Belle. In a world of silver plageu're sterling silver.’

Feeling the colour flood into her face, she predsedfingers to his lips.
'Stop, you're embarrassing me.'

Before she could pull them back, his lips mouldeehtselves around her
fingertips, imprisoning them in a kiss which was rensensuous than
anything she had ever experienced.

She felt a stirring of response deep within herlao#ed at him with wide,
sensation-drugged eyes as she slowly lowered het. ah, Rex, why do
you keep doing this to me?'

'‘Because you keep doing it to me," was his labotgsponse. He signalled
for their bill. 'Let's get out of here. Suddenlg tnuch too crowded.'

She felt a shiver of desire ripple through her fioead to toe. Every instinct
told her she should get into her car and head ba¢ke villa right now,
before...

Before what? The look in Rex's eyes promised thedwand tonight, she
knew she wanted it. She wasn't running away, nsttitme.

By the time they had paid their bill and emerged the night air which was
freshened by a light breeze from the sea, she Wmassta giddy with the
certainty of what she was going to do.

If Rex wanted her, she was his. Never mind whetheas for a minute, an

hour or a day. It would be enough. In that one,edw@ment she knew the
meaning of the phrase,' 'tis better to have lovetlast, than never to have
loved at all'.

If she never gave herself the chance to love Rexdvidbecause she knew
she must lose him, she would regret it for the oésier life.

"You're very quiet," he observed as they strolled@the promenade edging
the beach. 'What are you thinking?'



'Romantic thoughts,' she said truthfully.

Under the shadow of a swaying palm tree, he stoppddurned her to face
him. 'That's funny, so was .’

She could hardly breathe for wanting him. ‘Of me?"
'Of you, my beautiful Belle.'
'Oh, Rex!'

When he increased the pressure on her arms to lieaagainst him, she
offered no resistance, melting into his embrac# slse belonged there. It
was like a homecoming.

But the best was still to come when he bent hisl laea sought her willing
mouth. He had kissed her before, but never with passion. It was as if he
was igniting fires deep within her. The flames,rfad by the pressure of his
mouth against hers, danced higher and higher shgl felt they must
consume both of them.

Laine Grosvenor might not have existed. There wayg Belle Fraser and
the man she loved. She wished that this momentdvoeNer end.

All her doubts and fears were swept away in anregtihrobbing awareness
of her need of him. One more second and she knewwshld be his,
whatever the consequences.

Suddenly, she felt him tense in her arms and kleaséiay from her, turning
to lean against the railing facing out to sea. #swoo swift. She felt
deserted. Then she knew the reason for his sudderge of heart.

‘There you are, Rex. | do hope I'm not late.’

If Rex had struck her, Belle couldn't have felt thetrayal more keenly.
Tears of annoyance and disappointment crowdedyes &and she brushed
at them angrily. All this was a set-up, and she fal@&n for it like a
complete innocent.



'So you had to get away from the journalist, did3she said to Rex's back.
'What a pity you didn't tell me what you were esogpo.’'

'Belle, please let me explain,' he appealed, tgrtomards her.

She silenced him with a gesture. 'Laine’'s waitorgybu. What else is there
to explain?’

'Look, I didn't know she was coming here tonight.’

'Like you didn't know she was coming to the isldradf® said bitterly. 'I'm
sorry, Rex, | just don't like being used. | thoughtould be a fair price for
being with you tonight, but the price is just tagth I'm sorry.’

She left him standing in the shadows and stalketl lpgine, who watched
her go with a smile of satisfaction on her face.

Belle didn't look back. She didn't want to see thiegether, even though she
knew they belonged that way. She was the interJapar Laine. She had

known it all along, even while she was trying tetpnd things were

different.

She had believed what she wanted to believe antiah@o one to blame
but herself if she got hurt. That's what usualljneaof playing with fire.

Oblivious to everything but her own inner pain, sfas almost blinded by
twin beams of light cutting across her path. Thame from the water and
she heard the throb of powerful engines as a bpatoached the jetty
alongside her.

Moments later a voice reached her out of the daknéhoy there, is that
you, Belle Fraser?'

She peered into the light and could make out tliggres aboard the
cruiser. One of them she recognised. 'Frank Bright,you?'

'It's himself, himself," came a patently fakedHreecent. 'Will ye be comin’
aboard, colleen?’



He sounded so cheerful that she smiled throughdaes, but shook her
head. 'No, thank you, I'm driving back to the villaw, come aboard and
have a spin with us,' Frank implored. "You missdtekh of a good party.
You can't turn down our shindig as well.'

From the sound of him, he had already started tshindig' and she didn't
think it would be wise to go aboard the boat, etreugh in close-up she
recognised the other two passengers as membédrs blimh crew.

She was about to frame a stronger refusal whehesdu@ footsteps hurrying
up the promenade. 'Belle, wait—we have to talk.'

She couldn't stand any more of his evasions toni@m impulse, she
grasped Frank's outstretched hand and jumped abfeaaduiser. "All right,
anchors aweigh," she said, trying to sound liglatdieel, while wishing
desperately that Frank would stop fumbling with th@oring rope and pull
away from the jetty before Rex reached the endl of i

When he saw they were about to cast off, his fjepkened. '‘Belle, wait!
Frank looked at her questioningly. 'Shall we wairtRex?"

'‘No, he's driving my car back. Let's just get ggisge urged.

With a shrug, he freed the stubborn rope and dgghéd the other man, who
opened the throttle. The boat, which had beengdiirnthe jetty, roared into
life and they were soon some distance from theeshor

Looking back, she could see Rex silhouetted agthestky, a dark, solitary
figure. Her heart turned over and she almost tokthk to go back, then

Laine's petite figure appeared behind him. Shedrad her heart. He had
shown her where his loyalties lay. They had no ntotalk about.



CHAPTER EIGHT

RESOLUTELY, she turned away from the shore and smiled aiggeat the
other two passengers.

"You know Maureen and Ken from the crew," Franleftl.
'Oh yes, you're in Make-up,' she placed Maureen.
'‘And I'm Frank's Focus Puller," Ken explained.

They were a nice enough crowd, although they ahwsl the worse for
champagne, probably the dual effects of Laine'symard the drinks they
were handing around now, Belle thought a littleiansly.

She shook her head when Frank held out a glagefoiNo thanks, Rex and
| had wine with dinner.’

Frank shrugged and refilled the glass for himsg. that's where you two
disappeared to. Laine was asking after you both."’

‘That's putting it mildly,’ Maureen giggled. 'Sheasw spitting chips,
especially when Sammy said he thought he'd seetvwmurive off across
the island.’

Belle frowned. Had Laine followed them of her owatard? She'd been so
sure Rex had arranged the rendezvous that shet fadidaved for this
possibility, and it made her so uncomfortable e dismissed it instantly.
'I'm sorry we had to leave the party,” she told Mau, 'but a journalist
turned up that Rex has been dodging all week.'

'You mean Harry Crossinger from tlgquirer?' Ken contributed. 'You

needn't have worried. He didn't stick around onagais obvious that Rex
wasn't going to show. He's going back to the maohlsomorrow, then

heading south to cover the lead-up to the Logie isiaHe said this was his
last chance to finish his inside story on Rex aathé.'



‘Laine was willing enough,’ Maureen added. 'Theatier was to be a photo
of Rex and Laine together. It would have been itis¢ dne taken since they
broke up and would have been worth a fortune tthss.'

So Rex was right. Laine was headline-grabbing,eBeilsed. Well, at least
Rex could relax now that the journalist was leauimgisland.

The boat aquaplaned off a large wave and a jgtrafyshit Belle in the face,
bringing her to her senses abruptly. What on eaette they doing out here,
so far from shore?

'Shouldn't we be heading around to the lee of #l@end?' she asked
nervously. 'These waters are treacherous enougtaypyin the dark, we
could easily run aground on the Reef.'

Frank laughed at her discomfort. 'Relax, honey, Kere was technical
advisor on Jacques Cousteau's last documentaryhekitated. 'Or was it
Ben Cropp's? It doesn't matter, because he knase tleefs like the back of
his hand. Don't you, Ken?'

From the flying bridge, Ken looked down at her aatuted. 'Sure | do. |
grew up in Townsville.'

All the same, she wasn't reassured. Even Captadk Gad run aground in
these waters when he first discovered Australiad Ken was no Captain
Cook.

'l still think we should head back to Main Bay,es$aid firmly. The Reef
waters were beautiful, silvered by moonlight asythere now, but they
were still among the world's most dangerous.

The magnificent colour changes from delicate btudeaepest green, which
were so admired by visitors, were created wherecibral banks and
ramparts were separated by tortuous channels. @yt there was little to
distinguish the channels.

'Relax, and have some champagne,’ Frank urged.



She shook her head. 'Where are you heading?"

Ken answered from the bridge. 'Maureen has a yeotenorkelling. We
were talking about it at the party and it seemkel & good idea.’

She drew a sharp breath. 'Snorkelling at night?réall crazy! The sharks
will have you for a midnight snack.'

The genuine terror in her voice communicated itaelast to Frank. "You
really are scared out here, aren't you?'

'Yes, | am.' For good measure, she added, 'Alssém. not a very good
sailor. | don't feel at all well. | should have wad you." The very real fear
she felt for their safety leant a convincing trertmher voice.

'We'll have to turn back, Belle's ill,' Frank td{en.

There was a sigh of disappointment from the otHiis.moonlight swim?
Aw, gee...’

Belle could only feel tremendous relief that theyllbought her seasick act.
In truth, she was a fantastic sailor and had adismompanied her father on
sailing holidays up and down the Whitsunday PassBgeit was all she
could think of to make Frank and his party returhte safety of the beach.
She dreaded to think what could happen to thehrely tvent diving on the
Reef by night, especially after they'd been drigkin

She turned a shaky face to Frank. 'l will have thiatk now, please.’

She sipped it slowly, only starting to relax whea shadowy bulk of Mana
Island came back into view. It rose high out of Wetter, a dark mass of
volcanic rock and coral. The sides were clothegrasslands and rain forest
and looked black and forbidding by night, in costréo the sparkling
whiteness of the surf beaches fringing the shddee had never been so
glad to see the island on the horizon as she was no



But instead of returning to the public jetty at Mday, Ken steered the
cruiser around the coastline to a secluded beaathwias locally popular
with nude sunbathers. 'Why are we pulling in hesa@'asked.

Ken turned around and winked as he throttled bhekpowerful engine.
'Well, you see, ... er... borrowed this here Boat.

'You stole it?' she asked, horrified.

'‘No, | borrowed it. We have every intention of returning it to you
neighbours when we've finished our midnight jaunt.’

'Now you wouldn't want us to wake them up at someaunthly hour just to
ask to borrow their boat, would you?' Frank saabsomably.

She wondered what the Morrisons, who lived nextrdoothe Frasers,
would think of his rational argument. Somehow, dbabted whether Bill
Morrison would be impressed. He was a very possessinscious man and
was always working on his boat. 'l think you'd betake the boat back right
away,' she said in a low voice.

‘All right, all right, no need to upset yourseitank placated her. '"We'll just
pull in at that little cove, Ken.'

Ken did as bidden, steering the boat with commeledskill through the
narrow mouth of the cove and beaching it gentlyaostretch of pristine
white sand.

‘There, | told you | was perfectly all right,’ had, then belied his words by
stumbling as he climbed down from the flying bridge

Belle offered up a silent prayer of thanks thaythad made it back to the
beach safely. Bill Morrison would have to colle@ boat from the cove in
the morning, because these three weren't puttingp@ea again if she could
help it.



In the end, she was unable to change their minasy Were deaf to all her
arguments about the wisdom of cruising the Regfgitt, and she was very
much in the minority.

Frank patted her shoulder. 'Now you just settlerselfi down here till you
feel better. We'll be back for you in an hour arallvall go safely home to
bed. All right?'

'No, it isn't all right!" she spluttered. 'In thiest place, | don't want to be
stranded here, and in the second you're all gairggt yourselves killed.’

'‘Don't worry about us," Frank chuckled. 'Ken antlave been leading
charmed lives for two decades. We're favouriteshef gods, aren't we,
Maureen?'

'Sure thing," Maureen giggled. She was somewhahphgne-affected and
not likely to be much help to Belle in changingica mind.

But short of physically preventing them from leayjirthere was nothing
Belle could do except watch them push the boatimiot deeper water.
Despair assailed her as she heard the enginetstdmoaty growling again,
then escalate into a high- pitched noise as thelegi up speed.

In the still night air, she heard the engine fdorag time, interspersed with
laughter from the revellers, then it died away ahé was alone on the
beach.

Being left on the beach didn't frighten her. Shd b#ien camped out on
different parts of the island as a child and shevwkevery beach and cove
intimately. She was more frightened for the others.

They had promised to return in an hour, so shéedetierself on the sand
with her back against a pandanus palm, to waithfem.

She could only hope that Frank's gods were indee#ting after his
favourites tonight, because they were going to rexeay ounce of luck to
survive their insane plans.



Cursing the serendipity of all film people, shesed her eyes and let her
thoughts wander with the gentle sea breezes.

Try as she might, they came back again and agaonéoperson—Rex
Marron. What was he doing now? Had he waited foohehe jetty, or was
he already back at the colony with his preciousnéai

Probably the latter, she thought miserably, altosige had only herself to
blame. She had done nothing but rebuff him since aeived. She must
have been crazy to think she could redress allhidt the promise of a
night of love.

Thinking of his rejection brought a wave of pairitwit. Maybe that was his
way of getting even with her for playing games befdut she had been
perfectly sincere tonight. She had wanted him tkertave to her. Now, she
didn't even have the consolation of having loveldigeshe had lost him.

In her well of sand, still warm from the day's swith her back cradled
against the tree, she began to fade. Her eyelltd$idavy and her whole
body became a weight, sinking into the warm sand.

She was drifting. Drifting. The whispering breezeshe pandanus palms
lulled her, as did the shushing of the waves agé#nmessand. She slept.

It was only when the early-morning chill began ¢éeg into her bones that
she awoke with a start. She was shivering with ,caidi her clothes were
damp with dew.

Good lord! Her watch had stopped at two in the rmyrHeaven only knew
what time it was now or how long she had slept. dtieers should have
returned for her ages ago.

Unless... her heart lurched and a sick feeling edsiver her. Unless they'd
had an accident and were never coming back dt allly she had been able
to persuade them not to put out to sea again!



She stood up, stumbling as her cramped legs peoteShe stamped her feet
to dispel the pins and needles, and wrapped hes around herself to try to
get warm.

This was useless. She would be better off walkexkto the colony where
she could summon help to organise an air-and-sealsef the area.

After a moment's hesitation, she decided to go blaaugh the rain forest,
following a track she'd taken hundreds of timeohefit was the first time
she'd tried it in darkness, but it was the fasiest back.

It would have been easier to follow the beach adobat now, at high tide,
she would have had to clamber over treacherousy@dssibly sustaining
some coral cuts which healed slowly and painfully.

As she turned towards them, the jungle-covered lutbked forbidding, full
of dark shadowy places and alive with the flap-ftdpvings. They were
only birds, she told herself firmly to silence thgterflies starting up in her
stomach. She told herself this was only a sceme the film. She was Lara,
the jungle queen, and this was her domain.

By pretending that the tangle of she-oaks, pandaposicianas and
banyans was a movie set, she was able to plougidahih increasing
confidence.

By day, the dark greenery would be enlived by shewa brilliantly
coloured tropical flowers. Now, there was only grdédack profusion and
the sound of little mountain streams in her ears.

Skirting the edge of a saltwater lagoon which was\een for native birds,
she stumbled on a tangle of vines and almost spchall her length.

‘Lara, queen of the jungle, has eyes like a cati@jubt as sure-footed,’ she
recited to herself as she regained her feet. 'lgaeen of the jungle, is afraid
of nothing.’

‘Lara, queen of the jungle is a terrible liar," stieled, fighting the urge to
giggle hysterically. Only the thought that the athmight be depending on



her to fetch help kept her going. That they midtdady be beyond help, she
refused to consider.

When the ground became boggy beneath her feeknslveshe had reached
the mangroves beyond which was the Fraser villa.&foided the tangled
roots by making a wide detour along the beach, gimgiat the spot where
Laine had held her beach party earlier. The sarsdstiblittered with debris
and light flickered from the coloured globes festing the trees.

To Belle's surprise, the villa wasn't in darknesslae'd expected. Instead, it
was ablaze with light, and there were lights omemny of the guest rooms
flanking the pool.

She screamed as she stumbled against a bulky nmeséddy. A torch
shone into her eyes, momentarily blinding her, Hrete was a muffled
curse. 'Thank God, is you,Belle!’

She collapsed against his familiar bulk. 'Sammankhgoodness it's you!'
He put a steadying arm around her shoulders andosiga her as they
walked back towards the house. 'Hey, everybodyBille, she's OK!" he
called out in his booming voice which had brougf@nymna movie set to a
standstill.

'What do you mean? Of course I'm OK,' she saidzlpdz

'We thought you'd drowned,' he explained, his valoeked.

'‘Drowned? | don't understand.’

'‘Never mind now. You're safe, and that's all thatters. | wasn't looking
forward to facing Mitch with the news that you'ah hell, I'm getting all
emotional. Come inside and we'll talk.'

In perplexed silence, she let him escort her ihtovwilla where a circle of

anxious faces greeted her. There was no sign ofel d&ut Rex was there
and he looked furiously angry.



'Where the hell have you been?' he demanded arathibes looked at him,
shocked.

'Give the girl a minute,” Sammy said, defending. ité& put a glass of
something into her hand. She sipped it and founa# brandy. The warmth
flowed through her.

'I'm all right, Sammy,’ she assured him. 'Butike ko know what all this is
about.’

'Weren't you with Frank and the others on the endisRex demanded.

'l was for a short while but when | found out tlieyjeen drinking, |

persuaded them to put me ashore. | tried to gen tieestay with me, but
they were determined to go out on the Reef." Sheléd a hand to her
mouth. 'Oh God, they're not...'

Rex confronted her grimly. 'No, they're not. Butviis a near thing. They
turned the boat over on a coral bank just outsidenNHarbour. If a marlin
boat hadn't been heading off for an early startsa®h the accident, they'd
all have died out there.'

She felt the colour drain from her face. 'l shobhkl/e talked them into
staying.'

It wasn't your fault. They're big boys, and migligky ones,” Sammy
assured her. '‘As it is, they'll have to pay the obthe cruiser they wrecked,
which should teach them a lesson.’

Frank's gods must have been with them after ak they all right?’
‘They sustained various injuries and they've bakart to the mainland for
treatment, but they should be all right." He turteethe others. 'We'd better

cancel the search and get some rest.’

When Sammy and the others had filed out, leavimgalome with Rex, she
said, 'What search?'



'When there was no sign of you, we thought yousviied in the accident.
An air search was to get under way at daybreakld&uly all the anger left
his face. 'Oh God, Belle! | thought I'd lost youitght.'

She was alarmed by the depth of despair in hisvdits all right, I'm safe.’

He shook his head. 'No, it isn't all right. You hbecause you believed I'd
used you as a cover in order to meet Laine tonight.

'Well, didn't you?' she asked in a low voice. Hm@ern was merely guilt
because he thought he was to blame for her neat-mis

‘No, I didn't." His eyes searched her face, warnewven as he looked at her.
'How can | make you believe me?"

'Does it matter what | think?"

He took the glass from her and crushed her to lirshe could feel the

frantic pounding of his heart through her clothsnatters, because | want
to marry you, Belle. Tonight, when | thoughtl'd lo®u, | realised how

much you mean to me. | want to marry you, my love.'

She felt light-headed, not sure she was hearingdnight. She placed both
hands on his chest, putting a few needed inchespade between them.
'Wait, Rex. Are you sure this isn't just the watadking?'

'Of course, but it's also the truth. When | thoughi were lost on the Reef,
| found | didn't want to go on. That's how much ynean to me, love.’

Weakly, she leaned against him, feeling the wamwhtins hands across her
back. 'But what about Laine? She told me your sgjmer was a publicity

stunt and that you were waiting for the right tinl® announce a

reconciliation.’

He swore softly under his breath. '8@t'swhere you got the idea | was
meeting her secretly.’

Hope welled in her like a rising flame. "You med#risn't true?’



'No, itisn't.'
'‘But why would she make up something like that?'
"To keep you and me apart, which is exactly whatssimanaged to do.’

For a moment, Belle thought she must still be wanden the rain forest
and imagining all this. 'l don't understand anytod," she said weatrily.

He stroked the hair back from her forehead witlertlgness which brought
tears to her eyes. 'lIt is a lot to take in, | kn@specially after the night
you've had. But just understand one thing, my dgrli love you and | want
to marry you. Nothing else matters.’

Something was happening to her brain. Swirling dfowf mist kept
gathering before her eyes, affecting her abilitythink straight. She
struggled to think through the haze. 'But Lain@ sai

'l know, and it's time you knew the whole storydsefyou give me the
answer | pray you will give me. Are you up to hagrit now?'

'Of course | am,' she said impatiently, just sesdrefore the fog swirled all
around her and she saw the floor rushing up to imeret



CHAPTER NINE

REX's anxious face swam into focus above her and shgged to focus on
him. He cradled her as she sat up, and continuédltbher. 'I'm sorry, |
don't know what came over me," she apologised.

He massaged her back and shoulders until she terllthe tension ebbing
out of them. 'Don't apologise. | should have realigou needed more time
to get over your ordeal out there. Would you like tm call a doctor?"

‘No, I'm fine, really,’ she insisted. 'l feel suxlfool.'

'No more than | feel," he said ruefully. 'Lettinguytake off in a boat with
those idiots, and all because you misjudged myioglship with Laine.'

She fought down the hope which began to take rbbisawords. 'You'd
better tell me what's going on here.’

He regarded her with soft-eyed concern. 'Are yore sgou're up to it
tonight? Maybe after a good night's sleep...’

'l shan't sleep a wink until I know the truth,’ Saéd impatiently. 'Really, I'm
fine now.'

All the same, he insisted she take a hot showechadge her clothes, then
he fetched her another brandy and watched hershwdihad sipped at least
half of it. Its warmth spread along her veins lilkgers of fire. Then she set
the glass down and crossed her arms, regardingteadily. 'Well?'

He raked a hand through his dark hair, rumplinghen he fixed her with a
steady gaze. 'First, | need to be sure that yduttieesame way about me,
Belle.’

Wearily, she shook her head. 'I'm not sure that I &now | love you, but |
want something more lasting from love than | thyoki do.’

'Even though | told you | want to marry you?"



'l feel as if | pressured you into a proposal. Aa##, when you came here,
you made it clear all you wanted was a holiday noced

He smiled nostalgically. 'So | did, when | arrivédhad been hurt and was
feeling disillusioned about women. When | foundonge sharing the villa, |
felt we could dispense with the preliminaries.dlhgthought an affair with
you would be enough to satisfy me.'

She could hardly speak for the lump in her thréaid wasn't it?'

'No. The better | came to know you, the more lisea | need you in my
life, for good.'

To avoid meeting his eyes, she picked up her brandycradled the glass in
front of her, the gesture instinctively protecti@wirling the liquid around
in the glass, she stared into the amber deptha.K¥ow | feel the same way
about you," she confirmed. 'But I'm still confusdmbut you and Laine.’

He lowered his head. 'There's no need. Hell, yae baight to know. Laine
Grosvenor is my sister."'

She felt as if he had felled her with a blow. ‘B¢ publicity... she was
living with you..."

'She was living in my house, certainly. But we weever lovers. The
papers made that up and | couldn't correct it with@vealing the truth
about our relationship.’

'‘But your sister," Belle breathed, her thoughtsrivty. 'How could that be?
Laine is English.’

'So is my mother. Early in her career, she felbire with an English actor.
He deserted her when she found out she was pred@tamhad no security
to offer the child and no choice but to have it@eéd. After she became
successful, she tried to trace the child, but daile

‘Laine is that child,’ Belle said flatly.



'Yes. She came here from England with papers whiokied her identity
and of course, my mother took her in straight aivay.

Suddenly it was all clear to Belle. 'That's why ygave her a home and
helped her to get started in films here.’

He nodded, his gaze hardening. 'l thought she usisyj struggling young
actress that Mum had befriended. You see, my mothsrtoo ashamed of
her past even to tell me about Laine. It came @& gushock when Laine
herself confronted me with the news that she wasatiysister.'

‘But | still don't understand why you had to keep secret, knowing what
the press would think of her living with you."'

‘That didn't matter a damn. What worried me mors Wwaw my mother
would react if the news became public. She's éradugh without being the
centre of a scandal.'

'‘But surely it's all in the past now," Belle verdr

‘A star's life is never in the past,’ Rex saidebijt 'Look how they still
attack poor Marilyn Monroe, after all these ye#dmsd as Lenore Gale, my
mother was a star in England.’

Belle touched his hand, the light gesture a bordden them. 'l see. So you
let the media attack you instead.’

‘It wasn't all that noble,' he insisted, colourgtightly. 'My mother did save
my life in that plane crash. The least | can detifer live out her last years
in peace and dignity.'

One thing was still puzzling Belle. 'You said yowere afraid the news
would harm your mother if it got out. How couldifityou three were the
only ones who knew the truth?’

'Laine threatened to make her story public unlegg her bigger and bigger
parts. When success didn't come as quickly as simed, she tried to use
her charms on me to make me do her bidding.’



Shocked, Belle stared at him, her eyes wide. '8hthdt knowing you were
brother and sister?"

‘There isn't much she won't stoop to if it will thuer her career,’ he said
grimly. 'l think she sensed she'd gone too far tima¢ and volunteered to
move out if I'd foot the bills for her.’

'‘And that's where the press got their "palimonybrytfrom,” Belle
concluded. 'Oh, Rex, how terrible for you.'

‘There was nothing | could do about it without mgtmy mother." His
shoulders slumped and the sea-green eyes darketheglam. 'Now you see
why | didn't want to involve you in this, knowingdt Laine would stop at
nothing to get what she wants.'

Her heart went out to him, even though there waking she could say to
ease his pain. 'Surely Laine wouldn't stand irviag of your happiness.’

'She would if it threatened her future securitg,'dverred. 'As long as she
has the power to destroy my mother, | can't takerisiks with her.’

A tight knot of unhappiness formed in Belle's creesd she swallowed hard,
seeking the strength to say the words she kneunsis¢ 'Then there can be
no future for us as long as your mother is vulnieréd Laine's threats.'

His eyes were full of regret as he faced her.afraid so, my darling. | want
to put my ring on your finger and tell the worléthwe belong to each other,
but the risk is too great, to you as well as myheot

‘There is another way,' she said softly, wondeanier own temerity. 'We
could still belong together, as long as we areotiilg ones who know it.'

He touched her chin so her face came up and shéimsearching look
proudly. "You would do that for me, even thougtah't offer you a public
commitment for God knows how long?'



She laughed softly, seductively. 'You flatter yalf,lsMr Marron. I'd be
doing it for me, too. If | can't have everythingvant, I'm adult enough to
settle for what | can have.'

'Oh, Belle.'

He reached for her and she swayed against hinsasrhs tightened around
her. 'l love you, Rex," she whispered into his #teny while his hand
caressed her hair over and over.

With a groan of capitulation, he swept her up ihte strong arms, the
muscles of his many work-outs more than a matchdoslight weight. She
leaned into the embrace and clasped her handsdahigineck as he carried
her to his room.

She thought he would carry her to the bed, bueatshe set her down just
inside the door. There, he gathered her into msao their bodies melded
into one line.

When he kissed her, his mouth was fiery and demagndHer lips, already
molten, shaped themselves to his command.

A gasp of pure pleasure escaped her as he sliddaim®etween the buttons
of her shirt and found her breasts. Through her bn@ could feel the
warmth of his touch as it became more and morentrge

Her whole body vibrated with need of him until dle# as if she would
explode at any moment.

As he sensed her surrender, his caresses becaméntimoate until, with an
impatient gesture, he swept aside her shirt anchezhfor the fastening of
her bra.

In the next instant, she stood before him, her golgkin glowing as she
swayed towards him.

'‘Are you sure?' he ground out. 'There's still ttmehange your mind.’



As if she could, when every inch of her was tremdplivith anticipation. He
had aroused her to such a pitch of feverish exetgrthat she could no
more walk away now than she could fly.

‘Yes, my darling,' was all she could say throughstacted throat muscles.
It was enough.

He led her to the bed and drew back the coversyas locked with hers.
She reached for the fastening of her jeans, bstdyed her hand. 'Please, let
me.'

Mesmerised by the warmth of his gaze, she allowedtt guide her on to
the bed and lay quiescent while he unzipped hasjead slid them slowly
down the length of her legs. As his fingers trailddng her thighs, she
arched her back, feeling wave after wave of degagh over her.

He dealt with his own clothes more speedily, lettinem drop where they
would, until he was clad only in sleek black briefisich skimmed his lean
hips. Then he shed those too, leaving her in ndias to his state of
arousal.

When he lay beside her on the bed, the conta@ddier like an electric
shock, and she almost pulled away from him. Buiddd her until the shock
subsided and she curved willingly into his armsaga

With insistent, mind-shattering pressure, he mass$dgwer breasts in turn
into pert, expectant life. Her breathing quickeaed her pulses fluttered at
throat and wrist like captive birds.

'l love you, Belle,” he murmured, his mouth rovimger hers, seeking and
receiving a response she was powerless to withhold.

'l love you too," she answered unhesitatinghhitik I've loved you since we
first met.'

‘All that time wasted,' he said in self-disgust.



'We aren't wasting it now,' she reminded him.

He kissed her again, long and deeply, putting theoembrace all the love
he held for her. To realise how thoroughly she ieasd took her breath
away.

When he covered her body with his she was prepareadtill gasped with
surprised delight when he claimed her. She hadnidat would be like
this, but this was real and every powerful thrddtis body emphasised it.

Together, they soared inexorably upwards to heighfgdeasure they had
never known before. A new world of sensation opdneire her and she
explored it eagerly, her body acting almost obits volition.

Just when it seemed as if there were no new height®e scaled, they
reached one more, the highest of all. There, thested the peak together,
then glided down the other side in shared ecstasy.

'My Belle, my wife," he whispered as their breaghshowed at last.

'Yes, Rex. Even if no one in the world knows it bst She was his, in every
way that mattered. What did it matter if there weasring, no symbol,
maybe not for a long time?

All the same, a small voice inside nagged that ggesht did matter, just a
little. What right had Laine to come between théke this, and all in the
name of her ambition?

'‘Are you sure you don't mind?' he asked her asrhdled her in the
darkness.

'Of course not. As long as | know you love me,deshn't matter who else
knows it,' she vowed. If only he knew how much slated to believe it
herself.

She awoke to the pressure of an arm across her isdyeight warm and
somehow welcoming. As she came fully awake, the amgrof last night



came flooding back and she turned her head. Wheeayes met Rex's, he
smiled languidly. ‘Good morning, love.’

'l thought for a minute, I'd dreamed... everythinghe said with
unaccustomed shyness.

'If you did, we shared the same dream. No regrets?’

Resolutely she shook her head. 'Not a one.’

His eyes brightened and he reached for her. '©gveowe it?"'

'Oh, Rex! What about the others?'

They both knew she meant Laine. 'They're packieggly for the trip back
to the mainland,’ he explained. 'Soon we'll haweistand all to ourselves
again.’'

It was a heady thought and her body trembled vi¢hprospect of the days
ahead of them. He felt the tremor and gatheredllose against him. ‘Not
scared?’

'Of you? Never." But maybe a little at what she gatl herself into, she
acknowledged. In giving herself to Rex, she'd magéedge as binding as
any marriage vow. Even though he could offer noartban a secret love

for now, she had accepted it whole-heartedly.

Some day, when Rex had found a way to nullify Laintkereat, they would
be together publicly. Until then, it was enouglktmw that Rex loved her.

Rex teased the frown from her forehead with a stgpkinger. 'Such deep
thoughts. Like to share them with me?"

She kissed the tip of his finger as it slid past mmeuth. ‘I want to share
everything with you.'

He grinned. 'l thought we already did."l was refgy to my innermost
thoughts," she said primly, making him laugh agaime sound of it sent



answering ripples of joy flooding through her. lilp they could remain
here in their cocoon of loving warmth, sharing laigéy and secrets for
ever...

The thought was shattered by a rap on the doox, &e you awake?"
At the sound of Laine's voice, Belle shot Rex anedrglance. When she
gestured towards the open bathroom door, he noaligéghe slipped out of

bed, reaching for her clothes, which were scatterethe floor.

Carrying them, she slipped into the bathroom anigg@ahe door closed. As
she dressed quietly, she wondered what Laine waatedgently.

Laine's voice projected clearly through the thinoodrawing Belle's
attention reluctantly.

'l didn't want to disturb you before this, Rex,cg&rthere was nothing you
could do, anyway.'

‘Nothing | could do about what? Come on, Laine, Wh&?"

'It's your mother."'

Rex drew an audible breath. 'Oh God, she's not...'

‘No! It's all right,” came Laine's quick denialutBhere was a phone call
from the mainland this morning to say she's hadeseort of relapse and

she's asking for you.'

Belle could imagine Rex shaking Laine. 'For Godlees woman, why didn't
you call me to the phone?'

'It was only a message, and | knew you couldnidamtil the crew 'copter
goes at lunch time, so what was the point?’'

"You are the most unfeeling..." He broke off, hagce hoarse with emotion.
'‘Next time, I'll take my own messages and make ymwn mind if they're
important or not. Do you understand?"



'I'm sorry, Rex. The phone woke me from sleep amstidpose | wasn't
thinking properly, otherwise | would have calleduyo

She sounded so genuinely contrite that Belle wasnprised when she
heard Rex's voice soften. 'It's all right, Lairien sorry | took it the wrong
way. Who called and what exactly did they say?"

Laine repeated the message carefully. It seemetd Litniaore Marron's
companion had called, giving the information thasMlarron had taken a
turn for the worse and was asking for her son.

'What time was this?' Rex demanded. Belle wondédréeé was thinking
about the reason why he had been too preoccuplezbiahe phone ringing.

'‘About four this morning. As | said, | wasn't toadht myself, after the
excitement of the search last night.'

‘I know, we all got to bed late,' Rex said flatfgod, how am | going to get
to the mainland from here, in a hurry?'

There was a pause. 'There's nothing leaving tarddill tomorrow. But the
film company has charted a special 'copter toH&/drew back. There's one
spare seat aboard. You could take it. There isathniuggage space, but
you could put some of what you'll need in my case lzave the rest of your
things sent on later.’

‘All right. What time does the flight leave?"

‘Around lunch time. Would you like the caterer taka you some food first,
since you've missed breakfast?’

'No thanks. | don't feel like eating right now. lidtter start packing.'

Belle heard the bedroom door open. 'All right, Rékleave my suitcase
open on my bed. Just put whatever you want inandt lock it up.’

‘Thanks, Laine. | appreciate your help.'



There was the sound of the bedroom door closingBatié heard the other
woman's footsteps tap-tapping down the hall. Castig she peered around
the bathroom door. Rex was sitting dejectedly @nethd of the bed.

She knelt beside him. 'l heard everything and bimys Rex. But you'll be
home in a few hours. Everything will be all right.'

He gave her a wan smile. 'l guess so. | didn't walgave my mother at all.
| was afraid something like this would happen. Bl insisted she'd be all
right.’

Belle nodded. 'Typical mother's response.’

His smile broadened a little. "You're right. No teatwhat they're feeling
they still insist they're fine. | should have ardweth her.’'

Belle stood up. 'lI've tried arguing with my fatl@edozen times and it never
does any good. | suppose it's parental privilege.'

'You could be right.'

He was rapidly regaining control of himself, Betlteuld see. After the
initial shock, he was starting to function with leigsstomary efficiency. He
looked around the room.

'l don't want to crush Laine's clothes with too snah my possessions, so
I'll take just a change of clothes and my shaviegrgWill it be all right if |
leave the rest here?’

'Of course. | can send it on or,' she paused,cgold come back and fetch it
as soon as you know your mother's all right.’

His arms went around her briefly, with an instdatihg of warmth. 'Don't
worry, I'll be back. You won't have to hold my pessions hostage to get
me here.’



He kissed her lightly, his lips capturing hers émly a second, but it was
enough to send surges of desire racing along hies Vi&e wildfire. She
pulled free.

‘There's no time for this now. You have to get gackt the bedroom door,
she paused. 'l know you told Laine you didn't waneat anything, but
would it help if | made you some coffee and brougit here?"

He gave her a grateful glance. 'You're an angdfe€sounds terrific right
now.'

Thankful that there was something she could daetp,thowever little, she
sped towards the kitchen and filled the kettle wititer. While she waited
for it to boil, she spooned coffee into two cupke Svould have hers with
him while he got ready.

That he would soon be gone from the island, shbqalito the back of her
mind. His mother was ill and needed him, that wasitwmattered. There
would be plenty of time later for them to indulde tpassions which had
flared between them in their brief embrace momagts

Rex was right about the chemistry which existedveen them. It was
almost palpable and the slightest contact couldegh The touch of a hand,
a brief kiss, was enough to set their senses abldhaeneed of each other.

Belle hugged herself as she thought about lastt.niglen though Rex
would soon be far away, she was his and the cé&ytaiould sustain her
until he returned.

The kettle shrilled and she made the coffee, sgrdream into Rex's cup
with brisk gestures. He had refused food, but slteapcouple of Danish
pastries on to a plate, transferring the cups aad fo a tray to take back to
Rex's room.

She was delayed for a short time when one of thrediiew looked in with a

request to borrow some milk. His work finished hdre was in a chatty
mood and she was thankful when he left at last.&ldeRex had precious
little time before he had to leave and she didamhtito waste any of it.



Half-way down the corridor, she heard voices confriogn Laine's room.
One of them was Rex's and the angry sound madesiise.

You'll have to do better than that, Laine." Rexrsted angrier than Belle
could remember hearing him.

'Oh, | can do better, much better."' Laine's voi@s &n answering purr, so
blatantly seductive that Belle felt ill.

She was shocked at herself for eavesdroppingdosething held her to the
spot, listening to the drama being played out bdybaine's partly open
door. She was, after all, a part of whatever wasgon.

Even as she rationalised her own behaviour, sha tetmor of dismay go
down her spine at Laine's tone.

'Please, Rex, whatever | did was because | cangust about you.'

Rex's curt response came soon after. 'The onlyopeysu care about is
yourself.’

'How can you say that? You know it isn't true.’

Unexpectedly, the door swung open of its own acdordeveal Laine
standing on tiptoe with her arms around Rex's ragxakher lips pressed to
his.

The sight so shocked Belle that she almost drogpettay. She thrust it on
to a nearby table and leaned against the walluippart.

Suddenly she realised she only had Rex's wordtftitat Laine was his
sister. Was it an elaborate lie to get Belle intlded, where he had made it
clear he wanted her from the beginning? If so tettkfallen for it hook, line
and sinker.

'My Belle, my wife..." he had said, sounding sacene. Why, oh why, hadn't
she remembered that he was an actor, whose stdckdi@ was deception?



He had deceived her expertly enough. She had yaaliepted his story
about Laine's past, even to the extent of agrdeigg to bed with him as if
they were already married.

What a blind, trusting fool she was!

'Oh, my God—-Belle!'

At the sound of Rex's voice, she looked back td firm staring at her in

horror. Was he sorry for Belle, or sorry for hinfsétat his deception had
been found out?

Either way, she didn't care any more. She just @dtd get away from the
sight of him in Laine's arms. Whatever the explamatit spelled the end of
her hopes and dreams for them.

'Belle, please wait.'

Before he could move, she fled down the corridal @t across the terrace
to the beach, wanting to put as much distance Betwerself and her

betrayer as possible.

What could he possibly have to say to her that doohke any difference
now?

Despite her flying feet he caught up with her & tove, where she had
shown him the best places to dive for coral. Wherdught at her arm, she
tried to pull free.

'Let me go! Haven't you done enough for one nights?’

'‘Belle, what you saw... it isn't what you think!"

She turned to face him, her gaze defiant, hidiegdipths of her pain. ‘Isn't
it? Then what is it, Mister Nice Guy? Are you goiilaggive me some more

of that sister-rubbish?"

'‘No, I'm not," he said flatly.



So he had decided to tell her the truth at lastafiathe difference it would
make. 'That's something, | suppose,’ she said afiser'Well, is Laine
Grosvenor your sister or not?'



CHAPTER TEN

TIME seemed to stand still as she waited for his answeich was an
eternity in coming. She was achingly conscioushefduffering in his dark
eyes and longed to offer him some words or gestwifresmfort. But until

she knew where she stood with him, she was unabisath out.

He looked down, scuffing the sand with his feetichtwere clad, she noted
distantly, in expensive jogging shoes. For runraftgr women like Laine,
she thought with bitter irony.

His words confirmed her worst fears. 'No, Lainétisry sister."'

Belle didn't wait to hear any more. With an anicrgl she was powerless to
withhold, she turned away from him and fled acithesbeach.

He appealed to her to stop, but she was in no nfoodhis apologies,
however sincere. Nothing he could say would allevthe pain she felt at
discovering the extent of his deception.

It must have seemed inspired, saying that Lainessister. He knew it
would absolve him from all suspicion in Belle's ohiAnd it had. She had
given herself to him willingly, certain that he wdumarry her as soon as he
could protect his mother from Laine's threats.

Now who was to protect Belle? She had given Rexyhvimg of herself and
she felt as if she was empty inside.

Although she had changed her clothes, she stillewtbe high-heeled
sandals she had partied in last night, and theghtaat every rock and sand
drift. But she pressed on, not looking back in das& tried to follow her.
She needed some time to herself before she faceddmin.

Beyond the encroaching mangroves, she knew ofyactiwe outside the
colony. There was only a small crescent of beaatkdzh by tropical
vegetation. In front lay the coral banks which wesgosed in all their
magnificence at low tide.



The tide was out now, she saw as she reached tee Risking a glance
backwards she saw that Rex was nowhere in sightb&lae had decided to
head back and get ready for the flight to the naadIwith Laine.

With Laine. She choked on the thought, but wasefdro accept it. After
what she had seen in Laine's bedroom, she had wiot deat Laine had
achieved her aim of a reconciliation with Rex.

But why pretend she was his sister? As soon athslught of the question,
the answer followed. He had wanted Belle in his fsech the moment he
arrived, and the only way to get her there was &kenup a sufficiently
touching story.

‘The bastard!" she said aloud, disturbing a heroiciwhad been fishing in
the shallows. It flew off, its wings wide and mdjesnd she watched it with
misty eyes.

'l hope you weren't referring to me,' came a chtendice behind her and
she jumped, startled.

‘Sammy! | didn't hear you approaching.’
If he noticed her wan expression, he said nothingas meditating behind
those rocks," he explained. 'We're leaving shatlgt | wanted to soak up

some of this tranquil atmosphere before | rejomrtht race.'

Although she felt anything but tranquil, she noddédeel the same way
when | have to leave.'

Sammy reached out and touched her cheek with degesd. "You look
pretty miserable for someone who isn't leaving. thmg | can do?'

Fiercely, she shook her head. 'No, but thanks éargoconcerned.
'It's a habit | developed from having my own kidgey're grown up now,

the son working in films, and the daughter mariaad living in Western
Australia.'



Belle guessed he was talking to give her time tmver her poise. 'Any
grandchildren?' she asked, making the most of itrexgion.

‘Two girls, four and five. They're both as cheekytlzeir mother ever was.
He folded his arms and regarded her anxiouslylitigbetter now?'

She nodded.

'Enough to want to talk about it?'

'l don't know..." she said diffidently.

He guided her to his pile of rocks and she sat dogside him, feeling the
sun-drenched stone warming her back. 'l gatherhthgsssomething to do
with Rex Marron?'

There was no reason to deny it. 'Yes.'

'When we arrived, | got the feeling that you twareve well... close.'
'‘Close enough,’ she conceded. 'But only as friends.

'‘But it was turning into something more until wer@aalong, wasn't it?"

She shrugged. 'l don't know. Maybe."

Sammy let out a sharp breath. 'l guessed as muxhl #eel responsible for
what's happened.’

Her head came up. 'You? Why?'
'If we hadn't needed your island for location shupt Laine Grosvenor
wouldn't have been able to get her clutches inte &min. You and he

might have made a match of it.’

'l doubt it," she said soberly. 'l don't think iasvever really over between
them.'



'‘Maybe you're right. All the same, by letting usT@here you didn't get
much out of the bargain.’

More than he knew! But she wasn't going to tossyamtaat little remained
of her pride by telling anyone how she had beeredulft's all right, I'll get
over it,' she said with forced assurance.

'l hope so. You're too nice a girl to go to waste.’
‘Thanks, Sammy. | needed a vote of confidence tbday

He stood up, brushing the sand from his cloth&sb#tter be going. The
crew will be waiting and | told everyone else todmgtime, so | should set an
example. Will you be all right?'

She attempted a smile. 'Sure, Sammy. Have a gmbd fack.’
'Won't you come and see us off?’
She shook her head. 'I'll stand here and wave asay@ off.'

‘That will have to do. I'll let you know how thediage comes out and
whether we need you to loop in any of the dialogupost-production. If
not, we'll see you when we screen the rough-cut.’

'I'll be there,' she agreed, not at all sure thatwgould. Seeing herself on the
screen opposite Laine would only bring back painfieinories. Maybe she
would just immerse herself in her writing and fdrgdl about the film
world, which had brought her so much heartachdylate

She waved as Sammy trudged off up the beach. Thentwsned her
attention to the carpet of coral which was rapidéing exposed by the
retreating waves.

Her cove was no more than twenty yards across, leehimon both sides
by the coral beds. They were drying out in thenawwv, the beds broken up
by small ocean pools and the gleam of strandedsbss



She focused her attention on the white caps dattie@lacid waters beyond
the low tide mark. If only she could float awayttve waves, and be free of
this aching sense of loss.

Now and again, a wave broke against a giant caadlhexposed by the low
water, and her spirits shattered in sympathy, imtodreds of pinpricks of
diamond bright light. She felt as if her heart, t@as breaking into tiny little
pieces.

She let her breath out slowly, realising she'd esding it. Unconsciously,
she was listening for the sound of the helicopter.

Sammy had said they were leaving soon. Rex wouldboard, travelling
back to the mainland with Laine.

Unless the story of his mother's illness was ath®, He had seemed
genuinely alarmed when Laine had given him her agesghis morning, so
perhaps that part was true.

It was only the part about Laine threatening highaos health that he had
exaggerated.

She could see why he had done it. She had madeatt that she wasn't
interested in a holiday romance, which was whdtdukfirst offered. So this
was the only way he could entice her into bed.

She stifled a sob. How she wished she could havaitht over again. How
different things would be then.

But would they? a small voice inside her asked gjoesly. Would she be
any more resistant to his treacherous charms fowkig the truth?

Even now, she could recall the warmth of his hamdser skin, and the
mounting excitement she felt when he had madetlm¥er. Damn him! He
had made her enjoy his lovemaking and she knew-Hliab she was—that
she would still fall prey to him, even knowing thevas no future for them.

'‘Belle! Belle, where are you?'



She tensed as she heard Rex calling for her, takedl frantically around
the small cove. There was no hiding place here.

She scrambled to her feet. Now she knew the awdfthh about herself, Rex
mustn't find her here. She would be his no matteatvihe was, or what he
did. What sort of woman did that make her?

Before she could frame the answer in her head aBiRpgared at the entrance
to the cove, picking his way cautiously over thpased coral beds.

In panic, she ran towards the other arm of the emvewas faced with more
coral. There was nothing for it but to cross the teereach the sanctuary of
the mangroves beyond.

'‘Belle, wait! We have to talk.'

She needed no more impetus to set off across tla¢ bot she could only
move slowly, hampered by her shoes which were lespbl unsuited to reef
walking.

The shtup-shtup of his shoes on the moist sanchi@ide was coming this
way. She turned to see how close he was and stdobl@ knife-edge of
coral, falling to her knees.

Instinctively, she put out her hands to break hiaihd cried out as the coral
bit into her tender palms.

'For God's sake, don't move or you'll only do mdaenage. I'm coming to
get you.'

Caught like a wounded animal in a trap, she coalg stay where she was,
feeling the coral bite into the fabric of her jeahackily the material was
robust, or her legs would have been cut to ribbéssit was, blood was
already oozing from the dozens of small cuts orféetrwhere the coral had
sliced through her sandals. She hardly dared todbber hands to see what
state they were in. They were stinging and shedcdegl warm blood
trickling between her fingers.



By the time Rex reached her, she was shaking wébtion. "You silly fool,
he said, his voice harsh but gentle. 'Why did youaway from me? Look
what you've done to yourself.'

She didn't want to look, either at him or the daentagher hands and feet, so
she closed her eyes just in time to stop a tednusfration squeezing out
from under the lids.

She gasped with shock when he swept her up intarms. 'Put me down, |
can walk,' she protested feebly.

'‘And cut yourself on the coral again?' he said.Wdg, lady. I'm taking you
back with me now and you're going to listen to oeashether you like it or
not.’'

It was useless to squirm, because he held heigiathyt almost crushing the
breath out of her. He seemed afraid she would fieap his arms and run
away again. 'l heard and saw enough this mornitgstane a lifetime,' she
said dispiritedly. 'And you needn't hold me so tighI'm not going
anywhere.’'

‘Too right you aren't,’ he agreed with maddeningdgoumour. He looked
down at her tenderly. 'l kind of like you like thes helpless captive.’

She had been his captive for a long time, she titonngserably, but not in
the way he meant. 'You always did like things yown way, didn't you?'
she said hotly.

Damn him! She should be fighting like a tigressrtake him release her.
Instead, she lay meekly in his arms, actually engyhe warmth of his
body through her shirt. As he walked, the motidobed her breasts against
his chest and she found the sensation acutelyrdistu

'Don't drift off to sleep,' he warned, looking dowhher closed eyes, the
lashes quivering against her cheeks.



As if she could, when every nerve-ending was aliMais nearness. Despite
all she knew of his treachery, she could still tahts way. If he tried to
make love to her now, she was not at all sure sbklaefuse him.

But he didn't try to take advantage of her. Instdedcarried her into the
villa and set her gently down on the couch, progpier lacerated feet up on
a towel.

'Where do you keep your first-aid kit?' he asked tone which brooked no
argument.

'In my bathroom,' she said, biting her lip at tt@@npwhich had started to
surge through her feet and hands.

Whether it was the pain of the coral cuts alon&fdreing forced into close
proximity with Rex, knowing that he didn't love hehe couldn't say.

She forced her eyes shut, making her mind a blaak:t think, don't resist,
just go along, she told herself. He would be gana short while and she
would have plenty of time for thinking then. And fegrets.

'Hurting, aren't they?' he said, returning with fiingt-aid kit.
She nodded. ‘A bit.'

He opened the box and took out cotton wool andaptic. 'I'm afraid this
will hurt even more, but those cuts must be cleaoreithey could become
infected.’

She knew the hazards of the tropics as well asdyebdtter since she had
grown up on this island. ‘It's all right, I'm regdshe said firmly.

The first sharp sting of the antiseptic broughtdda her eyes, even though
Rex was as gentle as possible. If anything, theeteress of his touch made
it even harder to bear, because it reminded hdreofinner pain which
would not go away when the cuts healed.



Then he began treating her hands, wincing as helsawamage she had
done. Her palms were a mass of tiny cuts whichgsasnhe cleaned the grit
and sand out of them.

When he looked up at her, his own eyes were nitMstpoor Belle, what
have | done to you?'

‘It wasn't your fault, she said dully.

'If I hadn't followed you, you wouldn't have vergdrout on the coral beds in
those stupid, flimsy shoes,' he said in a toneelifdeprecation.

She mustered a weak smile. '"You'd think | wouldvki@tter by now, after
all the time I've spent here.’

'Some people just take longer to get a messageothars.’
Why did he sound as if there was a deeper meaaihggtcomment? What
lesson did he think she was slow in learning? Was the one about men's

perfidy, she had learned it well and truly, thatk&im.

He held out two white tablets and she looked atduestioningly. "What are
they?'

'Only aspirin, for the pain.’'
It would take stronger pain-killers than those ssumge the hurt she felt
inside, but she took them and swallowed them wighwater he proffered.

‘Thank you.'

He took back the glass and set it down, then dmbpp® the armchair
opposite her. 'Now you and | are going to talk.'

"You don't owe me any explanations.’

'‘Maybe not, but | do owe you the truth.’



She wasn't sure she wanted to hear any more @fdtiss’, which were only
designed to achieve his own ends. 'Shouldn't yogelting ready to leave
with the others?'

He shook his head. 'l've already told them I'mawohing.’

'‘But your mother?'

'My mother is perfectly all right, as | found oulhen | telephoned her a short
time ago.’'

It must be the aspirin making her feel so confudetbn't understand.’
‘Neither did I, until | called her. It seemed sdikely that her companion
would make such an urgent call and then not imgistpeaking to me, so |

decided to ring and check the details.’

I'm glad she's not ill,’ Belle said sincerely. Htust have been a
misunderstanding.’

"You could say that.' He broke into a broad smif: mother did say she
was looking forward to meeting her new daughtelaiu-

Belle's heart sank. So this was Rex's way of lgttier know that he
intended to marry Laine and that he had his mat@essing. 'She must be
very happy for you both," she said.

'On the other hand, | did tell her the lady hadotepted yet.'

Why was he torturing her like this? 'Knowing Laiiee answer should be
fairly predictable,’ she stated.

'Which it would be, if | was going to ask her,’ &aid, his eyes tracing
patterns down Belle's face.

'If you were going to ask her?' Belle parroted igidy. 'How else do you
propose to somebody?'



Unexpectedly, he dropped to one knee alongsidedbeh where she was
reclining, and clasped her hand, being careful/ticathe coral cuts. "Like
this,' he said. 'Belle Fraser, will you marry me?"

She tried to pull her hand away, but he refusaélease it and she couldn't
wrestle with him without hurting herself. 'StopghRex!" she insisted. 'l
know what | saw this morning, and you admitted yoade up that story
about Laine being your sister so you could get nte bed. Aren't you

satisfied?"

He rubbed the back of her hand against his ch@ékno, not by a long way.
It will take many more nights of having you in mgdobefore I'm satisfied,
my love.'

She felt as if she would explode with frustratidien why did you concoct
that story about a sister, when you know it watsué&?'

'‘Because | believed it was when | told you," hel smberly. 'When Laine
came to my mother, she had all the papers prowndpinth and adoption. |
had no reason to doubt her identity until a shdmlevago.'

Belle could hardly breathe for the sense of anditgm building inside her.
'How did you find out the truth?'

'‘Because | overplayed my hand with that fake mestag morning,’ trilled
a gay voice behind them.

Belle looked up, startled, to find Laine framedtlnre doorway. She was

dressed for travel in a two- piece seersuckerasultstraw hat, and carried a
cabin bag over her shoulder. 'l came to say goqdénye heard you two

talking about me.’

'You know what they say about eavesdroppers,’ Rexlgd.
"They may not hear good of themselves, but theyhdar the most

interesting parts,’ Laine countered. 'I'll let ReX you the gory details,
Belle, but take it from me, it was fun while itted.'



Belle regarded her bleakly. 'Fun?"

'Of course. Love is a game, isn't it? Only | Idgsttime. But not entirely.
My career's on its way now, so | got what | came tder eyes swept over
Rex with just a trace of regret, before her insantiexpression was back.
'Or most of it, anyway. Ta-ra, you two.'

Then she was gone and Belle sank back against ustions, feeling
breathless with surprise. 'What did she mean bthatP' she asked Rex.

'As she said, she overplayed her hand this morriegxplained. 'When she
suggested | put my things in her case, she thoitghbuld be a cosy

arrangement for when we reached the mainland. Baifeft her passport
where | could see it. It didn't match the detalie'd given me when she
arrived.’

'‘But it could have been in her adopting family'snegd Belle ventured, more
confused than ever.

True, but it wasn't. Once my suspicions were adus checked her case
more thoroughly, a fact | would be ashamed of & sladn't started this
game, as she calls it. | found a card from her erathEngland, wishing her
well with her sad task.'

'What sad task?'

"To deliver some personal papers from her late ramate, the real daughter
my mother bore all those years ago.’

‘Then she wasn't your mother's child at all?'

'No. When | confronted her with what I'd found, saémitted it. By
pretending to be my long-lost sister, she'd sedreace to ingratiate herself
with my family and further her career. My real sistlied in a car accident.
Laine shared a room with her at drama college amelvkthe facts. She
brought the papers supposedly to give to my motet,decided to use
them for her own ends.’



Belle's breath escaped in a whisper of amazem8ht would have
succeeded if she hadn't tried to demand too muxkdon.’

‘Thank God she did." Rex raked a hand through &is Otherwise we
might still believe her story.'

"You know, | think she was really in love with ybBelle observed.

'I doubt whether she loves anyone but hersel&a scathingly. '‘But if she
did fall for me, it was all the more ironic becawgte'd put me off limits by
saying she was my sister. | think that's why she seadetermined to come
between me and any other woman.'

'Will you press some sort of charges against liafke asked, wondering at
the same time what they could possibly be.

'l suppose | could, for fraud or attempted extortmr something. But |
won't, because the case would only expose my mathibe scandal | was
trying to avoid before. She may be improving, bdoh't think she's strong
enough for that.'

'‘All the same, it seems wrong that Laine should jgst away with
everything she's done, almost ruining your repotetor one thing.'

His grin was lop-sided and warm. 'Hardly that. ifything, she's done
wonders for my macho image. You should see my fail from young
women wanting to console me after the break-uppaiesed, thoughtfully.
‘At least Laine can't do any more damage, threageioi expose my mother's
past. She knows I'll make public her attempteddrao we're safe from her
for good. Which means | can ask you to marry méleBe

She could hardly speak for the happiness overwingjiner. 'Yes, Rex,' she
managed at last. 'I'd be honoured to be your \EEfeept--' she bit her lip.

'Except what?' he prompted.

"You know what they say about show-business masiago few of them
seem to work out.'



'l have the answer for that,' he said after a paOse of us will have to give
up show business.'

‘Then it had better be me, since I'm half-way tfeready with my writing
plans.’

He kissed the top of her head lightly, sending atsi\of pleasure coursing
through her. 'Of course, Sapphire and Rafe, I'datrforgotten. Tell me, do
they live happily ever after in your book, too?'

'Of course,' she said demurely, thinking of therigles ending she had
already drafted for her characters. Then she frowhehought you said
you'd readSapphire Nights'

'Knowing you saw me as Rafe to your Sapphire, | afeesd to read the last
pages in case things didn't turn out the way | ddpethem.’

'And have they?' she asked.

"They have now you've said yes," he respondedlgruffvonder how Rafe
sealed his promise to Sapphire.’

'Like this." She tilted her head to his, her lipsish and inviting. When he
claimed her mouth in a totally possessive, demandiss, she knew he
understood her answer.

'So this is what a happy ending feels like," hemured against her mouth.

She didn't argue but, as she gloried in the febiostrong arms around her,
she knew it was only a beginning.



