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MASK OF PASSION

Lucy Keane



Nina somehow felt threatened by him

She felt dominated by his height, his attitude,diieer male presence. And
just when she- thought she'd persuaded hersalfrget about Hal Crayle.

But here he was standing on the Greek island béacking more darkly
handsome than five years before, and he couldratde a confusion of
emotions within her.

Whatever his intentions, though, Nina wasn't goiaglet Hal see the
bitterness that memories of their love affair sh#ld for her--and she
couldn't let him discover the true reason for bsupt end....



CHAPTER ONE

NINA let the movement of the sea gently drift her fdosvn over the
pebbles while she held her breath to watch thediimoals of silver and black
fish that infested the shallows. She thought shudce happy floating like
that forever in the clear, sun-warmed waters ofAbgean, but soon she
would have to head back across the cliffs towahnéslittle harbour where
she was staying.

Then, feeling the smooth stones against her nakelg, tshe sat upright,
streaming water. The beach was usually desertatl tr@re hadn't been
anyone around when she had tossed her bright miekpm®ce aside and
gone in to swim. Nude bathing was frowned uponhgylocal Greeks, and
she was careful not to offend them.

The first thing she became aware of, through the &f sea-water, was that
her swimsuit wasn't where she had left it. Sheesitib herself—it was just
as well there was no one about. She felt fullyxete— almost contented. It
had taken a little longer than usual this timetfor island to work its old

magic on her, and it was a pity there was onlyafternoon left, but in three
weeks she had felt the tensions created by a pezessuork-filled existence

gradually ease away.

She stood up, water dripping from the long, strailght-white strands of her

hair, down her tanned back and firm breasts, arehldhg her slender

brown thighs. She blinked quickly to clear the wdtem her eyes. There

was a pine-scented breeze, as always, blowingtiertand. Although there

was no tide, the suit might have been blown altvegshore, or into the sea
where it would have drifted slowly with the wind.

Gathering back wet hair from her face, she turpeatiscover with a sense of
shock that there was someone beside her. A tak, dan with a piratical
beard and one glittering gold and turquoise eayiodding out something
fuchsia-pink in his hand. His own minimal clothingeans and
espadrilles—seemed to emphasise her nakedneskisaeygks assessed her
body.



It wasn't easy to make her blush these days. Attiwsix she had learned to
assume an outward coolness, at least, that wasmnsaddsturbed, and this
man didn't strike her as a local Greek despitel&rk colouring. He was too
lightly tanned, and too tall and well-built for tisenaller, stocky islanders.
She scarcely gave him a second glance. She wasngy ¢o let some
stranger spoil that wonderful feeling of inner antment.

‘This is yours, | think?' His voice was deep andnsbow disturbing,
awakening something in her that she didn't have tondentify before she
held out her hand for the suit. It was drippinghssiea-water. Her eyes
coolly acknowledged his only when she couldn't dvdhem any
longer—and that instant the impersonal, dismissioeds of thanks she was
about to offer flew right out of her head.

This tall, dark man with his piratical earring acidsely trimmed beard was
no stranger. She caught her breath at the hegpistp sense of shock that
was a physical blow, and stared up into the handdaie, those dark eyes,
as though time had played some impossible trickhen For an endless
intense moment, it was as though the last fivesyeamher life had never
been—five long years in which she had tried to rdgsall the deepest
feelings she had ever had. And then, despite tyemes and everything that
had led up to them, she was conscious of a suddiesise of joy that flooded
through every vein in her body.

'Hal!" she said, scarcely above a whisper.

Something that flickered in his eyes told her hd head that unexpected
reaction in her. The finely shaped mouth curved mpractised smile that
instantly woke far too many memories best forgotten

‘Nina.' His deep voice an assault on the sensiéseih. 'I'd remember those
eyes anywhere!'

Then, before she could guess his intention or vaipmtest, he had stepped
so close to her that he had only to draw her foaetly towards him by her
naked shoulders to kiss her on the lips.



Momentarily everything blurred round her, and séikgd back from the

unexpected contact, her heart almost turning saukss She had thought
she had managed to persuade herself she had &rgeattl Crayle. . .or

everything that had mattered about him. It hadrénsed so difficult after a
while, with enough determination, but the briefdbwf his lips— although

no lover's kiss—told her that the past was notasilyeburied. A confusion

of emotions overwhelmed her. She didn't know wbaiaty.

Almost immediately he released her. She steppel basteadily on the
pebbles and tried to gather her wits. It struck lelatedly that there had
been no surprise in his eyes when he'd greeted Iekad known already
who she was. And that kiss was an actor's greetaftgr-so long it must
surely have been calculated; you didn't geagtoneyou hadn't seen for five
years like that! Let alone. . . All the old unhapgss, the old resentments she
thought she had successfully buried, came floodhack. The kiss must
have had its own hidden malice. Their parting heehtoo abrupt, too final,
for this greeting to have been casual friendship.hidd hoped to provoke
some further reaction. That fleeting sense of jag baught her unawares,
and he had seen it.

But she was no longer the vulnerable and immatulsiye had been when
they had known each other all those years ago. Uhexpected

meeting—Hal, after all this time!—had thrown hef lodlance, and that the
greeting was somehow staged caused her a brief glangaccountable
disappointment. But she wasn't going to let himisak. Now she was well

able to give as good as she got.

'Hal. What brings you to this obscure islandesting?' She managed to
surprise even herself with the cool bite she ptd the words. In acting
circles the word was a polite term for 'out of work

He was visibly startled, and stepped back, to lediefrincreasing the
distance between them, holding one hand up in & mesture that asked for
a truce— a beautifully fluid actor's gesture, asrev

'Hey, cool it, will you? Couldn't we observe a f@ivthe social niceties
before we pick up where we left off?' He still hidwht lovely, effortless,
well-modulated voice that had used to send shideksn her spine as a



romantic teenager. But now she was old enoughronek herself of the
training and calculation behind its use.

Ignoring the implications of his remark, she glahceund the little cove,
deliberately choosing to break the tension that wakling between them
despite her.

Why him? she was thinking. Why here of all placBk@ was acutely aware
of his eyes on her and of the fact that she wisatied.

The high, rocky slopes of the hills were slantinthvafternoon light, and the
tamarisk trees, a dusky green, feathered in the.winwas still the same
beautiful island she had visited for the last thyears, but, ominously, it
was as though he had suddenly changed its pergpefdr her. She
repressed a little shiver.

'I'd better find my clothes,' she said, as casuwslghe could. The only way
to handle the situation was to treat him as somen@dmet stranger,
although her heart was still beating so erratictigt she felt as though it
would jump out of her chest.

What on earth could they have to talk about afitex fears? If only he
would go! He had always had a good stock of erédi Surely there could
be no interest on either side in the conventidtaW are you? What are you
doing now?' routine. He could have no real intenesthat she had done
with her life since they had split up; he had httelenough when they had
been together, she reflected with a sudden bittsrn@bsessed as he had
been by his own career. Since then it was onlyHance that she had seen
his name on theatre reviews or TV programmes; s deliberately
avoided looking for it. Her interest in Hal, andthre theatre, was a firmly
closed chapter in her life.

'If your clothes are a pair of shorts and a T-sliirey're under a pile of
stones.'

"You have been busy.' She sounded as offhand aslte Think of him as
just another tourist, she told herself a little gately. He won't want to



prolong this, anyway. 'Thank you." Their eyes meefly—her own a
brilliant aquamarine with darker flecks—eyes helda had remembered.

He sat down beside the heaped clothing, and watohkedhile she slipped
on the loose shorts. 'Your figure has improvedesiwe last met," he said
approvingly. The personal remark disconcerted &ewlid the fact that he
felt free to watch her—that was a lover's rightlaé lost long ago, not just
the casual appraisal of a stranger—but she hiehirta the light sarcasm.

"You're too kind. So has yours.'

She glanced down at him, her hands lifted to her Baen sprawled on the
stones, he had a lithe actor's grace. She cotlelptthinking that five years
had been kind to him—in the past he had always béithe too thin and too
angular for real handsomeness, despite the makihgemarkable good
looks. Now the lightly tanned shoulders were cldtixath muscle, and the
moulding of his ribs, and thighs under the jeanggested strength and
agility. He was, if anything, far more dangeroualyractive on a purely
physical level than he had been then. The clasgicatgular
features—straight nose and firm jawline—were faanjlibut the closely
clipped Elizabethan pirate's beard accentuatedageiiol masculinity that
hadn't been so evident before.

He laughed, easing by just a fraction the laterstility she could sense
between them. He leaned back on his elbows, foeb@ng two little
indentations into the heaped pebbles for comfod.hdd a deep, warm
laugh. She remembered that too, too well.

She put on the T-shirt, which hung about her likedd man's vest,
emphasising the slender lines of her body, andegiakp the butterfly clip
from the beach where she had tossed it, to pinhepldng, wet, flaxen
strands of her hair. She was determined to make&ffod to encourage the
interview—with so much that would have to be lefisaid, there was no
point merely making conversation. But, before stild find any suitably
dismissive comment, he asked, 'So, what are yowgduere of all obscure
places? | thought it must be about the smallesst kurist-haunted island in
the Aegean—I was even hoping for just me and adeats. | certainly



didn't expect to be bumping into a beautiful andgtagious woman from my
past.'

It was a compliment—but there was a sting in thie Yees, she had been
mysterious all right: she had never had a chanegptain why she had left
him. But never once, through all those first lomgl agonising months, had
he given her one.

I'm on holiday," she replied shortly. 'l was heastlyear, and for the two
summers before that.'

Then you'd recommend it as a haven for worn-ougraet
'It's peaceful.'

He gave her a quick, thoughtful look, but she waprépared to add
anything. What was the point? This meeting shoelknhave happened. It
was a sort of time-slip—only to call it that wowddhount to admitting she
could still feel the same about him, and that wasaé, even though that
first moment of greeting had taken her breath away.

She had never thought she would see him againfcairtdo long in those

early days she had wasted futile energy in telliagself she never wanted
to. It had been a lie then, of course. She knewhstiebeen deliberately
building up a distorted image of him that would maeparation from him

easier to bear. She had built it on the doubtshhdtcrept in during those
last, testing weeks they had been together—it wéme when she had
begun to question everything about him, even thve lloe had so often
professed.

And time had proved her right to question that: iwas love worth from
someone who had put his own ambitions before ewvieryt and who when
she left him hadn't even made an effort to findwhieére she had gone?

Gradually the pain had lessened, and her passiogjatgion of Hal Crayle

and everything he stood for had seemed to dwindk® igenuine

indifference. Their paths would never cross in fefishe had told herself.
Why continue to agonise in case they did? It wast@ss.



Now she wondered what had brought him to speaketo K he had

recognised her before he approached her, he caslty édave avoided her.
Had he been watching her long? Had he perhaps mesuhher from the
moment he first stepped on to the beach? If hisutatled actor's greeting
had been intended to take the ground from undefele¢r he had certainly
succeeded. And now she wasn't quite sure how toncenthe scene. With
Hal somehow it had always been a question of ptagoenes.

'I'm on holiday too, though you haven't asked. Almank you, yes, | am
having a nice time.' His words had an undercumésarcasm, but she didn't
want to be rude to him—she couldn't risk openin@lgpyvounds'. If only he
had never seen her! She would have gone out oivégito avoid him had
she recognised him first.

'I'm not "resting”, as you so succinctly put it¢ twvent on, ignoring her

silence. 'l've got too many lines to learn. Wolldge be your flip-flops, by

the way? They don't look as though they're goinasb much longer. It's

quite a distance between the harbour and here. {Aavbeen across to the
other side of the island? It's not far as the cfi®s, and there's a beautiful
little mountain village over there, above the s@aly one taverna with

about three guest rooms and a splendid view. Magédsr the hardness of
the beds—but, as you say, very peaceful.'

She was slipping her feet into the flip-flops asspeke, noting the frill of
rubbery substance round the edge, and the factiteahong was wearing
away from the sole. She supposed he must have egness from the
village he spoke of, though she wasn't going toashaoy interest. All the
time she was wondering, What's he trying to getobahis?

'l know it." Then she added, 'It might be you anel goats after all—even
one tourist leaving this island makes a differeiog.catching the ferry for
Piraeus tomorrow, and then flying home from Athens.

She hoped that would tell him effectively that #h&asn't much point in
pursuing any sort of relationship with her, andright as well give up now.
But it didn't have any immediate effect—he was ohgly waiting for her.



'Shall we walk back?' Again the actor's gesturis, time the one that said
This way, my lord' or 'After you, my lady'. 'I'ké to find out what you've
been up to for the last five—or is it six?—years.’

She rolled the swimsuit into a ball and then sqedetz outwardly intent on
what she was doing. Inwardly, she was strugglingtodeel hurt by the
casual inaccuracy. Could he really not remember?

'It seems longer," she replied offhandedly, deteechito give nothing away
to him.

She folded up the beachmat and secured the ta@kasy her time.
He held out a hand. 'Shall | carry that?"

It was no more than politeness—another thing simeengbered about
him—an ingredient of that fatal charm that seenteld able to win over
even the most difficult of old ladies, or crustiedt elderly colonels.
Virtually everybody, in fact—except her mother.

She shook her heall.can manage.'

He waited for her to start walking, standing ashhd been trained to do in
that relaxed attitude of a man at ease with higybdte turquoise gleamed
against the blue-blackness of the slightly overlbag, and beard. Nina was
finding it hard to keep up a defensive pose thgtuired such pointedly

casual replies. It went against her friendly natorée so rude to him, and
she would never have been so offhand with a stram)eé she was still

reeling from the shock of the encounter, and, aigofive years had taught
her to develop an outer shell and to act what shé&lo't genuinely feel, she
was finding it hard to keep up.

Perhaps, when neither of them could utter a seatérat wasn't loaded with
some hidden meaning, her only real defence lajtatla

‘You're still in the theatre?' she asked, as thastes! up the track that led
away from the beach. She knew very well that he, Wwas if he could so
easily dismiss every long year that had passea shnir relationship had



come to its abrupt end, then she could surely efbrgow much his
passionate involvement with the stage had meahinto They had always
known how to hurt each other.

He shot her a quick, assessing look. It wasn'tdadtim, then.

'l do turn my hand to scene painting and sewinghergeneral's braid from
time to time, but I think it wouldn't be overstajito say yes.'

His sarcasm told her she had scored a point. Nw acprofessional theatre
would ever be concerned with such menial jobs.

'l hadn't seen your name anywhere lately, that'sshe said dismissively.
Would he suspect from that reply that she had somestlooked for it?

The path was treacherously uneven. Spiky low bres@i aromatic sage
sprouted between the rocks, and there were scrabchg thistles to be
avoided. Underfoot, the rocks had split like sl#tejr surfaces covered with
loose shale.

Nina had always loved the heavy scent of the pthat grew along the
cliff-top, all leaning one way from the constantndi Now she climbed
slowly, regretting one of the last walks of heritlay. By opening a door
into her past, Hal's unexpected appearance ha@éslyddkstroyed the peace
of the island for her. She concentrated on thel&dlp-flops, hoping that
he would grow impatient, and bring this ill-judgedcounter to an end.

He was climbing just ahead of her, and, when omdwice the soles of her
shoes slipped on the shale, he turned quickly. dih&t look up, though

aware of his scrutiny. She was used to compenstiimfe oddities of her
flimsy footwear, and the path would even out sado & smooth cliff-top

walk before the tricky descent into the harboushié walked slowly enough
he would abandon her long before they got to thstt §oat track. He had
never been patient.

He waited for her to reach the top of the ascerdtand beside him. She
hoped he would decide to go ahead at his own jpatdie walked on at her
side.



'So what have you been doing all this time?' he@ske wouldn't be able to
deduce much from looking at her, she reflectedt dnsther tourist in T-
shirt and shorts.

'l run a tutorial college in Cambridge.’
'Clever old you!" There was surprise in his volmg, no very obvious irony.

OK, she thought defensively, you were the one ateunsity while | didn't
even finish my business course, but whose faultthat® Hal of all people,
had no right to criticise. He had taken up almestg waking minute of her
life. Her parents' disapproval and anger with had lbeen a different
matter—she had long ago admitted to herself thegt thight have had some
justification for their attitude towards him.

She wasn't going to let him get away with a remige& that, though.
Underneath, it still hurt.

'Why do you sound surprised?' she asked coldly.

His reply was vague. 'Oh, | suppose | never imabyoel doing anything so
scholarly. What happened to all that fire? Oncéd/given up that course, |
thought you'd do something artistic in the end—hpps still connected with
the theatre.’

She shrugged, determined to dismiss the topic.I'Was never as keen on it
as you were.'

'Hm. | remember a time when you were every biteenk—what about when
we first met? | also remember a critic who thougtu were the best Juliet
he'd seen for years. "Ethereally fair. . .like amgeal”,’ he quoted, half
mockingly.

That just meant he liked the colour of my hairg shid quickly, not wanting
to be reminded of the dreams that the newspapmswehad encouraged.

'‘But what about your "depths of feeling" and "irdiéy of controlled passion
surprising in such a young actress"?'



She was astonished that he remembered the wortlihg ceview she had
been so proud of—could it mean that his memoryheirtshared past was
more acute than some of his casual remarks haded¥Ehe of course had
known it by heart, having cut it out of one of thational dailies that had
written up their student performancesRomeo and Julietthe play they
had taken on an unexpectedly successful student3ba must still have the
cutting stored away somewhere.

It had been that play that had brought them togetta, a 'mature student'
at twenty-four, had been studying at Oxford UniitgrdNina, only eighteen,
had been taking a business course at a local pblyiie and her interest in
acting had led her to join in some of the studeatth activities that year.
Hal had been the star of the university dramataiedp, and the star of that
production ofRomeo and Juliealthough he hadn't played the leading role.

'l thought you were the one who had got all thedgpewspaper reviews,'
she said coolly. 'It was just as well Shakespedgledkoff your character in
the third act, or Romeo wouldn't have had a chance.

She could remember the young man, David, who heygepglRomeo. He had
been good-looking and a reasonably competent adiot—eompletely
outshone for the entire first half of the play by guixotic and quarrelsome
companion Mercutio, played by Hal.

That hadn't been the only area in which Hal hadexhioff the prizes, she
remembered painfully. Tall, handsome, angular amgrsingly agile, he

was spellbinding on stage, and could hold an agdieven then by the
sheer beauty of his voice. But off-stage too htslilgence and magnetic
personality could still weave its spells—no wondegery girl involved in

the play had been in love with him.

She had found out afterwards that most of the ltadtbeen laying bets on
the chances of various actresses ending up indusdnd that she herself
had quickly become a favourite, despite her wargnapts to keep him at
arm's length. She had been just-as dazzled bysati the others, of course,
but frightened of her own inexperience with a mdroweemed older than
all her friends. She had known her unusual lookaatd a lot of attention,
but looks alone wouldn't be enough to draw somditeeHal. Surely he



couldn't be serious about someone as young angbhissicated as she was,
she had told herself. Not when he could have hgdyahhe wanted.

There had been a good deal of feeble wit amongdbkeat the expense of
poor Romeo—David, at nineteen so very much youtigar the confident
and glamorous Hal, had definitely had a weakneaskdn and his kisses for
Juliet had become more enthusiastic with each padoce. But it had taken
Mercutio, waiting one night off-stage in the winigs their final bow, to
show her what kisses really meant.

She still remembered vividly how, as she had ackedged the storm of
applause, she had been conscious of nothing aadenbut Hal, smiling and
bowing with practised ease only a few feet awaynfizer. She had felt as
though the entire audience must be aware of whdt jhst happened
between them, and that the blazing happiness hegghadd in her must be
embarrassingly clear in her face.

But now all that was part of a past that was n@ésnelevant to her life, a
past she'd thought she had blotted completely folueiomind.

'With my job | don't have time for all that sorttbing any more,’ she said as
dismissively as she could, her eyes on the uneaén perhaps she could
steer him on to the present—in which they werengges, and could take
their leave of each other as soon as was deceoslsilde. The sooner the
better, as far as she was concerned.

'So what kind of college is this one you're invalve?' he asked, diverted by
the change of subject.

it's not in the least scholarly. At least, not foe. All | do is employ tutors
and match them up with people who want to be tatilghgs. It's a kind of
agency and requires nothing but a bit of businesses'

He picked up a pine cone, and lobbed it over tlye ed the cliff only a few

yards away from them. She found herself watchireg ttuscles moving

under the smooth, lightly tanned skin of his b&okery action spoke perfect
physical control: no wasted energy, no unnecessarnement.



She remembered with sudden startling intimacy whadd been like to lie
against that back in bed, and the salt taste dfkiswhen she'd put her lips
to those powerful shoulders, or the contours ofhise.

He turned to look at her. 'Did you ever finish thasiness course you gave
up?'

Her eyes flickered away from his, but she gave therindication of the
disconcerting trend her thoughts had just beem¢akn the past she would
have blushed fierily. Now it was much easier toehildings.

‘A couple of years after we. . .split up—yes.'

He didn't comment on the choice of phrase. 'Splisomehow suggested a
mutual decision reached through discussion—veryréamn their own case.
This business of yours,' he remarked after a pafieether hidden talent?'
Sarcasm again—it must be. They'd had rows aboutvine she'd spent
money during that last year they were together.

She said nothing, but he continued undaunted. @ohave a school, or
offices, or what?'

She took her time before answering, and manageathi@ her reply sound
almost bored. 'It all works from home. | have apar and we run the thing
together. The students are taught either at their lsouses, or they go to
their tutors.’

'Sounds like easy money. Is it doing well?' He segtgenuinely interested.
Her reply was still cool. 'l wouldn't say it's easpney, but I've been lucky.
My parents gave me the house, so | don't have toywabout rents or

mortgages, business is quite good at the moment.'

There was a slight pause before he answered. 'Nessaid. 'There was
alwaysmummy and daddy.’

The undercurrent of bitterness was evident. Shensdeto have got a
genuine reaction out of him.



So it still rankled that she must have listenedhaend, to the voices of her
parents, against the selfish all- absorbing clafms man bent on personal
success no matter what or whom he destroyed ondysShe wondered if
any of his subsequent women—and she had no doabtthbre'd been
many—had found his ambition too much to take inghé.

"Your mother never approved of me, did she?' hesagsg. 'A penniless
north-country actor of unpretentious parentage s@nain-law wasn't quite
her cup of tea, was it?'

A son-in-law. Yes, it might have ended that way iflt was ironical that he
could talk now in terms of a marriage. If only—Iutvas futile to think like
that, she told herself firmly.

Her parents, ambitious for their only daughter, hldays had a snobbish
attitude towards Hal. From her mother's point oéwi the son of a
small-business man in a remote Yorkshire town wsaltcely have made a
suitable husband for the daughter of an extrematgessful director of a
company with offices in both London and Copenhagen.

Again, vivid memories blotted out the island scdrefore her, as she
recalled the conversation she'd had with her matherfirst time she'd

brought Hal home—he'd faced a virtual inquisitiancas the dinner table
the night before. Stephanie Hansen had been sittimgpe of the elegant

French drawing-room chairs. She always sat, an#@tedallike the fashion

model she had once been. She was still beautiftll,awivid, golden beauty

that faded Nina's Scandinavian fairness, inheritech her father, to the

paleness of a ghost beside her. Nina's 'colouhase days, had come from
her energy and inner fire.

'‘But Nina," her mother had objected, 'acting is ofhtne most insecure jobs
in the world. Even people with real talent oftem'donake it to the top. And
he's just one of so many.'

'‘But Hal's fantastic on stage—he@jst real talent!" she had defended him
passionately; she'd never had any doubts everthiathe would make it.



'Of course you think so.' The coolness in her tbaé been intentionally
damning. 'And I'm sure he's a very nice young mantjdst don't get too
involved with him, will you? You've got plenty ofnte, you're still so
young.'

There was always a marked lack of enthusiasm inrtegher's tone when
she spoke about Hal after that, and Nina hadréntdkm home again for a
while, preferring to visit her parents for occasibbrief weekends alone.
Somehow there was always a bright and good-lookowugng executive of
her father's invited to dinner: competition for Heler mother's unsubtle
tactics had amused her, but when she next broughfioHa weekend there
had been a more serious attempt to dissuade her.

'l just wish you didn't spend so much time with hiNina. His degree
obviously doesn't matter to him, but you shoulddoeking at your course,
not taking part in plays all the time."

‘That's not fair!" she had argued. 'Hal does chmtahis degree—but his
acting's vital to him. The more he does while hestudent, the better chance
he'll stand later. He's thinking of his future.’

'‘But I'd hate to see your future tied up with hider mother had sounded
almost angry. 'l think you made a mistake in movimig that flat with him.
Hal's older than you. He should know what he's glday now, and he can
take all the risks he wants with his own career—t®sinot fair to take risks
with yours. I'm only thinking of you, darling.’

Nina had never found herself in conflict with hargnts before. She had felt
as though she were being torn in two.

'Hal means more to me than any stupid course'hsldesaid defiantly. 'l
couldn't bear to lose him!'

She could still remember vividly how her mother lexdmined her faultless
nail varnish while she'd sought the right wordstims battle for her
daughter's future. The 'right words', when she dotihem, hadn't weighed
with Nina at the time, but she'd remembered thear.la



'If you're worried about losing him already, Ninhen I'd think very

carefully about what sort of commitment he hasdo,yf | were you. He's
handsome and attractive, I'll grant you, but far¢onsciously charming for
his own good. He could probably have any girl hatsa-and don't think he
doesn't know it!

And he isn't going to want to get tied down by asgfptoo early in what
might turn out to be a very precarious career.'

Well, maybe events had proved her mother right aldus lack of
commitment to her. But looking back on it now, ihrmnesty Nina couldn't
blame her failures as a student on Hal—neglectelgstudies, and then
giving up her course in favour of following him s struggled to make a
start in the theatre, had been her own resporngiblihe had been old
enough to know what she was doing with her time. .

'So what does your mother think now?' Hal asked,tbhe deliberately
provocative.

His voice brought her abruptly out of her revefée should have been
prepared for that question. The memory of her nraski# choked her—it
was something she couldn't talk about easily. tddl ¢aused such havoc in
her life, there had never been time to heal thal fineach between them.

'She died about three years ago,' she replied axittality that was intended
to cut off any further lines of questioning in tlatection.

'I'm sorry," he said simply. 'l wouldn't have médese remarks if I'd known."'
She was surprised by the sudden change in his~vdieessounded genuinely
concerned. She glanced across at him and foundduking at her, his
expression thoughtful. She turned away, walkingkjyi to hide the sudden
overwhelming feeling of sadness that had come beerit had all been
such a waste. . .all that misguided love and urssaeg suffering.

She swallowed hard.

It was time to return to the attack and bring Hadler her fire for a change.



'Why haven't | seen your name on any of the blostduTV films or
serials—or has it been up in lights all over thes?WEnd and | never
noticed?'

If she had hoped to hear him on the defensivewstsedisappointed. The
deep voice merely sounded amused. 'You don't wa&hght programmes.
I've done quite a bit of television work, and talieglot of the theatres. There
were a couple of film parts too, but maybe theytein the sort of thing you
go to any more.'

'So when's the big break—or have you had it?" Sipedh she didn't sound
too sarcastic. A pretended lack of belief in hiseea was a very petty
revenge to be taking for all those arrogant demdwedisad made on her in
the past. But, if he had read her correctly, h@'dshow it. There was still
no more than amusement in his voice.

it wasn't so much one big break as several smaties. Obviously a bit too
small if they made so little impression! | did somerk for the Royal
Shakespeare Company a while ago, and I've beé iStates since.’

She remembered reading about his success at &itdifd she hadn't gone
to see any of the plays.

They had to stop. Her foot had come out of the flipp and a stone had
worked its way into the sole.

You'd better go on," she said quickly, seeingtiiatwould make as good an
excuse as any to part company. 'I'll only hold yptall the time. You're not
staying at the harbour, are you? You probably waget on much faster.'

He stood, hands on hips, watching the repairs. mmoi hurry. Shall 1 do
that?'

‘No, thank you." She pushed the thong back andtryasy to extract the
sharp little stone with a small piece of stick.

"You'll make a hole in it and you won't have angesteft.' He was looking at
her, an amused expression- in those unfathomaldek beyes, that



well-shaped mouth quirked into a smile she recaghit was a glimpse of
the old Hal, the Hal whose sheer physical presenti@ose early days had
sent her pulse racing, and who had had only tdhtbec to turn her bones to
water with the kind of desire she had never knoefiote, and had never felt
afterwards. His voice, when he spoke, had hadltvatly deep tone she
found irresistible.

As she walked on, very carefully to preserve whas \eft of her shoe, he
strolled at her side. She was aware of every stepdk beside her—of his
disturbing masculine presence despite the indifiegeshe'd thought she had
acquired over the past few years, and of the appgreffortless charm he
could exercise at will. It made her uncomfortablgryof him, and she was
seeing too vividly, behind their polite, harmlessleanges, the world she
had shut out of her life five years before.

At last they came to the descent to the harbowvid®, shale-covered slope
crossed the precipitous rock- fall of a dried-upum@ain torrent, and
narrowed into a winding goat track down the sidéhefhill. Automatically,
Nina bent down to take off her shoes. It would&feisand easier to go down
in bare feet.

"You go first,' she said dismissively. 'Don't wiait me. I'll take ages.' Shall |
say goodbye now? she wondered. It would be a gamtdent to get rid of
him.

There was a short, brittle pause while she waibedhim to move. At five
feet eight, she had never felt small, and in higel$ could look many men
in the eye, but Hal at over six feet had always ertael feel insignificant. He
now seemed to tower above her where he stood arsthef the slope. With
the wild Greek setting of the rocks and wind-tospetes behind him, his
strong gypsy-dark looks, and the turquoise in lais Be could have been
some Barbary pirate out of an old adventure story.

‘There's a much easier solution than that," he baifbre she could nerve
herself to start the formal leave- taking proc&®e was reminded again of
that lithe professional agility as he sprang dolut, although she had read
his intention before he reached her, just for ataint, and for a reason she
didn't want to examine, she was unwilling to stap.h



But once he had put one arm round her back andttie under her knees
and lifted her easily, she protested immediately.

'‘Don't be stupid, Hal! Put me down—you'll fall" @lannoyance in her tone
belied the true nature of her feelings. She wadiriign the physical contact
with him far more disturbing than she could everehforeseen, and felt that
she was under siege. If he had deliberately chbsemethod of attack, he
couldn't have done it better.

"You forget I'm practised at this sort of thing.'

'On stage, yes, but this isn't the place to tryyoulr stunts.' It was a struggle
to make the reply sound normal. He laughed, hsdigconcertingly close
to her ear.

‘There's nothing like getting in a sneak rehedrsal.

He seemed completely sure of himself as he picked&y down the rocks.
She had one arm round his neck but, although she gemuinely
apprehensive, pride wouldn't let her cling any eto©n her own, barefoot,
she would have managed perfectly. This was takingwaecessary risk, and
she didn't want the contact with him that it forcedher.

His muscles were tensed, but she could feel naeseofundue strain in his

body, and with his actor's technique he could nmbkevhole exercise seem
effortless. She was conscious of the feel of hie lback under her arm, of
the smooth skin, and the muscles of his neck andldérs. She could feel
the even rise and fall of his ribs against herabieathed, and the tickling
contact of the dark hair on his chest against ua/parts of her own skin.
One hand rested lightly on her shirt under hergiraa he held her. His skin
smelled of suntan oil.

Once she had known every inch of that body as atelg as any woman
could know a man, and he had known hers. Now theyewirtual
strangers— except that they had shared a pastthatccould never be
altered. What had been done could never be undone.



But, holding her as he was, for her he could bgailant stranger rescuing a
passing tourist by carrying her over the rockswds the first man she had
ever loved, and her only lover.

'Put me down," she said quietly. 'I'll walk fromwion.' He set her down

lightly, his hand lingering at her waist for persapeconds longer than
necessary. She bent down to put on her flip-flg@srg and he stepped back.
They were almost at the goat track.

They descended to the harbour in silence, Ninghallway preparing the
leave-taking speech she was going to make. Shaavhaslliant improviser
like him, and preferred to have her lines well thlouout in advance. But
before she could turn to him to make the quietlgndssive little
speech—What a surprise to see you. . . Hope yotk gaes well. . . | don't
expect we shall meet again—he said, 'Have suppeghtowith me at the
taverna? | want to know all about the excitemehtsar life in Cambridge.’

‘There aren't any.'

His lips twitched, but he didn't smile. Then | waiou to know about the
excitements of mine during company tours.'

Her reply was quick, and cold. 'You forget. | knonly too well.'

She didn't want to be reminded of how, for morenthayear after she had
abandoned that business course against her pasgstis's, she had trailed
round after him from one inadequate lodging torteet, always absorbed in
his world, his concerns, his ambitions. She hadritackal part in any of it,

except to earn some of the money that kept themhnbne of that had

mattered until she had needed very suddenly, amg desperately, a
well-paid job and an identity of her own.

She wasn't prepared for his next move. The gesiatehad once been so
familiar to her was now almost a physical shockidtk a step towards her
and, putting his fingers lightly on her arms, ras hands up and down in
what was all but a caress.

'For old times' sake?'



The quiet depth in his voice, and the look in hiss could have been no
more than an actor's technique. She knew it. Ardchstted herself, because
even now, suspecting it for what it was, and kngwimm as she did, she still
wasn't able to resist it.

‘All right," she said ungraciously¥ll meet you at the taverna in an hour.’'



CHAPTER TWO

For what old times' sake? she asked herself, as siheesbd the salt out of
her hair ten minutes later. She was already reggethat inexplicable
moment of weakness that had prompted her to a¢ta(s invitation. You
didn't have commemoration suppers, or whateventais to celebrate the
untold misery someone had caused you. If you hgdganse you got away
as quickly as possible. This was a meeting thatlsin have happened.

Perhaps he didn't remember the 'old times' the staydid. But she was
aware that her memories had been distorted by $amgehe had never
known about; so perhaps whatever he had kept ofshared past could be
looked back on with affection, or amusement, ot thiéd nostalgia when all
the pain has slipped away and only the betterbrsin.

There had, to be honest, been the better bitsrsit Although she now saw
most of her career as coloured by Hal, her firstrygs a student had been
wonderful. It had been very much an escape fromitesub and possessive
parents, and, despite her enthusiastic involvermetiie social activities
which had taken up all her spare time, she had daite well at the end of
her first year of the course, fulfilling everyoneigectations of her. Then, in
her second year, she had met Hal.

Their paths would never have crossed had it noh bee their mutual
interest in the stage. There were lots of studesdyxctions every term, and
with friends at the university she had found hénseluded quite easily in
their social world. But she had never expectedna ferself in one of the
star parts oRomeo and Juliegnd then to have gone with a surprisingly
successful student tour round the major citiesrigl&hd. She had thought
then that it had been the best thing that had leappened to her.

Older than the comparative teenagers in most olittieersity plays, Hal
had had several advantages over his fellow unddugtas. He had already
had some experience in theatre work, followingliess in his last year at
school which had been the cause of his delayed enitr Oxford. Because
of his obsession with the stage, it was with soehgéctance that he had been
persuaded to take up a university place at all.hBlé spent most of his



three-year course in one play or another, and Guiddecame the
best-known name in the student drama world.

Acting had been the passion of his life, and higdemic studies hadn't
featured very largely on his horizon. But despiterteglect of his work he
had had the enviable ability to make the most dditviie actually did, and to
gain a very respectable degree— no one quite kioew He had never been
seen to open a book unless it had been a playtscrip

Such a successful and powerful personality hadaeh without its effect
on others and, of all those who came under Haksistible spell, Nina
supposed that she herself had been the most isfddry him—and not for
her good, she now reflected sadly.

Her first and only lover, he had had an effect en life that seemed in
retrospect to have been totally destructive. Unleksourse, you could say
that she had gained in the end by learning to aeqgthie rather cold,
self-contained personality she could at times ptdje save herself, when
necessary, from further harm.

Infuriating, self-centred, manipulative, using wiand body always so
consciously to achieve the desired effects: thet the way she now saw
him. And he had been able to hold her life in l#@ads in a way no other had
done since. Such power carried with it seriousaasibilities, and he had
both ignored the responsibilities and abused theepo

Now, on a Greek island miles from either of theparate worlds, fate had
suddenly brought them face to face again. But foatvpurpose? Was this an
ending, a sort of badly produced final scene tadlybfinished play, or was

it the start of a whole new act, one she had nsugpected existed? If so,
she didn't want it. She could never go through st of pain again. She
would never go through it—she was determined about that.

She had, after a painful struggle, sorted outifeat last. She had her own
business, her house, her friends. She had sometihiagn at—financial
success—and plenty of work to fill her time. Thees a social life for her if
she wanted it, although she had steered clearyofanantic involvements
since Hal. 'Once bitten, twice shy!" she had remdhiderself with a wry grin,



on the couple of occasions when a friendship hathsd to be on the verge
of something more.

That wasn't the whole answer, of course. She lgaharous, loving nature,
and although she wouldn't let herself brood omé knew that there was a
very important element missing from her life. Butwas hard to find

anything again that would match up to the bestlutvghe had shared with
Hal, and she wasn't prepared to settle for leserigent, perhaps, but not
something that left her with the feeling that theses still so much missing.

Now, as she combed the tangles out of her wet $tagrfried to dismiss any
serious thoughts about the past, and concentrateedmmediate-problems
of getting ready for supper at the taverna. Theas mo time to dry her hair,
and she dressed quickly in a new pair of shortsaastdrt, tucking it into the

waistband and rolling up the sleeves—the two gatsherere a matching

vivid yellow; bright colours and black suited he&lsually, everything else
made her look washed out, but she wished now kiealhad something white
to show off her newly acquired tan—for once it wadnit make her look like

a ghost.

Just as well Hal and | never got married, she thouwgwhite wedding-dress
would have been a disaster. But then, of coursggetivould have been no
white wedding.

Although she had regretted her agreement to mddtdta the moment she
had given it, and was tempted not to turn up, leytitme she set out for the
taverna she was in a new and slightly reckless mioodiced, as she was
well aware, by a couple of glassegaiki she had just drunk in the company
of Yorgos and Katerina. They were her hosts asthall pension at which
she had stayed on all her visits to the islandasoKaterina, a dark, slim
woman in her thirties, had taken a liking to heesfuof three summers, and,
perhaps because Nina was careful never to intradée family's privacy
despite the children's liking for her, often indtber to have an evening
drink with them.

‘This is a good drink, Nina!" Yorgos commentedillie§ her glass. 'Very
powerful, made from the skins of grapes.' He smileder the greying



moustache, his black eyes bright with humour. "WdbLhave a nice evening
at the taverna! Perhaps meet some new touriststerwho knows?'

She didn't think she'd mention the 'old’ tourigrd - she had just met. And
anyway, after tonight she'd never be seeing hinnaga

By the time she got down to the harbour, she hadldrather more than she
had intended, and, by constantly reminding hetkelf whatever happened
Hal was her past, not her future, had persuadextliehat one evening in
his company couldn't make much difference one wagnother—now she
had got over the first shock of meeting him.

One thing she was sure of: she didn't want to gouthh several hours of
those guarded exchanges they'd had on the wayflmackhe beach. There
were some things she wasn't going to talk aboutirgshshe would never
discuss with anyone again— but she was preparpdtton an act. Not for
the sake of old times, as Hal had suggested, bcause— well, she
wouldn't be seeing him again and she didn't waatnlemory of yet one
more disastrous encounter to add to their past.

But despite her best resolutions, the evening diginaccording to plan. She
might have known it, where Hal was concerned.

He was waiting for her, sitting under a tamarigetrsprawled back in his
chair reading a paperback. There was a botttetsina—the characteristic
resin- flavoured wine of Greece—on the table, avaldlasses. His was half
empty.

Even lounging as he was, he managed to look ele@aet hand was round
the glass, the long, irregularly shaped fingereagmwide. He was wearing a
white shirt open at the neck and a pair of resjetdooking jeans—she
had expected to see him still in the old faded, peilf naked. The dark hair
was evenly combed back, but the blue earring baliesigns of convention.

He looked up as she approached. 'Nina," he sad.r&mind me of a nymph
from the sea. You've even got wet hair to prove it.



'‘And you look just like some medieval pirate!" sfmintered, feeling less
sure of herself than she had only seconds befazehdd always been too
good at that sort of flirtatious personal sparrizfghy on earth are you
wearing that ridiculous earring?"

'So you don't think much of it?' His eyes met hé&itsere was the obvious
guestion in them, but something else too, thatcslddn't read.

'‘As a casual ornament—no, | don't. It's affect@dkin, attack was the best
defence.

He laughed. 'You've become very conventional. perhaps you always
were underneath— just like your mother, and | negaly noticed.’

That hurt. He hadn't wasted any time in renewing hiostilities of the
afternoon.

Instantly, she found herself wanting to accuse hilmere was a lot you
never noticed about me! Perhaps | am like my mathsome things, but at
least my mother listened when you didn't!

What was the matter with her? She shouldn't let ¢@hto her—she had
become quite good at keeping people at a distahea whe needed to.

'Well?' she persisted. 'Wlaye you wearing it?'

If he had seen anything of her suppressed reatidns last remark, he
didn't show it.

'For a television play. They're all for authenticif | wore a modern clip-on
version it'd show in the close- ups. | can't sasahted a hole in my ear, but
now I've got the thing in I've got to keep it urtie finished filming.' He
grinned. 'It has its amusing aspects—the' looket bging through passport
controls, for example. So you think it's effemiriite

There could be nothing effeminate, ever, aboutpbaterfully built bearded
male sitting opposite her! Their eyes met, her envguarded for a second
and full of humour.



'‘No," she replied, smiling for the first time, ‘thaasn't what | meant! You
look far too much like a handsome corsair—you sthidwdve a cutlass in
your teeth and be swinging from some rigging someseh. ." She hoped
that he wouldn't pick up the compliment she hadl & in the middle of
all that, and continued quickly, 'When do you staork on the television

play?’

'As soon as | get back to England in another wh'ska historical effort in

umpteen episodes about Elizabethan adventurengyigopirate idea isn't
too far wrong. Luckily | get killed off pretty quity.' He paused. 'Then you
don't think old age has been too unkind to me?'

She might have known he wouldn't let that commasspHow old was he
now—thirty? Thirty-one.

'‘Ask me in another ten years or so." She madeetinank without thought,
and then could have kicked herself. This had tamesnd—not another
beginning.

He didn't let that one pass either. He asked sloVglyhat an admission that
you might still want to know me?'

‘Hal--

‘All right—you don't have to answer. Only | havetédl you that I still find
you as attractive as you ever were—more perhaps.’

She'd had her suspicions that they wouldn't geutlin the evening without
crossing some dangerous ground, but how could vk Haappened so
quickly? It seemed now that there was nothing thaly could discuss
safely. She didn't know what to reply without beingde and
defensive—and that was a betrayal in itself.

But this time, to her relief, he didn't wait forrhle say anything, but went
back to their former neutral topic. 'I've got sotheatre work starting when
the TV serial finishes—a series of plays, includampther Elizabethan one,
so the beard and earring will come in useful a &vtdhger.'



'You've got plenty of work, then?'

He gave something that sounded like a contemptsoos. 'Oh, yes, I've got
plenty of work—enough to last me years if | wanteddo it." He put one

long finger thoughtfully into his glass oétsina,and extracted a drowning
fly. 'I'm not sure that | do.' He looked up, higldayes holding hers. 'But
that's another story, and | don't think it's one'seprepared to listen to at
the moment. So what shall | entertain you with—missues? Collapsing
scenery? Disastrous sword fights?'

For a while, the encounter continued amicably. ¢tdered more wine, and
food—a variety of Greek dishes, with swordfish k&ayrilled with herbs
and garnished with huge slices of lemon.

It was a pity, she thought, as she listened tgtssip of the acting world,
that they couldn't just be the chance-met strangfeeshad tried to imagine
earlier—she could have let herself like him, argpoind to him without the
need to be cautious. He was a good story-tellet,taak her interest for
granted, notwithstanding her earlier remarks tlzgt ds always, she was
held despite herself just by the power of his volwat later she found it
disturbing to - discover that she could remembetually nothing of what he
had said—she had been far more interested in =gl presence.

She had watched the gestures of his long-fingeaed$as he explained the
construction of a set— essential to the understandif some unlikely
comic tale—and the changing expressions in his dgds as he told the
anecdotes. In the dusk, by the taverna lightspbkdd more deeply tanned,
and his teeth were white in the dark-bearded fduevhe smiled.

It was some time later when she said, 'l got thpré@ssion you weren't
staying at the harbour?' There was something shéeddo make sure of.

'l wasn't—last week. I've been down here for tis¢ ¢@uple of nights. You
never asked.’

'So we might have met at any time in the last tags@’



He surveyed her impassively, the black eyes enigm@le might,’ he said,
'but we didn't.’

'‘And why was that, | wonder?' There was no waydwéd:take the question
as innocent speculation—she was looking him sttamghhe eyes and he
must know that what she was really telling him e he had deliberately
avoided her, until that meeting on the beach.

He said nothing. By now, with thetsinaand theraki she had drunk with

Katerina and Yorgos, she had had more alcohol shanwas used to, and
she had forgotten to be cautious. 'What made y@llyidecide to say hello

to me today? Or was it the sight of my nudity tbaercame your better
judgement?' She couldn't help the sarcasm thagdinige last remark, and
she wasn't surprised when he reacted to it.

"You know, Nina,' the deep voice was casually cosatgonal, and gave no
hint of what was coming, 'you've changed a lot. Yedecome quite nasty
over the years, even if you have grown more badufbr some reason I've
yet to fathom, you're sarcastic and defensive atter lunderneath all that
polite social manner. Don't think I've been sittivege for the best part of an
hour without noticing that you've let me do all takking, as long as it's been
about nothing that really mattered to either of Aisd nearly every time |
ask you something your eyes go blank—as thoudé tiutters have come
down over them—while you think up what sort of as\@er you're going to
give me. Have some moretsina.’

She was shocked at the unexpected directness attack. She hadn't really
meant it to go like this at all.

'Well, had you seen me before this afternoon?’ phsisted, openly
resentful now and determined that if, underneatil jthe had only set up
this meeting to get his own back in some way, shsnit going to stay
around much longer to let it happen.

'Yes. Last night and the night before.'

'‘And you recognised me?'



'l told you I've never forgotten those eyes. | \matt you both nights. I've got
a room here, above the taverna. You eat early] aatllate.’

She stared at him across the table in a tense asitlehsilence. So that
whole episode earlier on the beach had been chrsetabed. He had waited
for her to come out of the sea having known for dags who she was, just
as she had suspected. He had probably plannedyexéet he was going to
do, and say, and had wanted to catch her at avdistae.

So what was the point of prolonging this whole el He was only trying
to make a fool of her. She had just one more dggtohrough on the island,
and she could easily avoid him if she chose toh&tin't really changed one
bit! Angrily, she got to her feet.

'Hal—there's no point in this--' she began, bublethe had got any further
his hand had shot out and clamped itself on her arm

'Sit down. There's no need to react like that.'

Of course, whatever she did, he would be able tentdook as though she
was the one creating a scene. Her eyes met higyaagd then she realised
that there was no point either in fighting—even rehe would be no match
for him.

She was beginning to feel the first stirrings otad, secret fear that
everything she had believed dead was in facttsale, deeply buried inside
her, so that what she had hoped was a genuinédratite to him was really
only a fragile outer shell, an inadequate armoat ke had already found a
way to pierce. She had believed that emotions asdabs could be killed, if

not by someone else, then by you, yourself. Youdsiifle them, so that in

the end they were no longer there. But he haddyrdisturbed her too much
for that to be true.

She no longer knew what she felt for him, but thees no way that they
could avoid the past. It overshadowed everythirey thaid, and all those
unspoken questions lay behind every casual endsimy.shouldn't have had
so much to drink—she needed all her wits abouttdvdrandle something
like this.



'What do you want to get out of this, Hal?' sheedskfter a pause. She was
more in control of her voice now—she managed tondocalm, almost
expressionless.

'‘Something to fill a gap in my existence, perhaps®Wasn't the kind of
answer she had expected. He went on, 'This is atihdadsland. It has a
sense of reality, and a sort of quiet purposertiedtes one realise that most
of us live crazy lives. It makes an actor's lifersethe craziest of the lot.’

He sounded perfectly serious, and, coupled withdaidier remark, the
comment prompted her to ask, '‘Does that mean ybegmning to discover
the stage scenery's only made of paint and canvas?'

Again there was a hint of sarcasm in her tone,asutong as he wasn't
attacking her she was prepared to carry on theusisan. And she didn't
have to explain what she meant—he understood inateddi In the past,
that had been one of the most exciting aspectsenf telationship. Often it
had been as though they shared the same thouglesges.

He smiled at her in the way that had used to makénbart turn over. 'In a
manner of speaking.' His voice was deep and get.that doesn't mean
there's anything wrong with the paint and canvas. dlways known about
the limitations. . .perhaps it's just that | castt easily accept them any
longer.'

She was surprised. This was something differemh ftibe old Hal. If she
hadn't been so wary, the note of regret in thatidhéng voice would have
prompted a sympathetic response—with anyone butdfiencould have
shown concern.

Don't let him involve you, she told herself firmlyou won't have to see him
again. If you can't remain detached, it's bettétade involved at all.

They got up from the table then. It was late, aad long been dark, a red
moon rising out of the sea to hang like a brigbtdibove the slowly turning
sails of a windmill on the cliff-top.



She began to prepare a little leaving speech lefioyd she could make up
her mind to say it, he took her by the elbow. IsWsst as though an electric
current had suddenly passed down her arm. It neatledr self-control not
to pull away instantly. She didn't want him touchimer—she was far too
aware of him for her own comfort—but she didn't wansignal it to him so
obviously. He would probably take advantage of it.

'‘Come down on the beach for a while. | want to tallgou.’

"You've been talking all evening. It's late. Isrthanything left to say?' Her
tone was not encouraging.

'We haven't been talking at all—just making soaiaises. | hardly know
anything about you—not any more. You've been justaadience all
evening, and | get enough of those. Tell me somgthianything! Do you
still like eating sticky cakes at midnight?"

She turned to glance at him where they stood, aféetvfrom the lights of
the taverna. His eyes glittered in the half-lightl dae was smiling. But they
were on dangerous ground again. He was tryingttbeyeto break down the
barriers he had known were behind the whole of ttmiversation.

She shrugged. 'l can't say it's something | thimdua very often!" That was
true, and she didn't want to remember it now.

He chuckled and she felt his hand on the smallesfback. The slight
pressure told her to walk, and she stepped quicklyard to escape his
touch.

'l could never understand how you ate so much tayd so thin.'
"You were thin yourself,' she retorted, but shentidike the personal
reminiscence. He was determined to lead themfstilher away from the

safe, boring topics of the present that couldstulb either of them.

'Yes, but | didn't get out of bed every night td sg way through half a
chocolate cake.'



She didn't reply. She had a vision of herselfrgition the end of their bed,
trying to talk and eat a piece of cake at the séime, dressed in Hal's
towelling bathrobe. The crumbs kept falling dowm fnent. Hal—a thinner,
beardless Hal—was lying in bed laughing at her.eA¥trds, he had
pretended to lick them off her, and they had batlghed.

They walked slowly along the beach, towards thechdir path that would
take them up to the windmill. She had walked thkeenight before, alone
and undisturbed, enjoying the bland peace of thentight. Now she saw
that it wasn't just the calm of the night she hadrbappreciating, but the
hard-won calm of her own even, ordered life. Sh'tliwant it disturbed;
and most of all she didn't want it disturbed by timan.

She had known it was a mistake to give in to htpiest; she wanted this
meeting over as quickly as possible—ended, neathyfiaally, once and for
all. This walk on the beach was artificially progpng it. Tonightmustbe an
end, not the opening of another act.

Again she was aware of every movement of Hal bebkife His height
dominated her, and he walked more slowly than Isisdpng legs seeming
incapable of fitting their stride to hers. Theresvgamething about his sheer
proximity, something that she had deliberately baed from her mind, but
recognised as that indefinable pull of attractikatthad always been
between them.

What was he doing with her now, she wondered? Wiattve could he

have for seeking out her company? She had madeharassingly clear
that she didn't welcome his attention, and thatrgereluctant to talk. They
might have had supper together for the sake of fbener relationship, but
she had tried to make certain that they wouldreiakpof 'old times'. His
allusion to the midnight cakes had been the onk/specifically connected
with that topic.

He stopped walking suddenly, and she stood, abautdet away from him,
and asked, 'Shall we go back?’

'l was just going to ask you about Cambridge, dw. SWho is this partner of
yours? Anyone | used to know?'



She watched the dark movement of the sea, andntiad fishing boats
rocking gently against their moorings. '‘No," shid s@luctantly. She wanted
to give him as little information as possible, it obliged to add, 'He's a
friend, but someone | met since | knew you.'

'Does he live with you?'

The question, so casually dropped, annoyed headtnone of his business!
She was tempted to lie, to warn him off finallydgase he saw himself in a
new role—meeting a former lover on a romantic idlag moonlight. There

were too many plays which had that sort of backgdaw the plot! Perhaps
she should tell him that she lived with Ed. He'gdardind out the truth, so

what did it matter?

i don't see that it's any concern of yours," sipdiee coldly, ducking out of
the lie. She might save it up until later.

He started walking again, and reluctantly she wald@side him. She would
tell him she was going back to her room. He hadbnosiness to be
interrogating her. He had given up his right to asithing of her years ago.
She took a deep breath and then, as she glanaalasigl at him, saw him
watching her.

It isn't my business," he said quietly. 'But | waasking about your sex life.
| was just wondering what arrangements you hadtajmur house and your
tutorial establishment, and whether the whole thismg economically for
you and your partner, whoever he is." A note of buntrept into the deep
voice. 'Now | will ask about your sex life. Whatarou doing alone on this
island? Haven't you got a husband or lover to kempin order that you
have to wander about at night with disreputableradtke me?’

'| thought you were trying to impress me earliethwiow very reputable you
had become!" She evaded his question.

'It was merely a figure of speech. Well?' He wagaoihg to be put off.

'l could ask the same of you.'



‘All right. I'll tell you, since | seem to have &8 hide in my life than you

have in yours. Although there have been one orwwmen since you, as
you might have guessed—actors aren't renownedetdracy— there isn't

one at the moment, and there hasn't been for sirme' The last was a
disaster for various histrionic reasons. So, | a@e to come to this as yet
unspoilt, unfrequented island to sort out a fewlelitonfusions in my

existence, before | take up such commitments asé¢ back home.’

'What confusions?"

'‘Ah. That's not fair!" he said quickly. 'lt's yoturn now. What are you
hiding? If you've transformed your respectable padonated dwelling into
a brothel, I shan't turn a hair. Or tell the poloa have you raided.’

He almost got a smile out of her, and she softenéttle. ‘My dwelling
remains perfectly respectable, thank you, and he@hing much to say
about it. I don't live with Ed, nor he with me. Bl friend and a business
partner, and he lives with his wife Jenny who'saanountant and also a
friend. She does our books for us, all strictly\abboard. So there's nothing
to tell the police or anyone else about.’

'How do you spend your time when you're not makirgpired marriages
between would-be scholars and their pedants?'

‘That's a very pompous way to put it!

'It sounds like a pompous job! So. . .?"

'‘Coming to Greece, like now.'

He laughed. That's not quite what | meant. You rhase the odd weekend,
afternoon, evening. . .what do you do? Write? Pai to evening classes
in tatting? Pick up men in discos? What?"'

She tempted to give in to this renewed, lighter choothe conversation,

but, after everything else that had been said,a$ o dangerous. She
stopped walking and turned to him.



'Hal, what's the point of this?' she asked edde've been out of each
other's lives for a long time now. We won't meetiagDon't you think it
would be better just to forget about the past aagée the present alone? We
don't know each other any longer.'

He stood, hands in pockets, lounging with a caaoehal grace. He looked
completely relaxed, while there was an underlyargsion in her that felt as
though it might twist her shoulders, her neck, tnedwhole of her spine into
knots. She felt threatened by him, dominated byhkight, his attitude, his
sheer male presence.

‘That's not true. We do know each other—a wholeriote than any other
chance-met tourists on this island. But I've fowud less about you than |
would about any stranger | might talk to. . . Ahére is a point to all this,
even if you don't see it. | don't like untidy engkn and what | discovered
today was that for me there never really has beemraling. You left
everything hanging in the air—no explanations, mghl'd like to know
why. Just to set the record straight, if nothirgeél

'You never bothered to find out before, when itterad!" she flashed at him,
betrayed suddenly into verbal violence by the thheaposed. They had
been on a knife-edge of some sort of outburst &ineg— it seemed
inevitable now that it all had to end this way. Y\do you have to rake it all
up again now?' she went on angrily—she was lettielgemotions take a
dangerous hold of her. 'We're not in one of youmnlays, Hal! Life isn't
like art—or haven't you found that out yet? Then@®eat knitting up of the
plot at the end—happy-ever-after marriages, andplpeceunited with
long-lost children and. . .ohgll-- Her voice broke on something like a sob.

The hand she put up to hide her face was shakidglaa quickly withdrew

it. She had known his instinct would be to reachamd touch her, to try to
comfort her for whatever unexplained grief it wasrhust surely have seen
seconds before—she had to get away! She couldk'any more questions.

She was speaking. 'I've got a splitting headadmegding back to my room.
Thank you for supper, Hal." She had already tutoegb. '‘Goodbye.’

'‘Nina--'



There were several yards between them now. Shevalxeng fast, almost
running, her hair flapping silver in the moonligktwouldn't do him any
good to pursue her—she was determined to let npthappen between
them again, not even a casual passing friendliness.



CHAPTER THREE

"You will let me dry it?' Elli demanded, as Ninayidting a pale rope of
dripping hair on top of her head, groped for theeb

Elli's hairdressing efforts were a long-establishashl between them. The
lively little nine-year-old Greek was fascinatedthg silver fairness of her
tourist guest's hair, so different from her ownkdawrls, and brushed and
combed and plaited and curled—the latter with arefpng lack of

success— and chatted away in erratic English whiilen sat with a book

she had no hope of reading.

Nina was making very leisurely preparations forfdrey. There were hours
and hours yet to while away before it arrived. #swscheduled to appear at
ten, but experience had taught her that there waitab sign until well after
midnight. She still had to pack, but that wouldizkte more than ten minutes;
she had brought minimal holiday clothing and onhe soft bag to carry
things.

With her head swathed in a towel, she steppedtathe little courtyard of
the villa. The light was already fading, making titatewashed walls bright
in the gloom. Pots of green basil stood by the whtuiron gates and along
the tops of the enclosing walls, and someone ieaatlty house had a radio
on, playing typical Greek bouzouki music. It haldogicome very familiar to
her. She would miss the peaceful, easy way of kiied the friendly
islanders.

Katerina had asked earlier that evening if she diealt with them, and she
had accepted with enthusiasm: it wasn't just tHa# snjoyed their

company—it was also an excellent way of avoiding B@mething that she
hadn't succeeded in doing earlier that day, debpitdest efforts.

Elli fetched a chair from the kitchen, and a snsédlol on which to put her

hairdressing equipment. The courtyard was her saod Nina was quite

happy to enter into the spirit of the game to pddaer, sitting where she was
told and having long discussions about possiblestyrhen Elli seized the

comb, and began to tease out the long damp strands.



'"You are eating with us tonight? It is so sad ffwat have to go. When will
you come back? You could come in April—we have redar guests then.'

'‘Ouch. | have to work in April. I'll come back nesammer—for longer. |
promise.'

There was a few seconds' pause while Elli concemtian a tangle, and then
she demanded, 'Who is that man today? | and Katilked with our friends
in the afternoon and you were with a man on thelbeaar the olive trees.'

'Oh, was I?' This wasn't a good start! She wasah @repared to think about
Hal, let alone be questioned about him. Her thixdonter with him had

been both unexpected—because she had taken canmith yesterday's

haunts—and humiliating. 'So what were you doingdnag about in the

olive trees?' she demanded, in mock disapproval.

'What is "hanging about"?'

'It means being there with nothing to do!'

Elli laughed. 'But we have something to do—watchyog! But you were
with the man, so it was not good to come down. Memt swimming and
had a race with him.'

If that was what it looked like to Elli, well anagd!

'He is your boyfriend?’

‘No. Just a tourist | met." Rather a casual wagigmiss such a cataclysmic
interview with Hal, she thought wryly. He had foddeformation out of her
she didn't want to give, succeeded in making hg—crwhich was
something she hadn't done for years—and, withgoea@ing to be aware of

it, challenged her to reassess their entire reiakip.

She had been sunbathing on an unfrequented bekoh the olive groves.
It wasn't one she liked, and she'd only chosematvbid Hal.



A disturbed night, followed by an enforced sunbatheher least favourite
beach on her last day on the island, hadn't puirharvery good frame of
mind. She'd tried to read, but there had beenr#aating breeze, and she'd
ended up with the book over her face.

She hadn't known how much time had passed in alsigged haze when
she had heard the crunch of pebbles behind her. li@adcing upwards
from under the pages of her paperback, she'd fbiahtboking down at her.
He had been standing with his feet just behindieed, and he had seemed
to obscure the sky—dark skin, dark beard, dark.eéysfiadowing of curled
hair had darkened his chest. The gold had glittenetlis ear and the
turquoise had hung brilliant against the black.Halire might have known he
wouldn't leave her alone.

'What are you doing here?' she'd demanded coldly.

The corners of his mouth had twitched, but haanitesl. 'A cat may look at
a queen.’

'‘Go away. There are lots of beaches on this islévigy did you have to
choose this one? It's not even very nice.'

The dark eyes had narrowed to dangerous slitsndinchoosing the beach.
I'm choosing you.'

It had been no use getting angry. She couldn'tafight with him standing
over her like that. But he hadn't broken her outivasmposure yet—cold
indifference would work in the end. He would growaréd and leave her.

'‘Go away and look for the goats you said you wafdedompany. We said
goodbye yesterday. I'm catching the ferry tonight.’

She had slid the book up over her face again,gestre of finality.
'‘Good. That leaves us about ten hours.'

'What's that supposed to mean?’



‘That we've got plenty of time to renew our acqtaaine.’

Nina had bitten her lip, and had rolled over orhé& stomach so that he
couldn't look directly at her face.

'l thought | made it clear yesterday that as fafrasconcerned, there's no
acquaintance to renew,’ she had said in tonesadaar as she could make
them. 'Would you move, please? You're standing &hevant to put my
book." And she had stared pointedly at the lightxoe@d espadrilles and the
frayed ends of his jeans.

After that, things had gone from bad to worse. lingkback on it now, as
Elli's light fingers played with her hair, she codee that what she had at
first dismissed as a childish desire on Hal's frIagrovoke her had in fact
been part of a carefully orchestrated plan.

First he irritated her beyond endurance, tauntexgwith her unconvincing

attempts to read. Then, having driven her to taiage in the sea, he
followed her in and chased her, exhausting heeirefforts toevade contact
with him in an environment which allowed him togeder, and even touch
her, in games she couldn't fight off—she couldheziargue effectively, nor
ignore him.

Finally, when she swam slowly back to the beachlechand utterly drained
of energy, to flop face down on her towel, he ldetthis real attack—just
when she was least expecting it.

He stretched out on the pebbles a couple of feaydrem her, lying on his
side, watching her, his dark head supported onootftung arm. With the
earring still vivid against the wet, black hair, keoked more like an
Elizabethan adventurer than ever.

Exhaustion deceived her into thinking that they leathblished a sort of
truce, and she was about to make some comments@ppearance.

But there was no way that she could have foregeequestion he asked her,
before she could even open her mouth. With onedbbereapt every one of



the invisible barriers straight into the subjeatthad so carefully avoided
all through those edgy exchanges they had hadigi¢ efore.

'‘Why didn't you answer my letters?'

Letter® What letters? Her heart nearly missed a beat. Halge never
received anything from him! If hiead written, then. . . She licked her lips.
Her mouth was dry. 'Hal--' Her voice sounded hadBen't--.' But she no
longer had the energy or the will to fight.

'Don't what? Ask you to explain why you walked ontme all of a sudden
one day and never came back? Or why you wouldeakspo me on the
phone? Or why you never acknowledged a single bng/detters—did you
evenreadthem?'

She lay perfectly still. Suddenly, she couldn'tvegrs What he had just said
could change her whole view of him. For years shekh telling herself that
he'd just let her go, without a word, because ligéerbess had somehow
made the separation easier to bear. But now itsdéhat it hadn't been like
that at all.

But she didn't want to know any more—it was toe &t change anything.
He was only making it all so much worse to remembedoesn't matter
now," she said desperately. 'It's all in the pa#&ty can't we just forget it?
We won't see each other after today.'

Her face was giving too much away, she was suri. &he rested her
forehead on her arms to hide whatever it was heression would tell him.
She didn't want to think about the implicationsvbfat he had said just yet.

‘There's no guarantee that we won't meet agaisaide His tone was empty
of any expression. 'Don't you think you owe me golanation at least? I've
had to wait over five years for it.'

'Don't pretend you cared about me all that timeabee | won't believe it!"
Her bitter reply was purely defensive. It had bsermuch easier to believe
that he hadn't really loved her.



'l cared enough not to forget you. | cared enooglet¢ognise you the second
| saw you over five years later.'

She drew a shuddering breath, and tried to coh&mothoughts. What sort of
revenge was he trying to get, anyway—humiliationr®d Aall the talk of
caring— what did it amount to? Maybe he had writteher afterwards, but
if he'd really cared he'd have done somethingdp ker leaving him: all the
signs had been there, for weeks and weeks. Hedwdtbo caught up in his
own selfish concerns to notice. He hadn't stoppdten, even when--

'Well?' he prompted. 'If it was so long ago andenoh it matters, as you
keep saying, why can't you tell me? I'd like to wrejust for the record, as
| told you. Why didn't you answer the letters?"

'l never got any.' She could scarcely speak.
There was an infinitesimal pause, and he saithaistrue?'

'Of course it's true. . ." Her words were muffl&lhy would | bother to lie
after all this time?'

‘| wrote six or seven times.'

She was silent, shocked by the implications. It Wasl to accept that her
mother had had such an active part in separaterg.tifhen she asked, 'Why
did you write?' She knew the answer, but she cdustiop herself asking.

'Surely that's obvious?' For the first time thees\a roughened edge to that
liquid voice. 'Was it too much to ask for an explaon even then? One day
you were there. The next you were gone—no noté&jimgtDon't you think

| might have wondered what it was I'd done? Or neagiennot done? |
tried to see you twice, but I might have known tiatt would be a waste of
time--'

'Where?' she interrupted him. 'Where did you trgd¢e me?'

‘At your parents', of course. Your mother was ddirgguard-dog act.'



She kept her face resolutely hidden—all that unhreggs! And it need not
have happened the way it did at all. . . She cbaldly bear to think about
it—the only consolation lay in the fact that he heller known the real
reason she had gone to her parents, so in thehendtters wouldn't have
made any difference. . .

‘Tell me, were all those dismissive messages ré&alhg you? What did you
do, give her a briefing every day in case | call@dfe edge had taken on a
recognisable bitterness, and she was stung irgplg.r

'l didn't give her any messages—I wasn't there!"
‘Then where were you?' he demanded.

She didn't dare to look at him now; it was hardugtojust to control her
voice. When she spoke at last, it was an evasierhéid the key, but she
wasn't going to show him how to turn the lock.

She began hesitantly, her face buried in her dtrmgd to tell you, Hal. . .1
tried to talk to you lots of times. But you wereinterested. You were too
obsessed with your career. . .and even when | waoteell you something
important, you didn't really listen. At least myreats cared—they made
mistakes, but they wanted what they believed was foe me. You didn't.
You were only interested in what was best for yeliirs She broke off. If he
had been trying to humiliate her, he had succedélsde said any more, he
would know she was crying. She heard him move dbyrgm the stones
beside her, as though to deny what she had juktisat he couldn't.

There was a long pause.

'So you went home. Don't you think you might haafed note?' He sounded
angry, but she made no reply. 'Damn it, Nina, wa® ibloody difficult to
have told me you were going to your parents?’

Memory was a strangely selective thing—slaétold him. They'd even had
a row about her spending the train fare to gdhaliray down to Sussex just
when he had an important audition. He wanted héin Wwim, and they



couldn't afford to spend any more money. . . It walsearable to think about
it now.

And it was hard to accept the thought of thoseetstt-he hadn't been as
unfeeling as she” had believed, but it was toottathange anything. They
didn't alter the reasons she had made the oridawsion.

The silence between them lengthened into minutesntdally she sat up,
brushing her hair back quickly in a gesture thawdthe side of one arm
across her face. It took all trace of the tears$ vtjtas she had intended.

She knew now the way to defeat him: while she rapthisilent,
unresponsive, there was nothing he could do—noheagould torture her
with all those things best left buried in the pd$tere was no way she was
going to let them—or him—ruin her future too. . .

As she thought about it now, in the calm dusk ofeiaa’s courtyard, she
saw how she had made her first mistake in allowisgeasing to goad her
into showing her irritation. His subsequent tachesl further broken down
her control, and she couldn't afford to lose maomgd to him. There were
still barriers he hadn't even guessed at. She t@sng to let him try.

She couldn't help dwelling on the way in which parents had forced her
into a position of choice: Hal or them. She hadtteen for a while between
the two, but in the end it had been her parents adw shown love and
concern when she'd needed it; Hal had had his ehamt he hadn't even
listened. His own concerns had come first, as tieyays had. But her
parents had made her pay a price, and she wasnomybeginning to
discover the full cost of her decision.

Her mother had died believing that Nina still hatezt for forcing that
choice, and after her death Nina's father hadmetuto his native Denmark
where she had seen him very rarely since. Whem ligje Queen Anne
house in Sussex had been sold, the loss of hathdatl home had been a
blow to her; most of her associations with it haged happy ones—



although Hal had hated that house. To him it hadbsy}ised everything in
her mother's attitudes that had been unaccepialblient

From the day she had met Hal there had been ngitaae nor tranquillity
in her life. He had caused strife in her familyddms relationship with her
had swung from one dramatic extreme to the othewals strange to
remember now that at first she had thrived on it.

Afterwards, when his absence had created an agbidghat nothing could
fill, she had made a new life and found new friendighout ever really
losing the pain he had caused her. She had le&oriee with it by shutting
off part of herself, but she would never dare ag@aiopen those doors of her
own free will. Nor was she going to allow Hal tade them.

She hadn't let him see the tears on her face, laadhadn't given him an
answer. He had left soon after that, with a comnadigut seeing her at
supper, and she had made up her mind to stay atlidéor the rest of the
day, avoiding him until she was safely on the ferry

Her thoughts now were broken by the eruption onstene of Dimitri:
thirteen, skinny, and as lively as his sister Elli.

You are playing with me now, Nina! You said—yowmprised—yesterday!'
Dark eyes sparkling, and out of breath from a rprthe street, he thrust
himself between his sister and their guest, upggttie 'salon’ table and Elli
in one go. Elli broke into a spate of tearful Greakd Dimitri, arguing
vehemently, called his mother from the kitchenrti@ivene on his behalf.
Katerina, wiping floury hands on her apron, emergedfly to speak with
unmistakable sharpness to both of them.

Despite the row, Nina was amused. She liked boildrein, and was long
accustomed to their arguments. Then she caughtikateeye, and the two
women smiled at each other.

'OK, you two!" she said decisively. 'We can eadiyboth things if we sit at
the table. Elli can comb my hair while | play baakgmon.’



Ellie's agreement was reluctant—she no longer lndel daim to Nina's
attention—but she moved the chair to the tableenvbimitri ran to fetch the
board.

Relative peace then ensued while Dimitri and Neragrossed in the game,
struggled to outwit each other, and Elli amusedsélérplaiting and
unplaiting Nina's hair. The contest over the baokg@n was an old
one—Dimitri had kept the scores from the previoakday, and Nina had
found herself sitting down to the same life-andtdestruggle even on the
first night of her return.

They switched on the courtyard light when it be¢@grow dark, Dimitri
appreciatively sniffing the delicious smells of &w emanating from the
kitchen. Then Katerina came out with a glass ofewfor Nina. They were
waiting for the return of Yorgos from the shop lepkby the harbour, before
they set the table.

"You must drink lots of wine, Nina!" Dimitri encaaged. 'lt's good for your
brain. You must take more chances!

Nina, the dice in her hand, caught the mischieMook in his eye and
laughed. Her hair, teased out by the ministratwmislli, floated round her
shoulders, and her loose white shirt and cottomg@aere bright in the lights
of the courtyard.

And that was how Hal saw her—bright, laughing, ctatgly caught up in
the game and the children. There was almost aesstabout her, and an
indefinable quality that had not appeared at thifier meetings—a glimpse
of the past.

Nina looked up suddenly, and felt her heart midseat. She had been
expecting Yorgos, but the tall, bearded man ingditeway was nothing like
the stocky Greek. In an instant her face changed.

At that moment Katerina came out of the kitcherthwiplastic bread basket
in her hands.



'l was looking for Nina,' Hal explained. He was quetely relaxed, hands in
the pockets of his faded denims. He was smilinthdught we might be
having supper together.’

Katerina glanced quickly from one to the other,imexpreting the look on

Nina's face. 'You are Nina's friend from the beac¢eg, Elli told me. | am so

sorry—I asked Nina to have supper with us tonigtibte she goes. | did not
know you had arranged this.’

‘No, it's all right, really,’ Nina interrupted hégt There was no
arrangement.' She avoided Hal's eye.

"You are leaving together tonight?'

'‘No," said Hal. 'But | was hoping | might see Nimefore she catches the
ferry.’ Damn him, and that actor's voice! He knewaatly the right
intonations to sound like regret and polite withvdab at the same time,
when he meant nothing of the sort.

Of course, he was warmly invited to stay for suppdéina gave him a
deliberately hostile look. He met her eyes fullyda@hen turned shamelessly
to Katerina and held out his hand with a smile. 'Myne's Hal,' he said.
'Thank you for the invitation. | should very mudhkel to stay, if it isn't
inconvenient.’

Katerina returned his smile. 'You are very welcokive. are waiting for my
husband before we begin to eat, but perhaps yoloMika some wine now?
Dimitri." There was a loud protest in Greek, whizdused Katerina some
amusement. 'He plays Nina for the honour of Gréeated exclaimed, and
went to fetch the wine herself.

Nina, acutely conscious of Hal's presence, saitiingtand concentrated
ferociously on the game.

"You should have told me you already had an arraege for supper,’ he
said. He must have guessed she hadn't; she wowdpnaduced it as the
perfect excuse to avoid meeting him.



Elli had given up on her hair for the time beingdavas bringing a third
chair for Hal. He turned the chair round and s#tidesit, resting his arms
along the back to watch the game. 'You are the Iyalmackgammon
champion, are you?' he asked Dimitri, with a grin.

Dimitri grinned back. 'Of course,' he announcedamatantly. 'l beat my
father. You play this game? Play with me?’

Hal winked at Elli. 'l only play professionals, Bbwait to see how you do
against Nina before I tell you.'

Elli giggled, and squirmed her way into Nina's ldday with Dimitri!" she
pleaded. "You must beat him— Nina never wins!

Nina was aware that Hal was looking at her, butditie't meet his eye.

'‘Ah," he said, 'that's because she doesn't havegthtestrategy. How long
has she been playing this game?' Outwardly he veeslucting his
conversation entirely with the children, who welready fascinated by him.

'l teach her two years before."'

‘Then you have an unfair advantage—all your yefiexperience. I'll play
on Nina's side, and you see if you can beat theofwus.'

'‘And I'll play for Nina also!" Elli announced.

When Dimitri protested, Hal said cunningly, 'Jushbk of the victory if you
win—three against one! You'll be the hero of théage.'

Nina wasn't sure why Hal was involving himself iretgame. It certainly
gave him an excuse to involve himself with her, listenjoyment seemed
genuine. She was surprised—this easy rapport Wwittren was something
she had never seen in him before. There was ap inahshe didn't want to
think about. But maybe the whole thing was justdyacting.



Elli was lying against her. Nina rested her chintloa curly dark head and
said, 'Perhaps it would be better if the two of yomtinued the game. I'll
watch.'

'Why?' Hal challenged, forcing her to meet his ey&faid of getting too
involved? Or is it the thought of playing on thewaside as me that puts you
off?"

She knew that he intended her to take the wordsoa¢ than their obvious
meaning. 'Hal—* she said warningly. It wasn't fair to use thddren.

During the game that followed, she was too distréhdty Hal to pay much
attention to what she was doing. She let him thkedice from her fingers,
horribly aware of the moment when their hands tedc¢land then watched
him join forces with Elli. The two of them, with boly glee, set out to block
all Dimitri's moves.

By the time Yorgos returned from the village thes@s a very noisy battle
going on. Hal had decided that England's honouratasake, while Nina,

her attention very pointedly fixed on the young &k® sipped her wine and
encouraged both sides in turn.

Introductions interrupted play for a while, and sls&d Yorgos' arrival to
withdraw from the game and help Katerina to setni@al out. There was
some argument over table space, and supper hagittoviile the game was
finished. Dimitri won, and demanded everyone'shdit@, but Nina, waiting
to put down a bowl of olives and following the firsiages of play from
behind Hal's chair, had seen the last moves.

‘You let him get away with that, didn't you?' sisked Hal, her voice pitched
too low to be heard over the jubilant exclamatiohBimitri.

He looked up at her, one corner of his mouth cgriliio a smile. 'What you
call a strategic defeat—it didn't look as thougkare was going to get any
supper! Then, before she had a chance to move, dwayached out and
pulled her against him. She almost dropped the lbbwalives, and her body
tensed instantly. "That was your first completgdgrganeous remark of the
evening. Progress?’



She couldn't pretend she didn't know what he meatshe couldn't make a
scene. She intended her smile to be no more tpalita one, but somehow
she caught the amusement in Hal's eyes, and gdugenuine instead. His
fingers tightened momentarily on her arm, and théesfaded.

'Do you think we could move the board off the tafdsv to make room for
the food?' she said coolly.

'I'll do it!" Dimitri offered. 'Play again after, &?' Hal laughed, and released
her. 'Maybe tomorrow, if you come down to the caféHrave nothing to do
once Nina's gone.' 'Nina is your girlfriend?' Dimné&nquired, with far too
much interest.

'She used to be.' She had stepped quickly away fiombut she knew he
was looking at her. 'Perhaps she will be again. WHoaws?'

'‘Ah, lovers' quarrels!" Yorgos said indulgentlys mhoustache spread in a
knowing grin. 'Women are the devil, Hal—they nekeow what they want.
You have to let her know who is the boss!'

Hal laughed, that deep golden laugh of genuine amast.

You know, Yorgos, | just might!

Nina, angry and embarrassed, retreated instartibytire kitchen. He had
found a new way of provoking her, and was derivipgte a lot of
enjoyment out of it.

"You have been to this island before, Hal?' Katedsked when they had sat
down to supper, Nina next to Yorgos at the headheftable and only
diagonally opposite Hal.

it's my first visit—I've never been to Greece befor

'You like it?'

it's beautiful. Very peaceful. Like another world.’



'What is your work?' Yorgos asked.
'I'm an actor. But I'm thinking of giving it up.’'

If he had been trying for her attention beforehbad got it now. She stared at
him, eyes wide, and he held her gaze.

Never, never in a million years could that remaekdgenuine! Acting had

been his life even before she had first known ramg he had sacrificed
everything, including her, to that ambition. He iinhave been able to read
the blank disbelief in her eyes; his own seemdubtd a challenge. But the
moment passedtoo quickly, and his attention wasneld by an excited

Dimitri.

‘Are you in films? Have you been to Hollywood? Amai famous?'

He laughed, his eyes still holding her$, and thendd to Dimitri beside
him. 'Yes. Yes. No. . .obviously not, if you havdréard of me!'

Dimitri looked puzzled by so many answers at oacel, the others laughed.
Even Nina was amused, though she avoided catchalg Eye again. 'l
didn't know you'd been to Hollywood," she remarkieer tone carefully
neutral.

'It's not surprising if you're no longer interestedictors and acting, as you
said when we first talked.’

"You mean, I'd have read about you if I'd lookethi& right magazines?'

'‘Not necessarily. The film wasn't exactly a boxawfrecord breaker—just
one of the many sci-fi adventure efforts. | didoagle of interviews at the
time—one for a BBC film programme—and if you'd readseen those
you'd have heard about it.’

Anyone but Hal, and he would have intended to irspt@s audience with
remarks like those. But his words were directeldesitand she knew he was
trying to find out if she had followed his careernay time, even though she
had previously been at pains to suggest that shadia



'What was it called?"

'‘Black Neptunél.offered a part in it after the Stratfokthcbeth One wonders
what peculiar train of associatioeacouraged thecasting directors to pick
on me.'

"Macbeth—witches—magic—black—Neptune?' she suggested. The
remark was spontaneous, as was the smile that pecoed it. until Hal
grinned back at her, his dark eyes sparkling wigh fhat light of humour in
them that she remembered from a shared past, wegrused to play silly
word association games late into the night.

It was just before eleven when the party brokeTungre was no sign of the
ferry, but it was invariably late and Yorgos andéaa encouraged Nina to
stay longer. She was certain that Hal would inmmstvaiting with her at the

harbour, and wanted to avoid being alone with temafs long as possible,
but she was unwilling to impose on the hospitadityj<aterina— while she

was there, the children wouldn't go to bed.

Also, although it was only a couple of minutes'kv@bwn to the harbour, it
would be a good idea to get there early. The feiwyld anchor out in the
little bay in deeper water, and travellers wouldéhéo transfer by fishing
boat in which space was limited.

When the children finally allowed her to leave, sVes kissed and hugged
by Katerina and Elli, and Yorgos shook her handmigr'We will see you
again next year, Nina? We expect you!

She was touched to think the family had acceptedhttbis way. 'Of course
I'll be here—I've had a wonderful time!" Then sheught, Until yesterday.
Until Hal turned up!

Dimitri, despite his mother, insisted on accompagyihem down to the
harbour, and Nina was glad of his presence. Thgelohe stayed with her,
the less time she would have alone with Hal.

She had made one futile attempt to get rid of Kiimere's no need to come
down with me, really. I'd rather wait on my own.'



'I'm staying down at the harbour, remember? Andllyget bored hanging
round the taverna. The ferry won't be in for agets'y

She had been annoyed, and had let it show. 'I'chtesié—I have been here
before, you know! Anyway, Dimitri is going to waitth me.'

'Only until half-past eleven—isn't that right, Dimif?* And Hal had given
her a thoughtful smile.

Packing had taken scarcely five minutes, and sloeenaerged from her
room only to find Hal beside her, his hand instactbvering hers on the
grips of the light holdall. The unexpected contaatl made her flinch, and
she had been aware of every inch of his tall, tithfeame as he had stood
half behind her, his right hand over hers.

She had let go instantly and had pulled her harayaunwilling to make a
scene in front of the Greeks while Hal had takenléave of them, writing
his name on a hastily produced scrap of paper Hloa& her first genuine
autograph.

They went down to the taverna and sat drinking bmagis of rich Greek
coffee, while Nina sat in silence, listening to inboasting of his
escapades with friends, swimming and climbing rotirdisland. She was
amused by his blatant admiration of Hal, and imgedsdespite herself, by
the matter-of-fact way in which Hal dealt with Rar from basking in the
innocent flattery of the boy, it was he who contitaturned the subject
away from the glamorous film world and encouragechiDi to talk about
himself.

When he left, at Hal's insistence and not muchr &fte mother's deadline,
there was still no sign of the ferry. Nina hopedtther determined silence
would drive Hal away, but he seemed quite relagiting back in his chair,

a cigarette between the fingers of the hand thatresting idly on the table.

In the end she couldn't bear his silent study ofamy longer. "You never
used to smoke.' He took a long pull at the cigardtalf closing his eyes as
he did so, still watching her, and then blew oetdmoke casually on a long



breath before he spoke. 'That's what the stagetdogsi. A lot of waiting
around, a lot of tension. I'm trying to give it up.

'Looks like it," she said sarcastically. 'Or didiyonean the stage.'

'‘Both.' there was another pause, and then he'Said,never used to be so
nasty.'

'So you said yesterday.' She hesitated, and thdedaduickly, 'Look,
Hal—there's no point in this. We're not going toetregain, so why pretend
we've got anything to say to each other?"

She watched while he stubbed out the cigaretteneial ashtray. Then he
leaned back in his chair, and put his hands inpthekets of his jeans.
'‘Because whavegot something to say to each other. Quite andiagt--'

'Don't start raking up the past again!'
'l wasn't going to. | was going to talk about tbeufe.’

‘There isn't one—not for us.' Perhaps this tim&tgad of just defending, she
should try an attack on different ground. Beforecoeld comment, she
asked, 'Are you really going to give up acting?"

He studied her a moment. 'Do you want to know tissner to that question,
or are you talking for the sake of it?'

Her eyes sparked for a moment in annoyance thernydiee deliberately
cool, she said, 'l asked because 1 was intereBtgdf you'd prefer to talk
about the weather. . .?'

'‘No," he said slowly. 'It's just that you've beemywkeen to avoid asking me
anything up to now. . . You were surprised wheaidl ®arlier this evening
that Iwas thinking of giving up, and you don't sdwas though you believe
it.'



'l don't. You were obsessed with the whole acteodd long before | knew
you. You wanted big parts, lots of work, succesa biig way. Why should
you give it up now when you're getting all thosedis you've worked for?"

He was silent so long that she thought he wasniggo answer her. When
he finally did begin to speak, what he said lackesdcharacteristic fluency.
There were many breaks and pauses as though, der ba wasn't sure of
his lines.

'l don't know if you'll understand what I'm going ¢ay. Or whether | can
even explain it. | thought that once you were alnagskeen on it all as | was,
but it seems that the glamour wore off for you |dedpre it did for me. And
there was always another part | wanted to play—rerauccess | wanted to
have.' He stopped, and lit a second cigarette. &Dneess spurs you on to
look for another. But. . .well, it's easy to loseith with yourself—always
faking emotions you don't feel, trying to get untlee skin of a character
that's entirely alien to you until you begin tortkilike him, and react like
him, even off-stage. You find yourself speaking @that aren't really
yours even in ordinary conversations.’

'Like now?'

'He gave her a direct look. 'No. Not like now." Hlanced down at the

cigarette building its column of ash between higyéirs, and gave a wry
smile. 'I'm not aware of borrowing what I'm sayingm any character I've

played, but perhaps that's where the danger lig¢'s-bacome second nature
to me. Who do you think | sound like?"

'No one. | just wondered." She found herself waighhe cigarette too. '‘But
you must have known this before—it's an occupatibaaard. Why does it
suddenly matter so much to you when it looks asighoyou could be a
really big success? That's what you wanted.’

'Life in the fast lane, a hyped-up existence—rasiieping in the same bed
for two nights running, for one reason or anotl#erd in that world mostly
another' he added cynically. 'Do | really want to lookckaon a couple of
divorces, a succession of women | can hardly reneembkand
half-relationships with my children who don't edgrow me?'



it doesn't have to be like that." Again, despitesél, her interest was held.
She could still find herself becoming involved lifeswasn't careful.

‘No," he agreed. 'Especially now when | have otipgions open to me. But
will I be able to make the same decision at fastyforty-five, when success
has turned out the way | thought it would?"

‘These options," she said thoughtfully, ‘are thuesy yague ideas, or do you
really have choices to make?'

'For a long time now I've been a sort of "sleepuagtner” in a business
venture with a friend. He wanted to open up a smeséarch development
organisation and | put some capital into it. I'stjonade a lot of money out of
a film, and it seemed like a good idea at the tirid. bought a
house—though I've never had time to live in the@laand there was still a
lot of money lying around spare. The thing's resdlgen off, and there's
room for me to play a much more active role incbmpany.'

'‘But you're not interested in business!" she ptetes

'How would you know that?' he said quietly. 'As ysaid yourself, five
years is a long time.'

There was another silence. Hal finished the ciggrand she watched him
once again stub it out. She needed time to thitigtwe had just shown her
of himself had been totally at odds with her imag&im. This was a more

thoughtful, serious man than the one she had knfaemg some sort of

personal crisis. Unwilling though she was to gimg aign of it, there was

still a ready sympathy in her that instinctivelaceed out towards him.

She waited for him to speak again, and a tensieptanto the silence
between them. He was sitting forward now, armsrrgsin the table, and
hands loosely linked in front of him.

At last, looking at his hands, he spoke againati®o change my life, Nina.
| want the kind of stability I've never had, anfélto have some sort of
meaning beyond performance and success. | have saemypgood friends,
but the life | lead isn't conducive to making nemes—not real friends,



anyway.' He hesitated, and that deep, smooth weesedangerously rough
when he spoke again. 'There is no woman in my &fe something I've
discovered since | saw you on this island is thatre¢ never really has
been—since you.'

Nina felt as though her heart had suddenly drogoedewhere into the pit
of her stomach. 'That's ridiculous, Hal"

is it? I don't think so. You were everything | wadt From the day | met you,
| don't think | ever seriously considered anyorseeBince then I've been
trying to find you in every woman I've been withhwdid you leave?'

She could hardly breathe. Her throat ached andmuerth felt dry. She
couldn't answer his question, but even thoughunded cruel she forced
herself to say, 'l don't want you. | told you,iftihed five years ago.'

His eyes seemed to be burning her. The gold of Etiaabethan earring
glinted in the taverna lights. 'There's no mandanfife.' It was a statement,
not a question.

'How do you know?' she flung at him.

'‘Because you'd have told me if there had been— gaadunition to keep
me at a distance. You've changed, Nina, but yooteas indifferent as you'd
like to pretend.’

All the tension in her snapped suddenly—he was ssitate! 'l don't know
how I'm going to get this through to you!" she exded, her anger
defensive. 'l have my job, my life in Cambridge, rfimgnds—and I'm
perfectly contented with it all. It's a calm, pefatdife, which is something
I've wanted for a long time. Whatever we had ordppened because | was
too young to know any better." She knew the wordeeveallous but it was
better this way—it had to be final. 'l don't wahany longer. | don't even
want to remember it." She was looking at him nosv,&yes blazing with an
intensity that arrested him. There was somethirtgariook that was almost
startled.



‘The best thing you can do,' she continued, 'if gate about me at all—as
you say you do—is leave me alone!’

'We'll see.

She stared at him a few seconds longer—open ligstilher eyes meeting
quiet determination in "his—and then, luckily, wsessed from the need to
reply by the stir amongst the other tourists attéiverna. The ferry, blazing
with lights against the dark sea, had just slipp&alview round the curve of
thebay. People were pushing back their chairs afldating their bags.
Nina got up quickly.

'Sit down," Hal said. 'There's no need to move yet.

'l don't want to be last—the fishing boat's alwayewded.' Any excuse to
get away from him. She was dreading the moment whey would say
goodbye, unless she could put some distance—aiher@ioéy three or four
tourists—between them first.

Hal had dumped her bag beside his chair when tlaglydat down. She
cursed herself for not having thought of an exdaseove it sooner. She
had to bend towards him to retrieve it, and he hredcout, his fingers
circling her arm. 'lt looks as though we're goindhave to wait until we're
both back in England before we can finish this @yeation.’

He was getting to his feet. She tried to move amayhe still had hold of her
arm. She had to get the farewells over as quickhd as formally, as
possible.

'‘Goodbye, Hal. | hope everything works out for yatlrat your business
succeeds, if that's what you want.' She didn't loiok in the eyes, bending
even as she spoke to pick up her bag. But, befwgecesuld touch it, he
pulled her towards him and, caught off balance feth@against him.

Then his arms were round her, and she felt helogahig held close against
the lean, muscular body. One hand was in her aad,he pulled her head
back until she was forced to meet his eyes. Tlseesefuture for us, Nina,
and one day you're going to admit it. See you igl&md.’



She knew what he was going to do, but there wagaysshe could twist out
of his grasp or turn her head away, and her protaststifled almost before
she could make a sound His kiss was very briefbtdlbver before she had
time to resist the contact. Then his lips brusheddmneek, and she felt his
beard prick her skin as he buried his face in la@r h

'See you in England,’ he repeated, and then legdeThe release was so
unexpected that she staggered back against the, tataring at him
wide-eyed, her breath coming in gasps. Even ingli@s seconds her body
had registered their brief contact, but she had peeparing herself for a far
more prolonged attack. Now, somewhere inside hpgraerse little voice
was telling her of her secret disappointment thaadn't lasted longer.

For an instant Hal looked as surprised as shethamhe smiled and picked
up her bag. 'Come on. Let's load you on to therfgsboat.’

He didn't try to touch her again, and her ‘Goodiges spoken as she turned
from him to climb aboard the small transfer vesSék didn't want to look at
him again, and she didn't search for him as the poléed away from the
little jetty, although she knew that he was stédlrgling there.

Once on the ferry, she found a seat on which shi& iretch out for the
night in one of the saloons, and prepared herselthfe voyage back to
Piraeus.

She didn't even watch as the ferry headed out fiteembrightly lit little
harbour to see the tall, bearded man standing erjetity, hands in the
pockets of his jeans, long after the other touhsis dispersed.



CHAPTER FOUR

'HANSEN and Averill Tutors—cam help you?' Nina pulled a face at Jenny
across the desk, and then raised her eyes to heavarfamiliar voice of
complaint launched into a monologue that left neropg for discussion.
'Mrs West again,’ she mouthed at Jenny, and theggied to keep the
laughter out of her voice as her friend mimed w@itate quacking audible
from the other end of the line.

Monday had started as it obviously meant to go omith a succession of
problem calls. It was still only half-past ten.

Nina put her hand over the mouthpiece. 'She's autabom Hunter
again—she doesn't think he's teaching algebra dyopew. Just get me
Tom's file from the top shelf, could you? Sorry,dWWest—what was that?"

She watched Jenny reach up to the top row on thdynstacked metal
shelving that lined the far office wall. It was #nshe re-sorted those tutors'
files—it was getting increasingly difficult to findhings. Some of the
information was on the newly acquired computer;rmitenough as yet to
be useful, and she had found it hard to apply ffetsehe task with any
enthusiasm since her return from Greece.

It was only after lengthy negotiation that she lijnaropped the receiver
with a look of profound relief. 'l don't know whigdt woman bothers to hire
tutors from us if all she can do is complain abin@im!" she exclaimed in
exasperation, it's her lazy little baggage of egthéer that's the problem, not
people like Tom--' The phone rang again.'—I'm naveering it! If | don't
get a cup of coffee soon I'll die—the thing's bemging non-stop since
about half-past eight.’

Jenny laughed, and paused to twist an unruly mdypafn curls up into the
clips that had once restrained them. 'Shall | eakeessage? I'll say you're
out for a while.’

"Thanks. Got time for a coffee?"



'I'd love one," Jenny smiled, 'but mustn't hanguabblello—Hansen and
Averill Tutors. Can | help you?'

Nina left her partner's wife to lie her way in wedractised style through the
next telephone conversation, and went to make tfeee The large

kitchen- dining-room had been built on to the batkhe old terrace house
her parents had given her, and she used the atbground-floor rooms for

business purposes: the back room was her offia ttaa front had been
equipped with a couple of sofas and low tables ascaption room. She
often had to interview clients, or prospective tatand occasionally Ed
used it in the evenings as an additional study.

To make a distinction between the working and Mparts of the house, she
had decided to decorate the two work-rooms in astional a style as
possible. The back part of the house, and her oitimgsroom and
bedrooms upstairs, reflected more of her persgnalit

The kitchen, with its bright yellows and light-caled cork floor, always
cheered her when she went into it, and the cleamd@cavian lines of the
furniture her father had given her lent the dingegtion a certain elegance.
Now, however, the neat, stylish impression of tbemm was somewhat
marred by the litter of jigsaw puzzle pieces angtimat strewed the floor.

A tousle-headed six-year-old looked up from undwer table. His bright
hazel eyes were Jenny's. 'I've lost a bit," he amced.

Nina grinned at him, picking her way across theefigld on the floor to
plug in the kettle. 'I'm not surprised, in that aslaWhy not give up looking
for a while and do some more of the puzzle, and ffoa1 might find it as
you go along?'

'l think it's gone,’ he said gloomily, is there #imgrg on television? Where's
Mum going?' There was no suppressed anxiety iguesy about his mother
and, as far as Tim was concerned, Nina's housgusasn extension of
home.



It gave her a secret sense of joy that he was happe left with her for
hours on end if need be. Sometimes it was almdsioagh he were her own
son.

She bent down to extract a carton of milk fromftigge. 'She's got to go to
Ely for an audit.'

'What's that?'

'‘Counting up other people's money to make surévbewt their sums right.
But we're having coffee first.'

There was a companionable silence while Nina wdidethe kettle to boil
and Tim reapplied himself to his search for thegig piece. From where she
was standing, one elbow propped on the work surfsice could see the
missing section on its face underneath the tabid, after her carefully
phrased suggestion, he pounced on it and held,itoepming proudly.
'Found it!"

She watched him fit it in, and then he scramblduddeet to catch her round
the legs, above the knees, looking up at her fromeua heavy fringe of
brown silky hair with what Jenny called 'his wheedllook'— Nina always
found it irresistible. She was ready to agree imbgao whatever he asked,
and in her position as friend of the family coulifioed to indulge him.
Perhaps it was a good thing she wasn't his mosher reflected now. She
would have spoiled him. Tim, in many ways, was oh#he most important
elements in her life. When the child was around,sasn't aware any longer
of that void in her existence that nothing so fad lheen able to fill.

'‘Can we go to the park later?'
She ran a hand through his hair, smiling at hieesess. 'Sure—but only for
half an hour, I'm afraid. | have to be back herartswer the phone and see a

new tutor this afternoon.’

She sighed, glancing out of the window as she tutoetake a couple of
mugs from the draining board. It would have beentfuspend the whole



afternoon in the park with Tim, but Ed was in Londnd there was no one
to look after the office.

Outside the kitchen window, her small walled garldad a definite October
look. The Michaelmas daisies were festooned withwabs and a mist still
hung over everything. The muted autumnal coloushafibs and trees were
a long way from the brilliant turquoise and sunkhitewash of her
Mediterranean summer.

The island, and everything that had happened cseémed like a dream
now. But although she had tried to tell herself tha disturbance to her life
she had feared from the reappearance of Hal hadaiity been nothing

more than a small ripple, their meeting still hunger her somehow. She
was left with a new awareness of everything hefbemkd her to reconsider,
and the threat of his reappearance in her life—esbimg that could happen
at any time, despite her unwillingness to re-eghlany sort of relationship
between them. And she had no doubt that he wonttter if he meant to.

August and September had been unusually busy.thest were the extra
foreign students looking for English lessons—she taher left Ed in the
thick of it this year by taking her Greek holidaltte later than usual. Then
by September there were the unsuccessful examdagteditrying to arrange
extra coaching before retakes, and now there wasngw batch of
foreigners, and assorted individuals wanting taigpin a foreign language.

To add to the confusion, Ed sometimes took on extnk in the spring and
summer for another organisation, helping to arratwe- to six-week
language courses. He had much larger financial doments than Nina
herself, and, although the agency was doing quité wften worried about
money.

The kettle switched itself off as Jenny entered khiehen. 'I've left the
details of that last call on your desk,' she regmbrtSomeone wanting an
ltalian tutor.'

Nina grinned. 'At leastomethingseems to be going right! I'm just about to
interview a woman this afternoon to do that verpdh Let's hope she's
suitable. Sugar? Or is this another diet day?’



Jenny groaned. 'l weighed myself again last nightthe answer has to be
no.'

'l wish you'd believe that there's nothing wrongfwiour figure!

Jenny stared morosely into the black, unsweeteqelin her mug. 'That's
what | tell myself, until I look at you. And thenHink of Ed working all day
with a virtual fashion model, and | wonder if hg@ing to divorce me for
being aesthetically incompatible. He likes thin vesm

An unexpected echo of a conversation she'd hadhkationly a couple of
months ago was in Nina's mind. He'd remembered thavgry she used to
get at night—'sticky cakes at midnight' was theagbhrhe'd used.

'I've always been skinny,' she said dismissivélyete's no virtue in it. And
Jenny, you'r@otfat. As for Ed divorcing you for anything—therast even
the remotest possibility! I've never known two higpmpeople.'

'We're very lucky," Jenny said thoughtfully. '‘Baén, | happen to think that
marriage is a good institution. You should tryatree time. . .you spend far
too much time on your own.' Then she gave one pftieactive, friendly
grins. 'As for my weight, my excuse is Timmy. Hayia child is really
disastrous— you never get back to a respectabfeesgain.'

Jenny couldn't know it, but marriage and childreerem't subjects Nina
allowed herself to think about very often—they wier@ inextricably tied up
with Hal. She supposed she would marry, one datyitlwouldn't be until

the past had receded to very much more dim andrdisiorizons than at
present.

At first she said nothing, unwilling to open up igalission on the matter.
Then she started a new subject. 'l don't suppasee/got time to talk about
that tax claim we made? We can't afford to pay amre tax than is
absolutely necessary at the moment. Honestly, ngettioney out of the
Inland Revenue is like getting water out of the &ah-it's there all right,
but you've got to know your way round the wells!



Jenny laughed. That's just about it! But | womtigto the nitty gritty just
now, if you don't mind. Don't lose any sleep owerlim sure | can work
something out.'

'We have every confidence in you, my business padnd I!'" Nina joked.
'‘But just bear in mind that we can't afford to losy much at present,
especially with that new tutoring agency opening WWe might have to
spend more on advertising ourselves.’

Jenny put her empty mug down very firmly on theksurface. 'That coffee
was just what | needed, but now I've got to love and leave you. You
wouldn't think that in theory I'd got the day off bok after Tim's cold,
would you? Answering your business calls, rushinigto Ely at a moment's
notice. . .thanks for looking after Tim again. $ee later.' She bent down to
drop a quick kiss on her son's head. '‘Bye, swesth#a good.' He didn't
even glance up from his game.

The rest of the morning was passed between angyvénm phone and
re-sorting the files, until Tim begged to play hesv game on the computer.

As computers were, it was a fairly standard moslkeé and Ed had invested
in it, in an attempt to cut down on time spent apgrwork, but they were far
from using it to its full potential. Because it watdl a novelty/she suspected
that Ed had bought the new game as much for hirasdlr his son.

Their snack lunch was eaten during brief respitanfrthe space war
hostilities that Nina found every bit as engrossasy her six-year-old
companion. She couldn't do anything about goinguntit the prospective
Italian tutor turned up for interview, so she decido enjoy herself.

It was already ten minutes beyond the interviewetimmen there was a ring
at the bell. She closed the office door on the attemsed bleeps and
whizzes and went to the front door, her 'busines#es as Ed called it,

arranged on her face. Then the smile froze.

'Hello, Nina.'



'Hal. . .I' The word was barely a whisper. Jusbafre, the shock was
physical. There had been that vague threat ofdesg her again, yes, but
she'd never expected. . .!

She stared at him in sheer disbelief, but his peseas always, affected her
like wine in her blood.

Apart from the tan, which had faded, he looked vanch as he had on the
island—the earring and the beard were still theesare was wearing a
fashionably styled leather jacket and a pair okdaans, and his height
seemed to fill the doorway.

There was silence between them for a moment, ardhé said, ‘Aren't you
going to ask me in?"'

I, . .it's. . ." Every excuse seemed to havehefthead. All she was aware of
was that despite everything she was actually ptessee him.

Hal gave a half-smile, his dark eyes watching &t someone running a
tutorial agency, you're remarkably elusive. | trisdging up about an
intensive course in businessmen's Japanese stgesterday, but I've been
forced to go to your rivals instead.’

Somehow she had retreated from that all too domiggiresence, and
somehow he was already in the hall.

'How. . .how did you find me?' she faltered, womlgrif this wasn't a
dream.

‘The phone book, of course. There's only one titagency with the name
"Hansen" in it.'

At that moment there was a plaintive accusatiomftie office. 'Hey—you
said you were coming back!" And then Tim appeastdgless, the waist of
his trousers as usual somewhere round his hipsglaneld up at her from
under the mop of dark hair. She was aware of Haitg at him, and then
watching her. 'Yowsaidyou'd come back if it wasn't the new tutor!" THnen
turned to Hal. "You're not the Italian person, yva?'



Hal rattled off a mouthful of something incompresidte, and Nina, thrown
for a second by the unexpectedness of it, askedrprise, "You don't speak
Italian, do you?'

He laughed, but it didn't quite ring true—she kriem too well to be taken
in by it, and there was a curious look in his etyed quite definitely wasn't
amusement. 'No," he replied quickly, 'nor do yoaflwas off a menu.'

‘Are you the Italian tutor?' Tim was persistent.

'‘No. I'm a friend of. . .Nina's." It was that slidgtesitation before he said her
name that gave him away. 'Who are you?'

‘Tim," the child replied uncompromisingly, and megtHal's eyes she could
read an almost agonised impatience in them, ana/ kwiey it was there.
'‘Come and play with me?'

'‘Sure—if you want me to. . .'

She took pity on him. 'He's Ed and Jenny's soe,'ssiid quietly. 'Ed's my
partner.’

'Yes. You told me about Ed—I remember.' Hal's esgion had
changed—he almost looked relieved.

The irony of his assumption that the child was hamd his subsequent
reaction hurt her, but she didn't have time to taeit. At that moment, she
became aware that they were being observed by sawam the doorstep
who obviously didn't know quite how to announce pegsence. It was
Timmy who had noticed her first.

In the end, Hal found himself involved in the onggpspace war while Nina
did her best to conduct a convincing interview. Watmost her whole mind
on Hal in the next room, she knew that she wasnmting on a very

creditable performance as a competent employermwgtite end would have
found herself engaging the woman even if she hakesp nothing by

Mongolian.



What on earth was she going to do about Hal? Ste'theonsidered very
seriously how she'd cope if he did turn up agaiafegering to forget about
the whole thing when she could. But the few intamig months hadn't
changed her mind about the impossibility of becanfiunther involved with

him.

She would just have to treat him as a casual frettitht was the best way of
avoiding any intense situations, and would be tlwstndifficult kind of
defence to penetrate. She'd also have to hopéehihatay in Cambridge
wouldn't be a long one.

Once the newly appointed tutor had left, she weatkbto the office,
determined that the easiest way of coping withflliathe present would be
to go for the walk she and Tim had intended.

He was lounging in a chair beside Tim. They appkabsorbed in the space
battle before them, but Hal looked up as she camte the room. She
avoided his eyes.

'OK, Tim, get your coat—she's gone now and we @atodhe park.’
'‘Can Hal come too?'

'Of course, if he really thinks he'd like playing the swings.' She didn't
mean to sound sarcastic and was relieved when Kwglgrinned at her.

Trying not to be too aware of him, she concentratethe child. 'Come here
a minute." She lifted Tim up bodily by the waistbampulling up the

descending trousers by force. Normally it made higgle, but now he

frowned, resenting such intimacies in front of h&w, grown-up friend.

'Where are your shoes?"

' dunno,’ he said unhelpfully. 'l had them thisrmog.' She was conscious
of Hal's amused gaze as she hunted under theuremit the office, and then
in the front room. He followed her.

'Oh, hell," she said. 'Are you sure you haventttiedm upstairs, Tim? Try
the sitting-room.’



The child looked rebellious for an instant, andntleaught her eye. 'No
shoes, no walk,' she said firmly.

Hal made no effort to hide the fact that he wagd emtlertained. 'I've thought
about you a lot since the summer,' he said, 'bavér imagined you in quite
such a domestic role! It suits you.'

It was comments like that that she would have &pare herself for. She
turned away to hide anything her face might bettayTim's temporary

absence, she was beginning to feel acutely awkwahis company, and

went into the kitchen to continue the search ferrtissing shoes—merely
to have something to occupy her. Hal followed.

He perched on one of the kitchen stools, lookingyagatingly cool, and she
wished that she could do something to break th&darthat was mounting
in herself. It had a lot to do with all those damges reefs that had lain just
below the surface of their conversation that sumroet on some deeper
level, well below conscious thought, her body weecting to his proximity.
She felt nervous and ill at ease, and her handksas®he reached to tidy
away the cups from beside the sink just to give¢lésomething to do.

'So, how's the business?"
'Fine, thanks.'

There was another silence. She nearly dropped @iaand, to cover the
awkwardness, asked, 'How's the acting? You looky yydeased with
yourself." She regretted that remark.

‘That's because I'm seeing you.' He was watchintpreee how she took it.
She didn't let her face show anything.

'‘But on the subject of acting,” he continued, @8ng very well at the
moment. The company's here for two weeks—two weekgth three

plays. We finished the last run a bit early, whkvhy I'm here with lots of
time to see you until Thursday—that's our firsthtigAre you coming?'



'l haven't time.' It was a lie, and he must knqwvbitt it was hard to find any
sensible reply with him sitting there.

'It's a play by Webster—one of the ones | got theireg for. You used to
like Webster.'

They weren't going to get on at all, even for laafhour in the park, if he
was going to remind her all the time of the thisgs wanted to forget!

'l used to like a lot of things," she replied, detiately cold, warning him off.
'l don't any more.'

He shrugged, and smiled, evidently undeterred byréeeption of him.
‘That's a pity.'

That deep, rich voice, as always, ran through®lee.turned away abruptly.
'I'm going to get my jacket. | don't recommend plaek.'

'Why not? Because you've decided I'm one of thegthiyou don't like any
more?'

She was half-way out of the kitchen door. "Youd bored," she said

crushingly. 'There's nothing very thrilling abodides and swings.'" She

expected him to laugh it off, but there was onlgrsie as she bolted upstairs
to fetch her coat.

Tim appeared on the landing with his shoes on ttengvfeet. Something
she didn't care to analyse prompted her to hugrhther than argue with
him. He was surprised. 'l can't breathe!" he ptetesLet go. Can | take my
catapult?'

He cross-questioned her on the subject of Hal vdtike swapped the shoes
round, and went downstairs with the firm intentwhinterviewing a real
movie actor about space adventures—she wonderetthevhidal would be
flattered or insulted.

She glanced at herself in the mirror as she sliggrethe light, navy wool
jacket that was more or less a match for the welkousers she had put on



that morning. She looked very pale now—her Mediteean tan had long
faded, and there was a hint of strain about hes.embably worry about
Ed's finances, she told herself. She certainly hadisted time brooding on
her own situation up to now—there'd been too moathot

She repinned the swathe of long, silvery-fair lnairtop of her head, and
wondered whether to add a touch of make-up to gieur to her face.

'‘But who am | trying to impress anyway?' she dersdnaf the image that
stared back at her. 'Certainly not Hal!" It wastrictly true, and she knew it:
there were too many contradictions in the way shs feeling about her
former lover. But she told herself that she wagoihg to let him think she'd
gone to pieces since their meeting in the summeth& her life wasn'tin its
own way just as successful as his.

Her eyes, pale aquamarine flecked with darker eotound the pupils,
stared back at her—they seemed unnaturally largeyed by their black
lashes.

She had lost weight; even her face showed it. $h&ldn't really afford to
lose any more. . . Carefully, she was avoidingkimg too much about Hal,
waiting for her downstairs.

She would just have to forget that they'd ever agumhst, and meet each
situation as it came. That wouldn't be difficult fBocouple of hours, surely!
Especially when she didn't really know how she-fdialf resentful that he
had sought her out, and half afraid of what migisuit. No, that didn't fully
define it either— somewhere in the confusion otlit she was almost
pleased.

‘Nina! Aren't you ready yet?' Tim, impatient, imtgsted her thoughts. She
glanced round the sitting- room for his coat, drehtremembered that it was
in the office.

He was fully dressed and hopping from foot to fabthe bottom of the
stairs. 'Hal did my coat for me. Can't we go yet?'



Automatically, she fished first one glove and thie other out of his
pockets, and put them on to his hands, her mindpewtedly full of a new
image of Hal—he had had no time for children in fest. She was
conscious of him watching her.

During the walk to the park, an animated conveosatias carried on almost
exclusively between Tim and Hal—she couldn't hawt g word in
edgeways if she'd tried, and was grateful for ite presence of the child
eased the awkwardness of Hal's sudden reappeananicer life. Tim
seemed to have taken to the tall, bearded strangarbig way; he was
prepared to hold his hand trustingly when crossoayls, and showed no
inclination to run ahead or interview stray dogseaglid with her.

Despite herself, she was impressed by Hal's ealsyxad attitude to the little
boy, and the park, from the latter's point of viweast, was an unqualified
success. It was deserted but for them, and sloa satoundabout while Tim
ran in mysterious circles of his own. Hal, coverihg ground in long,, easy
strides, came to stand beside her.

'Want a ride? I'll push you if you'll push me." Whaing the child just then, it
didn't occur to her to be wary of him.

"You're just as much of a baby as Tim!" she exdaliniYou've come here to
have a good play— and | don't mean the acting kifdé was genuinely
amused, and her eyes, full of quiet laughter, ngetThere was a moment's
silence between them.

'l remember a time when you liked messing about children's
playgrounds!" he countered, with a smile. But shddn't interpret the look
in his eyes. 'Who was it who was showing off totoraing somersaults on a
slide and then fell off at the bottom?' He was iteaber, remembering the
way they had both played—two students pretendirigtchildren. Then she
had been totally uninhibited, laughing, daring hionjump off a swing
higher and further than she could or walk alongeithge of a high boundary
wall. They had entered into the spirit of it equaknowing all along that
they were playing a different, more adult game.



She laughed at him now, for one unguarded momerdlthNina. 'Show-off
yourselfl Who was pretending to be Tarzan on adeil's climbing frame
and pulled a muscle in his shoulder?’

In reply, he gave the roundabout a sudden shoveshadfound herself
unexpectedly facing the trees instead of him, &ed Tim came running up
to join them and put an effective end to any furtteeniniscence.

They couldn't pretend that they'd never had a pastrhaps Hal was right in
that. But as long as it Was only the good bits tiaéked about and she could
keep everything else safely hidden, and as loig @sdn't want to make out
that there was a future for them, they might ewvgayeeach other's company
as a sort of brief interlude before their very sapmexistences claimed them
again. Then she realised she was already makingessions to him.

But as she watched the man and the child kickingegd leaves, and then
Tim swinging from Hal's arm, both of them enjoyithg@mselves, her mood
changed. She couldn't wholly ignore the bitterswieeling deep down

inside her that Hal, and the boy she regarded dlasoker own son, should
so clearly find delight in each other's companyr Heart ached for what
might have been.

'What are you doing tomorrow night?' Hal asked,the middle of a
three-way conversation about adventures as thekedddome.

Without thinking, she replied, 'Nothing--' and thegretted it. He was too
good at catching her out.

'We're having dinner—I'll call round for you at sev
But Hal--'

'No "buts”," he said quietly. 'I'll call round fgou anyway, so you might as
well give in gracefully." He looked across at hever the child between
them. She met his eye, and knew that there wasoimd prguing. There

never had been, when he was determined about sioigreth

* % %



Tim was contentedly asleep in the spare room byithe Ed appeared to
collect him after eight o'clock that evening. Nimasn't worried. Jenny had
phoned on the way back from Ely to say that thehear broken down, and
she hadn't expected Ed back until much later.

'Where is everybody?' he demanded, striding inéositting-room where

Nina was lying on the sofa with her feet up, watghielevision. He had a
key to the house, and she had heard him on ths.stéd one at home, and
everyone out having fun. | guessed they'd botlobad here.’

Ed was only a little taller than Nina, wiry and gad with simmering
energy. His lean face invariably wore an expressiagood humour.

Nina smiled at him, and stretched her arms behardhead. "Your son's
asleep in the spare room and Jenny rang about @analgo, waiting for a
garage man—somewhere between here and Ely withsa ose.'

Ed was taking off his raincoat. 'You mean she cagkdially identify it?' he
asked incredulously. 'Poor old Jen. And what alibat Offspring? Any
trouble?’

Nina got up to turn off the television. '‘Good asdghike a drink?' She held
up a bottle of Scotch.

He gave an exaggerated sigh of satisfaction. 'Mieader. Anything so long
as it's alcoholic. That'll do beautifully, | camer on my bike. Can | borrow
your car to take him home?'

'Of course,’ she replied warmly. 'Bring your bikeough the house and
leave it in the back garden for the night. You tlamint it pinched from the

street." She watched him slump back in his chegs Istretched out before
him, in an attitude of casual comfort. Like Tim, tneated the house very
much as a second home. If She'd had a brothelikeldeo imagine that he'd

be an Ed.

'‘Something tells me we ought to get rid of that dasar before the winter
sets in," he went on glumly. 'But there's this fngblem called money.'



"You know you can always use my car. | hardly enesd it.'

‘Thanks, Nina. | know you mean that, but we coulthke advantage of it.
We'll have to get a new one some time.'

‘Then things are seriously tight?' It wasn't tlistfdiscussion they'd had on
the topic.

He took a long pull at the whisky, if Jen coulgrédly the mortgage, we'd be
out on the street. Well, no, it's not quite thad.b&/e needn't have taken on
such a big house. Anyway, | made a few enquiritisaditmeeting today, and
one of the international language schools couldob&ing for a course
director soon. The salary's tempting, and the sasendon or Cambridge."'

It was something that she had been dreading. Edavarich more than just
a partner—he and Jenny were part of her whole npattfeexistence.

it's not just a question of the car, though—thefas's future schooling,
repairs to the roof of the house. . .and, you krlots, of little things running
down, and no spare cash. Don't look so quiet arttidwawn all of a
sudden—it may never happen. It's only a thougliaisb

if you wanted to go, Ed, | wouldn't try to makettbde over the partnership.'

'l know you wouldn't, honey. And | wouldn't even thenking of it if |
suspected you were going to come badly out ofut.y®u're quite capable
of running the thing on your own, especially if ytaok on a coupleof
people to help you. We'll ask Jenny about the fiearof it some time.’

But she knew she would have not the slightestastein carrying on with
the agency if Ed left. Despite her efficiency amed business sense, it was
Ed's drive and ambition that kept her going. Shetec the agency to
succeed for him and Jenny, but, even before thatingewith Hal in the
summer had brought her life into sharper focus, s known that for
herself she didn't really care.

'‘And now, what's today's news? You and Tim trugntmCambridge?'



She gave a brief account of their expedition with, ifherely alluding to him
as 'someone | used to know ages ago', and thefigtession drifted back
on to the subject of business until Ed got up &vée

'I'd better think about getting the son and hembe-I hope you don't mind,
but I'l have to bring him with me again tomorrodenny thought we
shouldn't send him back to school for another day.'

Nina smiled a little wistfully. 'Of course | domitind. | really love having
him here, you know that. | just wish you'd leavenlsometimes.'

'l often think the Averill family takes up far taauch of your living space
and your life—you never get any time off from us!

You threeare my life! Nina thought, but she didn't say it.

He reached for his coat, hanging across the basisiad took the keys of
her car from her.

While he was outside starting it up she went upste find Tim, still
sleeping, his striped T-shirt rucked up round hisst and one arm flung out
over the pillow. She of all people had no rightsish she could keep him
there, but for one instant found herself longingtfe impossible.

She heard Ed come up the stairs, two at a timesindual manner.

'‘Asleep?’ he queried.

She nodded. 'He's still got his clothes on, I'midfrHe refused to take them
off.'

Ed grinned. 'There's modesty for you. It's hisdaphase. We'll get them off
him in the morning. Did he bring any stuff?'

Tim scarcely murmured as Ed wrapped him in the tarel picked up the
cocoon to carry him downstairs.



'Should anyone called Jenny Averill drop in, justmind her that she's
married to me, would you, and tell her that shedisomewhere in the
direction of the Madingley Road? | haven't seendneund much lately.' He
was grinning as he spoke. "Thanks again for lookifigr this—see you
tomorrow.'

Once he and Tim had gone, the house felt abanddimedthought haunted
her that Ed might be looking for a job that wouddtt¢ him and Jenny and
their child out of the everyday companionship shd bhome to value so
much. The job without them would be mere drudgand beyond the job?

She rarely allowed herself to feel depressed, but, suddenly, she found
herself wondering what her life was really all abewhat was the point in
working for a success you didn't care about?

'Don't be such a weed!" she told herself firmlye'8tbe crying in a minute,
and that was something she rarely did. She coudl®h remember the
last—oh, yes, she could. . . A sunlit beach, whahhdd forced her to relive
things she'd deliberately buried deep—so deepuhedvering them again
had cost her a pain that was almost physical.

Hal. And now he was there again. She had triedaiokthim from her mind
after Greece—what had been the point in rememb2iug now he seemed
determined to find his way back into her life. Si@uld avoid him if she
could, even though she had to admit she'd enjoyisd uhexpected
reappearance today. But then they'd had the ahiltfuse any unwelcome
tensions that would have been there without hinmKihg of the past, it was
ironical how it was Tim who had brought them togegthgain for a few
hours.

When the telephone rang she jumped, instantly thgithat it might be Hal.
Tension, as she picked up the phone, seemed amaosickle on the line.

‘Nina—it's me, Jen. | just wanted you to know | gatk all right. Thanks a
million for looking after Tim— I hope you don't mdrhim again tomorrow.
I'm really sorry, but they just won't let me takeyanore time off.’

'Of course | don't mind—you know that."'



You're a darling." Jenny's voice sounded warml &l affection and
contentment. She heard Ed's low murmur in the backgl, then Jenny
said, 'Ed says you've qualified for your hundreatinp and crown and he'll
give you a bottle of Scotch because he thinksdr@i& most of yours.'

'I'm glad you got back OK. Thanks for ringing, Jgnn
'It's the least | could do—night.’

She stood for a while, just staring at the teleghamages of Ed and Jenny
coming to her mind. She could imagine them in thdidy, cosy
sitting-room of the big Victorian house they'd bbtugrhe phone was by the
sofa, and they must have been sitting togethemigtit even have lit a fire
as he liked doing in the evenings. They were tagetind their child was
asleep upstairs. All the comfortable domesticitg'dhtried to persuade
herself she'd never wanted.

Then she went to bed, but for a long time she Vegka, thinking of Ed and
Jenny. Of their little son, barely six years olchdfof Hal.



CHAPTER FIVE

SHE. wasn't going to let him take over the initiatttes time. She'd had over
twenty-four hours to regret her agreement to govatit him, and that was
long enough to work out a way to deal with theaditon.

'Hal," she said as she opened the door to him!s'lmetend we're
strangers—we only just met yesterday and you askedout to dinner
because you fancied me or something.’

'l do fancy you--'

'We've got no past,’ she cut across him firmly.dAwve'll talk about the
things that ordinary strangers would talk about. right? Otherwise I'm
staying right here, and you can spend the resteétvening outside on the
doormat for all | care!’

One dark eyebrow lifted in something that look&e kmused surprise. 'OK.
If that's the way you want to play it. But thenetscall to be so aggressive.
There's one thing | need to know, though. . .’

'What's that?' she asked, a little warily.

'‘Am | allowed to fancy you or not?' He was lookimgr up and down, dark
eyes assessing, with just a hint of a smile in them

'Definitely not, if it means you're going to do say anything | don't
like—and | warn you, | won't be waiting around &pologies!

He gave an exaggerated groan, but she suspectedhahaas already
entering into the spirit of it. "This promises t® & disastrous evening—how
will I know when I'm on dangerous ground?"

"You won't,' she said sweetly. 'Just make suredgnit stray from your role
of polite and well-behaved stranger. Shall we go?'

She remembered then how she had been angry witlomithe island for
staging things. Now acting a part was preciselytwha was recommending



for both of them. But this time she was the one witended to write the
script, not he, and she wasn't going to allow horteke the lead away from
her.

She had wasted a lot of time wondering why shelgtdag him take her out
in the first place. The only explanation seemeldatiee something to do with
feelings that she didn't want to admit. In the esite evaded the issue by
telling herself that he would only pester her ustié gave in, and that would
just make the whole situation increasingly unpleasH they could meet
casually on her terms this time then they needidistone of those deeper
levels she had tried, without success, to avoti@énsummer.

So she took over the conversation from the monmfeagst into his car—a
long, low power-machine parked just outside—tellmg about Cambridge
and the agency before he'd had a chance to openduth. All the way to
the restaurant she dwelt on the more humorous &spdcthe early
difficulties there had been in setting up the bes# when she had managed
all the office affairs and Ed had been the solerfwand the topic continued
over dinner.

'It sounds as though it was a lot of fun," he comiee.

'It was—when we weren't worried about where thet peil was coming
from. And it got quite tricky when one of us waks ileven found myself
teaching an Italian business man once when Edlhan the early days.’

He looked surprised. 'Do you have any qualificatitn

She laughed. 'Of course not! Ed just told me t& l@®though | knew what |
was doing, and claim | was giving "conversatiorss&s".’

'So you haven't lost your talent for acting!" Thwa caught her warning
glance. 'Sorry--' he said quickly.

'Delete that remark—it just slipped out! So whappened?' It was safest to
ignore that allusion to their past. She went owasn't much of a success as
far as language lessons went, but the man's Engésmed quite good



enough to me on the only topics that interested-hiike "How old are you?
Will you come out with me? Have you got a boyfrietit

'‘And had you?' he asked carefully.

She met his eyes across the table, her own deldhetdank. 'Of course not.’
Her voice was suddenly without animation. 'l wasté® busy working to
have time to go out with anyone.’

‘Then in my role of "stranger”,’ he said, 'I'm gpto comment that you're far
too attractive to spend your time cooped up in ficenall day. You must
have gone out with somebody some time?'

‘Then inmyrole of "stranger” I'm going to tell you that Ivez give away all
my secrets on first acquaintance.’

'Does this mean that you might come out with meréga

'Only if you behave yourself!" she countered ne&lye was well in control
of the situation this time—they could go on likestimdefinitely; it was quite
safe. She just withdrew behind the part she wagimgawhenever he
stepped out of line. There seemed no reason nowsiaghould go out of
her way to avoid him in the future. She was eveitegenjoying herself in
his company.

They left the restaurant late, and Hal drove hekbathe house. She had no
intention of asking him in, and he made no suggastif it, merely telling
her that he'd try to see her again when the re$teafcompany turned up.

‘Thursday's our first night, and they're due tomwatr They've been
rehearsing a new play for the last couple of daysnot in it so | decided to
come on ahead and enjoy myself.’

'‘And are you?'
'‘Am | what—enjoying myself? When | get to take mwely "strangers” like

you, I'm not complaining. And, speaking as a steairag the end of our first
proper date, am | allowed to kiss you?' He hadewmalf towards her, one



arm resting on the wheel, and she could see his @ier in the subdued
street light that filtered into the car.

She opened the door rather quickly. ‘No," she faandy. ‘Goodnight, Hal!"
He gave a rueful grin, it was worth asking, anyway!

She watched the tail-lights of the Porsche untilibed the corner, and then
put her key in the lock of the front door. She dottl help suspecting that
what she was doing as far as Hal was concernedivenul up best described
as 'playing with fire'. . . But it made a changenirspending her evenings
with the computer! she told herself. And anywaye sfasn't going to let

anything happen.

She didn't see him at all the next day, even thalghhalf expected it, but
she had found an envelope on the mat that mormintaming a ticket for a
play calledThe White DevilHe had told her it was the first of three they
were performing at the Arts Theatre. There wasate with the ticket, but
no doubt as to who had sent it.She wasn't surehghét feel irritated or
pleased that Hal didn't try to see her again imatetli. She ought to be
telling herself that the longer he stayed away fitoen, the better, but she
had enjoyed having dinner with him, despite evenghHe had obviously
been making an effort to please her, and she haat been indifferent to his
charm.

'We can't make any real money at this until we talex some big residential
place, and run our own holiday language packagds;bmplained later that
morning.

They were struggling with the preliminary arrangeisefor the Easter
language course, and he was still doubtful abautihancial situation.

Now he tapped his pencil absent-mindedly on the dep. 'l still look
through the ads from time to time for nice littlanguage school
directorships—even assistant directorships. . n@gour own boss in this
set-up has its drawbacks.'



Increasingly, Nina was dreading a time when he trigicide to pull out of
the partnership, but Ed and Jenny were her frierstee-would never stand
in the way of their interests.

‘Seen anything hopeful lately?' she asked encaugggisuccessfully hiding
her own sinking feeling that he just might haveelon

'Only Eastbourne,’" he said glumly. That conjur@swvisions of lots of
elderly ladies with unattractive dogs on the proagmoff-season. Jenny'd
never survive it.'

If either of them could survive it, it would be dgnshe thought privately. It
was Ed who would find it intolerable. She switcHeatk again. 'But the
prospects for our new French student venture wigmaieur Whatsisname
were good, weren't they?'

‘Leclair. Yes. We ought to look on the bright side.

'‘And we could ring up Jenny and ask her to find audew more
tax-deductibles.’

He brightened up. 'Nothing like having your very rowccountant on
hand—except that she isn't this week. Oh. . .

She guessed that that was a preliminary to a falveurad forgotten to ask
her, and suspected that it would have somethimlp twith picking up Tim
from school. It had.

'Only it might be a bit later than usual tomorrole' added apologetically.
‘There's something on there. He wasn't very cleautit.'

Tomorrow's date was on the ticket Hal had sentftveiThe White Devil.
Still, Tim's school wouldn't make any differencepvf it kept her late—she
had no intention of going near the theatre.

She worked on her own in the office all the nexy,deatching up on
correspondence and straightening out more of ling fiThen she got ready
to fetch Tim. She needed a walk, but it would beekgr to take the car, and



less tiring for the child. It was unexpectedly symamd bright outside, and
she wouldn't need a coat. She slipped on a loogghtly coloured jersey
over her silk blouse. It looked a bit too casualtfer slim dark skirt and high
heels, but there wasn't time to change properlyea&st it would catch Tim's
eye if he forgot who was collecting him.

There were more vehicles than she had expectéat ischool car park, but,
although she looked for the clusters of motherdimgby the main doors to
the cloakrooms, with the usual assortment of b&gclpush-chairs and
younger children, there was no one. Then she reraedlihat Ed had said
there was something on. She made her way into ulidilg and down a

long corridor that led to the offices and assentially.

One of the secretaries was standing by the dootheohall when she
reached it, having an unofficial look at whatevesvihappening inside. She
turned to greet Nina.

'It looks quite a success, doesn'tit?' she saidjing towards the hall. There
were shouts of children, and then a lot of laughthy not go in and watch
while you're waiting? Who have you come to collect?

‘Timothy Averill. What is it?' There were too maagults standing with
their backs to her for her to be able to glimpsatwiias happening.

'Oh, we've got that wonderful new company of actargrom the Arts
Theatre for a Drama Afternoon. They get bookingsnfiots of schools in
the towns they visit. They're doing some mime far ¢hildren. Go and have
a look. I'd stay and watch but I'll be missed ie tffice. Do go in." The
secretary was already opening the door for herhidkingly, Nina obeyed,
although seeing Hal act was one of the things siréed to avoid—it would
bring her too close to the past. But there was $uinmge about people who
worked in schools, a sort of bright bossiness, itlvedis almost impossible to
resist.

There was a mime going on between three maskedakeas that was
holding the children enthralled. The actors hagelised with the stage, and
were in the middle of the floor, surrounded by dager audience, some
sitting on the floor itself, others perched on chai



The mime involved a comic argument between onehefdharacters, a
pugnacious and clumsy individual, and the otherwho were quicker and
more agile, darting in to offer gestured insultd &ops on the head with a
balloon.

She didn't have to see the face of one of the iangite actors to know who it
was—the tall, lithe body with its athletic grace swainmistakable.
Instinctively she shrank back behind the womerramtf of her. Hal in his
professional context was something she couldn't g@he to terms
with—but she felt compelled to stay and watch dedsperself.

More balloons appeared and found their way amoagctildren, and the
whole mime ended in a joyous free-for-all betweedi@nce and actors.

After that the performers took off their masks, afdl, with enviable

professional skill, succeeded in quieting a mobowér-excited primary
school children within seconds. He didn't even h@veaise his voice. Its
beautiful, rich tones were like a spell that wotself around and through
them all before she or they were even aware biidtwas telling a story, and
she was drawn to listen.

At first she stared at the floor, trying to copghwsome of the feelings the
sound of his deep, mellow voice immediately wok&aeén, but after a while

she raised her eyes to watch him, totally relaxsdgeawas with one foot on a
chair and hands linked round his knee. The geshe&esade were fluid and
economical, evoking images of the story almost déildancer.

He had the trick of appearing to talk to each mandfethe audience

individually, and gradually involved some of them the process of

story-telling. With his strong-featured, dark-besddace, and the turquoise
in his ear, he was exactly like some fascinatingratter out of a child's

adventure himself, despite the conventional jeaisdark sweatshirt.

Twice his eyes met hers, but she wondered if hdrulgsaware of her.
When it ended there was a riot of applause, anddhe of his companions,
introduced as Nick, began another mime which inedlialowing a fantasy
bubble with imaginary bubble gum, and then climhbimgjde it. It was the
actor who had played the bully, and she was agtedito see now that he



was smaller and lighter than Hal. It was a tridotéhe professional skills of
both that during the previous mime the oppositedgukared to be true.

Several children were picked from the audience byatd his companion
to take part in the mime. Timmy was among themcldag to Hal's hand
with an expression of ecstatic hero-worship orshsil face.

Once the series of short improvisations had firdslssvarms of children
clamoured for autographs. Nina, hoping to slipwutoticed, found Tim in
the midst of a crowd of envious friends—Hal hadwndim by name! She
extracted him from the group, and made for the door

'Did you see it?' he was demanding excitedly. '#redway the bubble gum
went splat all over his face!'

'l certainly did!" she laughed. 'And perhaps yon show me again when we
get home?'

'Oh, do we have to go now?' he pleaded. 'Can'eedial?"

Talking to Hal just now was something she wantedwoid. She needed
time to reflect on what she had just seen. 'Webtagget home before the
traffic starts,' she replied quickly—but not quopeickly enough.

'‘Coward," he said in her ear, and his beard bruslgathst her cheek and
hair. He was standing just behind her. She toolegpdoreath, needles
pricking an awareness of him down the length ofd@ne, and turned to
face him. 'Enjoy it?'

'Very much, thank you." She gave a vague smilechviaas the best she
could manage. 'Tim certainly did. Thank you forlqong) him out—it's made
his year, | should think.'

Hal patted Tim on the shoulder. He had to ben@ach him. "Well done!" he
enthused. 'Ever thought of being an actor?’

Tim's face shone. 'Olyes!"he breathed.



Hal never gave the slightest sign that he tookstke/ear-old anything but
seriously, and Nina found herself admiring his ypeted sensitivity to the
world of a child. In the past he would have lackiest perception.

‘That's great," he said. And then, looking straighther, 'Well, are you
coming to the play tonight? Or have you thought sgme plausible
excuses?' His voice was perfectly pleasant, buldris eyes challenged her.

'Perhaps,' she said ambiguously, and then looked dbTim. '‘Come on, it's
time to go.’'

Hal's attention was claimed at that moment, andgshheway, dragging a
protesting Timmy behind her, aware that from henfpof view at least the
encounter hadn't been without its disturbing aspect

Although she didn't go tdhe White Devilhat night and she escaped seeing
Hal in the flesh, he was just as much with heif aké had gone to the play.
She couldn't help dwelling on the image of him tai&rnoon: the way he
had kept the children spellbound. It wasn't jus tbice—it was the
magnetism of the personality that came throughdbald hold an audience.
And he was talking of giving up acting! He had béestined to be an actor
from the day he was born. She couldn't believe baldvever be happy
doing anything else.

The following morning she was in the office with,Egping a letter, when
he suddenly clutched his head dramatically. 'Adargh

She glanced up. 'Don't do that—you gave me a frigghdl you're increasing
our expenditure on correcting fluid." Carefully dhegan to paint over a
typing error. 'And it's no good going on at me agabout using the
computer—it lost two entries the other day.’

"You mean you lost them. You just pressed the wiang that's all. You're
losing your grip, old girl.’

You never said a truer word! she thought to hexgatfly. | won't have any
grip left if those wretched actors don't pack ug ga soon. Or one wretched
actor in particular. Ever since that dinner withl,He seemed to be living



at cross purposes—one moment half hopeful thad slee' him, and the next
convinced that she was courting disaster by lettimy even talk to her.

They couldn't safely resume any part of their eldtionship, so it would be
better not to see him at all. He'd already brokemugh some of her
defences—and keeping him at arm's length was goimgove more and

more difficult. She could only do it by hiding hieue reactions from him,

and to a certain extent from herself—it was aneaasmgly bad idea to
examine her feelings in any way.

'So what have you done to provoke that terrible lwninute ago?' She
tried to drag her thoughts back once again toeaéworld of students, and
language schools.

'l forgot to send those tutors' sherry party intas.'

'Ed!" She picked up the first suitable object temne to hand—a large and
lurid eraser—and threw it at him. It bounced off head in a very satisfying
manner.

But there was no real crisis. At her insistenceog@amme for the academic
year had been sent round at the beginning of Séq@eronce-a-term sherry
parties were a virtual fixture as an attempt tatdsth more personal links
with the tutors, whose contact with the agency masnally only by phone.

it's this Sunday,' Ed confessed gloomily, i supdkbetter start ringing up
to find out if anyone read your programme for thert. . .’

'Yes, | suppose you'd better!" Nina commented by, and went on
with her own work—Ed was too good at letting hert gmt confusions of
his own making.

So it was she who answered the door, still grinfiiagh one of their sillier
exchanges.

Hal stood outside in drizzling rain.

'Don't you have an umbrella?’ she asked, beforeeshembered that he was
the last person it was a good idea to see, angrthéaded.



'It was fine when | started out.' There was a shodenoisture over his dark
hair and the shoulders of his leather jacket. 'Argyu going to ask me in?'

'I'm working.'
'‘And I'm looking for a Japanese tutor.'
"You tried that approach the other day.'

There was an irritated shout from Ed. 'It's colthéme, Nina. Either shut the
door or turn on the central heating!

She couldn't quite assess the look Hal gave héireasound of Ed's voice,
but she said reluctantly, "You'd better come in.’

She was going to ask him into the front room withformal chairs and
tables: It would certainly make the point that sldn't welcome his visit,
but Ed called her into the office, and Hal followed

'Where's Julie Forman's address? She's not irotiiednd | can't find her in
our files either. Oh, hello--' Ed's last commenswadressed to Hal, is this
business or social?'

Reluctantly, Nina was forced to introduce them. A&akrill—Hal Crayle.
Ed's my partner.' And then, 'Hal and | used to keaweh other.’

'Ah!" said Ed, with more enthusiasm than she hadd&om him in weeks.
'My son's mystery hero!’

The two men shook hands, and it was clear thatttiwyan instant liking to

each other. Hal propped himself against Nina's ,debie they discussed
vaguely his reasons for being in Cambridge, ancpbener's prospects for
expanding the agency. Nina, trying to pay as ldiiention as possible to
Hal, searched for the missing address. The reldilantas in her desk—she
had been checking details. Ignoring Hal, she apsdabto Ed and tossed it
across to him.



'We've had a slight hiatus here,' Ed explainedt dlittle technical problem
with the tutors' sherry.'

'No sherry?' Hal enquired with a grin, and thatrabgeristic lift of one dark
eyebrow.

'No tutors.'

She \yasn't sure how it happened, but before loabwhs comfortably
seated in an armchair, and part of the office gos$e had also been invited
to Sunday's sherry party.

You'll certainly liven it up!" Ed enthused. 'Somkthese "do"s are deadly.
Even Tim's electronic spider failed to improve tsrast time.’

‘They're not meant to be lively!" she protestedhwi warning look at him.
She hadn't wanted him to invite Hal.

'Don't sound like such an old stick-in-the-mud, &liryYou're more than
welcome, Hal. You might even succeed in cheeringthgi Miserable
Minnie over there—she's had some particularly ghpeills lately.’

"You speak for yourself!' she retorted, with manevaation than she'd shown
since Hal had arrived. 'Who's been moaning for weddout the hazards of
being self-employed?' Ed laughed, but she was aofdtial watching her.

Ed took over the conversation for a while, pleaseldave an excuse to put
off the telephoning, and, with Hal lounging oppesier, his eyes on her, she
found it almost impossible to put on any convincstgpw of work. His
attention seemed to be on her business partnehiamneplies were amusing
and informative, but she knew that if she raisetelyes from the typewriter
she would find him studying her.

Then Ed suggested, 'What about coffee? Will youemglor shall 17’

She was grateful for an excuse to get out of Halige, even if it meant that
he would be staying a while longer.



' will," she said quickly. 'Hal wants a Japanas®rt—see if you can find
him one!'

Hal smiled, with characteristic lazy charm, andtgdiis feet in one graceful
movement. 'l came to see Nina, but there's nonggttside the door without
some plausible excuse. I'll help her make the edffe

She was about to protest, but got no support fromExcellent idea—two
coffee spoons being better than one, and all ifstime you two stopped
distracting me."

Hal waited until they were in the kitchen beforeshed, "You didn't go to the
play last night." He must have checked where har\sas.

'‘No.'
'Why not? It's had good reviews.'

'l told you in the summer | wasn't keen on the tigeany more.' She hated to
sound so ungracious, but she couldn't afford te givinch. She watched the
kettle, willing it to boil so that she could getdiao the office and be safe
from this sort of conversation.

The silence that followed wasn't so much a sileasaa well-calculated
dramatic pause.

'l didn't get that impression when you were watghithose mimes
yesterday.'

'How could you tell?' she demanded, defensivelgu'Were in them!'

He gave a half-smile. 'l saw you—I liked that eytebang jersey you were
wearing.'

She tried another defence. 'You're entertainergad entertained. Along
with a couple of hundred kids and their motherse Wmole thing was very
well done, but you can't take my view on that adevwce for my desire to be
harrowed by nasty revenge tragedies.’



‘Then come to the Greek play we're doing dftamlet.'
‘That's probably just as miserable.’

'So your main objection seems to be that you deer'tt to be miserable?' he
pursued relentlessly.

'No, I don't, she replied curtly. 'Life's bad egbwithout looking for what's
dismal and depressing.’

He was leaning casually against the fridge, ardueth watching her. "Your
own house in Cambridge, your own business, holidaySreece, sherry
parties—what's miserable about it, Nina?'

For a second her eyes were wary, and then sheedsily assumed that
blank, shuttered look again. 'Oh,' she said fliplyatThe sherry parties are
all for tutors, not for friends.'

'‘Now I'm coming, too, it ought to correct that aefncy.’

'Yes,' she said coldly, isn't that nice? Excuselmant to get the milk out of
the fridge." He moved aside, but she took caramtt her body brush his.
She could tell by his expression that he had ndtice

He waited until she had put down the milk. Thengng@ped her arms,
forcing her round to face him. 'I'm here for jugepanother week," he said
quietly—but the quietness was almost a threat,lasdingers were biting
into her flesh. 'You can be as cold and distantcasbloody well like, but
you aren't going to stop me from trying.’

She stared at him, her lips parted in apprehenSibe.had been unprepared
for the sudden change in him. But he wasn't goongdit for a reply. 'And
before you say "nothing"” in that aggravating wayofirs, and try to shut
me out yet again, I'd like to know what it is I'oppposed to have done. Just
when I'm starting to believe that you're behavikg k rational being, and
we're getting somewhere, you turn into a sort afkowall and no matter
what | do | can't get past it! And I'm beginningtie tired of trying the
civilised ways of getting through to you. You kngau've been a part of my



life whether | liked it or not ever since you left+eld you that last summer.
Why can't we at least be friends, even if we dam'anything else?’

'Hal, let me go—please. You're hurting me!" Herywas reacting to him,
confusing her. It told her with devastating clarityat she wanted to be in
hisarms, no matter how unwise that might be. Aredvgas sure she had only
to make a move towards him for it to happen—thoughat the
consequences might be she couldn't foresee. Hisdmoher didn't slacken,
and she went on, rather desperately, 'We are Bienas much as we can be.

‘Then why won't you answer my questions? I've yold what's wrong with
my life. Why won't you be honest with me about ygur

'We can't go back to the past, Hal,' she said addye 'And even if we
could, we could never just have the good bits—leeioall went wrong!

'‘Beforewhatwent wrong?' The words came out with a supprefsed that
she found unnerving. 'You've never told me exaestly you walked out of
my life— it was a topic you spent your time runnangay from last summer,
if | remember rightly!

She didn't answer immediately, but the grip onvests didn't slacken and
the burning look in his eyes seemed to scorch litrandark fire. In the end
she couldn't bear it any longer.

'You ran my life, Hal!' she began at last, her go&ccusing. 'You wanted
your future no matter what the cost. Didn't it ewecur to you that you were
making demands on me that | mightn't want—mighia'able—to live up

to? Once | met you | didn't even have an identifyng own! You hated my

parents, and after we left Oxford I didn't evensgeriends any more. Yes,
| did it because | loved you, but I've often woratksince if you really loved
me! Don't you think that somewhere in all that ntigh a reason why | left
you?'

He stared at her, for the first time saying nothige took a deep breath to
calm herself. If she wasn't careful she'd get higstband reveal more than
she meant to. 'l don't want to talk about it anyerio



‘All right," he said slowly. She could tell nothird his reaction from his
voice. 'So what about the future?'

'l told you that, too—there can't be a future fey mot together. . ." She might
have known she would have to face this discussiahe end. 'We've got
totally separate lives now, Hal. You were ambitioamnd you've got
whatever it is you wanted--'

'l thought I'd explained about that,’ he said higrsh'or is it part of your
defence against me not to listen? Don't you thie@&gbe can change over
five years? But I've told you why there's somethmigsing in my life.
What's wrong with yours? You still haven't answemgdoriginal question.
Why aren't you happy with it?" 'l am!

His reply was very low, but there was a qualityt inow that she recognised
from the old Hal—underneath all that actor's cdrtie®was furious. 'Don't
lie to me, Nina—you might be able to hide a lotlohgs, but | know when
you're not telling the truth!"

'‘Can't you see that everything's different now? don't even know what
I'm like any more!" Her voice began to rise, bug slidn't care if Ed could
hear them in the office. "You think you want mediexe you remember the
past differently from the way | do—but nothing's ttame. It's all changed!

She tried to pull away from him abruptly, but higogon her only shifted to
her wrists, and he grasped both in one hand tddras close against him,
one arm round her waist. 'Then I'll show you oneghthat damn well

hasn't!"

She guessed immediately what he was going to ddanchstinct was to
fight him, and to protest—but just too late. A saeddater his mouth came
down hard on hers, and after the first contactvgag horrified to feel her
body flood with a response she had wanted to foRgmic told her to pull
away, and desire prompted her to cleave to himhasigh she were
drowning.

There was no tenderness in his kiss—just angerfraisttation. He took
what he had wanted with a savage thoroughnessshaudid nothing to



prevent him, an overwhelming sense of weaknesadréenvading her
limbs. But he broke off as suddenly as he had bdgarmreathing quick and
uneven. And if he hadn't still held her she wouddtér stumbled back from
him and fallen.

She couldn't look at him, humiliated by the knovgedhat he must have
been aware of that treacherous response in herstdhed, instead, at the
strong fingers circling her wrists, and wonderedatvbhe could say. There
was a long silence.

His voice when he spoke was light and controlled] atterly deadly, if |
didn't know that behind all those defences you kméfing up—cold-bitch
mask included—there was someone | very much wadntes,said, ‘I
wouldn't be bothering with this. But there don&seto be too many ways to
reach you.'

He released her then, very abruptly, and, befoeecshuld even begin to
think about how she could reply, he had left th@moShe heard, moments
later, the low, deep tones of his voice in convismsawith Ed.

At first, she was too stunned to do anything—herdmumb, and her body
still reacting from the effects his unexpected akswd caused in her. Then
she started, slowly, to make the coffee.



CHAPTER SIX

HAL stayed until lunchtime, talking to Ed, and thethatlatter's suggestion
the three of them went to a local pub. In Ed's camyp Nina could find no
reasonable objection to being with Hal, and to heefased to go along
would merely have invited her partner's commeries la

After what had just happened, she would rather siaged alone in the
house. She needed time to find a new way of copitighim, but after her
subdued reappearance from the kitchen he treateashlkeough nothing had
happened between them, making it easier to reawtally to him.

But later she was glad she had had an opportumiggé him with some of

his colleagues, and to learn more of him from th8he was slowly being

forced to see him in a different light, and she teaddmit that she had been
reluctant to change that old version of the ambg&iand rather insensitive
young man who had ruined a part of her life. It wasier to cling to the

resentment rather than to be forced to accephtrduture might have been
different, and that maybe in some ways she hadudggid him.

It was one of the few town pubs with a real woad,fand the atmosphere
was cosy and relaxed. One or two people lookedpghat Hal when he
came in, but he chose a corner away from the wisdawd did nothing to
draw attention to himself.

'Why aren't you at a rehearsal?' Nina asked higr aftvhile. 'You seem to
have a surprising amount of time to go visiting.'

'I'm not doing any more work with the company onog contract runs out
after Christmas.’

‘Then you really have decided to give up acting?'

'What!" It was Ed. 'Give up just when you're socassful? You must be
mad.'

Hal stared into the mug of beer in front of hinkribw what | don't want in
life," he said shortly. 'And if acting is the fastteoad to what | don't want,



then I'm giving up acting.' There was a silencelevhe looked at Nina. She
met his eyes, and then glanced away. Ed was watthéam.

But there was no further mention of the topic wtemouple of other
members of the company came into the pub, and dothem. Nina
recognised Nick, one of the team she'd seen asBafiool. He had a thin,
lively face and used his hands expressively whealked. The other was an
older man with a quiet sense of humour, introduoduer as Don.

'He's had the best reviews of any of uslamlet,’Hal commented.

Don gave a quiet laugh. 'Rubbish. Are you comingde Hal'sHamlet,
Nina? Must be one of the first black-bearded psnfeDenmark in history.'

'l always thought that Hamlet was supposed toltlersd Scandinavian with
a funereal taste in clothes,' Ed said. ,

Nick laughed. 'He's got the undertaker's suitigitr—it's just the rest of him
that's a bit of a shock. | should think any genuames in the audience must
be scandalised.”

‘Careful what you say about Hamlet's countrymeétatwarned. 'Nina's half
Danish!

'l thought there must be some suitably romanticlaaiion for that
beautiful hair,” Don remarked, with conscious galta 'So how do you feel
about this black-bearded pirate posing as your temmince, and being
reviewed as the "Hamlet of the century"?'-

Hal looked directly across at her. 'Nina doesrédréhe crits. She's not
interested in the theatre.' His eyes held a doleatienge.

There was an awkward pause, but then a remark Kark diverted the
conversation into easier channels, and later heiomead their drama work
at the school, while the other three were involved separate discussion.

it's true | don't go to the theatre much,' Nina dtéd, ‘but | did enjoy your
entertainments with the children. Do you run thBsama Afternoons in



every town you visit? You must be exhausted wheontes to the evening
performances.'

'We take the school visits in turns. Most of us 'lao them very
often—though | tend to get involved in quite a févike working with kids.
It's Hal who never gets the time off. He's our stary-teller—a real Pied
Piper when it comes to children.’

She looked across at Hal, apparently absorbed mversation. A 'Pied
Piper'. . .it wasn't something that she'd seeinmfive years ago, but now it
wasn't so difficult to believe. Perhaps he had gedr—much more than
she'd realised.

She didn't see him again until the haphazardlyrosga party on Sunday.
They had ended up with sixteen guests, not inctudenny and Hal, which
were as many as could be comfortably entertainethénhouse. Both
sitting-rooms were in use, but even so people tndespill over into the
office and back of the house.

Hal arrived late, and Ed let him in. He wastedin@tin making his way into
the kitchen, where Nina was having an animated e@ation with a retired
schoolmistress who tutored students of Russiahdar

"This sounds fascinating,' Hal said, smiling wiik kind of charm that could
win an entire audience. 'Sorry to interrupt. Apadsgor being so late, Nina,
but Saturday nights are notorious in my profession.

He was dressed casually in dark trousers and opeocked shirt, an
expensive cashmere sweater slung round his sheuNera's heart seemed
to give an irregular little skip. It was impossiliemeet him without being
aware each time of the chemistry that was betwieem t

She tried to pull herself together, and then swbegén introducing her two
guests the wrong way round. But at least Ellen Wase kind of person to
take offence. 'Hal's an actor,’ she said quicklgeyl shook hands, Hal
amused by Ellen's confused apologies for not dunteving why she should
recognise him.



Then, to her annoyance, he kissed Nina's cheektrigldeo tell herself that
that was the way actors greeted everyone they kinett didn't help—she
was remembering too vividly that last time he has$éd her.

He must have seen her expression change. That{soéogy,' he said in her
ear, just loud enough for her to catch the words.

'What for?"

'What happened last time | was here. We haven'ahadhnce to talk since
then. Are we still friends?’

'‘As much as we ever were!' Her reply was delibé&rambiguous. Then she
thought better of it, and softened the possiblaltngith a smile.

They didn't speak again for a while, but she fonebelf too often watching
him. His height and dark looks made him remarkalilerever he was, but
there was nothing of the flamboyant actor in hiswnea. He had a kind of
quiet power that drew people to him.

By about half-past one most of the tutors had eftifaway, and she had
already fed a bored Timmy once with sandwiches @o#le. She was
expecting Jenny and Ed to stay for lunch—the usoatlusion to a sherry
party—and had shopped for the ingredients of adsalath pate and a
guiche made in a local bakery. There had beermme tib cook anything.

There was plenty for another guest, and she woddéteal would go or

stay. She knew that she was just making thingsevrsherself in the long
run by having him around, but she couldn't helpilgghat he wouldn't
leave with the others. He came back into the kitchg she was finding
another can of Coke for Tim.

'Would you like to stay for lunch?' she asked, wtusly examining the
contents of the fridge.

He wasn't going to let her get away with that. 'fo@& asking me because
you feel you have to, or because you want to?"



Why was he always trying to get some sort of datian out of her? She
met his eyes with a newly kindled hostility in loevn. 'Whether you accept
or refuse is up to you!'

'No. It's up to you. If you're merely asking outpafliteness, I'd rather go. If
you'd like me to stay, then I'd like to accept.’

What was she supposed to say? Against her bettgefoent, shdid want
him to stay. Why couldn't he have given her an amnawithout making an
issue of it?

‘All right—I wasn't just asking out of politenes&now Jenny would like to
meet you properly." It happened to be true, but khew it was a
compromise.

Knowing it too, he grinned at her, then took heindbetween finger and
thumb and forced her to meet his eyes. 'Well, die, &hatis progress!

She turned her head away quickly. Give him an iadd, he took about two
miles!

But the rest of the afternoon was relaxed, andhgyes because she never
had to find herself in conversation with him alotige renewed tension
between them ebbed away. Later, when there wasisensus of opinion
that they should move on to the Averills' for suppkenny was clearly
enthusiastic about Hal's remaining with them. She sompletely charmed
by him.

Nina loved Jenny's house: it somehow representdetaverything that
was missing in her own life. There was a comfoealbitidiness about the
large Victorian rooms, and a strong sense of thelyawho lived in them.
Even the furniture had a welcoming look.

Nina had spent two Christmases in that house—ther gears she had gone
to her father in Denmark and had felt like a gaest a stranger, despite the
family tie. With Ed and Jenny she felt at home.



Now she helped Jenny prepare a pasta supper ikitdteen, while Ed
struggled with the sitting-room fire.

'It's a beast to light, but wonderful when it ggtsng," Jenny commented.
'Perhaps Hal will have some ideas.'

Nina said without thinking, 'He always was fairlsaptical.'

'So!" Jenny turned to her triumphantly. 'l knew réhanust be some
mysterious past between you two! You haven't ont met, have you?
Come on—I'm dying to know. Who is he?'

'‘An actor with that new theatre company.'

'l know that!" her friend exclaimed impatientlyvd been talking to him all
afternoon! He'd hardly say one word, though, alwdut, where or when he
knew you. He's absolutely gorgeous—and obviously wrdgerested in you.
For goodness' sake, don't waste him!'

Nina concentrated on stripping the papery skinadittle heap of onions in
front of her, wondering how much to say. | knew higars ago, before he
was successful. We were students at the same time."

‘An old flame?’
'‘Something like that.'

'Why haven't we met him before?' Typically, Jenngswiull of eager
curiosity. 'You've been very quiet about him alkttime. And there was |
worrying about you being so obsessed with your wibet you never had
any fun! You haven't even been out for a drink vattyone for months. |
thought for a while that there might be somethirggng on with Tom
Hunter. . ." She left the sentence as somethingdagt a statement and a
guestion, and Nina felt obliged to fill in the pau#t was easier to talk about
Tom than Hal.

'We had a few friendly drinks together, that's Alhd to be honest | knew
that he was interested, but somehow. . .well, t pidn't want to get



emotionally involved--' With him, or anyone, shealad to herself, and then
tried to turn it into a joke. '‘Good lord, the maonks for me!'

'So what? He's on your books as a tutor, that'd albticed he wasn't at
drinks today. Got the brush-off?’

'Will you stop it, Jenny?' Nina was forced to lautithaven't seen him for
months—and anyway, he's off on some sort of tripAlgstralia in
December.’

‘Then it's high time you took a more positive ietdrin the gorgeous Hal.
What more can you ask for? He's devastatinglyaiue he's got the most
beautiful, sexy voice I've ever heard, he's chagmninterested in other
people, isn't the least spoilt by success—anddiw/®usly wonderful with
kids, if our little hero- worshipper is anything ¢ by!" She took a deep
breath. 'So what are you waiting for?'

Nina stared at the onions. If she peeled any ntbeg,d be using them into
next year.

She couldn't make up her mind—she'd never spokanytone before of her
previous involvement with Hal. But what had happkretween them
recently had opened, despite her, some of thoss dbe had so firmly shut.

Treacherously, her memory conjured up one of tBosaes she'd tried hard
to forget—herself and Hal engaged in one of thell-dlown, theatrical
rows. They'd been in the flat they had shared dutireir third year at
Oxford. She saw herself standing on the bed, fgtjoangry and trying to
dominate him.

'Sometimes | absolutely hate you!" she'd shoutduhatand Hal, dark eyes
flashing, had shouted back some impassioned atousashe couldn't
remember any longer what they'd been rowing abidwgn he'd jumped at
her, and they'd both crashed down on the bed aed shied, not very
convincingly, saying he'd hurt her. Hal had gong@tending he was angry
until laughter had overcome both of them, and wheaté was that had set
them off hadn't mattered any more.



But that had been while they were both still stusleAfter that, the rows
had seemed just as theatrical outwardly, but far they had become
increasingly disturbing once she had begun togeafiat Hal was taking for
granted the way her future plans would have to de@a his.

‘There's not much to tell about him," she saidst 'We lived together for
two years. At the beginning | thought it was heavsrthe end it was hell.

'What happened? Did he walk out on you?'

'No. It wasn't like that. But he doesn't seem teehgeen the end as final. Or
maybe he's just bored now, and wants to pick up@vhe thinks he left off.'
She was feeling too confused just now to be fahito— and she knew it.
But she didn't yet know whether she dared put arti in the new, rather
different Hal she had seen since his arrival in Baalge.

Jenny was undeterred. 'He doesn't strike me dgrilef man who wants to
play around.’

Nina looked at her thoughtfully. ‘Jen—he's an ad#i@ralways has been. He
can be whatever kind of man he wants to appeandarever long it suits
him.'

'‘Come on! Nobody can keep up an act forever! Yaduktthe's totally
insincere?'

'No. . ." she said hesitantly, 'though | did susgeat first. I'm not sure what
to think any more, but | can't help wondering hoellvhe knows himself.
He says he wants to give up acting—but it's besmhiole life up to now!
How could he be happy without it? And when he $syaants me, | wonder
about that too. . . Physically, he does—but thisnailways been like that
between us, and if all either of us wanted wasaatfeurs in bed from time
to time things wouldn't be this complicated. Buihwell can he know me
as a person now, when there were things he neesr gwessed about me
when he lived with me five years ago?'

'So why did you split up?'



She took a deep breath. 'Something happened. etsmm he still doesn't
know about. . .that made it impossible to stay toge-'

She stopped abruptly. Suddenly she couldn't tresseff to go on. Her
emotions these days were far too near the suri&tout warning, the

consequences of seeing Hal over the last few dagy$acome clear to her.
If she admitted she needed him, then losing histtirie would be far worse
than before. And lose him she would—because, ifditie't tell him about

that hidden past, then the silence, like a lie, lalways be between them.
She knew that her fear that the truth would spki forever was also the
measure of how much, in just a few days, he hacedormean to her again.

She reached for a piece of kitchen towel to blomwwse, trying desperately
to think of nothing—to empty her mind of the imagleat filled it.

'I'm sorry—it's the onions. . . They always do tlasme.' She didn't know
whether Jenny believed the excuse or not, but tend knew when to
change the subject*

Hal walked part of the way home with her soon aftednight. She had
taken her bicycle with her, to ensure that she dida going home alone,
but Hal, who had walked to her house earlier ambdtaepted a lift from Ed
later on, seemed determined not to lose her company

After the talk with Jenny she had felt unaccountabshined of all energy,
and a strange sense of unreality had possessefhehad remained apart
from much of the conversation that had been gomdpetween the other
three, and Hal, for some reason, had no longet tagrovoke her. Ed had
made one remark. 'You're very silent, Nina. Worn loy this morning's
socialising?' She'd seen the surreptitious digénribs he'd got from Jenny,
but Hal, though aware of what was going on, hac&neven looked at her.

Now he said little as they walked along, merelyistisg on pushing her
bicycle for her, holding it by the saddle and stegby touch. The air was
very cold, almost frosty. Street lighting blotteat all but the brightest stars.



Hal commented once or twice on the pattern of tineets they were
following, and she gave monosyllabic replies, pnghier hands deep into
her pockets. She'd forgotten her gloves at Jenny's.

'Ed says that you're having a struggle with tharfoes of the agency.'

It was a topic that had already come up. 'l ddw'tktit's anything serious,’
she replied quietly.

'‘What will you do if he decides to pull out?'

That was something they hadn't talked about. 'ltdeally know. | hadn't
thought about it." Still preoccupied by the thowgsihe had had earlier, she
would answer whatever he asked. It was too mudntdéti do anything else.
‘They're very close friends of yours, aren't they?'

‘Yes.'

Then he asked, 'Are you lonely, Nina? You want wthaty/'ve got, don't
you—a house that's a home, and a child? Isn'tthgityou spend so much
time with them?”'

He had told her that he wouldn't give up trying.

And all those times she had caught him watching herhadn't missed a
thing. Now, no answer at all was the only possibfdy.

‘Jenny says you hardly ever go out with anyon@nltdemember you as a
workaholic." .

Again she said nothing.

Hal stopped walking. They were near the town cen8be stopped
mechanically. He must recognise his surroundingsday. He propped her
bike against someone's railings, and then drewuheer a street light. She
did nothing to resist.



It was as though she had no resources left to hbédbarriers she had
carefully maintained between them. Too often Hal izcceeded in making
her react to him with a defensive anger, but thegis no fight left in her
now. She could only hope that he wouldn't gueskeatevel of her defeat,
and take advantage of it. She needed time away momto repair that
mask.

Hal was looking at her, studying her face for cluasd she knew

instinctively that he was resisting an urge to takein his arms. Instead he
put his hands on her shoulders. 'You're comindn¢éopiay next Saturday?
No excuses this time?"

'Yes.' She was looking at him, but gave the anslveost mechanically.
‘Jenny's got a ticket. You're not sitting togethleut she's had strict
instructions to see that you get there, and thatdan't walk out before it

starts.'

She gave the ghost of a smile, amused by his dr@hmanner. 'All right.
What about Tim?'

'Ed's babysitting.'

'When did you arrange all this?' There seemed e lh@en a conspiracy
between them all, and in the back of her mind sugstered the way in
which Hal had enlisted the help of her friends—itinto their close little
group as though he had always been part of it.

'‘Some time during lunch today."' 'Oh.’

He moved closer. 'Do you want me to walk the réshe way home with
you?'

She shook her head.
Then, almost as if he was risking some hostiletr@adrom her, tentatively

he touched the side of her face with his fingeitrg the line of her cheek.
He took his time, his eyes never leaving her fadkeagh she wouldn't look



at him directly—qgiving her plenty of time to backtaf that was what she
wanted to do.

She didn't know what she wanted—she was too toddibk clearly—and
she didn't move. She let him put his fingers urggrchin, and lift her face
to him. He touched his lips to hers experimentdliyt, although she made no
response she didn't back away. She would let himtddever he liked. She
could sense that he was already reacting to heness, as she was to his.
There was a tension in him that told her that hald/bave liked to pull her
even closer, but instead he brushed his mouth s¢res slowly, once or
twice, still holding her by the shoulders.

She began to tremble, and he slid his arms roundhiséding her gently.

Gradually, he teased her lips apart, kissing hea way that she hadn't
experienced since they had been together all theaess ago. She let him
enter her mouth, and, as that intimate exploraporgressed, her own
tension began to seep out of her, and she letlhegtex against him.

She scarcely knew what she was doing. It seemedtadve part of the
tranced state she had fallen into since earliehénevening. She knew he
wanted her, but she was also aware that he wagwtgoing to try to
persuade her. There was a kind of controlled geetle about his kisses that
offered her a effort and security she found herde#iperately needing. She
let him deepen the kiss, but there was no sexussiga in her own
response—only a kind of hopeless longing.

It was he who finally broke off, lifting his head kbok down into her dazed
eyes. 'Isn't this much better than fighting medid softly, and then kissed
the end of her nose.

She smiled at him then. 'l don't fight you all thee.'
'No," he agreed, 'only most of it." And then pullest closer. He held her for

a long while, his cheek against her hair, and sgiperenced a sense of loss
as he released her.



There was nothing to be upset about. He hadn'htakg advantage of her
this time; he had let her know what he was goindapand it was she, not
he, who would have prolonged the kisses. So whglélfeel so upset?

He watched her as, with uncertain fingers, sheetiion the lamps and got
on to her bicycle—she was shivering, but not elytwngth cold.

Then he said, 'I'm not going to let you forget al®aturday.’

She gave him a half-smile, avoiding his eyes. Shedn't reply—she only
wanted to get home where it was safe, and quiétsha could think about
what had happened.

If he had insisted on coming home with her she diwtlhave argued, she
reflected later. And if he had taken her up to &ed held her in his arms all
night she would have welcomed it—and then felt avigesense of guilt

afterwards because she had somehow taken advaritdgefact that he had
wanted her, while she could give so little in ratur



CHAPTER SEVEN

For most of the following week she was still movinglfitranced, through
the routine of work. Outwardly she was calm andcifht, but nothing
seemed real to her. She dwelt too often on thatdasler the street lamp, on
Hal's gentleness, and the way he had kept his oegire$ so carefully
controlled.

Although she hadn't consciously accepted him at gfaher life again,
perhaps without her seeking it— and despite all hesistance—he was
already there. But once she let him break downettiogl barriers, and let
herself be fully vulnerable to him, he would diseowhat it was she had
been hiding and find it too hard to accept. She ldv/dwrt him and hurt
herself, and then, after the inevitable rejectibme, agony of five years ago
would start all over again.

He rang twice during the first part of the weekyohle said, to remind her to
turn up at the play—the local reviews had been vgopd—Dbut both
‘reminders' turned into very long calls. She foitrsdirprisingly easy to chat
to him when he presented no immediate threat to her

Then dn Thursday he appeared on the doorstep at abelve-thirty. 'I'm
taking you out to lunch," he announced. 'Ed cad bwé fort.'

Things had somehow changed between them sincentijlatt at Ed and
Jenny's. She was more pleased to see him thanalld have believed a
week ago— but she couldn't afford to show it toerdp.

He was watching her as she came down to the hal f&ftching her coat,
making her feel absurdly self- conscious. He waitrtll she was close to
him, and then took both ends of her scarf in hrgdsado pull her against him,
looking down at her.

She gave a little gasp as she was jerked forwaidigazed up at him, lips
parted, suddenly apprehensive. He smelled of & sjplogne. She thought
he was going to kiss her.



'l like that scarf—you look good in scarlet,’ wdlshe said, and then he let
her go abruptly. She was annoyed with herself fa tiny pang of
disappointment, and suspected that he was awalothe disappointment
and her reaction to it. She knew that he was digdier against herself,
though how consciously he was doing it she coulglreiss. Common sense
and self-preservation warned her to keep her distdsut she couldn't help
dwelling on the changes she had noted in him, ashn his attitude to
others as to herself.

He drove her out to a pub in one of the villagelsemg the food was good,
and they were left undisturbed. At first he told hbout the house he had
bought in St Albans after making a lot of moneynira film. He had
scarcely found time to live in it since, but heaésed it in terms that made
her curious to see it.

The conversation was easy and relaxed, very mu¢hemanner of the
phone calls, but after a while he said, 'I've gdeeision to make. | want to
ask you what you think about it.'

'Oh?' She looked wary again. If he was trying telae her in his life, it was
time to back off.

''ve been to see my partner in the electronicsniess. He's thinking of
taking a job in the States. So. that gives me tbhheéces—either | can buy
him out of the partnership and go into running thesiness full-time,
assuming | can find a new head of research, an thange the nature of the
business, shut down the research, and concentnaselbng what we've
already got.’

'Or?' she prompted.
'Or we can both sell up at a profit.'

She studied him carefully. 'What you're really tagkabout is giving up
acting, isn't it?'

There was a pause. He was looking her directhhéndyes, his own dark
eyes unreadable. 'What do you think | should do?’



'‘But Hal--' she protested, 'it's got nothing towdth me! | can't tell you how
to make that sort of decision about your life!'

'No, but you can tell me what you think—what yoeactions are.'

She stared at him, her eyes a brilliant aquamafidleof all the emotions
that she couldn't admit to openly. Then she saithink you're crazy.
Acting's been your life. It's what you've been aseel with since before 1
knew you. You've wanted success— sometimes, | usethink, too
much—and, now you're almost there, you want to kfiuall in. Why, for
heaven's sake?'

'l told you that last summer."’

'Yes, but even if you do want some sort of a stddaekground—wife,
home, family, whatever—acting doesn't have to edelihose things! It's up
to you to make sure that, once you've got them kgmp them.'

He studied her in silence for a moment, the beardaadsome pirate's face
impassive. Then he said, 'OK. That's all | wantekitow.' And changed the
subject.

He drove back to the house by mid-afternoon angpmid her outside. 'I'm
relying on Jenny to get you to the play,’ he saithay parted. 'You've got to
see at least one live Crayle performance if yowrcadis to be any good.’

'It wasn't advice, Hal,' she said quickly. 'It wyast my opinion.’
‘Then you've got to have some basis for your opin8ee you.'

There was a powerful roar, and the car disappddeed dark blue bullet.
That made her smile—there was nothing ostentatetwsut him as a
successful actor, but there was one area in whadtadn't been able to resist
the dreams of his youth!

She met Jenny at the theatre on Saturday nighy. @&ehanged notes about
the working week briefly, and then Jenny said, ‘tiging to see this. It
doesn't last very long, but it's had brilliant ews. It's a pity, though, that



it's not really Hal's play—I had a look through te&t, and it's the heroine
who gets all the good lines.’

'l don't know it,'’ Nina said. 'Except that one bé ttutors told me that it's
rather gloomy.'

'Well, if you'd gone to the first one he gave yoticéet for, you wouldn't
have had to come tonight," Jenny said firmly. $pmct Hal just wants to
show off to you.'

'If he does, he should know me better than thait'dBe felt obliged to be
fair to him, and added, 'If he'd really wantedhow off, he'd have given me
a ticket forHamlet.'

They were sitting nowhere near each other. Ninanivésmpted to leave,
but she wasn't looking forward to the performanteee. She couldn't help
but be aware that the experience of seeing Hdl®sthge was something so
interwoven with their past together that, ineviyabit would have
associations that she would find painful. As Jehag said, the play was
short, but that was possibly its only merit. Shendered if Hal would
contrive to see her afterwards.

To begin with she resigned herself merely to okiegrvyn a detached sort of
way, and caught herself looking at her watch seuares. But gradually
she became caught up in it.

The actors were all masked, but she would havdiftehHal immediately
by his voice even if she hadn't known which pariaes playing from the
programme. The story was extremely powerful, dgaéia it did with the
violent and bitter feelings of a woman towards mesband when he set her
aside in favour of another.

The husband, played by Hal, seemed to be almoselind) towards his first
wife in the way that he allowed himself to be doated by political
ambition. At first she saw little similarity betweéhe events and characters
of the play and her own life, but, as the storygoessed, she found herself
being caught up in it in a way she would never hgvessed.



The climax of the play was the killing of her yousgns by the distraught
wife. In private the woman was agonised—torn twgsvy love and pity

for her children, and an overwhelming need to mdks husband

suffer—but in public she appeared calm and unmoreasking her inner

unhappiness. Nina found herself increasingly ingdhn the drama, and
unable to bear the heightening tension. She kneat witost to wear that
mask. In a way she couldn't define, it was as thalng was looking at some
part of herself in that violent and passionate woma

And she knew what it was to have to sacrifice édchi

A terrible guilt hung over her, and it had darkeret life for five long
years. She had had a child—Hal's child—and shenkadr even given him
a chance to fight for what was his. She had turioeter parents, even
agreeing in the end to give up the baby for adoptworn down by her
mother's arguments and tears. The child had bemngture, and, after a
difficult birth, had struggled for only a few houo$ life. She had tried to
comfort herself afterwards with the thought thaid Iner little son lived, she
would have defied her parents no matter what tisé aad nothing on earth
would have made her give him up.

But the cold, hard reality was the fact that betbiebirth she had agreed to
do what her mother wanted—to hand him over for &#dop-because to
keep him, it seemed, would ruin either Hal's ldeher own.

She no longer saw the masked actress on the $magkerself, as she had
been over five years ago when she had tried tdHtallshe was having his
child.

She had known she was pregnant for weeks. Heamlingiaction—half
fright, half delight—had darkened over those weaksthe doubts had
grown. She had wanted to share her news instaotily,Hal had been
continually preoccupied; they had been moving fiame financial crisis to
the next, so that the right moment had never seemeame.

She had always assumed that they would marry, tieergh they had never
actually discussed it, but confronted with the itgabf an ill-timed
pregnancy— unwanted as far as Hal was concerned-hatiebegun to



guestion their relationship. He had said he loved &and had even seemed
to take for granted that she would always be tii@rdim, but he surely
wouldn't want to marry her when his career wassatiost precarious. . . It
might ruin his future to get tied up with a wifedachild so soon. And he had
been desperately ambitious.

She remembered the last night she had ever spmhim, most of it alone
in the cold little bathroom that had belonged teititheap lodgings. There
had been torn linoleum on the floor, and a draugiater the door. He had
just returned from an unsuccessful audition andiesh keyed up about a
second, only days away. Obsessively, he wouldaladlut nothing else, and
there wouldneverbe a right moment, she had thought despairingig.t&d
sat down on the edge of the bath and cried, andatheever felt so desolate
in her life.

They had no money; and with no money they had tnoduFinally, she had
decided to ask her parents for help. They didrprage of Hal, and they
would be horrified by the prospect of an illegitimgrandchild, but maybe
she wouldn't have to tell them. Maybe they woultdleer some money and
then she and Hal could get married, and they nekdoxw until afterwards.

A little comforted by the decision she had made, lshd decided to broach
the subject again with Hal the next day. They haenbsitting in a cheap
cafe, and she remembered looking at him acrosstabke, her heart
thumping in her chest, nerving herself for the monwehen she would tell
him. They had been talking, and she had told hitmeofdecision to visit her
parents, trying to prepare for what she had to Thgre had been a sudden
brooding silence. He had been fiddling with hisfeefspoon, looking tense
and irritated.

There had been a couple of small children at tix¢ table—one screaming
with temper and the other crying in sympathy. Theaksed tones of their
mother had been audible to the entire cafe. NidaNdatiched Hal nervously.
And what he had said then had changed the entitgseoof their
relationship.

'Why the hell can't some women keep their bratet§@uhe had demanded
savagely. 'Do they have to make the place tortureveryone else?' He had



flicked the spoon carelessly on to the table. Shadcstill hear it clatter on
the bare wood. Then he had looked across at hemeids should be
drowned at birth.’

There had been no way that she could find the geut@tell him about the
baby after that.

The theatre was stifling. The blackness aroundpnessed in upon her,
threatening to engulf her, and she could no lohgar to watch the woman
on the stage. Abruptly, she got up from her sda.\#as almost at the end of
a row. The person sitting next to her gave a gofisurprise then stood up,
still intent on the play, to let her pass. She waisof the dark, spellbound
auditorium in seconds.

Her car was in the central multi-storey not far gwand she almost ran to
reach it. Inside she was in a turmoil of blind eimas$, with only one
overwhelming need—to get away, to get home, awam fthat curiously
distorted portrayal of herself with the very manos# life had so shattered
the pattern of hers.

She wasn't even aware of the maze of streets adrete home, her mind
fixed on the moment when she could be inside her lbouse, with the door
shut between herself and the outside world. Theeeceuld scream, or cry,
or rage out the storm inside her just as shetfelhd there'd be no one to see.

She leant back against the front door. She didaritwhe light on—only the
darkness could give scope to what was inside e dIn't know what she
wanted to do, and the old habit of self-controltikefling her, 'Not yet, not
yet.'

She ran upstairs with almost feverish energy, antet on the television in
the sitting-room. It didn't matter what was on. &ngg to fill her head with
other images—harmless ones that would replace thegy that was
pushing to the forefront of her mind.

Pictures succeeded each other on the screen, éogvegthing to her. She
had no idea how long she watched them. Insidewsisestill in a whirling



blackness, and terrified of looking into herself émamine any of the
thoughts and feelings that threatened to engulfMer yet.

There was a whisky bottle on the sideboard; it aamst full. Ed had given
it to her. She didn't really like it, but she padict a whole tumblerful, and
started to drink. It burned like fire and after fhist couple of mouthfuls she
choked and coughed, and was forced to put it deneyes smarting.

Perhaps if she had a bath—something to do—to dékynoment when
everything would come crashing down on her. Bug,thlought stupidly, she
had bathed before she went out. Maybe she shotidtgéed and drink the
rest of the whisky, and then just lie there and Waaiit to take effect?

She went into the bedroom and started to stripneffclothes, leaving them
where they dropped. What did it matter? She coidkl fhem up tomorrow,
any time. Nothing really mattered when you thougjtut it. . .

She found her nightshirt, and turned back the ®wéthe bed. When she
got in she remembered the whisky glass in theagitoom. She climbed out
again to put on a dressing-gown. It was a bit igddr her and wrapped her
completely in its blue towelling folds.

Just as well. It was chilly and she hadn't turrreeldentral heating up very
high.

She went back into the sitting-room in her bard.f@®n't think—don't
remember. Not yet. She took 3 deliberately largeittmfol of whisky and
swallowed it. She hadn't finished coughing whendberbell rang. Perhaps
it was Jenny. Well. There were no lights on. s Jenny she would try to
telephone later. 'Go away,' she said pointlessthabell rang again.

It rang insistently. Finally it rang continuousamn. Her car was outside.
Jenny would know she was there. Still, better Jehap anyone else. She
wondered if she smelt of whisky.

Hal was outside when she pulled the door openiigarasually against the
bell. She stared at him for a moment in disbe{fcourse it would be him!
Why hadn't she guessed? Then she realised thaahet ringing.



'Stop that!" Her voice sounded husky and unreliablfeu'll wake up
everyone in the street.’

‘Then ask me in or I'll ring it all night." She d¢dwsee that he was taking in
her dishevelled appearance, and the fact that sBewsaring a bathrobe.

She took a step back, and before she had timéiohik was inside, shutting
the door behind him. 'What's the matter?" he asdedsounded concerned.

'Nothing. You woke me up,' she lied. 'Go away, Hean't stand much more
of this.'

'More of what, exactly? You were crying in yourege"

Hastily she brushed a hand across her face. Theneetears on her cheek, 'l
was coughing,' she said curtly.

i see.' He studied her for a moment in the halkdess of the hall. 'And was
the whisky the cause or the remedy?"’

She couldn't cope with him now—not Hal of all pemprhe defences were
getting dangerously fragile. 'That's none of yousibess. Go away, Hal.
I've got work to do tomorrow." It was the firstrlgithat came into her head.

'On Sunday?he said.

If she'd wanted to get rid of him she should hdue the door straight away.
She felt desperate.

'l want to talk to you.'

Unconsciously she was twisting her hands in theésfolf her bathrobe.
'Why did you leave before the end of the play?’

'How do you know | did?'

‘Jenny saw you. And | looked for you afterwards.'



'‘Where is Jenny?'
'She's gone home. Do we have to stand here?’
'l want you to gamow;' she said, desperate. 'Please, Hal.'

‘Not until you've told me why you left before thede He was halfway up
the stairs. Helplessly she watched as he moungesd.th

'l need whisky too,' he said. 'lt must be sometlaibgut Greek drama.’
'l felt ill," she said, clutching at a straw. 'efell now—sopleasego!

‘Then J'll look after you." He had disappearedotiné landing. She heard a
lamp switched on in the sitting-room. 'Don't yoweewurn any lights on
here?'

She lingered indecisively in the hall. A sense wfhtmare gripped her
again. None of this was really happening—maybéhsitefallen asleep, and
in her dream this was just a continuation of treypl

How was she going to get him to go? This wasn'team, because she
couldn't wake up from it. Perhaps if she screanreti @ied out all those
feelings that were still there, he'd leave. Scregmvomen on stage were
one thing—she doubted whether he could handle ¢hnbty. But then. .
.maybe he could, and in a way she wouldn't betalitepe in her turn. She'd
haveto get him to leave.

She went upstairs, and found him in the sittinggmoHe had taken off his
jacket and was wearing the standard actor's unitdr@ans and sweatshirt,
this one printed with the logo 'Classical Actoren@pany'. She wondered if
he had any clothes on underneath. There was sorge#itiout him that
suggested he had dressed in a hurry.

He had a glass of whisky in his hand. It contaiaeglarter of the quantity
hers did, standing conspicuously on a low tablere/sbe had left it.



He raised his glass to her, and. took a sip. 'Fediomal purposes only.’
When she didn't move, he asked, 'Aren't you gangrink yours?' and sat
down on the sofa by the little table, watching her.

She picked up the glass and took a cautious siptheam another. Perhaps if
she got drunk he'd go away. She was already bemnto feel the
unsteadying effects of her first couple of moutkfiBhe wished she'd had
supper—her grip on what was real was weakening, lerdconscious
control of herself and the situation seemed tdippiag away from her. All
those dark things she'd been pushing to the babkrainind since the play
were threatening to escape again, but as vagueedrup unhappy
shadows—the borderlines between loss and guilbéteiness had blurred.

Quickly she took another large mouthful and swaddwt without thinking.
While she choked for breath, and the tears stungyes, she was aware that
Hal had taken the glass from her fingers, and wilsyg her down on to the
sofa beside him. She didn't have the strengthsistre

His arms were round her, and he held her untilhgtestopped coughing.
'How much of that did you have before | arrived?'

'Only a bit," she said weakly, and wiped her eyl the back of her hand.

She shouldn't be there, half sitting on his kné® t8ied to rise, but he held
her, apparently without effort. Her leg was halfagrgled through his and he
had slipped a hand through the opening of her r&8be. could feel the
warmth of his fingers through the cotton of hermtgdpirt as he caressed her
gently along the length of her side. But she fietiregely passive— unable to
make the decision that would separate them.

Then she felt him touch her hair with his lips, ame stiffened. She knew
instinctively that he had registered it.

Why do you eat so little, and work so much, andldhalf a pint of whisky
to send yourself to sleep after a play?" he askady

His voice was a low murmur in her ear, and his thretirred her hair. She
knew he wanted to kiss her, but she didn't know twawvade him. Already,



part of her was registering the pleasant, sootbargss of his hand. It must
be the whisky that was making her willing to acaepfhe didn't answer.

The hand moved a little lower, on to her bare k] then up under her
nightshirt, stroking the length of her hip and thiddis lips touched her
brow, and followed her hairline, barely making aattwith her skin. His
breath fanned her face. Stop—stop! she wanted/tdat she couldn't—yet.
There was somehow such comfort in it, and sometiieghad missed for so
long. His beard brushed her cheek and he kisseslidieeof her face. Then
his fingers touched the sensitive skin beneathbhesist, and followed its
soft swell upwards. She went rigid, struggled toupi. 'No, Hal—don't! |
don't want you to!

‘All right—calm down, darling.' His voice was deapd quiet, and his lips
were in her hair again. He moved his hand dowretonaist.

Her heartbeat had quickened, and it took a long ti@fore she relaxed a
little, the tension slowly seeping out of her bodyter what seemed like
hours, she said, it's very late. | think you oughgo.'

He looked down at her, but he didn't move. ‘Do eally mean that?'

About to tell himyes she knew that she didn't. She wanted him to &at.
if she let him, she couldn't expect him to sit likeat with her all

night—only, once he had gone she would be alon# she would have to
face that darkness all over again.

When she didn't answer, he shifted his position, leaaned across her to
rearrange the cushions at the end of the sofa. baare she could move
away, he had swung both her legs on to the sofgantly pushed her back
against the cushions.

He was kneeling astride her, bending down overtigihands either side of
her face. She lay staring up at him through wideseynagnetised by his
closeness, on a knife-edge of indecision.

They seemed to look at each other for a long tesehough assessing the
unknown quantity that the other presented. Thererwiie moved to kiss



her, lowering himself slowly on to her, she panatk8he had fought, over
and over again, to keep him away, to preserve #parateness she
maintained at a cost she was too proud to admanypone—and now
because in half an hour, or however long it was, Is&d allowed him to
regain that power over her he had always had, stsegwing to throw away
everything.

She struggled desperately, every move making cowiit some part of his
body, while his strength drew her closer and clagginst him, crushing her
like a steel trap.

'Don't fight me, darling. | don't want to hurt yohfis mouth was close to her
ear. She could feel the warmth of his breath agréw her under him, to half
imprison her with his weight.

'Let me go!' she sobbed. 'Hal, please—not like this

'Hush, sweetheart." Every word, every caress senptlses racing even
while she fought him. 'Stop crying. It's all rightie soothed her as he would
a frightened child, stroking her hair and her baske held her against him,
until her resistance became passive and she l&pwiimovement, utterly

unresponsive in his arms.

She couldn't tell whether it was he who had deteaer, or she who had
given in. He stroked her hair, and then, when shdamo movement to
protest, slowly unfastened the buttons of her sigint, pushing back the
fabric, and caressing the smooth skin of her slevaldnd neck.

He was fully clothed, but the feel of his body agaihers was beginning to
light little fires under her skin. He eased himdg®tk from her, his weight
on one elbow propped against the cushions. He vedshing her as, with
one slow finger, he traced the bones of her newitl’en drew a line down
one breast. As his fingertip circled it, the nippkrdened, and he bent his
head to tease it with his mouth and continue tlogv stircling with his
tongue. She dug her nails into the cushions, arukbilip to prevent herself
from betraying by any sound the thrill of pleasthmat had' just sparked
through every nerve end.



He raised his head to look down at her again, hed said, in that slow,
deep voice that was seduction in itself and hadgdwgone right through
her, 'What's the matter? You never used to bdeatsDoesn't that turn you
on any more?'

'No.' The little gasp, all she could manage, wamafiectual denial and she
knew it, and, as she tried to twist under him to tuer body away from such
a direct attack upon her senses, she saw him lowok @t her taut breasts.
He touched their centres, hard and erect, witlp#tm of his hand, and she
heard the amusement quite clearly in his voice esnarmured, 'Nina,
you're a beautiful liar!" before his mouth tookder

She made one last attempt to fight him then, tegnser muscles to resist and
push him away from her if she could, but he hadtbertightly locked to
him, trapping her with his weight and tangling dmend in her hair to
prevent her from twisting away from his kiss. Bigspite the iron control he
was exercising over her body, his lips were gentleying lightly over hers,
just brushing her trembling mouth to tease it ir@sponse.

Then the rigid resistance of her limbs melted lte under the heat of his
body. She felt her loins flood with the desire Bad known only in his arms.
He drew away from her to quickly strip off the gad sweatshirt and
unfasten his jeans, and then pushed up the flimglytshirt above her
breasts before lowering himself on to her agairs bheathing was rapid
anduneven, and he gave a groan as he let his weigktagainst her,
catching her face between his hands to cover htdr ksses before he
sought her mouth.

A little moan escaped her as his tongue slid backfarth to part her lips
and as she opened them to him, almost unawarer @wre response, she
slipped her arms round his neck to draw him evesesl and pressed her
aching breasts against the rough hair of his chest.

His kiss instantly deepened, and she felt his Islidd down over the curve
of her hip. He shifted his weight away from hertisat she was no longer
trapped under him. Dizzy with the scent and feehiaf, her body sought
his. For a second, he was touching her only withrhouth, and the arm
under her shoulders. She writhed to get close o dgain, drawn by the



magnet of that heated body. His touch instantlgaséd little spirals of
pleasure inside her that wound their way through umil she groaned
against his lips. She thought she would die olutheppeased hunger he had
created—the hunger of five years for the man whd been her only
lover—until his body slid across hers and he codiphem together.

She had forgotten what an expert lover Hal had bidencould master her
body utterly, bringing her back from the verge okoecstatic peak after
another, until she could bear it no longer and dhdear own voice like a
stranger's begging him to release her.

As the pleasure exploded inside her, tearing thrdway like shock waves,
she heard Hal groan and felt the tension suddeale him. His full weight
was on her and his face was buried in the tanghephair. His arms slowly
slid round her back to hold them in an embrace lteked them together.
Her face was wet, and she found that she was wgegiiently, the tears
sliding from under her closed lids. She found Hégeoking his hair, half
murmuring, half crying, over and over again, 'Oly,darling. . .my darling.
..'His hair was thick and silky, and a little tomg. Just as she had known it
would be.

He turned his face into her neck, and his bearckled her shoulder. His
voice when he spoke was unsteady and rough-eddede 'you, Nina.'

But she couldn't answer.



CHAPTER EIGHT
THEY lay together for a long time without speaking.

Still dazed by the intensity of the experience thag shared, Nina followed
her thoughts disjointedly. . . He had told herdweet her, but, although she
had responded instantly to those deceptively simyaleds, she couldn't
stifle a small voice of doubt: what did they reathean? They were more
than a statement of fact, or a confession of sdeenthey were also a
demand for something in return.

He wanted a home, a child, and she had alreadgddmn both, although
he didn't know it. And the stability she craved vgasnething she doubted
they could ever give each other.

For five years she had lived in limbo, a safe no'siéand where nothing
hurtful intruded. She had learned that ordinarg kfasn't made of the
dramatic peaks and chasms of Art—it was a serigstie hills and valleys

most of the time. But between her and Hal there ldvaowever be real

tranquillity, however much they both wanted it. Was the way they

were—they could never be an Ed and Jenny, becaeseeén them,

although Hal wasn't really aware of it, there woaldays be the shadow of
a bitter past.

His head was heavy against her shoulder, and, thpseime found herself
stroking the thick, silky hair. She wanted him daspely, she could admit
that to herself now, and to live without him agaiould be a renewed pain
that she didn't know how she was going to bear. riithing had really

changed between them. He had said he loved hecpbid he still say it if

he knew what she had kept hidden from him?

How could | have been so stupid as to let this bappshe thought with
despair. We should never have become involved egth other again.
Now, one way or the other, she would have to hiant and be hurt herself,
just as before.



She felt him stir at last, and ease himself awamfher. He propped himself
on one elbow and looked down on her. The expressibis eyes made her
want to weep.

She put up one hand to pull down her nightshirt Heucaught it and held it.
'Don't,’ he said. 'l want to look at you.' Thereswgéll an unsteady roughness
in his voice—a sign of genuine emotion with nonelaf actor's control. .
.and she had wondered if she would ever be cestdiis sincerity!

Her shirt, pushed up above her breasts, coverddngptand although her
arms were through the sleeves of the bathroberetsteof it was crushed
beneath her. He was silent, gazing at her.

‘Hal--

He smiled. His voice when he spoke now held th&édegg warm tone that
was a renewed seduction in itself. '"You're every ds beautiful as |
remembered from that day on the beach.' He sousddtappy that she
couldn't bear it. 'Darling, | love this sofa, buntt you have a bed?’

It was now or never. 'Hal—I want you to go.'

"You mean you didn't like it?' He sounded half tegshalf incredulous. He
didn't believe she was serious.

His mouth touched the corner of hers. If she let kiss her, she was lost.
She turned her head aside abruptly and tried tb pus away. '| mean it—I
should never have let you do this—it was a misthkad too much to drink.'

He stared down at her in disbelief, his dark bripwrged together in a frown.
'l don't believe I'm hearing this! Are you tryingtell me that what happened
just now didn't mean anything to you?'

'Yes—yes, of course it did," she said desperatbly, it doesn't change
anything!" She couldn't bear to see the look inelyiss.

'‘And you're trying to pretend that you only didé@cause you wermrunk!'



'Yes—no. Hal, just go. Please.' She tried to weggit from under him, but
his weight still trapped her.

'‘And | suppose it's the whisky and not me that maja react when | do
this to you?' The skilful assault of his mouth dwashds that followed made
her almost instantly want to give herself to hiinoater again.

He was no more happy than she. He believed, wrotigdy she could fill the

void in his life, and she was agonisingly temptednake believe that she
could, just for a few hours, so that however byidlley could find some sort
of haven in each other's arms. But that was somg#he couldn't afford to
do, for his sake as well as hers.

After the first few moments, she resisted him, fiigér to keep herself from
reacting too obviously to his touch, but when had&mly pulled away from
her and sat up. allowing her to move dazedly fravdeu him, he said. "I
think that just provedny point, and not yours—don't you?' He sounded
angry, and she couldn't meet his eyes.

'l never denied that sex wasn't good between lis!teyplied shakily But sex
isn't love, and we were too young before—too turaedy each other to
know the difference.’

'l don't believe that was true then and it certaish't now—and you know
it."

He was standing beside her, fastening the waistbéhd jeans, and for a
second she fought the perverse desire to draw aek to her. Some part of
her wanted him to sweep away all her objectiongalrthrough the
resistance she could only just put up againstiysipal attack on her senses
so that she could give in, knowing that there wathing else she could do.
But her rejection had hurt him too deeply— and just his pride. He
wouldn't try again now without some signal from-h@nd that she wasn't
going to give.

She sat up slowly and pulled down her nightshilteT she wrapped the
bathrobe round her defensively, and sat huddlethersofa, not trusting
herself to move in case she found herself in hissar



'‘We're not good for each other, Hal. | never wankesl to start again. Too
much has happened. You can't turn back the clock jast wipe out
whatever went wrong in the past.”

'‘As | told you before, | wasn't aware anything lggahe wrong until you
walked out," he said bitterly. 'Perhaps you cowdehtried talking—it's the
way people usually communicate.' He was standiokitg down at her. He
seemed immensely tall, and there was a tensioisibhddy that told her he
was trying to control emotions she could only gusss

'l did," she said wearily, 'but there was a timeewlyou weren't so keen to
listen. We're different people now, Hal, but sorhmgs haven't changed.
You'll never give up acting—and that's right. ttie air you breathe. You'd
have no life without it. But it's not for me. I'veade a job and a life here.'
What she was telling him were half-truths, but @sathe only explanation
she could give—she couldn't tell him that she wygag to protect him from
the very knowledge that he'd been trying so hagkto

'So what?' he said bitterly. "You're not happy— 'doy and pretend you
are.'

She shut her eyes, but she had read the pain @&t emhis. She could
hardly bear it. She wanted to throw her arms rduing and tell him that she
loved him, and that if only he could find some waylove her that would
obliterate that disastrous conclusion to their palse would never leave
him. But their lives were separate paths now. Theguld never have
crossed.

She covered her face with one hand, and made art &ffspeak calmly.
'Hal, | can't take any more of this. Please, just g

There was a silence that strung her nerves to imgadoint, and then he
spoke. She couldn't look at him, but the intensftgontrolled anger in his
voice was such as she had never heard before.

'Sometimes | wish to God I'd never met you," hel,sand that amazing
actor's voice vibrated with a passion that coulgenehave been mere
technique. 'You've played hell with my life, Nindbu seem to think that



you can take just as much as you want from metlamdwalk out when and
how you choose--'

‘That's not fair!" The injustice of it snapped test shreds of control. She
didn't care that she was shouting at him. 'l didndose to walk back into
it—youchose! | asked you—Heggedyou to leave me alone! | didn't want
you or any of this!"

Her eyes had darkened with passion, burning liketié\ice in conflict with
the fire of hurt fury they met in his. The rowstireir past had been nothing
to this—there was no sense of enjoying the dramia wbw. Never had she
seen him so angry, and never had she cared lesshghmight do to
her—she had a weapon more terrible than any hel cmd. All this was his
fault! She had wanted to spare him, but if he pkedoher beyond bearing,
she would use it, and use it to hurt as much a&isée how.

She thought that the very air between them wouddlde into flames that
instant. Then, abruptly, he turned on his heel.I&s¥d him run downstairs,
and the front door slammed behind him.

Then she let herself collapse on the sofa, wheeetlean an hour ago she had
known what it was to have his love. She wept ashsitenever wept before.
Once again, her life was empty, and it was eversgtran the last time.

She woke, wondering where she was. There was aleglgjht in the room,
and the lamp still shone feebly. She felt cramped # as she levered
herself awkwardly off the sofa. Her head achedfiteeand her eyes stung.

She caught sight of herself in the gilt-framed oniron the wall. All the
colour had drained from her face, and with her pabgle of hair she looked
like a distraught ghost. Her eyes were shadowed,saspiciously puffy.
She pulled her fingers through her hair, and peatede stains of tears that
were still on her cheeks.



In the bathroom she splashed water on her facefcaumd a comb to tease
carefully through the snarled strands of hair. 8ium't really look much
better, and she felt like death.

There was someone at the door. She could pretenavasn't in. The bell
rang again. Perhaps it was Jenny, come to seesifnsts all right after
leaving the play last night. Last night. . . Whoeitevas, they were being
very persistent. It might help to see Jenny.

She went downstairs, securing the bathrobe roundwikat time was it?
She realised, looking at the door, that she hadeh been down to fasten
the Yale catch after Hal had slammed it. She openhesind then stood
dumbly staring.

Hal was dressed differently. He wore a dark patradsers, and she hadn't
seen the shirt before. He wore his leather jackee details registered
themselves separately. He looked haggard.

'We haven't finished our discussion.” he said gudhd brushed past her
into the hall. 'I'm sorry | lost my temper last Inig

It had never occurred to her for a moment that lghtcome back. What
had happened between them had seemed so finaki@ed. A strange
calm had entered her now. A turmoil of emotions haen wept out in that
storm last night after he had gone. She believatktiere was nothing left in
her.

'Hal. We've said everything. There's no point ialg@nging this." She was
surprised at how distant her voice sounded. Hed aees throbbing.

He was examining her critically. "You should hagerhe stay with you last
night. We might both have got some rest in the'end.

'Please go, Hal.'
'No. I've come to breakfast. Nick's just dropped amel he's borrowing my

car for a few hours. He's picking me up at luncktimnd we have to be in
Manchester by this afternoon. I've got about threers to find out what |



want to know,' He looked grim and determined, amebkonly too well how
to use his height as a threat. 'So you're goirigltone.'

She looked at him in silence. 'Very well,’ she spigetly. 'First I'm going to
get dressed.’

Taking her time, she cleared up her clothes froenbddroom floor where
she had strewn them the night before, then shea fa@th and got into it,
carefully keeping her mind from all thought of #@nversation that would
follow. By the time she was dressed, she lookedtéxas she did every day
for work: smart, detached, and businesslike. Skh&lod afford the slightest
trace of that wild, half-dressed creature Hal heghslast night. It was too
strong a reminder of what had once been.

When she came downstairs there was a smell of swaktoffee, and Hal
was sitting at the kitchen table, a Sunday supptemeopped in front of
him. He must have found the papers in the porctevgtie was upstairs.

He took in the significance of her appearancerat filance. 'l hope that
aggressive outfit is as bullet-proof as it lookge€l to choose the weapons
this time." And then, 'Dressed like that you remimel of your mother.’

He hadn't wasted any time in opening the attacls, Yie could hurt her,
despite all that indifference she had found siras¢ hight, but she had a
weapon far more wounding than he suspected, ahd,plushed her too far,
she might just use it. It was one way of putting effective end to

everything.

She turned away to get the milk and butter fromftidge, her face blank.
He had more or less laid the table. Then she tbelcereal packets from
beside the bread-bin, and the bowls from the cbumdoard.

She never forgot that terrible morning. They begalmly, polite to each
other, remarking on the Sunday front-page newsdikg normal couple at
breakfast. She drank her coffee, and passed himitkeand the butter, and
nibbled a piece of toast until he had finishedregtand then cleared the
table. All the time, underneath, she was awaredhef rapidity of her
heartbeat that told her she was about to faceansition.



She stacked the dirty plates on the draining-boaedhanically, and put
back some of the food in the fridge. She was atmwiash up, when he said,
'Leave that. Sit down.'

Obediently, she sat opposite him, her hands onatbie. She didn't try to
avoid his eyes, but met them fully, careful to edveothing in her own.

He said, 'I've wasted a lot of time wondering howedach you, Nina. Last
night | thought I'd made it. One thing I'd likeknow—;just for the record if
nothing else—did | succeed, for even one small plaat second, in getting
through any of that complex system of swinging dabiat passes as your
mind? I'm tired of finding that just as one opesyther slams in my face.'

She looked at him without reaction. 'Yes,' she.daidas the only answer
she could give, but it was obvious that she diditeind to explain further.

He took a deep breath, and released it slowly. Tiedleaned back casually,
balancing himself on the back legs of his chais #ice when he spoke
was, as usual, deep and pleasant, and she way tatprepared for the
impact of his words.

"You know, Nina, when | see you sitting there likat, with your eyes
blank, and your face a beautiful mask, | want to/au.’

It was the control with which he spoke that madewlords so deadly. She
blinked, flinching a little as though he had strinek.

He saw that his words had had the desired effadt/@ked down, the side
of his mouth quirking in a - grim smile. 'I've nevet a woman yet—except
on stage—so you needn't worry.'

No. The way he could use his voice, he didn't Have

There was another pause. Then he asked, 'Agactlystor the record...why
did you leave me?'

So there it was again—the question she had beeasimgfto answer ever
since chance had brought them together monthsragdaweek island. In the



last few days, she had faced this moment too aftér@r imagination to be
upset by it.

There wasn't much point in lying, or refusing teaer, or wrapping it up
any other way. The sooner she told him, the sothresrcould put an end to
this. 'l was pregnant,’ she said.

There was a thunderous silence. His face showemwbly nothing.
'l see,' he said, after what seemed a lifetimesiWa mine?'

That did get some reaction out of her. The deliteeceuelty of the question
cut her deeply, but her reflex was to return thackt The aquamarine eyes
sparked dangerously. 'How many lovers do you inaagihad time for all
the while you were so busy acting?'

Again his voice was devastatingly pleasant. 'l'eeidea. It's just that I'd
have thought you might have told me if | was gdimfpe a father, that's all.’

She stared at him without speaking. A muscle tvaitcin his cheek, but,
apart from the calculated hurt in his reply, theses no other sign that what
she had said had made much impact on him at all.

'Why didn't you tell me?’

Because you never gave me the chance. Because'tlwdaht to spoil your
life. And because you didn't seem to care anywlag,teought miserably.
But she said nothing.

‘Nina!" His grip on her wrist was like a vice. Hiagers bit deep into her
flesh, almost crushing her bones. She gasped rigadineffectively to pull
free.

It was a warning. She might think she could hum Imore than he could
hurt her, but he wasn't going to let her get awagcathed. And she was
doing something she never thought she would do—gusinpiece of
knowledge she'd intended to protect him from agapen to wound.



Why was it that they could still do this to eaclmes? She had believed,
mistakenly, that last night had drained her of gtreng. No one she'd ever
known could push her to that limit—and then someemo

'Do you really think I didn't try?' she asked thbar voice hard. 'My God,
Hal, you were the most arrogant monomaniac oneiigh! You didn't want
to be bothered with anythingarything—that was going to get in the way of
your precious acting--'

‘Tell me once—just once—when you really tried awiidh't listen!"

'l tell you when | gave up,' she said with igytensity. This was hurting
more than she could have believed. 'It was thetilast | saw you! I'd cried

half the night before, in that horrible cold lithb@athroom in the lodgings we
were in—and you never even noticed. And that wéer &l spent nearly
three weeks trying to get one simple message througou.'

If I'd had even half the attention you're giving nev, she thought bitterly,
things might have been very different. His darksayere unreadable, but he
never took them from her face. She forced hersajton.

'We were in a cheap coffee bar, having lunch. kéabat you. | thought, "If
he doesn't listen to me this time | don't know whmatgoing to do." | had no
friends there, and no one | could tell. | didn'dbknwhat your reaction was
going to be—except that it couldn't be good.'

He said nothing. There was no way he could demyd,he knew it. The Hal
of five years ago had been everything she saicrAls initial reaction, of
course, things might have been different, but tele@ would have been
responsible for ruining his prospects, and undémédee would have
resented it. But she didn't want to talk about tieat.

It was as though every detail of that last meeliad been etched on her
memory with acid—even to the pattern of grain imwWooden table top they
had sat at.

'l wanted to buy a train ticket home to see my p&eshe continued, her
voice devoid of emotion. Now that she had actugdlito the revelation she



had feared, it was as though she was living in sdream— it didn't seem
real at all. 'l didn't mean them to know aboutlhby, but | wanted money
and a break— time in which to think. You were argiyhen | tried to tell
you about the baby, you got annoyed by. . .by sbimgtin the cafe." She
couldn't bring herself to remind him of his unirtienally cruel words now.
He had never really meant them; it was one of tlhwgdal ironies of life that
they had had such far-reaching consequences. ‘Maltt dnderstand why |
needed to see my parents, and you were cross theawdin ticket. You said
we had no money. Then you talked about your audthat was coming up
in Bristol in a couple of days, and how vital it svep you. You wanted to
discuss your audition pieces with me, but you nexemn noticed when |
wasn't listening.

‘That afternoon | took a train to London, and asotiome to Sussex. All the
way there | kept thinking how scared | was. We adny money, we

weren't married, and the last thing you wanted avakild. | thought that if

my parents would only lend me some money, it mggive some of the

problems. Eventually, | told my mother about theyyanstead of you.'

He seemed to have forgotten he still had hold ofvirest, and his grasp
hadn't relaxed. She stared down now at his emagydingers, and slowly he
released her and withdrew his hand. The white ntarked to angry red on
her skin.

'Was that when your parents wouldn't let me se€'you

'Yes. Possibly. I'd told you where | was going, buever knew you had
tried to see me, or even written, until you told lest summer.’

'So you thought--'

'What does it matter now what | thought?' she mfged wearily. 'l don't
suppose it could have changed anything. My pareets furious with you,

and with me. They thought that by becoming involweth you in the first

place I'd messed up my life. Then they weren't surat to do for the best.
After a while, they decided it would be a good iddavent away. | went to
stay with a cousin of my mother's near the WelshdBis. . .about as
obscure as you could get,’ she added bitterly.



Emma had been elderly, and a kind enough womareinsMay, but she
hadn't been able to hide her disapproval of Nimarearried state. And then
there had been her parents' all too visible steiggtween concern for their
daughter, and fear of scandal. Her mother hadedsier several times, but
the memory of those visits was still too painfukt@lore.

'What. . .happened to the child?' For the firstetie sounded unsure of
himself, as though he didn't quite know how to cepth what she was
telling him.

'My mother at first suggested terminating the pesmy. She thought it
would be best for everyone in the long run. | retlsShe was deliberately
leaving out bits of the story, remembering long risoof bitter discussion
and argument, and her mother crying. And how sldechiad and fought to
keep the child who seemed by then the only linkhs left with Hal. But
she wasn't going to tell him that now; it had ldmgen too late for his
sympathy.

Her mother had refused to let her have any moraiewing, correctly, that
she would have gone back to Hal if she could—unfilcourse, she had
believed he had made no effort to contact her. gdeents would support
her, but only if she did as they wished.

‘Nina--!' He sounded agonised.

"You've asked me, so I'm going to tell you," shterimupted coldly. 'l don't
want to hear now what you think, or what | shouddéndone! It's easy to be
wise after the event. | did what seemed the onlgsjde thing in the
circumstances.'

Now that, at last, she had come to the momentrutatiat burden of guilt
she had carried about with her for so long, shendothat it was not so
difficult a thing to say. She no longer wanted twtiHal, only to get it over
with; to put between them that final barrier—sonmgghhe would never be
able to bring himself to forgive her for.

'‘Before he was born, | agreed to hand him oveattoption.' She paused.
Hal said nothing. But it was worse than she'd timbugow she'd said it. She



took a deep breath to stop her voice from betraywhgt was inside her.
'When you have no money, and no job, and none of freends is in a

position-to help you, you have no power againsépiarlike mine. . .but to
be fair to them,' she continued with an efforteythlid what they genuinely
believed would be best for me. | knew that evemthe

'‘And the child?' Hal's voice was very low, and leger took his eyes off her.

'l. . .was ill. The baby was born six weeks eaHg. was very weak—he
couldn't have lived. The doctors said it was regpny failure. | never went
back home again after that—I think my mother dietidving | hated her. |
still see my father. Possibly he wonders sometim&bkat he did was right.
But you can't go back—over anything.’

When Hal finally spoke, his voice was quiet bugave nothing away about
his real feelings. 'I'm sorry about your mother—anshow the way your
parents felt about me, but did it never occur to goce after you'd gone that
| might try to contact you?"'

'l thought we'd discussed all that last summer."

'OK—so0 your mother wouldn't let you receive my sal my letters—but
you could have rung, or written! Didn't you think | ghit have some sort of
interest in a child that was mine? Doesn't a fatiame any rights?’

She was hurting so much that all her pain andrbigg&s came out in an
overwhelming desire to wountiou had rights, Hal?Y oW? You sacrificed

any rights you ever had to your ambition!" She tgidthe might strike her
then, the look on his face was so terrible.

She could have told the story very differentlyrigyto win his sympathy and
understanding, instead of alienating him. But thedlact of the matter was
that she had been prepared to give away his chiithout letting him have
a chance to fight for it, and he would surely résleat underneath, even if he
thought he could forgive her.

Her original motives had been basically unselfisa:would have had to
make a choice between her and his career, and liadechosen her, she



would have made his future impossible. But he Fatlthe right to make the
choice, and she had denied him that right. Anddméy reason for telling
him now was to drive him away, for good. It had le® more than a
delusion, imagining that they both might have clemhgnough to have some
sort of future together. They hadn't. They coulll tgar each other apart,
just as they had been doing for the last hour.

"You've had what you came for, Hal. Now please dga¥er voice,
completely under control now, was expressionlass she tried to keep her
face blank. 'There is no future for us. There neasr be. We finished five
years ago.'

'‘And what if | don't agree?"

"You have no choice." Again she was taking thesi@eiout of his hands;

this time there could be no question that she ws.r'l don't want you here

now, or ever again. | want the peace and quiet thad until you came back

into my life last July. We'll destroy each othel@gers, and because we've
been lovers we can't be friends." It was thentti@atdoorbell rang.

He looked instantly at his watch. 'Hell—that cdr&t’

Nina got up and went to the door. She recognisetl bin the doorstep. 'Hal
and | are going up to Manchester together--" heabegnd then faltered,
looking at her cold, expressionless face. 'l—I mévecalled at an

inconvenient moment, have 1? There was a phonawcdibur ago, and we'll
have to get a move on if we're going to get upethetime for the rehearsal.’

She let the implications of the word 'rehearsal’lgo,' she said, 'it's quite all
right. We'd just finished.’

Hal had got up and followed her through from thtehen. 'Just give us
another five minutes, Nick--'

'l don't think we need them, do you?' she askeeléssly. 'We've said about
everything there is to say. Goodbye, Hal. GoodiNiek—it was nice to
meet you while you were here. | hope you get to dhaster in time for your
rehearsal.'



Nick, judging by his embarrassment, must have lbeerfed in advance by
Hal. He looked as though he didn't quite know wbasay or do, and was
aware that he had interrupted some sort of row.

Hal was looking at her. She couldn't read the esgpo® on his face, or the
look in those dark eyes, but she sensed his aBgeiit didn't matter now.
Nothing mattered.

Then he said, 'Come on, Nick.'

She was aware that Nick had said some sort ofieepatewell, but her eyes
were on the tall, bearded figure as he climbed tinéopassenger seat of the
powerful Porsche, and then his companion starteetigine.

She closed the door and went into the kitchen. ds windy and cold

outside. There were dead leaves on the small lgamaShe'd have to rake
them up or they'd spoil the grass. It was a pityyséinthemums looked so
ragged once the rain had got them. Her mind, camlyleletached, was
working on irrelevant details. Inside she felt hsugh something had just
crushed her, so that there was now nothing leffieofreal self at all.

She did the washing-up.

Later that afternoon there was a ring at the d&te had been looking
through the accounts, concentrating determinedlyigures which meant
little to her. Accounts were the best distractibe &new from any of those
things that had happened only a few hours agoydnch she never wanted
to think of again.

She got up. It was Jenny.

‘Thank goodness you've answered the door,' she'bagdjust had a very
weird phone call and I'm here obeying instructiofie looked worried.

'Oh?'



'Hal rang from a motorway cafe somewhere. He seamadhurry but he
said that | was to get round here straight awayl @rat you needed
company.’

Hal'—she thought she must have succeeded in médimdiate her. Now
what was he trying to prove? 'I'm perfectly allhtig Nina replied as coolly
as she could manage. 'l can'timagine why he shbird that.'

Jenny eyed her carefully. "You don't look perfeetlyight to me.'

'Hal and | had a row, that's all. And | delibergtieied to make him hate me.
This is probably his idea of revenge—making you nvear so that | feel

guilty.'

Jenny brushed past her into the hall. 'Don't beuldus, Nina! Hal's one of
the nicest men I've ever met—and he's absolutelzycabout you. You've
only got to walk into the same room and he caké tais eyes off you.'
Jenny's own hazel eyes were now full of concemofi't know what sort of
end-of-the- world row you two think you've had, th& was in quite a
state—he thought you'd be into whisky and Mogadmkiils in a big way.
Get your coat— you're coming home with me. You tlook as though you
ought to be left alone.’

Nina began to protest. 'I'm all right, Jenny, ngall

Her friend gave a half-smile. 'OK, then look ahis way—you're doing me
a favour. Ed doesn't like me wasting food, and dver-catered.'

Nina didn't know whether to smile or cry. It wapitsal of Jenny to think of
some way of asking her that would suggest it wasvgiio was doing them
the favour.

'I'm not taking no for an answer,' Jenny said deeig. 'I'll give you five
minutes to get ready. The car's outside.'

Later they peeled potatoes together in Jenny'additcwhile Ed and Timmy
watched television in the sitting-room. They'd bpegtending to talk about



recipes, when Jenny suddenly said, 'So you've mad avith Hal—want to
talk about it?'

Nina looked at her. It wasn't fair to burden Jemngh that kind of
confidence, but something prompted her to say, withattempt at an
introduction, 'l had Hal's child. And it died—andéver told him until this
morning. Now we've got nothing more to say to eaitter.'

And, just then, even her friend's expression ofckbd sympathy didn't
disturb her—she felt strangely calm, detached. &her Jenny's untidy
kitchen, she decided that she would never feelhamytagain. She had no
words and no tears.

It was finally finished.



CHAPTER NINE

'KNow what | think?' Ed said conversationally. 'l thidu ought to take a
day off. Cambridge's most dynamic tutorial agerschardly going to fall
apart if you spend a few hours enjoying yourself.'

Nina looked up from the word processor. 'Are ydking about celebrating
your pulling off that French deal?' she asked. ISte@v he wasn't, but she
wanted to side-track him.

‘That's not a bad idea, either.' He looked at hesvedly. 'But it wasn't what
| had in mind. We could of course take a coupl@éairs to have an illicit
lunch in some local hostelry, but we'd spend tineetitalking business.
No—I meant you need a break. Jenny says you'rerigok’' He examined
her critically. 'Can't say | see it myself. | thétiggou were never looking
better. She said that's what she meant. Typicalam®siogic.’'

For the past couple of weeks, she had taken unuswmable with her
appearance—she had certainly never worn so mucle-onakJust because
she worked at home, she told herself, that wasxoose to get sloppy. But
underneath that superficial reasoning she hadrutdtat it was more and
more of a mask for that terrible emptiness shehaatlinside since Hal had
gone out of her life.

'Why not go down to London?' Ed suggested. 'Notyrsdnopping days left
till Christmas. Buy now or the shops'll be emptyl must be cracking under
the strain myself, talking like a "Cliches for Fyeers" exercise.'

Ed was in a good mood these days. The resultssaidgotiations with the
French language school were better than eithdreshtcould have hoped. It
meant a lot more preliminary work arranging accordatmn for the
students at Easter, and Nina had found herself nbecp a full-time
secretary, while Ed had handled the day-to-dayingnaf the agency.

She thought about his suggestion. She had gotaf Bitopping to do. She
was spending Christmas with him and Jenny, andleasng forward to
hunting for interesting and amusing presents; sag always generous in
her gifts, and loved thinking up surprises.



Up to now she had been glad of all the extra papeew-it had stopped her
brooding. But its effectiveness as a distractiors Wwaginning to wear off.

Also, the shock of her last encounters with Hal had an anaesthetising
effect on her feelings, and now that was wearirigoaf. Every day the dull

ache of emptiness increased just a little morevalk becoming harder and
harder to persuade herself that what she was th@idgneaning at all. At the
back of everything was the image of Hal as shd&stdseen him— hurt and
angry, on the other side of the barrier she hac dwn best to put forever
between them.

She hadn't expected to hear from him. She hadmntedat. He would have
been a week in Manchester, rehearsing during thepdaforming at night.
Nick's reference to the rehearsal hadn't beemloter—it could mean only
one thing: Hal had made his decision and wasn'iggm give up acting. But
she couldn't believe that he hadn't cast asidethes ambitions: he had been
planning to turn her into that home-maker and faltvife he so wanted,
until she had effectively destroyed any such iddssut herself forever.

He had been going with the company straight onmmiBgham, and finally

to London for the end of the. run. He must be imdan this week, she
thought. Well, that needn't make any differencén¢o. There were seven
million people in London. The chances of her burgpirto him among the
Christmas shoppers were virtually non-existent.

She worked hard through Wednesday and Thursdajets most of the
letters. She often got up during the nights nowl, @me down to the office.
It was a way of getting through the long, sleeplessgrs. She didn't know
which was worse—Ilying there endlessly trying nothimk, or falling into
exhausted sleep just before dawn, only to dreara series of violent,
disjointed images that left her feeling tired alhd i

Increasingly, the sense of loss grew upon her.cBh&in't escape the idea
that somehow she might have been given a secomtehBerhaps, instead
of the inevitable break between them and renewead thaat she had
foreseen, there might have been the possibilifyriofging that gap in both
their lives and healing the wounds that they hdlictad on each other, as
Hal himself had wanted.



Too often he was in her mind. She didn't think lo¢it last agonising
meeting, but of the times they had enjoyed togetnezn recently, and the
trivial, undramatic aspects of their lives. Haltla¢ tutors' party, chatting
easily with everyone he met, smiling over the heafdhe guests once or
twice, directly at her. The way he got on so welhvwher closest friends,
fitting into the pattern as though he had alwaysnbgart of it. She thought
of him story-telling at Tim's school, walking witter pushing her bike that
night after supper with Ed and Jenny, and kissigumder the lamp-post.
She tried not to dwell on what she had felt indrims the night he had made
love to her. She had been a fool to condemn itk Wim as one perpetual
drama: those moments had been the gentle hillsyalhel/s of the ordinary,
peaceful existence she longed for—and she hadedatdly sent him away.

Yes, they had the power to destroy each other Btdlcould still hurt her
more than she had ever thought possible, and sheé leart him, as she had
done deliberately that last awful morning. She traetl to make him hate
her—perhaps she had succeeded—but surely nothiogd dme more

destructive to both of them than this terrible emgsts, this life with no real
future.

What she was living now was only half an existeraogd without Hal it
would never be more than that. . . By the timeggiten the train for London
on Friday morning, she had made up her mind.

Sheer cowardice prevented her from ringing thettbe&lal might be in a

rehearsal, and she could have arranged to sedfteirwards. If he wasn't, at
least the theatre would have known where to cortimet He'd never told

her the address of his flat in London—but, in amge; she lacked the
courage to contact him at home. She was far tooraraf her reception.

She -dithered round the West End in the vicinityhaf theatre for hours, but
never once did she see a man even remotely resgrtbhie tall, bearded
Elizabethan pirate he always looked to her.

She had a cup of tea in a snhack bar, and ate aitbisdf-heartedly. She
hadn't eaten all day, but she felt slightly sick.ifgrew later, she wondered
what to do. She could catch a train home, and magpbéo ring him



tomorrow. . .but it would be commuter rush- houorsoThe Cambridge
trains would be packed.

She could wait around until his performance fingshand then try to see
him, but that would mean she still had hours tb kil She could at least go
along to the theatre and find out when the playednd

It was Hamlet. There were pictures of Hal all over the front loé theatre.
She bought a ticket, still unsure whether she wasklit; but at least it gave
her the option of how to spend the evening—if she the courage. She was
longing to see him, and frightened of the consegeenBut this time he
need never know she had been there, and if sheedvalkt and went home
there was no danger of him following her.

Once again, it was a deeply moving experience sbulifferent from that
other time. She didn't make the mistake now of esiny the man with the
stage role he played, and she was unexpectedlgssed by the maturity of
his talent, and the depth of his understandingsamsitivity. The words he
spoke were another man's, but the intelligencecantrolled emotion that
gave them meaning were Hal's. He might be playipgrg but, with every
word, every action, he was revealing somethingmoshif.

The audience, too, was completely held by him,thederformance ended
in a stunned silence, delaying the storm of apglamsich followed. The
death of Hamlet in the play had brought with irafpund sense of loss, but
for her that sensation was mingled with a very pEabkonal fear that had
nothing to do with a character on the stage.

She watched Hal taking curtain calls with the m#ghe cast. They looked
tired and pleased. Hal smiled, but his expressias distant. It was as
though his body only was present, acknowledgingatteaim. Hal himself
was really somewhere else.

She had discovered the stage door during her esntiecisive wanderings.
Now, trying to suppress a feeling of panic, shentblner way out of the
theatre and round by a side-street to the backreThere groups of
theatre-goers even here, making their way to tawi tube stations, and



some to restaurants. It was cold and late, butethes still a sense of
liveliness and bustle.

She watched half a dozen schoolgirls chatteringiedy at the stage door.
They were waiting for 'Hamlet' to come out. THedto get his autograph,
and those of a couple of other young men in the cas

Nina withdrew to the opposite pavement. She wowldhgme—the whole
thing was far too public. She should have rung étalier. If she waited
much longer she'd miss her train. But she just aone glimpse of him.

At last, some of the cast filtered through; somenrgng, signed
programmes, while others slipped away unobtrusivdbl came out with
one of the actresses, and was immediately mobbed.ad dressed casually,
as though he had been at a rehearsal, with aluzaky jacket and jeans. He
smiled, and signed everything that was put in fiaim, and joked with
one or two of the stage-struck worshippers, bubbked tired.

He said something to the woman with him, and shédad and moved
away. Nina recognised Don just behind them. Pertregyswere going off to
eat somewhere. She would have to go. She turntkéothe shortest way
back along the street to the tube station. Thertsheght she heard him call
her name.

She glanced back to see him scattering the schitsolgiright and left, and
quickly checking for traffic before he darted acdise road to seize her by
her elbow.

‘Nina! Stop! What the hell are you doing here?' éliss looked very bright
in the street light, and he seemed so tall and peetedly real that he took
her breath away. He was breathing quickly, and lacebgr upper arms to
pull her against him as they were jostled by aipgsgroup.

'l came to see the play,’ she said, when shetdblasd her voice.
'l was thinking of you.' That wonderful voice wdseady sending shivers up

her spine and his eyes held hers. 'But | neverntedayou'd actually be
here!' He stopped, as though unsure of how to go on



'What. . .why did--?' His fingers gripped her arms.

Then he grinned, and the old teasing note came ipdakhis voice. 'You
came to see Don Garrod—I told you he had the leestws of any of us!
But she knew he understood exactly why she wag ther

Then he was looking down at her, as though unablielieve the evidence
of his eyes and hands—as though he hardly knew totssy to her. . .

'l came foryou' she admitted, smiling. "You were wonderful HaH so glad
you didn't decide to give up the stage. . . THenmaused, uncertain how to
go on.

''ve had a long, long wait for this," he said, wverdy, and pulled her into his
arms.

Don, catching sight of Hal suddenly wrapping hirhsebund the
striking-looking silver-haired wraith on the oppespavement, called out,
'Looks as though he's lost interest in supper!

Nina felt Hal's laughter against her. Her face ased in his coat, and she
could hardly breathe. She felt as though she wasygo float away from
sheer happiness. He was kissing her hair, andgttgirkiss her ear, and he
was still laughing.

She was vaguely aware of more good-natured remarked in their
general direction, and someone saying, '‘Come orheaven's sake, before
we starve!" There was some excited commentary ftben groups of
schoolgirls, and then Don's voice called out, "0/t Martin's Lane, Hal!'

He didn't reply, pulling her with him into the stwad of a dark doorway.
Then his voice was rough as he spoke in her ean'tBayanything.l don't
want any "if's or "but"s or explanations—I just wamow. Five and a half
years is a lifetime.’

One hand tangled in her hair, as he forced heat¢ bp against the side of
the doorway, his legs either side of hers. He gufler head back, but she
gave her lips to him willingly, her heart singirigeling him press his body



hard against hers, and anchor himself against ilerorwe arm drawn tightly
round her waist. His tongue probed her mouth, fiedalt the movement of
those slim, powerful hips against hers almost asigh he couldn't help
himself.

She was melting against him, into him, and the dehwd his mouth on hers
stung with a fierce, sweet fire. Love, in the guidentense desire, washed
through her. Involuntarily she arched more clossdginst him, while his
mouth on hers deepened the kiss, its demand imegbasexplicit. She
wanted him more urgently with every second thaseds

Then she remembered where they were. She puslaa &ebly, gasping

for breath, and feeling his breathing hard and enegainst her. 'Hal—stop
it! Not here. . .We can't!' Somewhere in what wefs ¢f her mind, she was
aware that famous actors didn't conduct their esffai doorways, unless
they wanted to make the very worst sort of headline

'Where, then?' His mouth was on her throat anddath grazed her skin.
'I'm not letting you go.'

She tried to ease some of the tension. 'Just &$ st said breathlessly. 'I'd
fall over.'

He drew a deep, shuddering breath, trying to ttél raging pulses of his
body. Then he buried his face in her hair and fbrcenself to hold her
gently.

The feel of his arms, his hands, his strength veavén. Half laughing, she
put her lips to his ear. 'l know now exactly whyptes make love in dark
alleys!" she whispered. 'Do you think | ought totberoughly ashamed of
myself?’

His arms tightened round her again, and he looksehdat her. Don't you
dare be ashamed of anythingrythind Do you understand what I'm telling
you?'

She did. He was telling her that he didn't wantdglogies for what had
happened in Cambridge, or for anything that hacpbapd between them



before that. Just the fact of her being there tha had told him all he
wanted to know, and, as far as he was concernedytbing that mattered
had at last come miraculously right between them.

She slipped her hands into that wonderful strorligy air, to draw him
down to her. 'l love you,' she said, and kissedwith all the love her secret
heart had held for over five long years.

After a while, he raised his head to look downeatdgain. Much later, when
she thought about what followed, she was almostsaohihat the most
intimate and intensely romantic moment of her liéel passed in a London
back-street, in that dark doorway where there wis Linder their feet.

‘This is forever, isn't it?' Hal asked softly, asite hodded, unable to speak.

She didn't know how long they stood there, untilaat a grin crept across
Hal's handsome pirate face, and she saw the gbftdris eyes in the
shadowed darkness of the doorway.

‘Just tell me," he said, 'have we got another agdi# She peered cautiously
round his shoulder. People were still passing bheatgroup of avid teenage
onlookers had vanished. They were now only anatbeple in a doorway.
Just as well, she thought with a wry grin: they badn close to writing an
entire new act tbélamlet.

'‘Are you going to tell me what that last little $enivas for?

She withdrew her hands from under his jacket, &et taught sight of a
dark stain on his shirt. Her hand was smeared ivitiiou've got blood on
you!' she exclaimed, horrified.

He grinned at her. 'l know—it's from that swordi at the end of the play.
Are you going to come home and minister to my @tiée of wounds for

me?—most of them, | might add, inflicted by yowatious stages of our
acquaintance.’

She knew that he was teasing, but she also kneywwell what sort of
wounds he was referring to. She looked up at hueryehing she felt clearly



legible in her face, and, despite what he had sawut apologies, she
couldn't stop herself. 'Oh my darling, I'm so sorryfor everything. For
leaving you the way | did—and for trying to hurtwthe way I did.'

‘Sweetheart, don't let's do this to each other—vgogot just as much, if not
more, to forgive me for." Then that long, mobileutioquirked into another

smile. 'Would you rather we just called it quitslasaid goodbye here and
now?'

For one second she stared at him in utter bewildetmand then her
expression changed. 'Hal Crayle, if you think lbame all the way here
from Cambridge I

He was chuckling at her expression of mock outrdgeon't,’ he said. 'l
think you've come all the way here from Cambridggd to bed with me.
Haven't you?'

She couldn't remember the last time she'd blusheaould probably see it
even in the street lighting. He slung an arm romedshoulder, catching up
her hand to interlink her fingers with his. Theylkes slowly, leaning
slightly against each other, down towards the $tr&te matched his stride
to hers. He'd parked his car in one of the badkestrtowards the river.

'I've been praying for this every day for nearlygetihweeks—which includes
two very black Sundays,' he said. | couldn't haektg see you even if I'd
tried ' while we were on tour. | wanted to ring ybut what we had to say
couldn't be talked about over the phone. | wasnmfhat you might come to
your senses a bit earlier and decide that you oduide without me while |
was in Manchester. . .'

‘You arrogant--!'

His interruption was totally disarming. 'Ah, but Mdnester would never
have been the same again— Manchester, next besttpldeaven on earth!
Then, when you weren't there, | thought it'd havied Birmingham that'd be
suddenly transformed. And if it hadn't been Londbis week, I'd have
made it Cambridge next—I couldn't wait any longer!'



She laughed. She couldn't have believed she cealdd happy—but it was
no dream this time. Everything was an intensetseali

Hal was still teasing. 'Haven't you noticed how don's totally different?
There are even stars in the street.’

'Only if you're looking at the Christmas decoraibn

He stopped walking and turned her to face him,ilogpkiown into her eyes.
'No, I'm looking at them right now. . .

‘There was a time when I'd have thought you wenegbeery insincere and
theatrical if you'd said something like that!" steeused. 'And can this be the
man who told me last summer that he was depressealibe none of the
words he said seemed to be his own?'

'‘Ah!" He gave a dramatic sigh. 'But I've discovesestcret—the words don't
matter. It's the feelings behind them that maketheal, and since | met you
again I've had plenty of those—though | could hdere without some of

them! | tried every way | could think of to getdligh to you, and every time
| thought I'd made it there was another blank wiaknew you were hiding

something, but | had no idea about the baby.he't€asing note in his voice
had gone.

She put up her hand to his face, her fingers exgahe crisp, clear-cut
lines of his beard. '1 didn't want to get invokeddwuse | couldn't risk losing
you again,' she said quietly. 'lIt wasn't until Itnyeu last summer that |
realised just how much of my life had been missipgo then, and | didn't
want to admit it.’

'‘And | thought you must hate me after that last veevhad in Cambridge. It
hurt at first to find out just how much you'd képdden from me—how little
you'd trusted me--'

‘But | didn'twantto hurt you!" she broke in. "That was why | wouidall
you until you didn't leave me any choice!



'Hush," he said. 'It was my own fault. | understaogv, and | don't blame
you. And | realised after | left you that mornirigat you were only telling
part of the story. You'd chosen the words deliledydb make me angry, and
left out everything that. . ." The deep, goldercediad roughened suddenly.
"You must have gone through hell before you leftfime years ago. . .and
after.’

'Hal--" she said quickly. 'The baby—can you re&dhgive me for not giving
you the chance to decide his future?' Even nowst something to ask the
guestion, when she had dreaded for so long whatrteeer must be.

His arms tightened round her reassuringly. "Youewgght—everything you

said to me in Cambridge was true. | didn't desepraeone like you, Nina,
and | don't blame your parents for what they didag utterly obsessed with
my career and | did sacrifice everything—includyay, although I couldn't

see it at the time—to what | wanted. You've gohingg to be forgiven for,

my love. You took the only way that was open to.you

She slipped her arms round his neck, pulling hioset. 'l would have kept
him, Hal—I wouldn't have given him up for anyone.if' But she couldn't
go on.

He didn't say anything for a few moments, but shevkfrom the way he
was holding her that he understood everything shat couldn't put into
words just then.

'We'll have lots of babies,' he said softly, 'étk what you want—enough to
start a whole theatrical company!

She had to smile. "You were never one for modess & life, were you, Hal
Crayle?'

His reply sounded suspiciously meek. 'l was aselfpig-headed, ambitious
brute," he said, 'but | did love you.'

'What do you meardid?' she demanded.



'Do." He put his arms round her briefly, and grahri€ome on. Let's go
home before | have to make love to you on the pavn¢mnd we're found by
a policeman.’

The car was in the next street. She looked dowrthat long, low
power-machine that said 'HAL 1' on it— uncompromigy
self-advertising.

'l wonder,' she remarked, patently unimpressedhid is the reward for
being a selfish, pig-headed, ambitious brute inrymwth? Because, if you
fancy collecting any more success symbols, I'd epate it if you'd
reconsider your manner of acquiring them.' Theylesimat each other across
HAL 1.

‘After that pompous speech, I'll buy a bicycle!'gremised, and then held
out a bunch of keys. 'Here— you drive. I'm getuingfracted by my wound.'

Instantly she was horrified by her own thoughtlessn 'Darling, I'm so
sorry—how bad is it? Do you want a doctor to looka

He climbed into the car, and all but lay in thegeamer seat. 'I'll survive,' he
said weakly. 'But if anybody” going to make anyddenight, you're going
to have to be the active one.’

Confused visions of gaping wounds and doctors wédhds of bandage
distracted her. 'But Hal--' she started to protest.was looking up at her
from under those long, dark eyelashes as she tezhitaith the keys,
wondering if she should drive to the nearest hasdispite what he'd said.
'l seem to remember you were rather good at it.'

'‘Good at what?'

'Making love. That's the ignition.’'

The glimmer of a suspicion crossed her mind even,tas she looked at him
lying back in the seat, eyes closed, one arm ténlded across his ribs. But



it wasn't until she got him back to the flat andually into bed that she
discovered that it was stage blood.

So much, she reflected—with what was left of cohetieought once he had
set out to prove that he was anything but a passivalid—for her
new-found theories on the sincerity of actors!

Only one small lamp glowed in the far corner of linge sitting-room, which

was warm and shadowy in the flickering light of fire. It was a beautiful

room, skilfully combining comfort and a certain dlkhioned elegance.
Nina had fallen in love not just with the room ith the whole house the
instant she had seen it.

if only you had brought me to St Albans insteadcbésing me all over
Cambridge!" she'd teased Hal when she'd first ge#'d have married you
straight away!'

Jenny yawned, and wound up the knitting on herinép a neat package.
"What time did you say Hal would be back?"

‘After twelve—he never manages to get away fromdasnas soon as he
thinks. It's a pity Ed wasn't going to have timesge him there after his
meeting with that French chap—and we haven't mahageeekend all

together since before Juliet was born.'

‘True--' Jenny agreed, 'but if people have to daraking films in places
like New Zealand, and just at Christmastime tocatwdan you expect?’

Nina switched back to their first topic. ‘At ledéiseé agency's doing about as
much business as it can handle now, even taking actount recent
expansion. I'm so glad Ed's made such a spectaudaess of it.'

‘A lot of it is thanks to you, you know," Jenny lied warmly. 'If you hadn't

been so generous about keeping the house on amdyphg running costs
all the time you were in the States with Hal, Eduldo't have been able to
take on any extra help."'



‘Jen, you know you and Ed have been like familp&—and if it weren't for
your support all that time when I'd met Hal ag&d,would have been stuck
indefinitely with a very half-hearted business part It was the least | could
do—and we are still partners in a way, so it's i imerests when he's
making money!

'‘Well, it's nice to see that you agreed in the ewith my character

assessment of Hal!" Jenny teased. 'Who'd have hihdlagt in little over a

year you'd be living such a glamorous lifestylethma famous husband—
and a six-month-old baby? And there was Ed thinkirag you'd only gone
up to London for a few hours of Christmas shoppikig! really is the

original obtuse male!'

Then Nina laughed, remembering the look on Ed's f@ten one morning,
well over a year ago now, and several days afterred set off on the
so-called 'shopping expedition’, she had walkedal tin¢ office with Hal.

'My God!" Ed had exclaimed in mock outrage. Tloatktyou long enough!
What on earth were you doing—buying up half of Regétreet? Hello,
Hal- nice to see you. Brought the delinquent b&ekie you? Everything's
been in chaos since she skived off— never beemnisp'b

Nina, still somewhere on cloud nine, had slipped &ens round her
husband of two days, and had smiled, leaning agiims 'Good try, Ed, but

| happen to have been in touch with Jenny every dag she assured me
that | could have a couple of weeks off if | feld it because you've never
been so idle!

'Well, maybe | haven't,” Ed had agreed with a rugfin. 'But that's no
excuse for you! What have you been up to?'

She had found her attempt at a reply cut off bysHaand unexpectedly
clamped over her mouth.

'She got picked up in the street by a very doubtiah who is known to
specialise in false identities, tricked into gedtinto his fast car, taken to his
flat under false pretences, and then seduced. Aatl was only the



beginning.' Hal had been holding her against himm¢hkngangster-style. Is
she blushing yet? | can't see from this angle.’

Ed had been grinning from ear to ear. 'Only faipilykish!"
'‘Brazen hussy, isn't she? And | can't say she pumtuch of a fight. . .’

Nina had considered how the hand that was clampegsher mouth was
soon—once she had given up her part in the agenzpe-the hand that fed
her. She had considered it. And then she had hitten

Now, as she smiled across at Jenny, rememberiegkrstw that never in
her life had she been so happy. Just over a yeaslag had wondered if
there was anything worth living for, and now it vassthough she had been
given everything—agift-wrapped like all those pretseshe had finally got
round to buying the day before she and Hal had_&fidon.

Once Jenny had gone to bed, with apologies to tiheaksent Hal, Nina
went upstairs to minister to a wailing Juliet anded up bringing her down
to the sitting-room in an attempt to pacify heremtshe satfor a long time by
the fire with the baby in her arms. She liked waytup for Hal, and, anyway,
she couldn't sleep until she knew he was safelyehdrhey had scarcely
spent a night apart since their marriage.

She knew that they had both changed- a great demd those disastrous
early days. She no longer felt insecure, or ungdréhe nature of her
relationship with him. She knew now that there w@asnuch more between
them than the physical passion which had carriedalay at first, and
caused her to be so wary later of renewing th&tiosmship. And she had no
sense now of being taken for granted while he gotwith his more
immediate concerns. She and Juliet were the cehlns life, just as he was
hers.

Without each other, they had only been living hhlfes, but he had been
willing to acknowledge it far sooner than she. Nibwy had found a peace
and security in each other—something they both exdav that were
unaffected by the constantly changing external epattof their lives.



Marriage, and the birth of their daughter, hadaffely laid the ghosts that
had haunted her for too long.

It was after midnight when she heard Hal's keyhe kock. Juliet, now
tucked in between her and the back of the sofa bichwshe was lying
stretched out with a book, was fast asleep.

She heard Hal pause in the hall, and then thegittbom door was pushed
open.

"You should have gone to bed," he said softly. fegemy daughter up till
all hours.' He was still wearing his coat, and lgidua breath of the cold
March night in with him.

She smiled at him, inner happiness lighting updyes.

'Ed's had to stay in London, and Jenny says toogsa for her lapse in
manners but she just couldn't keep awake any lomgéryou and Don and
Nick and whoever get to eat anything?' She keptvhere low, careful of
waking Juliet.

He came to stand beside her, looking down at Inerfraced the side of her
face with one finger. "You look beautiful lying tledike that. . ." And then,
'So the Frog has got her own way again!'

‘The Frog' was Hal's favourite nickname for hisgtaar. It might have been
unflattering, but the tone of his voice did littie disguise the fact that he
thought that the moon and stars revolved round her.

Nina, although she pretended to protest, did ngttonstop him as he took
hold of the waistband of her jeans and pulled Ipetoustand beside him.

'I'm not tearing your clothes off you," he said. plé his arms round her,
pulling her close. 'And if I've done any damagegaar jeans you can have
another pair—as many pairs as you want.'

She was reminded, fleetingly, of the rows they had, years ago—in
another world it seemed—about money. And how it been the lack of



money that had parted them for what had felt likdetime. Now he never
stopped giving her things. She sometimes wonddrbd wasn't trying to
make up for those early days, when poverty and @onbhad taken their
toll, and both she and Hal in their different wdyad had to pay a heavy
price.

'Well?' she asked, looking up at him. "You nevesvwared my question. Are
we going to raid the kitchen?'

He kissed the tip of her nose. "You and your midbfgasts. . .’

Later, they sat opposite each other at the kittakle. Their conversations,
as was habitual between them now, were easy aaxiel and punctuated
by companionable silences.

‘Take your hands off my food!" he complained, gimgn and whipping the
plate out of her reach. "You eat your own chickamdsviches-. | haven't had
anything all day.'

‘Neither have I. What | really feel like is cakevonder if we've got any left
after Timmy had a go at it?' She got up to prowinathe cake tins.

'Why didn't you have anything to eat?' he demaradied a pause, mouth full
of sandwich. 'I've told you before | don't like 3Ry wives.'

She didn't reply, but she knew that he was watchierg She kept her back
turned, to hide the half-smile that would give awaynething that she knew
he already suspected. 'Want some jam roll?"

'‘No, thanks—are you sure you want tlaaid chocolate cake?' And then,
'‘Come and sit next to me. Whenever | see you omoppesite side of the
kitchen table I'm reminded of that awful breakfaken we tried to tear each
other to shreds and very nearly succeeded.’'

She sat on his knee and put one arm round his iMalgbe we had to have
that one final row so that we would never needaeehanother.’



‘Then stop picking the best bits out of my chickandwiches if you want to
keep it that way.'

'l wonder why the significant moments of our livalsvays seem to take
place at mealtimes?' she asked, trying to sountiaft.

Hal, finishing the remains of a crust, raised aquamng eyebrow. 'And what
exactly is so significant about this particular nemt? Could it be something
to do with the fact that you've had half a choetzke, the remains of a jam
roll, two biscuits and an apple—not to mention timsides of my
sandwiches? Or could it be that you've got a guskgret and you're
wondering how to tell me?"

‘There's nothing guilty about it!" she protested] then laughed.

'Oh, yes, there is," he said softly. 'The very that you've got a secret at all.
We promised each othap secrets—remember?'

She turned in his lap so that she could look hinthemeyes. 'lt can't be a
secret, for two reasons,’ she said firmly. 'Fifst,not sure of it myself yet,

and second. . .you know it already!" They had canvery long way from

that cheap cafe where, years ago, she had trieelltbim that she was
having his child.

'How do you know?' she demanded, half laughing as he begkiss her
ear.

'‘Because you've got the same look in your eyesaststime. And less
romantically, because you were eating that cakeif abere was no
tomorrow.'

"You don't think it's a bit soon for us to have tw@o baby? You are pleased,
aren't you?' She knew he was, but she needed thimezay it.

Hal sighed, and raised his eyes to heaven. 'Mymgdgrhe explained with
heavy patience, 'haven't we agreed that we're doibhg a famous theatrical
family?’



"You could do one-man shows.'

He gave her one of his most piratical grins. 'Wisey@ur imagination,
woman? | want full-scale Shakespeare! And with mmae parts than
female on offer, it's about time you evened uprihbers!’

"You count for at least six men already, Hal Crayfeu're a selfish,
pig-headed. . .er, what was it?'

'‘Ambitious brute,' he supplied promptly. '‘But--'
‘You dolove me?'

'Yes,' he said.



