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Gina just wanted a glamorous holiday

Gina was embarrassed by her traveling compani@hiawbor, but she was
hurt when author Ryan Barras accused her of cotoitige Bahamas to pick
up a wealthy man.

Ryan's cynical attitude made Gina despise him-aalhe after he made
ardent love to her, only to change his mind.

Her common sense made her refuse to become higeasisHow could she
be happy with a man who wanted her yet did not les® But her decision
didn't stop her heart from aching!



CHAPTER ONE

THE blonde in the yellow bikini caught the eye of geinchy, balding man
in Bermuda shorts seated at one of the poolsidesadnd smiled a smile of
invitation. Without moving from his seat or changjiexpression, the man
lifted a finger and indicated the chair at his sidsing the same finger to
beckon a waiter as the girl sauntered over.

Watching the bit of by-play from their third flotwalcony, Gina wondered
dryly if Marie had realised that financial securlytoo rarely went hand in
glove with youth and good looks in places like tlike had taken it as a joke
at first on the plane coming over when the othed Banounced her
intention, but now she wasn't so sure. What didrshlty know about Marie
Gregory apart from the fact that like herself sheswon her own in the
world? Working alongside someone only providedghsinto certain facets
of character, not the whole conglomerate. There &3y chance that
Marie really had set out to save for this once-ififatime holiday with the
sole purpose of snaring herself a rich husband.

Two years it had taken her, she had said. Two targpl years before she
had enough put by for one grand, three-week spluggea was sure she
could never have been as single-minded as thatmatter what the
incentive. She owed her own presence here in th@aBas to a friendly
computer called Ernie and nothing else.

That Premium Bond win had provided a discussiomtpiir the office for
several days. Many and varied had been suggestgasding the use to
which she should put her thousand pounds, but Mdn&d been the only
one to hold any real appeal. Some had said she Vead to spend the whole
lot at once in such a way, while others had egg&doh to snatch at the
chance to see how the other half lived. Oddly ehoiighad never once
occurred to her to ask Marie why she suddenly fouacelf in need of a
companion on what had apparently been intendediosedrip. Not, at least,
until they were on the plane and it was too latbaok out.

Standing here now, barely eight hours later, shreerebered the little smile
with which Marie had received the question anddmgconcerting answer. 'l
needed a foil,” she had added, as if that explaewetything. Gina still



wasn't sure just what that meant, although sheasgapher own fairness did
add a certain subtle emphasis to Marie's dark itizathey had attracted a
fair amount of attention down in the lobby on aatjvperhaps not least
because they appeared to be in a minority wherthywas concerned. Gina
had never seen so many blue-rinsed women and ageindgogether in one
place before. Not that the hotel was full—it was pve-season for that.

Lifting her eyes from their contemplation of theopbelow, she looked out
across the casuarinas to the stretch of white bleggded by a sea turning
opaque in the fading light. Tomorrow there wouldtimee to sample the
delights of swimming in a warmth no European watexdd match, or lying

in the hot sun under a cloudless blue sky and dwatiging for hours on end.
For tonight, there was dinner down in the luxurioestaurant to look
forward to, although so far as her inner clock e@scerned it was still only
lunch- time as yet. No doubt it took a little tinzeadjust to a five-hour time
difference. A good night's sleep would probablyphel

'‘Are you going to come and finish unpacking?' cavtegie's voice from
within the room. 'l want to know how much space §ot for my things.’'

‘Take as much as you need. | didn't bring as mdaipa turned with
reluctance and left the balcony, stepping back tht large, beautifully
furnished room with a swift renewal of pleasursn'l this just fabulous? |
feel like a millionairess!

It isn't bad," Marie admitted. 'And neither shottldbe for the price we're
paying. Thank God for cheap air fares I

Gina echoed the sentiment mentally, aware thatowitithem even her

thousand would not have sufficed. As it was, thie fdus allowance for the

hotel charges had made a big hole in her resoustesonly hoped she was
going to have enough traveller's cheques to lasthauthree weeks, taking
into consideration that they had to buy their mealsvell as entertainment.
Still, tonight wasn't the time to start worryingoatb money.

It was their first.



Marie was wearing a bra and brief set which leaftelito the imagination.
She had a superb figure which she dressed to emph&ina admired her
looks without particular envy. Her own slender shapight not be as
spectacular, but neither was her personality, dnaldy like Marie's needed
living up to. At least no one could mistake her doboy, she thought with
humour, catching a glimpse of herself in the dregsnirror.

'What time is dinner?' she asked.

'We'll go down about nine," Marie said.

‘Not until then? I'm feeling hungry now.’

"Your own fault. You should have eaten lunch onglame.’

'We'd only just had breakfast—or that's what it like.' The argument was
in no way serious, it was just something to sayari®g a room with
someone she knew as superficially as she knew Masa't going to be as
easy as she had thought—if she had thought abatugit. Their friendship
had only really begun at the moment three weeksvdigm she had accepted
the invitation to accompany her here. Friendshipfatonship might be a
better word. Marie made little effort to extenddwedf in any direction but the
one which suited her.

She finished her unpacking, leaving as much spash@ could for Marie's
things, then fingered through the dresses she tadjbt with an indecisive
air.

'‘Are you wearing long or short?' she asked ovesheulder.

'Long, of course. It's the place for it." Marieckad across her to pick out a
shaded blue crepe with narrow straps and a shapetiNear that, it brings
up your eyes. Pity you didn't have a rinse on y@ir before we came. Ash
blonde would look great with a tan.' Her glance aasessing. 'You don't
make the most of yourself, you know.’

'I'm not the one who's after a husband,' Gina daaok lightly, refusing to
take offence.



There was a hint of contempt in the reply. 'l siggpgou'll be content to
settle for some struggling little bank clerk, amdsh up with hordes of kids
hanging on to your skirts!"

Gina had to smile. "You paint such a pretty pictitrdoesn't have to happen
like that.'

‘It will to you. You're the type.' There was a paas she turned away. Gina
was the first to break it. 'Marie, why did you ask to come with you?'

The other shrugged. 'Because a woman on her owarplace like this can
give the wrong impression—attract the wrong type.'

‘Then all you really need is to establish the that we're here together and
we can both go our own ways, can't we?"

'No reason why not." Her voice was indifferentnfegeople you can't help.'

That kind of help she could do without, Gina refilet dryly. Not for
anything was she going to be sorry she had conmeigth This was a
once-in-a- lifetime trip and she was going to méieemost of it— but in her
own way. Let Marie do as she liked providing shdndiinvolve her.

They went down together on the hour, one in bluegther in a deep tawny
orange which made the most of her colouring. Mareated a minor
sensation crossing the opulent entrance loungea Gonld see the heads
turning to look and knew she was not the recipient.

The restaurant was little more than half full btg terrace doors flung wide
on the view of the moon-spangled sea. On a raiaedtdwards the rear of
the room a band was playing selections from thestatusicals, and one or
two couples were dancing. The keynote was quietiriyxfrom the silk
drapes and velvet-covered chairs right down toldke gleaming piece of
silver. Seated at a table on the far side of tineelfioor, Gina was conscious
that her own dress bore no com parison with theesipe fashions around
her. Neither did Marie's if it came to that, butitin't seem to bother her.
She had confidence enough to hold her own with mayRight then Gina
wished she had a little more herself.



There were a few other younger people presentnetexl, but hardly the
kind one made casual acquaintances of. Mostly kheled bored half to
death, as if this kind of evening was an all tommomn occurrence —which
it probably was for them. She and Marie were thg twio females without
escorts that she could see, and that hardly helpedthe first time she
began to realise that this was the wrong kind ¢éHor the type of holiday
she had planned in her mind. She needed somewhaties more casual, if
such places existed on New Providence. But it wadate now.

Her first glance down the menu brought a small daafrdismay to her lips.
The prices were exorbitant even for the minor itelinthey ate here in the
hotel all the time her reserve of cash would last dbout a week at the
outside.

Marie told the waiter they would order later, arséted for two Martinis to
be brought to the table.

'Stop worrying,' she said when Gina confided harde'lf you play your
cards right you won't need buy any dinners afteigat.’

"You mean find someone to buy them for me instead?’

'On the nail. There's a man off to your left whiméen giving you the eye
ever since you walked in.'

Involuntarily, Gina turned her head to the left, fiod herself looking
straight at the same man she had watched on tHetqroace earlier. The
blonde who had joined him then was sitting with maw, but he appeared
to be paying her little attention. A big thick cigaat between the thick fleshy
lips, regardless of the fact that they were onligtveay through their meal.
The white tuxedo served only to emphasise the ofltat at the back of his
neck.

'No, thanks," she said with a shudder, lookingilyasivay again. 'Anyway,
he already has a partner.’

'She's not a day under thirty, and not exactly ingldhis attention. I'd say
he'll be ditching her before long.’



‘Then why don'yyoutry to capture his attention?' Gina hissed angatyd
saw the other girl smile.

'l don't fancy him either. Now there's a couple ontthe terrace—men, |
mean—who look a far better bet. | wonder if thegtaying here or just
eating out of town?"

'Go and ask them.' Gina had had enough. The whivlg tvas turning into a
fiasco. She supposed if the truth were known, sttertever really got far
beyond the actual journeying here in her imaginir@srtainly she had
never anticipated feeling so completely out of depth.

Marie shrugged. ‘'There's no hurry. If they're restident it's hardly worth
engineering a meeting. We'll find out tomorrow.’

Despite herself, Gina wondered just how Marie wddsle gone about that
particular task. From where she sat she coulda‘tteetwo men, and had no
intention of looking. If they were staying here alidrie did manage to
become acquainted, she would make sure she stayadawvay as possible
from the whole affair. She would simply have to bke money out, that was
all. Bathing in the sea and sitting on the sanddcctardly cost anything.
And there must be some cheaper places to eat.

When they finally got round to ordering she deldiely chose the least
expensive items she could find, but even then,rdaog to her reckoning,

the bill for her meal alone came to more than sg@mmds sterling. Marie
showed no such frugality, ordering what she fancaahg with a bottle of

wine.

It's on me,' she said when Gina protested. 'Stogls® wet!'

'I'm sorry," Gina said, flushing a little. 'l onlyave about two hundred
pounds to last me out. Seventy pounds a week seamlé back home, but
| can't see it going very far out here.’'

'l don't have much more myself," Marie rejoineddsl 'And | don't intend
spending any more of that than | have to. If yowen& such a little fool you
could have a great time without worrying aboutiadgh



'l may be a fool, but I'm not putting myself on tinarket for a cheap meal
ticket!" Gina flashed back.

‘Neither am I." Marie sounded unperturbed, “owkmdat I'm after. But |
have to live between times.'

Gina cast a glance about her. 'You'll never fildisband here. | doubt if the
marrying types come to places like this.’

"You could easily be right. Marriage isn't everwytni Marie watched Gina's
change of expression with a lift of her-'brows. tiYimust have realised by
now that I'm not going back unless | absolutelyen&v. If | can't get a
husband to keep me in the style I'd like to becasmistomed to, I'll settle
for what | can get. All | ask is that he's loaded.’

Gina was staring at her as if she had never seeidfere, which she
hadn't—at least not in any depth. 'You can't méatl't

'Of course | mean it. | didn't scrimp and savet¥oo years for nothing.’
‘Then why drag me along?'
'l told you. | thought it would look better initig’

'‘Being alone doesn't appear to bother that woman there with the man
you pointed out to me. She picked him up this afien down by the pool.'

'She's obviously on the make, and | don't wanbod khat way. So far as the
record goes, we're two friends taking a vacatigetioer. Of course, if | give
you the nod I'll expect you to float off and findyr own company.’

Gina shook her head, struggling for equanimitguppose it's your life and
you've a perfect right to do what you want withbitit don't expect me to
help you out. As | said upstairs, we'll each go@un way.'

Marie smiled. 'You're going to get awfully lonely.’



That was true, and the thought held little appBaL the alternative held
less. She wasn't going to let this spoil things1a@pld herself fiercely. She
was in the Bahamas for the sun, the sea and tlik aad those were what
she would concentrate on enjoying.

She didn't enjoy her meal when it came, despiteds¢—or because of it,
she wasn't sure which. Marie drank most of the wimghout apparent
effect except for an added glint in her dark ey#&se ordered creme de
menthe to go with her coffee, and sat sipping d &pping her foot lightly
in time to the music, watching the dancers moviowky around the floor.

'l suppose there'll be three times as many henggimseason,' she remarked
at one point.

'l imagine there will," Gina agreed wearily. 'Whit you wait and come
then?'

'‘Because | couldn't wait to save enough.' Marigés difted beyond Gina's
head and changed expression. 'Remember those tivonaihne terrace |
mentioned? One of them looks as if he might be ngrover. Don't go and
spoil things.'

Gina felt herself stiffen as a white tuxedo hovi® imiew from behind her
chair, but the man wearing it had eyes only for iflaHe was medium
height and only a little overweight, with a not legsant set of features
beneath a full head of hair. He looked around tieeforties.

'Forgive the intrusion," he said easily. 'My frieadd | wondered if you'd
consider joining us for a drink on the terrace. 8§em to be the odd men out
tonight.'

Marie gave him a smile which held no hint of proatian. ‘Or women, as
the case may be.' The hesitation was beautifulheddt's very nice of you,
but I don't really think ..."

'Please do.' His own smile had charm. 'You'd béngas rather awkward
situation. | invited an old pal out for what turnedt to be a very dull meal.’



His glance had moved to Gina, brows quizzicallyetil 'As fellow
Britishers?'

'How did you know we were English?' she asked, itefgrself.
'One learns to recognise one's own. I'm Neil Da\hgghe way.'

Mane made the necessary introductions, her glanekirgg Gina's attempt
to bring in some excuse for not taking things amyhfer. 'We only got in this
afternoon and we're both feeling the time diffeesrso I'm afraid we won't
be able to stay too long,' she said, as if justingaigp her mind.

'Fine. Whatever you say.'

Marie was already rising, leaving Gina with litdkse to do but follow suit.
She didn't want to go with this man, but neithef slhe fancy crossing the
room on her own if she refused, because it wasypcettain that Marie
would not be coming with her.

The terrace doors were only a few feet away, thietior which they were
heading occupied by a man at present gazing seawtré set look about
the broad shoulders under the well cut white jadkéten he turned his dark
head, Gina saw at once that this had not beeddss There was resignation
in his expression, as if he had been overriddea kil stronger than his
own—except that wills didn't come much strongee, wlould have thought,
than that implicit in the line of his jaw. A strdgdoned face, and one which
to her at least was familiar enough to bring himeanvoluntarily to her lips.

'Ryan Barras!'

"Your fame seeks you out,’ said the other man mab&ek on a faintly wry
note.

'So it seems.’ Grey eyes considered her coollyeasame to his feet. 'I'm
flattered, Miss... ?'

He was anything but, and she knew it. What was mueeknew that she
knew it. 'Tierson,' she supplied stiffly. '‘Gina fi&en."'



'‘And this is Marie." Neil Davids sounded heartyyiobisly aware that he had
made something of a gaffe. "They only got in a f@wrs ago.' He saw them
seated, placing Gina next to the terrace wall aglt racross from the

sardonic grey eyes, and himself taking the seheaside so that he could
look at Marie without turning his head..

The waiter he summoned was deferential in a manhh left them in no

doubt as to their host's standing, addressing hénMa Davids. As he

departed to fill the order, Marie said brightlygdther you already know Mr
Barras, Gina?'

'Know of," he corrected her, his eyes never lea@nta's face. '‘Are you an
avid reader, Miss Tierson?'

'Here, we're all supposed to be British," NeilioutLet's drop the formality,
shall we?'

His companion shrugged. 'All right then, are youaard reader—Gina?'
The pause was fleeting. 'Short for Virginia?'

'Yes,' she said. 'And yes to the other question 8 forced herself to meet
his gaze levelly. 'l suppose you're sick of pedpling you they've read all
your books.'

'Not at all. I'm as narcissistic as the next onemvit comes to my work.' The
irony was as much self-directed. 'Hardback?'

'Mostly. Your photograph was inside the jacketlud tast two, and | saw
you on television a few months ago.'

"You've a good memory for faces.'

His was hard to forget, Gina reflected. Along witlat manner of his too.
She recalled the way he had put the TV interviewdrs place with a few
well chosen words when the questioning had verged dose to the
intimate. Something to do with the current womanhis life, if she

remembered correctly. At thirty-four he had appdyeknown quite a few
pretty well. Unmarried, and intending to stay tvaly by all accounts.



The others had started their own conversationpaffh Marie's ears were
pricked for anything of interest, she noted. Shehed she was far away
from here, far away from this man whose regard Balth knowledgeable
derision. She felt cheapened by that look, andrdegeof it too.

'So aren't you going to tell me how you enjoyedwniging?' he asked on a
note of irony. 'Which did you like best?’

‘The Hunters,5he said, and saw his brows lift.

'l shouldn't have thought that held much appeahfaoman.’

'Do you write for men only?' she challenged.

‘Not consciously perhaps, but the subject matterate-orientated.'
'Only on the surface. Some traits are common tb bexes.'

‘Too true." There was an element of interest indxigression. 'Mind me
asking how old you are?'

‘Twenty-three,’ she said. 'More than old enougmtterstand what you were
getting at in that particular novel.'

He smiled a little. 'It's three years sinblee Huntersvas published.’

'l only started reading you a few months ago.' @h&essed. 'l caught up
with your other books through the public library.’

'‘And there | was thinking I'd found a hardback ktlye

‘At five pounds or so a time it comes rather expen's She could
immediately have bitten off her tongue. Lack of mpnvas a subject one
did not discuss in places like this. She could felface warming.

'Find a way of cutting down printing costs and golbiave the publishing
world at your feet," he came back dryly. 'My nere@ut is going on the
market at five seventy-five, and they won't holdttfor long.’



'When is it due?'
'‘Middle of next month. Would you like an advancey®

'Oh no!" she protested, then stopped, flusterethéyilt of his lips. 'l mean
that would be marvellous, of course, but | donfiest...'

‘That's all right. A fan is worth cultivating." Heok out a gold pen and a
wallet with a small memo pad inside it, looked batker expectantly. Tell
me where to send it.’

She did so reluctantly, sensing his reaction tcatidress.

"You'll be home by then?' he asked.

‘Yes.'

'So this is just a vacation.'

'Yes,' she said again. Marie was listening, andausly not liking the turn
the conversation had taken, but there was notliegsuld do about it.

Ryan was watching her with a certain calculatitifs. & long way to come
for a couple of weeks.'

‘Three,' she said, and immediately felt ridiculolsuppose it is, but it's
worth it." She saw his lips twist again and addedi&dly, 'lt's such a
beautiful part of the world, isn't it? Are you stay here long yourself?’

'l live here," he said. 'At least for three morthghe year.’

'‘While you write your books?"

‘That's right. | need seclusion when I'm writing.'

She forced a smile. 'I'd have thought that ratlfécudlt in Nassau.'



'l don't stay in Nassau.' He made no attempt tat@adide statement, leaning
back as the waiter arrived . with their drinks.

'What shall we drink to?" asked Neil lightly whée tatter had departed, and
Marie laughed.

'We're all English, how about Queen and Country?’
"Too impersonal. How about friendships—old and new?

She lifted her glass, eyes holding his with a loblshared understanding
behind the laughter. 'I'll go along with that.’

Ryan didn't touch his glass. Like Gina he justiteStanding there. The smell
of cigar smoke mingled with perfume took over eweih here, but nothing
could disguise the balmy warmth of the night aitloa skin or the sparkling
clarity of the stars up there in a sky completegefof industrial haze. A
week ago she had only been dreaming about thisnendhere she was.
Why couldn't it be the same?

'Would you like to walk down to the beach?' Ryakeals His tone was
casual. 'l don't suppose you've had much timeoygotvery far.'

There were other couples strolling down there amtrg casuarinas.
Anything, Gina thought, would be better than sgtirere struggling to hold
up her end to Marie's specifications.

'Yes,' she said. 'l would, please.’

'How about you two?' turning to Neil with a baramggte in Marie's direction.

The other man smiled and shook his head. 'We'mrggoi dance.' He stood
up to pull back Gina's chair for her, staying os fieiet as Ryan came round
the table to join her, a mocking light in his ey&ee you in a while.’

There were steps leading down from the terrackagardens immediately

adjoining. Ryan went down them a little ahead of B®pping at the bottom
to let her catch up. He was about six feet in heigjte judged, and built like



an athlete, the broad shoulders tapering down tmwahips. She felt a
sudden swift tensing of muscle and sinew that haithing to do with
nerves—unless attraction came under that headied, $¥ie wasn't the first
to find him attractive, and there was no doubtwbaldn't be the last. The
thought unaccountably depressed her.

He made no effort to reopen conversation, seemicaiyent to stroll at her
side with hands thrust into trouser pockets. Doerelthe night scents came
through thickly. A light breeze caught at the snhoodp of her hair, lifting
strands which glinted silver in the moonlight.

"You should have brought a wrap,' he said suddamig,she laughed.

'‘Not on a night like this, surely!

'It's cool by local standards. This is the low s@ayou know.'

'l know. The hurricane season, according to tleeditire | read.’

'‘Couldn't you make it later?'

'‘Couldn't afford it later. It had ..." She stopdxmtuptly, once more aware of
having said too much. Yet why should it matter é0hWhere was the point

in trying to seem what she was not?

They had reached the path down through the palrisetbeach proper. For
the moment they appeared to have it to themselves.

You're playing a dangerous game,' he said on @ ihate. 'l daresay you
know that too.'

Her breath caught. 'I'm ... not sure what you mean.

'Don't take me for a complete fool. You're herehotiday in a place you
obviously can't afford, and the only way you'rergpto see your way is
through those who can.' 'That's not true!" Shepgdpwvalking and swung
towards him, face set and angry. "You don't...'



'l understand all right—only too well. It happeristiae time. I'm not saying
you won't succeed. You're young and attractive—atradligent.' His mouth

curled. 'Too intelligent, I'd have thought, to gatight up in something like
this. How the devil did you get mixed up with thitber one?’

His tone made her bridle. 'If you mean Marie, dtaik about her like that!"

'She's on the make," he said bluntly. 'It's asy@aidaylight.’

"Yourfriend didn't seem to think so.’

The laugh was short. 'Neil knows an easy score Vieesees one. Not that
he won't be prepared to come through for it. Shghtnéven be set for the
whole three weeks if she plays her cards right.'

Gina flared, driven by shame as much as angerhbtel came up in an arc
towards the lean face, only to be caught and me&dgrip which made her

cry out.

'Don't count on me turning the other cheek," hd.skiwouldn't be the first
time I'd slapped a woman back!

‘That doesn't surprise me!" She tore her handviige a strength which
surprised them both, clutching her wrist wherefimgers had bruised the
flesh. 'What gives you the right to judge others?’

'I'm not judging, I'm warning. What your friend geip to is her affair. I'd
say she's more than capable of taking care of lerse

'‘And you think I'm not.'
'I'm sure of it. You're going to get yourself irdaspot there's only one way
out of.' He paused with deliberation. '‘Unless yon'timind paying for your

supper in a strange bed? Maybe I'm preachingéstachuse.’

'‘Swine!' The word choked her. Tears of humiliatmitkled behind her lids.
She turned to go, stumbling as her foot caught redging stone and



flinging out a defending hand to ward off the ometlhrust out to catch her.
'Don't touch me. | don't negaur help!

"You need something,' he said grimly. ‘I'm not suhat.' He spun her round
to face him again, looking down into her angry fagth a slow change of
expression. 'Maybe this will help to convince yawtfar you're equipped to
handle what you're asking for!'

She tensed as he pulled her up to him, feelinghdreness of his body
crushing the breath from her. His mouth was ruthléscing her lips apart,
his hands moving down over her. She had never ksmed with such
brutality before in her life. When he let her gaestouldn't look at him,
backing away with a hand pressed against her latlige

‘That was only a sample,’ he said. 'lt could gehale lot rougher if you try
playing fast and loose with some of the charagtetsmight meet in these
parts. Still think you can cope?'

'l never said | wanted to cope.' She was tremblivag, mouth on fire, her
whole body seeming to bear the imprint of thoseldtke fingers. '"You had
no right to do that"

'You needed it. If you've any sense at all yowelhéfit from it. How much
money do you actually have?’

'Enough to prove you wrong!
'l hope so.'

'Why should you care anyway?' she demanded, figliha urgent desire to
burst into tears. 'You don't even know me!'

Tut it down to the last remnants of gallantry iefme.' He studied her, face
hard in the moonlight. 'Ready to go back?'

'I'll take myself back.'

‘No, you won't. | have to go that way to get a cab.



She said unsteadily, 'What about your friend? ugid you came together.’

'We did. That doesn't mean I'm going to break upteder he's got going for
him to get back to town."’

'l told you ..."

'l know what you told me. About that you won't coroe me. I've seen too
many of- her type to make any mistakes.'

A cutting remark trembled on Gina's lips, but sheitbback. Not for
anything would she risk a repeat of the last fewutes. Whatever attraction
Ryan had held for her had flown. All she felt nowsadetestation. The way
he had kissed her, the way he had held her—therbden no need for that.
He had deliberately degraded her, like some comlitiantramp.

They reached the terrace again in silence. Thesenwasign of the others.
Ryan retrieved Gina's purse from the table wheeg ttad been sitting and
handed it to her, then accompanied her throughesiaurant and out into
the entrance lounge. If Marie and Neil were danshg didn't see them
because she didn't care to look. Not with Ryarnés ey her.

He stopped opposite the lifts, expression enigméatitiess this is where we
say goodbye. | can't say it's been a pleasant myehiecause it hasn't
particularly. If you do happen to see Neil you ntiggl him I've gone back
to the boat.’

'I'm going up to my room," she said. 'So | sha@'séeing him.’

‘Just a thought.' The smile held cynicism. "Trygmember what | told you.
You're not cut out for this game.’

Gina didn't answer. It wasn't worth it. She turriemn him and walked
across to the lifts, pressing the button with aydinthat felt nerveless,
Fortunately it came almost at once. She didn't lbakk as the doors slid
silently closed behind her.



The bedroom was unoccupied. But of course it wbeldMarie was hardly
likely to let things get that far this soon—if sbeer really intended to let
them get that - far at all. Gina tried to convihegself and knew she failed.
Ryan was right about Marie if about nothing elsénat\he didn't know was
that she planned on staying far longer than theetisreeks he had spoken of,
given the opportunity. Whether Neil Davids would the means of her
staying was open to chance. Ryan apparently kneawell enough to
consider three weeks a distinct possibility, so whi/longer?

Her mouth still looked swollen when she viewedhithe mirror, her eyes
dark. Attractive, Ryan had called her. She suppa$edshould be grateful
for his condescension. Right now she felt like pagler things and getting
out of this place for good. Except that she cotld@uld she? They were
booked on a flight structure which allowed no legwar chopping and

changing dates. She was stuck here for three wel&ther she liked it or
not.

So enjoy it, she told herself fiercely. Forget girtiand Ryan Barras, and
just enjoy it!

She was in bed but still awake when Marie finalame up. The other
switched on the lights regardless, closing the @wal standing there for a
moment with a satisfied little smile on her facdodbe realising that Gina
was there before her.

'l thought you'd gone off with that writer,' shecatmed in surprise. 'How
long have you been in bed?'

'‘About an hour," Gina said. She made no attemgit tp, lying on her back
with her eyes on the ceiling. 'How did you get dRf?fie. He's quite a guy!
'‘Are you seeing him again?"'

‘Not for a week unfortunately—he has some businesthe mainland. But
he'll be back." She sounded supremely confidenhatf 'How about you?
Are you seeing Ryan again?'

'No.' The word was flat.



‘Too bad. You seemed to have something going teesyou sure he won't
be back?'

I'm sure. And | don't want to talk about it.'

'Oh, | see. Like that, is it?' Marie laughed. 'Atiive devil, I'll grant you, if
you like the type. Personally | found him a bit tmach. Men like that are
okay in small doses, but they tend to want thirngsrhuch their own way.
Now Neil is a gentleman, he doesn't rush it. | dauen fall for him a little.'

'Do it." Gina rolled over on her stomach. 'Justéeme out of it, that's all.’
'Oh, don't worry, | will. I didn't expect to havieat kind of luck on the first
night," Marie paused, said on a consoling noteg&hp, you'll feel different

tomorrow. You can go and have that swim you've lyabhiting on about.’

That was something, Gina reflected into the pilloWse holiday had only
just begun.



CHAPTER TWO

DURING the course of the next couple of days Gina foladty of reason to
convince herself that she had not after all madé sumistake in coming to
the Bahamas. The weather, the coastal scenergh#es difference of it all
combined to recreate the initial wonder and delight

The two of them took a trip into Nassau and spafdyashopping—mostly
looking in Gina's case—in the busy, traffic-crowdexshtre. Gina loved the
fringed surreys drawn by straw-hatted horses, #wpding- tong of the
Bermuda carriage bells. They ate lunch at one ef awning-shaded
pavement cafés, drinking Bacardi and Coke throtigtws. Marie could be
good company when she wasn't, as Gina privatelyitpkeeping an eye
open to the future. She seemed content to wait Neil Davids returned
from his business trip before putting out any fartfeelers.

One thing she did refuse to do was bathe in the adaough she was
perfectly willing to sit around the pool in the éfest of bikinis and bask.in
the attention she drew. There was water skiing fiteerhotel landing stage,
with an instructor provided. Gina would have likedry it, but the cost was
too high. Already her slender reserves were dwggdét an alarming rate,
and they weren't even halfway through the firstkwsst. But she refused to
let money problems occupy too much of her thougBtse would get
through—and not Marie's way either.

The latter had drifted down to the beach with hetheir third afternoon, her

figure shown to every advantage in a black netnbikhich had solid inserts

only where necessity dictated. Gina's own bluewa® the briefest she had
ever worn, but beside the other she felt almost-dvessed. They bought
drinks at the beach bar, and found loungers urttershade of the trees.
Both had acquired a light, even tan turning deepery day, but the sun was
too hot to lie in for long.

'Super boat coming in," Marie murmured lazily, viig the shimmering
sea through dark glasses. 'Haven't seen that before

Alt isn't one of the hotel's," Gina agreed, follogiher gaze. 'Look at that
heat haze! It's hotter than ever today.'



'l heard someone say the glass was dropping, tholMiginie had sat up a
little, interest aroused as the launch came nasing the stage and a rope
was thrown.

The two men who came ashore were young and blomdehadressed
almost identically in jeans and tee-shirts. Bothrevdark glasses through
which they scanned the whole beach as they strulledrds the bar. Marie
was a certain draw, and she didn't fail this tifiee moment the two had
glasses in their hands they made a beeline forevhlee and Gina were
sitting.

'Hi," the first one greeted casually. 'Looks cootler here. Mind if we join
you?'

'Help yourselves,' Marie invited. 'Nice boat youjat there.'

'Sure is.' He sat down beside her, pushing upuhglasses to reveal a pair
of confident blue eyes. 'Nice view you've got here.

The other man took the lounger on Gina's far sitEking her feel they were
being hemmed in. They were both in their late tvesntshe judged, and one
of them, at least, had American blood in his veins.

Tm Sven, he's Rafe," he announced. 'Are you bogh <ty

'Yes,' she said. 'Sven? That's Swedish; isn't it?'

‘That's right." His accent was barely pronouncezlskbwed white teeth in a
brief grin. 'But I'm no vegetable, honey.’

She laughed. 'T'll promise not to call you a Swiégeu'll not call me that.’'
'It's a bargain. What else can | call you?'
She told him, relaxing under his easy manner. 'Nieesaid.

Rafe called across one of the bar boys. 'Refillsoaind,’ he said. 'Bacardi,
was it?'



‘Just Coke for me, please,' Gina broke in, andivedea good-humoured
grimace.

‘A tot of rum won't hurt you.'
'l know,' she said. 'l just prefer Coke during tlag.’'

'Drink less in the day, keep cirrhosis at bay,ndea Sven lazily. 'Maybe we
should try it too, Rafe.’

"You try it, I'll choose my own road to ruin.' TAenerican eyed Marie with
a tilt of his brows. 'You're not on the wagon tate you?'

'‘Not a chance.' She was smiling, appraising thedgémoking face with
unconcealed approval. ‘Make mine a double.’

'Which of you does the boat belong to?' asked Gina.

It was Rafe who answered. 'You could say we shande paused. 'Like a
run in her?'

'l wasn't hinting," she disclaimed hurriedly.

Marie gave her an exasperated glance. 'Well, if wowldn't, 1 would.'
'Well, that's great." He looked at Sven as if fonfamation, then added
easily, 'We're on our way to a party. Why not jog?’

Marie laughed. 'Like this?'

'Sure. It's a beach party. They'll all be dresgedthat—right, Sven?'
'Right. Good idea. You'd be welcomed with open arms

'Is it close?'

'Close enough. We can have you back here in timdifmer, if that's what
you want. They're a great crowd. You'll like them.'



'‘Cocktails on the sand.' Marie looked across taaGmmouth tilting. 'Sounds
worth the trip.’

'l don't think ..." Gina began doubtfully, and reeel a derisive gesture.

'Don't be such a stick-in-the-mud! It's only fortewur or two. It's about time
we had ourselves some fun.' Confidently she tubaak to Rafe. 'I'll come

anyway.'

Sven leaned forward to place his empty glass orséimel. 'So will Gina,
won't you?' His tone was pleasantly persuasivefuNataying here on your
own.'

Especially considering the fact that that left & bwn devices, Marie might
well decide to give dinner a miss altogether amdéeher alone all evening
as well, Gina conceded with a sense of resignafibleast if she were with

her she could insist on returning to the hotel teeftark. And a beach party
did sound fun. A chance to meet some younger pgmgleaps; to see how
the residents lived.

‘All right,’ she said. 'Providing it isn't too far.

The two men exchanged brief glances. 'Let's gehoif, then,' said Rafe.

‘The sooner we set off the sooner we get therecare to his feet, tossing a
couple of notes on to the tray borne by the apgnogdcoar boy. 'We shan't

be needing those now. Have yourself a ball.'

The Nassauvian grinned. 'Yes, sir!'

Both girls had matching jackets to their suits. yekpped them on to make
the short journey down to the landing stage, Giith @ certain reluctance.
The whole thing had happened so quickly she haelyohad time to adjust.
But holiday friendships were like that, weren'tyhd his kind, at any rate. If
the invitation seemed casual it was probably bexthet was the way it was
done round here.

The launch had a small cabin forward containin@@apte of bench berths
with lockers beneath. There was also a table wkighng up from the



bulkhead between, and a two-ring stove mountedimias and run off
Calor gas. Everything looked sparkling clean anev,nthe brasswork
gleaming in the sunlight.

There was more seating lining the cockpit well.ihgka place beside Marie
on the thick cushions, Gina tried to relax and @pdite the good time to
come. She could hardly start backing out now, st herself. She had
agreed to go to this party and she was going to datl enjoy it.

Yet something about the two men made her faintBasy now that she had
time to think about it. Boats like this must cosbtof money, and this one
was obviously new. By very token of their beingefiike this mid-week it
appeared that the two of them were, as the sayenf,vof independent
means. Hardly an unusual state of affairs in thig pf the world, so why
should she suddenly feel that the image didn'editi?

It was Marie who put the question for her as Rafmught the powerful
engine to life, voice casual. 'If it isn't a rudgegtion, what exactly do you
two do for a living?"

Again came that swift exchange of glances, there Rafghed, opening the
throttle as they cleared the jetty in a roar ofrebwhich almost drowned his
reply. 'As little as we can, eh, Sven?’

Marie showed no sign of perturbation. 'Must be & &b profit in
beachcombing," she observed to no one in particattett drew a swift grin
from Sven as he took a seat alongside.

'Depends what gets washed up. Cigarette?' Hisragged on to Gina after
she accepted the offer. 'Do you smoke?"

Gina didn't except on rare occasions, but sheinefdafrom saying so. She
accepted a light from the hand he stretched adeal#ng the deck vibrating
through the thin soles of her sandals as they moeti to pick up speed. At
present they appeared to be heading straight @astoNo doubt they would
turn to parallel the coast any moment.



'How far along is this beach we're going to?' shikeed as one moment
passed into another with no change in directior 8&em to be going a long
way out.'

‘Thirty miles, give or take a couple,’ Sven agraetthout turning a hair.
'Friend of ours owns this island. Ideal place fartigs—no neighbours to
complain about the racket. It's open house tmathe know.'

Faint doubt became sudden suspicion, sharp andrpgng. 'You said it
wasn't far," she accused on a rising note.

'So it isn't. Be there in an hour or so.' He seemredoved by her agitation.
'Feel like a drink?’

'l want to go back.' Her voice had a slight trertwoit. ‘Marie ...’

'Marie doesn't want to go back, do you?' Sven wabrg) as he looked at
the older girl, a glint of mockery in his eyes. fiéavants to go to the party.’

Shapely shoulders lifted in a careless shrug. 'Bawell now we're on the
way. One beach is much the same as another in plagtse'

'‘But we'll no sooner get there than we'll haveabdsf back again if we're
going to make dinner," Gina protested. It's hagiling to be worthwhile ...
Her voice petered out before the complete lackyofipathetic response
from either party. Nothing she said was going to tijeough, that was
becoming increasingly obvious.

Sven's next words confirmed the impression. 'Sotwhygou don't make
dinner? You can eat all you want where we're gdieax, darling. Be like
your friend here and enjoy what's going. You'll gatk.'

When it suits us to bring you back. The words hungpoken in the air.
Gina stared at him helplessly, then glanced beyxamdo Rafe at the wheel,
but there was no help to be gained there either;hshin't really expected
there would be.



Beside her, Marie smoked her cigarette in apparecdncern, causing her
to wonder if her own reactions were perhaps a shadevrought. She tried

to rationalise her thoughts. All right, so she didike these kind of tactics
and wished she had had the sense to refuse thatiomiin the first place,

but that aside, was there really anything to get twist over? They might
have to reconcile themselves to a rather longgrtean they had bargained
for—at least than she had bargained for—but thelytbaeturn some time
this evening if their absence was not to be notddeahotel and the alarm
raised. Plenty of people had seen them get intdotta¢ and could say in
which direction they had been heading, and botm @wel Rafe must realise
it. They'd have them back before they were mis3éey'd make sure of
that. Not that it excused them anything.

'| don't seem to have much choice,’ she said wfglyust don't like being
tricked, that's all.’

Sven looked amused. 'Would you have come if youthk where the party
was?'

'No, but...'
‘There you are, then," as though that settled rfpen@ent. '‘Could say we'd
done you a favour getting you off the spot for aleviNo good coming out

here for a good time and then sitting around waitor it to happen.’

'‘Amen,’ said Marie with feeling. She got up and wenstand beside Rafe,
smiling at him when he glanced at her. 'Can | @&ker for a few minutes?’

'It could cost you.' The words were soft, the insition not so.

She laughed, slipping in front of him to take theewl as he made room for
her and making no demur when he stayed close bét@naith his hands

resting lightly on her hips. 'l always wanted tavdrone of these things.
Next best to a good fast car!’

'‘Better than any car in these parts,' said Rafeu &on't run out of sea.’



Gina tried to lighten her mood and join in the leanand general
conversation over the next hour, but her heart Wwasit. She was relieved
when the long, low shape of the island for whickytlvere heading finally
hove into view. The sooner they were on their wagkithe better she would
feel.

Ringed by apparently unbroken coral heads, at flust island seemed
unapproachable. On the leeward side, however, there gaps through
which a boat could penetrate to the smooth greatera beyond. Rafe took
the launch in with the confidence of long acquain® heading for a
wooden jetty jutting into the water's edge to teg of the curving white

beach with its backdrop of leaning palms.

Behind it lay a large, single-storey house builttiofiber and stone and
fronted by a covered verandah along the whole kenfihere were other
craft already moored at the jetty and beached atbagshoreline, and a
number of people on view along the verandah andptréon of beach
immediately below the house. Somebody saw themmgmiand waved a
hand with what looked like a glass held in it. Antaragged cheer floated
across the water, accompanied by a background sicmu

'‘Are we the last comers?' asked Marie lightly, aeckived a shrug from
Rafe as he killed the engine to bring them skifallongside the jetty.

'Maybe, maybe not. People come and go as they'want.

Stepping from the launch with Sven's help, Ginac@diher question with
diffidence, aware of eyes on them from the beadbweHow long is it
likely to go on for?'

'‘Anybody's guess. Last time it was three days. ®hlg started last night.'

‘Threedays!'She stopped dead, staring at him in consternd@o mean
these people might still be here at the weekend?'

'‘Some might, others won't. Like Rafe said, it'sropeuse while it lasts.' He
slid an arm about her shoulders, tightening hisgealittle when she tensed
against it. 'Now don't start being unfriendly. Coamel have some fun.'



She forced herself to move with him along the jettthe wake of the other

two, hating the too close proximity of his body mga hers and the

possessive weight of that arm along her neck. Sifortaking a scene right
here and now there was little she could do but plapg until the moment

when she could make her escape from him. If paspte coming and going

all the time it should surely be possible to firmmeone else, to take her
back to New Providence. What Marie did was her affair.

They were stopped several times in their progresthe beach towards the
house, the greetings in most cases heavy with mdweSven countered
them in the same vein, not bothering to perform iatrnpductions even of

first names. The other two had disappeared amangrtwds thronging the

verandah by the time they reached it. Gina fourglaas pushed into her
hand, and took a cautious sniff at the contenterbedliscarding it on to a
convenient table.

'l don't like gin,' she said.

'‘Okay, I'll find you a rum and Coke,' Sven said eabiy. 'Just park yourself
against the rail and wait for me. The bar's throtigghback.'

A man seated on the floor with his back againsthibiese wall gave her a
speculative look as Sven vanished indoors. He ¥itgssh, with a flabby,
jowled, heavy- featured face and thinning sandy.hEhe shirt he was
wearing looked crumpled and had perspiration stamder the armpits.
From the way he lifted the glass he held towardslips he had been
drinking for some time already.

Gina turned quickly away, hoping he wouldn't attémapget up and come
over to her, her glance roving the press of bodisgarch of Marie, though
without success. One thing which did strike her wes while the men

present at this gathering were of greatly varyigg groups, all the females
appeared to be young. So far she hadn't seen drehgilooked more than

the early twenties.

Only a few yards away, one particularly lovelyléttedhead who couldn't
be more than nineteen stood with arms entwined taibeuneck of a man
almost old enough to be her grandfather, lips pguprovocatively as she



gazed into his eyes. She was wearing a short wiotgheted dress with the
briefest of flesh- coloured pants beneath and ngtlelse. Even as Gina
looked, her companion dropped a fleshy kiss onitiveing upturned
mouth, then turned her towards the house with & tohis face that few
could mistake for anything but what it was.

Sven came back with her drink, pressing the takglinto her hand and
taking a long pull at his own. He looked flushed afishevelled, with a
smear of lipstick at one corner of his mouth.

'Don't just stand there,' he said. 'Drink your Kramd let your hair down.
Your friend Marie is having a good time."'

Gina put the glass to her lips obediently and atnsbsked on the strong
taste of the rum all but obliterating the Cokés o strong,’ she said. 'l can't
drink it like this." Despite the heat, she feliaant shiver run through her as
she met the knowing derisive eyes. 'Sven, | wagbtback," she appealed. 'l
shouldn't have come. It isn't my scene.'

'How do you know till you've tried it?' His tone svavithout concern. '‘Come
on, honey, you're not that green. What did you ctonbis part of the world
for if it wasn't to live it up?'

‘The sun, the scenery—to travel, | suppose.’ Heevivailed away.
‘Your friend has other ideas.’

'Yes, but | didn't realise before we came. You $een't know her all that
well. We just happen to work in the same office aviten | won ..." She
stopped again, wondering why she was botheringptaa her motives to
someone so obviously uninterested as this mamwd#f a mistake," she
finished flatly. 'We're different types.’

'Maybe not as much as you like to think."' One heaxthe out to curve her
shoulder through the thin material of her jackat, palm damp. 'You're here
because you want to be or you wouldn't have comallatYou're a
good-looking kid, Gina baby. Not as showy as yoiend in there, but | like
a bit of reserve.' The hand moved up to her churgimg up her head and



holding it there, his eyes travelling down the thog of her throat to the
curve of her breasts above the blue bikini togaih show you a good
time—a real good time!"

'‘Don't!" Jerkily she moved her head away from imgédrs. 'l don't want your
kind of good time, thanks! If you won't take me kalll find somebody
who will"'

'Want to bet?' He made no attempt to grab her a¢gaming against the
nearby post with a sneer on his lips. 'Go andftypu want. | can wait.'

Gina left him standing there, losing the glass @ute to the double glass
doors which gave access to the house. Inside tge rmom immediately
opening off the verandah, there were people standirtting, even lying

about on the pine floor. The furnishings, or whia¢ £ould see of them
through the smoke and press of bodies, were sumgtuthe whole

atmosphere reeking of money.

Noise rose about her in waves, an occasional \8iaeding out above the
rest for a moment, as the sound ebbed and flowey. Wer on her left she
caughtaglimpse of Marie close-wrapped in Rafe's arms, mgwo the beat
of the music coming from some hidden source in wévion to all going
on about her. Any appeal in that direction was obsly going to bea
complete waste of time. Gina turned her attentiaoklto her immediate
surroundings, looking fafriendly face.

But there weren't any—at least, not friendly in they she wanted them to
be. Somebody made a grab for her as she pushegptsig a heavy arm
about her waist and hugging her close.

'‘Looking for me, honeychild?'

She tore herself free without even glancing roundha man, elbowing

somebody else aside in her desire to get away thenspot. There was a
burst of laughter behind her and some derisive ceanation for the man

she had rejected, but no one came after her.



At last she managed to get across the room andhatocomparative quiet of
a corridor running off it. On the other side of alvinner hall, she found a
room with a half opened door and no light withindaslipped inside. The
room was empty apart from its furnishings, the #wikanishing sun
lending an eerie red glow to white walls and flinesytains. Thankfully she
closed the door behind her and sank down on theesieaf the two
satin-covered beds, wishing there was a key shkl ¢otn in the lock for
complete safety.

What she was going to do next she had no idea. Fnemook of those

people out there any appeal for help would medt littte success. The only
thing she could do, it appeared, was to stay ouh®fway until the party

showed signs of quieting down, and then look upi®larthe hope that she
would be ready and willing to add her insisteneeeaials being taken back to
the hotel.

She would have to be eventually. They could hasgignd the night here
without being missed when they failed to pick upithkey. Yet would
anyone really bother if two girls on holiday faileshow up for one night?
It probably happened all the time out here— anemoftaces too, for that
matter. Her own naivete had landed her in thisasibn, nothing else. For
the first time in days she allowed herself to thatlout Ryan Barras and
what he had said to her that first night—what hei®ay to her now if he
were here. Idiot, she reflected bitterly. He hadrbeght: she just wasn't
equipped for this kind of scene.

Darkness fell with its customary rapidity, bringindgs own added

complications. Gina made no attempt to switch onlayts, curling up on

the bed with her arms about her knees and a fewmsiitin her heart for
some easy solution to her problems. She supposeaaild always try
threatening Sven with the police if he didn't imnagely take her back, but
she had a sneaking suspicion that any such thiigat bring little weight to

bear in present circumstances. It might even bgetans to threaten him.
No one really knew where they'd been taken.

Eventually, despite herself, she dozed off, wakgnwth a jerk some time
later to the opening of the door and the suddeadflof light from the



corridor outside. Sven stood framed in the doorawagying slightly on his
feet as he looked at her startled face. His sméle mot a reassuring one.

'So this is where you got to," he said. The womsded slurred. 'Saves
time. You and me have some catching up to do, baby.

He closed the door again and lurched towards thle hes breathing
laboured. There was a strong smell of whisky albdmt curling Gina's lip
in disgust. She slid off the far side of the bechasmade a grab for her,
darting round the foot to make for the door befbeecould recover his
balance sufficiently to turn and block her way. Hitentions if she stayed
here were obvious, and she doubted if anyone woatlder lifting a firmer
to stop him, even if her cries for help could bardeabove the racket still
going on out there. Where she was going she hadeaoand didn't much
care. Anywhere, providing it put distance betwdenttvo of them.

Somehow she found an outer door and wrenched i,oggecting any
moment to feel his hand on her shoulder and srhall horrible whisky

smell again. The night air felt blessedly cool agaiher near-naked skin,
dimming the panic a little as she took in greatts of it.

She had come out at the front of the house facwaydrom the beach.
There were flower beds aradcurving, sandy driveway leading out into a
narrow lane backed by casuarinas. Beyond thosgrtusd rose in a gentle
slope to a belt of vegetation which looked thickegh to hide in. Without
stopping to think about it, Gina ran on light, salhed feet to do just that,
driving herself to move faster than she had everadan her life before for
fear of being seen by someone from the house.

The belt of palms proved thinner than she haddinsicipated, giving way to
sandy scrubland. Eventually she had to stop foathrdistening between
pants for sounds of pursuit and with relief heamoge.

Only then, sinking down beside a convenient bughsHe start to wonder
just where she went from here. No way was she gbauk to that house
tonight, and yet what else was there? For all siesvknobody else lived on
the island, but the owner she had not even menéighbours to complain



about the racket, she remembered Sven sayingsé&kated to clinch it. She
was on her own against the lot of them down there.

Finally she decided the only possible course wasdi for morning, by

which time even Marie might be prepared to makamadsagainst being kept
here any longer. At any rate, by daylight sureljneone would be sobered
up enough to listen to an appeal for help in ggttiack to New Providence.

She dozed through the night in fits and starts rawéa growing heaviness
in the air every time she woke. First light broughtrassy look to the sky
soon dispelled by the rising sun, although a faiate still clung to the
horizon.

It was very still, the trees motionless, the hdegaaly lifting shimmering
veils from the white sand. From where she was sh#dcsee the house
spread out below and slightly to the right of efew bodies were stretched
out on the beach adjoining, but there was no signavement either there
or anywhere within the building.

After a moment or two she began to move cautiodsiwn towards the

beach, not yet quite sure what she was going tehsm she got there. After
a night sleeping out she felt both stiff and diaiyd would have given

anything for a wash, except that it meant going the house for that and
she didn't want to run the risk of meeting up wiiven again before she
found Marie.

Some of the boats had gone from their mooringsnsied, but the launch
was still riding there at the end of the jetty. Bight of it gave rise to an idea
which at first seemed ludicrous but which graduétigk on stronger and
stronger appeal. Watching Rafe at the controlseyday, she had thought
how easy it looked to handle. Certainly Marie segrteehave found little
difficulty in doing so. Bringing the engine to lif@as simply a matter of
turning an ignition switch, much as one starteéa And she knew where
the throttle was too. They had steered almost duih ion the way out, so if
she took the opposite compass point she couldyhgadfar wrong, she told
herself with the easy confidence of total ignorance



There were other things to be considered, of courge Marie, for
instance. Gina did so briefly, then deliberatelydemed her heart. Marie
deserved to be stranded here along with the memght teach her a lesson.
They could all of them hitch a lift back with sonmeocelse when they were
ready. By that time she would be safely back inhbikel where no one could
touch her. Any attempt to do so and all she hadbtwas threaten to go to
the police about her enforced stay here on themdsl That should settle the
matter.

Nobody attempted to stop her on her way to thg jettthe simple reason
that nobody appeared to be awake. Apparently esdrep of this kind had
to have the occasional natural break. She unhittieednooring rope from
the post, and then had to practically dive heast-firto the cockpit as the
launch immediately began drifting out. By the tistee had righted herself
and gathered her wits, they were already severdkyeom the jetty with the
bows coming round slowly of their own accord tovgtide open sea.

The ignition fired first time, the noise shattering the still morning air.
Gina glanced shorewards in trepidation, but nolaggjyeared to have heard
anything, or if they had were studiously ignorihg i

Cautiously she opened the throttle a little way fatidan immediate surge of
power beneath her. She brought the bows all the nmagd and pointed

them in the direction of the largest gap in thd,rsiling a sudden sense of
panic at the memory of Rafe's careful steering ogrttirough. She could do
it provided she kept her head. All she had to de staer in a straight line,
and in water as calm as this that should be nolg@mb

What she had not allowed for was the current rupmiithin the gap itself
where the sheltered waters met the open sea, aaldhdst proved her
undoing. It was sheer luck which caused her to §mrwheel in the right
direction, because she had no idea what she wag.dAi spur of coral
scraped along the keel as the stern swung shagpbss but she was
through and safe, meeting the unpleasantly chofpg vaves with a
motion which did her stomach no good at all.

Something nasty was brewing; that was fast becorapparent from the
hazed look of the sky and the build-up of cloudtwhorizon. Not to worry,



she reassured herself, she would be home and niy\bkefore the storm hit.
She set the boat on a due south heading, a litt®icerted to find that it
took considerable effort of concentration to keleg lhelm even reasonably
steady against the pull of tide and* current. Far first time it occurred to
her that New Providence wasn't all that big amidlaself. Supposing she
missed it? But of course she wouldn't. Maybe stghtmot make landfall at
exactly the same beach from which they had setlsairevious afternoon,
but wherever she landed she could easily find hay Wack—although
dressed the way she was that might prove embargasStill, she would
face that particular problem when she came twittlire present her sole aim
had to be in reaching land at all.

Long before the storm hit she had begun to ackmbydehat handling a
boat this size was not the child's play she hadjineml. She only had to take
her eyes off the compass for a moment or two td five boat had veered
wildly from its course. Somewhere she had read tlveather vanes which
could be connected to the helm to steer an autoroatirse, but even if this
boat possessed one she would have no idea how it sbe acknowledged
fatalistically.

The sky was heavy now and brooding, the sea rigsea height which

frightened her more than a little. When the raimeat did so with a ferocity

that left her gashing for breath, soaking her t® $kin in seconds. Half
blinded, she felt the wheel slip from her grasp spic, and was thrown off
balance by the wild swing of the bows, finishing @p her knees in the
cockpit well with panic welling inside her. Givenap weather all the way,
she might eventually have made New Providencejrbtiiis she stood no
chance at all. It had been an idiotic gesture fthm start, she realised.
Knowing as little about boats and navigation as dide even as short a
distance as thirty miles became tantamount to trgske Atlantic.

Somehow she managed to crawl across and kill tgenenthen found a
lifejacket in one of the seat lockers and struggted it. The cabin would
have afforded protection from the elements, butdstted not run the risk of
being caught inside should the boat capsize. Idska huddled down in the
lee of the superstructure. It was in the laps efdbds whether she came
through this or not. Cold, wet and sick, at thsecise moment she hardly
cared any more.



How many hours passed before the rain finally begdet up, Gina had no
way of knowing. It seemed like days. She had bedtisne and time again,
kneeling on the bare boards in racking agony afedvent desire to die.

Carried by wind and waves, the boat rolled andavedd like a dead log, a
lone craft in all that expanse of water. By now soeld be anywhere,

heading in any direction. And the storm was by reans over; she had a
horrible feeling it was only just beginning. Theyskas as black as pitch
shot through with queerly hued lights, the air flsound. It was like being

in hell, except that no hell could be as wet as. thi

The sounds became louder, taking on a recognisgialiy which brought
her head straining upwards above the bulwarks. 8 heere breakers up
ahead, which meant a reef jutting above the suidatiee sea —and a reef
meant land in the vicinity. At least she hopedidt d

And there it was, only dimly glimpsed through tleeding white spray but
real enough to bring a small cry of thankfulneskédolips. The relief lasted
only seconds before realisation hit her. The islahd had left had been
almost completely surrounded by coral heads, an@mably was this one
too. If the boat hit those razor-sharp teeth it ldweak up under her within
minutes; it needed no seamanship to know thatg§ling to her feet, she
pulled herself across to the helm and reachedh®ignition. With power
she might stand a chance of pulling away.

It was too late, of course. It had been too latenfithe moment she had
recognised the sound of breaking water. The bdagv@n as her fingers
found the switch, sliding across the top of thd vaéh a sound like ripping

cloth and a horrible lurching motion which sent henbling once more to
the deck.

Clinging to the metal rod holding the fire extingioér in place, Gina waited
with bated breath and a dreadful fear in her hiearthe moment when the
water rushing in through the ripped hull would séed plummeting to the
bottom, but nothing happened except that the beptt &n moving, carried
onwards by the very wave which had lifted it acradsw section of reef
until it finally met the shore proper with an impstthat carried it half its
length out of the water.



Wasting no time in thanking providence for her dsiance, Gina hoisted

herself over the side into knee-deep waves andldadrashore. The rain

was still coming down hard enough to sting her skiimbed though it was,

but at least she was on solid land again and inptete. That this was not
New Providence she needed no telling. From whahatbeseen from the sea
it was little more than an islet rising to a lovoprinence in the middle. But

whatever, it represented safety, and that wasallsanted for the moment.
Safety, and perhaps a little shelter from the etemence she felt able to
make the effort to find some.

The sight of the figure coming through the treeskiay the beach made her
believe at first that she was seeing things. Skd to get to her feet, but the
wind pressed her down again, tearing at the flifasiget and whipping her

hair over her eyes.

Still struggling, she felt hands seize and lift,leerd the hardness of a male
body beneath the wet oilskins as she was swung appair of strong arms.
The face beneath the sou'wester came as a shamkrgaete it drove the
last ounce of breath from her leaving her limp ande as she gazed into
familiar grey eyes. Then, for the first time in hég, she fainted.*



CHAPTER THREE

SHE regained consciousness to find herself lying anlibach, and for a
moment believed she really had been dreaming. Byan came back,
kneeling in the wet sand at her side to lift hesiag

'Sorry | had to leave you,' he said, lifting hisogbabove the elements. 'Had
to make sure there was nobody else in the cabin.’

She closed her eyes as he began carrying her upetted, still unable to
wholly trust her senses. What was Ryan Barras doéng on this island? It
didn't make sense!

"The boat,' she stammered. 'lt isn't mine!'

'It's pretty well beached," he said. 'And from ek of the bottom it's going
to stay that way for some time. Quit worrying abdufyou're lucky you
made it to land without foundering.'

'l got caught in the storm," she whispered, andisawbend his head closer
to catch the words. '‘Caught in the storm!

'‘Obviously. You almost got yourself killed in itdd He looked down at her,
face grim beneath the streaking wet. Just keeq gliiee get inside, then
we can talk.'

The oilskins scarcely made an ideal resting plaae she felt incapable of
walking. She felt so totally unreal. Yet there vmasdoubting the reality of
the arms supporting her weight, nor the discondbitold wetness on her
body. The lifejacket had gone, presumably remowedipan before she
came round.

The house lay some distance from the beach, skeltgr a windbreak of
trees. Without altering his grasp, Ryan mountedstbps to a verandah and
kicked open a door to stride inside, greeting theng Alsatian dog which
came padding towards them with a single word of roamd.



'Pal won't hurt you," he said, setting Gina backhen feet but keeping a
supporting arm about her waist as the dog snifieibasly at her. 'First
thing you need is a hot bath and then some drixetotQuestions later. All
right?’

She nodded, scarcely trusting her voice. Her kfedelike jelly and she was

trembling right through. Shock, she realised. i tkmcome, of course. One
couldn't go through the kind of experience she ¢t@de through without

some reaction.

She allowed herself to be led towards another doothe far side of the
room, through a hallway and into a small but adégly&quipped bathroom
tiled in yellow and white. Ryan left her standimgthe middle of the floor
while he went over to turn on both taps to fulleesing a jet of steam into
the room.

'‘Good thing | ran the generator long enough to tleatank again,’ he said.
'Must have known you were coming.’

He turned when she made no answer, eyeing hereslaneimbling form for
a brief impassive moment before straighteningl gt and find you
something to wear.'

Gina made an effort to pull herself together asmMeat out. What Ryan
Barras was doing here on this island in this h@mkapparently alone, she
could only guess. He had said he needed solitudeitie.

This must be it. It was the sheer unbelievableadence of landing up here
herself which took her breath away. His too, if stes any judge. Back
there on the beach when he had picked her up heldukad totally
shattered. She was going to have a lot of explgitordo, that was for sure,
and the thought dismayed her. How could she adnhieing the kind of fool
she had been?

She was lying in the hot water and luxuriatingha teturn of feeling to her
lower extremities when the door opened again withearning. Sitting
hastily upright, she made an involuntary movemeraaver herself with an
arm across her breasts, staring at him with wideryed.



‘They're going to be a bit on the large side,’ &id,stossing a couple of
garments over the cane chair in the corner, 'taithe best | can do.' He
looked directly at her then, a faint, cynical snfileking the corners of his
mouth as he registered her frozen demeanourallitght, I've seen naked
women before—and with rather more to hide thanwegbt. Rub yourself
well down when you get out and get your circulatiomgered up again. I'll
be seeing to some food.'

It was a moment or two before Gina could bring éér® relax a muscle

after he had gone out again. Her face burned. idelbae that deliberately,
as if to underline the fact that his gallantry onlgnt so far. She wondered
how he would react to the knowledge that his adka gone unheeded—if
he hadn't already worked that much out for himself.

The shirt and shorts he had provided needed adgahof tucking and tying
before they would consent to stay secured. Thesenathing for her feet,
and her own sandals were sodden rags of leatheraanvas.

After rinsing through her bikini and wrap in cleaater, she wrung them out
and hung them over the towel rail to dry beforengan search of her host,
steeling herself for the moment of confrontation.

She found him in the act of carrying through a ttaptaining a couple of
steaming dishes from what appeared to be the kit at his invitation

followed him back into the square, multi-purposénigy room. The floor was

sanded wood scattered with rugs, the furnishingsfedable without being

in any way ostentatious. A fire burned brightlytive big stone fireplace,
lending a cheery glow to the storm-darkened rooner& was no sign of the
dog.

Ryan placed the tray on a convenient table closeahkyfireplace and
indicated a chair. 'Sit down and have somethingaio It's not really cold
enough for a fire, but it lends a certain comfara &ime like this, don't you
think?' It was a rhetorical question. 'Feeling é&étt

Gina took the chair and held out her hands to ldmeds in a gesture born
purely of nerves. 'l was,' she said pointedly. 'YéHeame from people don't
walk into an occupied bathroom without invitation.'



His shrug held no apology. 'What would you havdgsred, your things on
the floor? In case you hadn't noticed, it was damp.

'‘Anyway, it's your house and you'll do as you thfitk she came back,
determined not to be put on the defensive.

'If that's how you want to see it." He handed hieowl of thick meaty stew.
'Get that down you and tell me what you were danghat boat on your
own.'

She looked from him to the stew and back againtHAtsame time?"We're
not standing on any ceremony. Just get on with it.'

She had already considered concocting some stoighwyould cover the
salient points without revealing her in such a lgigk, but honesty refused
to allow her to take that way out. Pride took omew. Let him have the
truth. Why should she care what he thought of her?

He listened without comment while she told him Wiele story from the
moment of meeting Sven and Rafe on the beach,résatavealing neither
censure nor sympathy at any time. Only when shdihstied and her voice
had trailed away into silence did he pronouncejadgment.

‘You're either the greenest female | ever metsaie evenly, 'or the biggest
liar. | can't decide which.’

She flared. 'I'm no liar!'

‘Then we'll settle for the other. Obviously youmidisten to a word | said
the other night.’

'l listened,' she said. 'l didn't have much choithis situation was ...
different.’

'How?"

'‘Well, | thought they were just being friendly ast.'



'So you blithely take off into the wide blue yondeith a couple of guys
you've never seen before and know damn-all abawsdRally I'd say you
asked for all you got—and more!'

‘Thanks.' Her tone was frigid. 'Being a man, yomaturally appreciate their
point of view!

‘That women are just around for amusement?' Hekshischead. 'Depends
on the woman. Kids like you are rare enough to treeognisable round
these parts.

| guess those two might have had some excuseKkmgtgou at face value
when you agreed to go with them in the first place.

Gina set down her empty dish with what dignity sloelld muster. 'I'm
twenty-three. That makes me rather more than a kid!

'l wasn't speaking in years. Some never maturdl, $timagine this
experience must have taught you something.’

'Oh, I'm learning all the time," she came back bittd even got kissed by a
famous author the other night. Purely out of kirssnef course!

He studied her with deliberation, eyes slidinglémgth of her body down to
her slim bare legs and feet and back again todwoervia the same route. 'We
could try it again,’ he said. 'l never made lova s®a urchin before.’

She made herself return his gaze without flinchithgdoubt if 1 could
provide you with the kind of material you'd be likéo find useful. And
don't debase the word love either. It doesn't mé@at you're talking about.’

'Is that right?' His tone was derisive. 'And whaiwd you call what I'm
talking about?’

'Dissoluteness,’ she retorted promptly and scdgnftiYour affairs are
common knowledge, Mr Barras. One of America's leganodels last time
| heard. Or is she old news now?'



The grey eyes had narrowed. He said softly, "Yomtveense of discretion at
all, have you? Did it occur to you that we're om own here?’

Her heart missed a beat, then steadied againytArehreatening me?' she
asked with remarkable calmness.

'I'm not sure. Keep up that line and we might fod.'
'I'd have thought you'd be used to it by now.’
‘Not from little girls who don't know what theytalking about.’

'Oh, I'm old enough to know what goes on betweem med women.
Especially after reading your books. Your bedrogengs are very explicit.'
She was too angry to care what she was sayingpplase the graphic sex is
there to sell the book. It usually is. You mightéédoo large a portion of your
market if you left it out!'

He was looking at her as if he hadn't really seen groperly until this
moment, an expression on his face she found hadedgher. 'Tell me
more," he said as she paused. This is gettingestiag.'

She went suddenly flat. 'There isn't any more.dae all | want to say.’
'l don't think so, Let's have the rest.’

It took her a moment to marshal her forces agaim,ifohe wanted it he
should have it. She was sick of him, sick of thigole horrible holiday. She
had wasted a thousand pounds on coming here, angtlewmg had gone
wrong.

‘All right," she said thickly. ‘tlespisepeople like you! People who think they
can do exactly as they think fit because they hagpebe in a so-called
superior position. | do things because | don't seaiink long “enoughyou
know exactly what you're doing and why. If you féde playing the kindly
counsellor the other night you could have done fbat, but you had to
underline it the way you did. It wasn't necessaiyu just enjoyed putting
me in my place—as you no doubt called it!



There was tension in the line of his jaw. 'What {doyou consider your
place?' he asked very quietly.

'Wherever | want it to be.'

‘That's good." He came slowly to his feet, lean amalscular in the
slim-fitting jeans and tee-shirt, a latent powethia breadth of his shoulders.
His face was expressionless. 'Have you had enaugat®’

The quick change of subject disconcerted her. &red at him, only just
beginning to appreciate how far she had gone. \8iahad said was true in
part, but there had been no need for quite thatatraf quivering invective
in her voice. If he had come across and hit hemshddn't have been all that
surprised, but this total disregard was outsideuinelerstanding.

'Yes,' she said at last. 'Yes, thanks.’
‘Then I'll go and bring the dog through.’

He took the tray and dishes with him, leaving hiéing there in wry
acknowledgement of having been put more thoroughther place than any
words could have achieved. She wasn't even woetirtuble of slapping
down, metaphorically or otherwise. At this momehe scould almost
appreciate his feelings. He hadn't asked to beelhndth her, but he had
extended his help and hospitality. To have therent of his efforts turn on
him the way she had just done must fill him witkglist. Well, it was too
late to apologise. She doubted if he would botiségriing anyway. She had
set the mood, and must bear with it now for theatian of her stay.

There would be no getting away tonight, she refiéainhappily, listening
to the rain lashing against the windows. The wiraswtronger than ever,
coming in gusts which sounded wild. It was difficid believe that this was
the same hemisphere which only twenty-four hours lzgd basked in hot
sunshine under a clear blue sky. The change waslegp

Ryan returned with the Alsatian padding at his sides latter gave Gina a
long hard glance but made no attempt to come tdyieg down in front of
the fire with his eyes fixed on the tall figurelo$ master.



'He'll get used to having you around,’ said Ryda's going to have to.'

'How long do you think it will be before | can deck to the mainland?' she
asked in a subdued voice.

'‘Depends on the weather,' he said. 'That windnasetisn't going to drop for
some time, and while that blows the sea staysdagtr to launch a boat. |
guess we're stuck with each other for at leasthemdtventy- four hours, if
not longer.’

Dismay clouded her eyes. 'I've already been gare the hotel more than
twenty-four hours. Can't you at least inform them here?"

'How? | don't run a transmitter, and they didn't geund to laying
underwater cables in this direction yet.'

She flushed. 'There's no need to be so sarcastic!’

‘There is if you think this place is some kind dfshore resort. We're
twenty-five miles north-east of Nassau and on oun &ll this blows over.
The sooner you accept that as fact the better.

‘North-east!" Gina knew enough to realise what thaant. If she hadn't
fetched up on this tiny island she could easilyehla@en swept right out into
the Atlantic, with no one. any the wiser for hesappearance. For the first
time it occurred to her to wonder what had happéoddiarie and the others.
No doubt they were still safely ashore waitingtfog storm to finish before
making an attempt to return to Nassau. Which meantof them missing
from the hotel.

'Won't the police be called in when we don't gatkbep the hotel after a
couple of days?' she asked worriedly. 'Surely...'

'Maybe after three or four they might start thirtkialong those lines.' He
shrugged at her expression. 'This isn't Englafeduitlikely they'll worry too
much about whether you're occupying your room dr Tibe one sure time
you're likely to be missed is when you're due tecghout.’



‘That isn't for another fifteen days!
'Well, you should be home and dry long before then.

'How?' The thought had only just occurred to Helidn't see any other boat
down there on the beach.’

'Perhaps because | happen to moor it in the lagd@tone was short. 'Take
my word for it, I'll have you out of here the mieuhe weather allows for it.
Till then you're just going to have to grin and b#&aAnd don't concern

yourself—there's another bed apart from mine.'

Gina bit her lip. If it was going to be like thieet whole time life would
become unbearable. She said impulsively, 'I'm dormrwhat | said just now.
| was upset, | spoke off the top.’

He eyed her for a long, speculative moment befiftied his shoulders.
'Forget it.’

‘I will if you will.'

Something flickered for a second in the grey eYedready have.'

She had to accept that, yet deep down she feltraentary doubt. Was he
really that indifferent, or did that very lack okpression indicate a rigid
control over his true feelings? She would ratherehfaced anger than this

peculiar uncertainty.

'How about a drink?' he said. 'l can't offer youaat selection, but there's
some Bacardi, | think.'

She hesitated. 'Would you mind if | made myself samoffee instead?’

‘Not a bit. I'll show you where everything is, thgou can help yourself
whenever you feel like it." «



He took her through to the kitchen, leaving Palrdung the fire. Like the
bathroom, it was small but well thought out, witalor gas stove to cook
on, plus the essential refrigerator.

'l can't hear the generator,’ Gina remarked asniteled on an overhead
light. 'l always thought they were very noisy.’

‘They can be. This one is housed some distance away specially
sound-proofed enclosure. | don't need that kindistfaction.’

'Did you have the house built yourself?'

'No, | took it over as it stood from the previousner. It used to be a
weekend retreat.’

He showed her where things were and how to lighstbve, then went back
to the living room to see to his own preferencdingg her to come on
through when she was ready.

Waiting for the kettle to boil, Gina tried to corteterms with her situation.
For the time being she was marooned here and nmgsptiit, yet she
couldn't stop worrying about what was going to lEapmhen she did get
back. She could hear the sound of the sea out, taedewondered how the
boat she had wrecked was faring. There was goirgettyouble over the
damage, although no doubt it was insured. Anywlag tsld herself stoutly,
those two had asked for it. Perhaps in future thbg more careful about
who they picked on to share their idea of ententaint.

Ryan was sitting in lamplight with a glass of whadked like whisky in his
hand when she got back to the living room. She sumprised to see her
sodden sandals laid out on the hearthstone clofieelylowing logs.

‘They wouldn't have dried very fast in the bathrgdm commented dryly,
following her glance. 'That's one department Itchelp you in at all, I'm
afraid. | take a size nine.’'

'‘Beggars can't be choosers,' Gina agreed with aglance down at herself.
'It's a good thing you're not enormous round tips b I'd never keep these



on.' She looked up then and caught his glance fahthe colour faintly
tinge her cheeks. 'Have you any idea at all how ks thing might go on
for?' she asked hurriedly. 'You must have expeddrseasonal storms like
this before.’

'l have, but they're unpredictable. Even when timelwlies down the sea can
stay rough for some time, and I'm not an expertighaailor to risk the reef
in anything but good weather. Normally | go oveN&ssau once a week for
supplies, but I can live off tinned goods for quatéme if necessary.'

'What would happen if you were taken ill or hadaanident?' she ventured.
'l mean, with no way of contacting anyone you cauld

'Die?" he finished for her. He sounded unmovedbkypossibility. 'If | didn't
keep my regular rendezvous with Neil he'd know gbing was wrong and
come out to investigate.'

'Radio would be simpler.’

‘Not necessarily. If | were lying unconscious sorhere | could no more use
a radio than | Could sail a boat. And | prefer asgeof isolation when I'm
working. It gives me inspiration just to know I'motngoing to be

interrupted.’

Gina said uncomfortably, 'I'll try and stay out yidur way as much as
possible while I'm here.’

It isn't too important now. I've finished, all hilie tightening up.’
'Oh?' She was immediately interested. 'Can | asit wis one is about?"

'No," he said, not unpleasantly. 'l hate dissecitgpok orally. The written
word has a different feel to it." He studied hesression enigmatic in the
soft light from the lamps, dark hair falling in hidk comma across his
forehead. 'Writers are a breed all on their owny konow. Like artists or
musicians—we all have our quirks."' The pause waslpaerceptible, his
tone subtly altering. "You look ready for bed.’



She glanced at him swiftly, but there was an ditanao his expression. She
was reading innuendo where it didn't exist, sheddelc

I do feel a bit shattered,’ she confessed. 'linsea month since this
morning.'

'‘And you couldn't have had much sleep last nigtiteei'’ He put down his
glass and got to his feet. 'I'll go and see aboatesbedding for the spare
room. Finish your coffee.’

Her eyes followed him as he went out, a small fralkawn between her
brows. On the surface he appeared perfectly naadhkasy, yet something
bothered her about him. Imagination on her parhges, because of what
she had said to him earlier. Why couldn't she dcttegi she hadn't even
reached him, that he didn't give a damn what sbaght? He was being
friendly now because there was no point in beinghang else when they
were going to be stuck with one another for some ti

It took a low growl from the direction of the hdatb remind her she was not
alone. Pal had lifted his head and was gazing iafixedly, the beautiful
amber eyes glinting with a light which set her hehudding in sudden
quick fear. She conquered the latter emotion witheHort, returning the
animal's gaze steadily as she spoke softly to him.

‘All right, Pal, all right, boy! I'm not going toadanything to upset you—or
that master of yours. | know I'm an intruder, babuldn't help it and I'll be
gone as soon as possible.'

Amazingly the tawny tail gave a sudden thump onftber and a pink
tongue lolled momentarily from the powerful jawsstead of a growl, this
time there came another sound, halfway betweeniaendnd a whimper,
then he was getting to his feet and padding ovpush a cold nose into the
palm of her hand.

'Why, you're just an old softy, aren't you," smil@tha, fondling the fine
head. 'And to think | was scared of your for a nbéhu



'Didn’t hold out long, did you, Pal?' came the sard comment from the
doorway.

'How long have you had him?' Gina asked as Ryaredaack across to
them. 'He can't be very old.’

'He's two. | was given him as a pup two books Back.
'Surely you don't leave him here when you go away?'
'Not on the island. Neil takes him for me.’

'‘Doesn’t he miss you?'

‘Naturally. I can hardly take him with me. Many @& | go have quarantine
restrictions.' He was watching the two of them wtfitl twist still there at the

corner of his mouth, the latter increasing a factvhen the dog left Gina to
come to him. 'Still know which side your bread'dtéred on, don't you,

boy?’

'l suppose you'd find life very lonely here withduin," Gina commented,
and drew a faint smile.

'He's the ideal companion six days of the weekcdiuld teach him to do the
chores I'd want for nothing."'

Her glance went round the comfortable room. "Yoepkine place very tidy.'

'‘Considering my bachelor status?' he came bacl.dibu might change
your mind when you see it in sunlight. I'm not hesedo housework.' He
watched her try to stifle a yawn and added, 'l thet bedding on the bed
ready for you to make up yourself. Think you'lllwarm enough with just
the one blanket?'

She laughed. "You might consider this the cooler giathe year, but to me
it's like an oven I' She took the hint, pressingsbE upright. 'Which is my
room?"



"'l show you.'

Both bedrooms were at the back and next to onéhandtlers contained a
single bed, a dressing table fitment and a detguifdloset which was no use
to her at present. There was a thick-piled rug sogemost of the floor, and
a reed blind at the window.

*You'll find the bed comfortable enough,” Ryan shimim the doorway. 'l
alternate to keep the mattresses aired.' His gasmumexpected. "Things my
mother taught me. The humidity is a constant prokieund here. Are you
sure you're feeling okay now? That was quite aneggpce you went
through.’

'I'm fine," she assured him. 'No after-effects t@good night's sleep won't
put right." She hesitated, vitally aware of hisggrece there in the doorway.
'I'm sorry to be such a nuisance.'

Tl put it all on the bill." He remained where mes for a brief moment
looking at her, then said softly, '"Have a good tigbney.’

She stood gazing at the closed door for some titaelae had gone. She had
always disliked that particular Americanism, yetniog from Ryan it had
sounded so different. It didn't mean anything,airse; he probably used it
often to a woman, but the fact that he had usedher seemed to prove that
he bore her no grudge for what had passed betweanearlier. Perhaps she
was wrong in more ways than one about Ryan Baifas.man she had
described would not have turned the other cheek.

Despite her weariness, she lay awake for somelisteming for the sounds
of movement in the house, although the wind andatlemade it difficult to
hear anything else. The storm no longer worried beep down inside her
she was almost grateful to it for landing her Hie this.



CHAPTER FOUR

THE rain had stopped by morning, but the sky was e@drcast with heavy
cloud, trapping the heat and moisture togethenabperspiration sprang the
moment one was dried off from a shower.

The smell of frying ham tantalised Gina's nostilgeen she finally emerged
from the bathroom, almost falling over Pal who wasg in the doorway.
Ryan was in the kitchen, dressed this morning skia-tight white cotton
shirt and white drill shorts. His legs, she notedre strong and well shaped
and as bronzed as the rest of him under theirdoating of dark hair. He
looked superbly fit. There wasn't a spare oundésh on all that muscular
frame.

'Want some ham and eggs?' he asked without glanmimgl from the stove.

'Please.’ Gina hadn't realised how hungry she wékthat moment. She
hesitated before adding diffidently, 'Is there &mg | can do?'

‘Nothing. | prefer doing it myself." His tone waasg enough, but he
obviously meant what he said. 'Doesn't look asefrevgoing to get you
away today. There's a big swell still running.’

'l know,' she said, trying to infuse the right ambaf despondency into her
voice. 'l really am sorry about this mess.’

'I'm not complaining.' He looked at her then, alemiarming his lips as he
took in her appearance. 'The sun's been at yousimae | first saw you. Is
that its natural colour?'

'Of course.'

‘There's no of course about it. Hair colour canngeaovernight. A man
could go to bed with a brunette and wake up witaveng redhead!’

Gina laughed. 'Has that happened to you?'



'‘No. But that's because | prefer blondes." He sti@asily without
deliberation, his glance holding no trace of mogk&8rhough you're the first
one I've met who can still look as good first thinghe morning.’

She was pleased, flattered but just a little bityw&Vell... thanks.'

"You don't care for compliments? That's unusual Yaur sandals are dry if
you want to go and fetch them."’

She was becoming accustomed to his way of chartgagubject at short
notice. She went to do so, unable to deny the gbbwvellbeing his
comments had brought her. Whether he meant it bit meas still nice to
hear—and he seemed genuine about it.

"You know,' she said softly to Pal who had followest, 'l could finish up
falling for your master if I'm not careful.' Sherb&@own and rubbed behind
the pricked ears, seeing the amber eyes glaze esgtatic pleasure and
knowing just how the animal felt, Ryan could gaom®thing of the same
reaction from her with just a glance, much lesarass. She wondered what
it would feel like to have him kiss her and meamdt like the other night
when he had wanted only to teach her a lessonkifigmbout that now, she
supposed she really had asked for it. Her wholéud& had been
provocative of anger. She had even tried to slap-kand been warned that
he might hit back. He had been trying to offer g@atvice because he
recognised her inexperience, whereas another mght mery well have
taken real advantage of it. If she found the rigimdment she would
apologise for that too.

They ate in the living room, seated at a table tipiglled up from the wall.

In the morning light she could see the dust, asdlved to give the place a
quick flick round before she left. Not that he wabydrobably even notice
unless he actually saw her doing it. A man couldaagntly ignore such

irrelevant details She had to concede he had at.pble needed to

concentrate entirely on his work, not spend hafdhy doing things which
would only need doing all over again the followhay.

'‘Are you going to work this morning?' she asked nviteey were almost
finished.



‘After I've been down to look at that boat of yquing said. 'And my own, of
course. It should be okay, where it is, but youemdsnow. Any damage to
that and it could be days before somebody comesstme us, Neil isn't due
back till the end of the week.'

'l know," she said absently. 'Marie told me." Shaght the quality in his
silence and looked up, face warming a little. "Yeare right, she was
looking for somebody like Neil. | suppose he's vech.'

'Enough.’
'Is he married?'

'‘A widower. Has been for ten years.' The pausehsiagbut telling. 'l doubt
if he'll marry again now.’

And for certain not someone like Marie, Gina acktealged. But then the
other girl, by her own declaration, was willingdettle for less. Well, Neil
Davids was old enough to decide for himself, arabpbly would.

‘Tell me about yourself,’ Ryan said unexpectedbyrimg them both more
coffee. 'What do you do for a living?'

'l work for a public relations firm." Gina smiledligle wryly at the slow
quirk of one dark eyebrow, knowing she deservedNa, just on the
secretarial side. As a matter of fact, it's the edimm that handles your
personal publicity.'

‘Small world." He sounded unsurprised. 'So thawg you came to recognise
me so easily. | don't have such a well known f&t®y come you have to
borrow my books from a library?'

'I've only been there a few months. | was ablestoagcopy of your last one,
but that was all.'

'Do you like the work?"



'It's interesting. Something different every daye'V¢ been handling a
campaign for the Milk Marketing Board this last pteiof months.'

'From the sublime to the ridiculous.' He studieddeoment, the grey eyes
hard to read. 'l shouldn't have thought your satary to holidays in the

Bahamas on any basis.’

'It doesn't. A Premium Bond came up.’

‘And Marie? How did you get mixed up with her?'

'‘She works for the same firm.’

‘A higher paid job than yours, apparently.’

'Well, yes, but she's been saving for this forrglome.’

'With one idea in mind. Her judgment was sound ghoWNassau is the

place to be for a woman with her looks and outldgdtill don't understand

how you came to be with her.'

'She needed a foil, she said—although she didihit tdaat until we were on
the plane.’

'l see.' From his tone it was obvious that he savfeptly. 'And you saw
Nassau as the one place you had to visit on yooumings?'

It sounded excitingly far away.' Her tone was dligdefensive. 'l suppose
you think | should have salted it away againstiayrday.'

'l didn't say that. Rainy days can take care ahedves usually. | think you
could have chosen a little more wisely, that's all.

'l know, and | agree with you.' But she wouldn¥éaad this, Gina thought.
Looking at him across the narrow table, she knew whs building up
heartache for herself. They had been thrown togdthdortune; he could
have no real interest in hey. His type of woman waphisticated and



knowledgeable, able to hold her own in the kindwafrld in which he
moved.

'Discretion the better part of valour?' The wordsrevsoft, his expression
holding something indecipherable. 'What happenedasd night's little
virago?'

She bit her lip. 'l told you | was sorry about that

'So you did.' The pause was brief. 'Do you stilhkhmy love scenes too
explicit?'

This time she was unable to control the flushoh'tisuppose so.’
His brows had lifted. 'Didn't you ever go to bedhnwa man at all?’

Her stomach muscles knotted suddenly and shatplyhat really any of
your business?'

‘No, but it's interesting. | don't think | ever mettwenty-three-year-old
virgin before.'

Gina pushed back her chair, scraping the bare bawdth a sound which set
her teeth on edge. 'You don't move in the rightles.’

'l go along with that." His smiled held cynicisfbon't get on your high
horse. | wasn't criticising. You were right abchg sex, it is put in to sell the
book.

Most of it, at any rate. Today's public demandphgmillustration.’

'‘And you give them what they want.’

‘That's exactly right. Among the large majorityriie a small minority who
will appreciate what I'm trying to get across refjfass of how many times

the hero has a woman on the side. The other nitoight I'd found one of
them.'



You did."' Her anger had flown. 'If there was negler theme I'd never have
gone on reading them in the first place. You'r@adgwriter, Ryan—even a
great one at times.'

‘Thanks.' There was a certain tilt to his lips. légown his coffee cup and
got to his feet. 'I'd better go and check on tHosa&ts. Seeing | cooked the
breakfast, I'll let you do the clearing up.'

He left the house a few minutes later accompanie®dl. Gina took the
plates and mugs through to the kitchen and ramvhter into the bowl, then
left them to soak while she went to straightenlyest.

Her face in the dressing mirror looked faintly fiesl, her eyes vivid against
the tan. Ryan had put that look there, along viiéhgrowing yearning inside
her. If only things could be different—if only sbeuld be different! She had
never met anyone like Ryan before and probably mexeild again. The
thought made her feel so totally disconsolate. Howld she go back to
living her so desperately ordinary little life aftdl that had happened to her
out here? She had been happy enough in her igreorsicy couldn't she
have stayed where she was?

Ryan's bed was already made, the bedroom neaticandihere were no
personal items lying around, no photographs orduiser. The only thing
which might provide any sort of clue to his perdipavas the book lying
on the bedside table. She went over and pickqul pausing as an envelope
which apparently was m use as a bookmark flutteyede floor.

The address was a Nassau post box. It was writtera iflowing,
unmistakably feminine hand. There was no lettadasShe felt guilty over
even looking, but the temptation was too much &t Bhe tried to convince
herself that she would not have been tempted thaes letter it might have
still contained, but knew it would have been a fighvhere Ryan was
concerned all her better instincts seemed to vanish

He returned some twenty minutes later, coming th&okitchen where she
was still putting things away.



‘The sky is starting to clear," he announced. "&ith luck the sea will have
dropped by tonight.'

‘Then | might get back today after all?' she said.?

‘Not a chance. It will be nightfall before condit®improve to that extent.'
He eyed her for a moment before saying evenly, eHaw thought about
what's going to happen when you do get back?'

'‘About the boat, you mean?"

'For one thing. It will have to be reported.’

'‘But you think I'd be a fool to try filing an offal complaint against its
owners,' she hazarded shrewdly.

'l think you'd be wasting your time, yes. You wabbard willingly. There

was no coercion. The authorities would take thevvilkat you were old

enough to know what you were doing.' He pausedal®ig and smashing
up a valuable boat is another matter.’

'So is attempted rape.’

'Show me your bruises,' he countered, and inclmsdead at the look on
her face. 'I'm only trying to show you the way tignare liable to go. Is
Marie likely to back you up?'

'l doubt it." Her tone was bitter. 'It just israir’

‘That's life." He used the cliche with cynical 8eliation. 'I'll do what | can.’
Gina glanced at him swiftly. ‘Are you well in withe authorities?"

'l have my contacts—Neil has more. If you'll pass tmat old towel from

behind the door I'll give Pal a rub down beforeihf him in. He got soaked
running through wet undergrowth.’



She went out to the verandah with him, looking@ug slowly brightening
world while he worked on the dog. The flowering Ihes growing in
profusion about the house were battered by windramg and there were
one or two palm fronds lying around, but little rsigf any lasting damage
anywhere. From this angle there were only glimusele sea between the
trees, but enough to show how high it still was lbeyond the reef. The
humidity was oppressive.

'How big is the island?' she asked without turrieg head.
'‘About one by one and a half,’ said Ryan.
'‘And there's just this one house?'

‘That's right. The previous owners liked solitude-t+though for different
reasons.’

"You mean you own the whole island?'

‘That's right,’ he said again. Having finished wgithe dog, he came to
stand at the rail by her side, close but not taughilraking out a gold
cigarette case he offered it to her. 'Like one?'

Gina accepted, bending her head to the flame didtiter. The latter was
gold too, she noted. It looked solid. The fingerasging it had a tensile
strength that sent a quiver the length of her sgite had felt the touch of
those hands on her skin, the hardness of thabledy close to hers. She was
conscious of him with every fibre, barely able tmtrol the unsteadiness of
her own hand as she drew back again.

'l wish | were home,' she said huskily. 'In Englahehean. | wish I'd never
agreed to come out here at all

'It's a bit late for wishing,' Ryan said levellyut it down to experience. At
least you won't make the same mistake again.' Heavaimoment or two,
then reached out suddenly and took the cigareita frer, nipping the end
before tossing it into the wet shrubbery below.uXldn't really want that.
Stop trying to be something you're not.’



Gina said nothing, just stared at him blindly. @rey eyes took on a new
expression as he looked down at her. Even beforgoheid of his own
cigarette the way he had got rid of hers, she Kmewas going to take her in
his arms.

He kissed her the way she had dreamed he would&rssiot roughly, but
not gently either, his mouth a moving, searchingdablanking entity that
refused to be denied. Helplessly Gina found hekssting him back, hands
drifting up to tangle in the dark hair, body moulglitself against him, urged
by the pressure of his hands sliding the lengthhef spine. Nothing
concerned her outside of this moment. She wantaddgo on kissing her
like this for ever.

The low rumbling sound deep in Pal's throat snagpeth both out of it.
The Alsatian was standing stiff-legged, gaze intenthe two of them. The
amber eyes held a wild look in them.

Ryan eyed the dog for a brief, speculative momian let Gina go and
called his name softly. A faint flick of the tawngil acknowledged the
command, but the animal made no other move to atagding his ground
with a look of defiance in the set of his head.

‘Jealousy,’ Ryan commented on an amused noteofButich of us I'm not
all that sure.' He sharpened his tone. 'Cut thitfeller!

This time the dog gave way, sinking his head #liéts he came slowly
forward to put a tentative nose into his mastextsdh plume of a tail dropped
between his legs. Stooping, Ryan ran his other ldowin between the
flattened ears and over the long tan back, finghip with a hard pat on the
rump. 'Watch yourself, boy,” he said. 'We don't wwém ruin a fine
relationship!

The respite had given Gina time to take a holdeo$élf, although her breath
and limbs were far from steady. When he turned batier she was able to
meet his eyes without flinching but could thinknaithing to say. It was left
to him to say it for both of them.

'l guess that put paid to that for the time being.’



'Not just for the time being." She sounded roughdbticulate. 'Don't come
near me again, Ryan. Not ... like that.’

"You don't mean that," he said, smiling a litt¥ou wanted it as much as |
did. It certainly isn't the first time you've beleissed.’

'Of course not.'

‘Then accept that it takes two to take it any #rtffwo people of the same
mind.'

Did it? thought Gina bleakly. His mind was morertlenough for both of

them should he make it up. She knew why he hae&iber. He was bored
and she was the only game around. If she had egj¢lcat advance he would
probably have shrugged and left it at that. But $laein't. She had

responded, and with an immediacy which made hérogdo think about.

'I'm going to work," he said. 'If you feel like mag some coffee I'd be
grateful for a mug.'

‘All right." She avoided his eyes. 'Where will yioer?'

‘At my desk in the living room." Where else? hisa@sked dryly.

'I'll bring it through when it's ready.’

‘Thanks.'

He went off indoors, leaving her standing theréttke Iforlornly. Pal was
watching her with a peculiar expression. Unceraistte thought. She knew

how he felt.

'Don't turn against me," she said very quietlyn 'fiot trying to steal him
from you, boy.'

The dog dropped his head on to his paws with anbludigh of breath,
obviously not about to respond to any appeal fateustanding. Gina left
well alone and went to make the coffee.



She could hear the typewriter from the kitchen.nfrtbe sound, he was a
two-finger typist, but fast with it. When she tottile coffee through to him

he was studying a page of typescript with a frowtwleen his eyes, scoring
through a whole passage with a thick black perscgltee approached.

She said diffidently, 'How's it going?' and receivgefaint wry smile as he
glanced up.

'Predictably. As soon as | start reading througbaht to scrap the whole
thing and start over again.’

‘But you won't?'
'No. | don't have the time. I've a deadline in tmeeks.'

'Do you take it over to your publishers in persatif® asked, looking at the
thick pile of manuscript.

'Definitely not. | see it in the post with a sighrelief and take off for parts
unknown.'

To rest?

He laughed. 'No, | wouldn't say that exactly. #fdn't already have an idea
for my next book | start looking.'

'Where do they come from?' Gina asked, fascinaléeé.ideas, | mean.’'

'‘Oh—something you hear, something you see. Theecetslling just when
and where. The whole idea fédhicker Than Watecame from a young
Aussie | met down near Alice Springs. Twelve yeddshe was, and as big a
misfit to that kind of life as | ever saw. He tritmbribe me to take him with
me to Darwin when | left. If he'd been of age | htigven have considered
it. He was that desperate.'

'‘And he became Sam who made his own way to thet edasxteen and
founded a commercial empire,’” Gina said reminidgernit loved that
book—all but the ending. Why did you have to kitnhoff?'



'‘Because that was the way it went,' came the sard@mment. 'Life isn't
always as neat as you'd obviously like it to be.’

'l know, but you're a writer. You can make yourreltéers do anything you
want them to.’

'Don't you believe it. | didn't know Sam was gotegdie that way when |
started the book. | knew..." He stopped, face otpsip as if he regretted
having said as much as he had. 'lt isn't importésta long time ago.'

And that particular novel had topped the best-sed-lists for nearly nine
months, in addition to being filmed, Gina recaledly. 'Sorry," she said. 'l
didn't mean it to sound like criticism.’

He glanced up at her then, face changing expregsioagain, this time to a
self-directed irony. 'That's okay. I'm getting ogensitive.'

'Only because | was being particularly obtuse.'

He was silent for a moment, studying her with ad ok in his eyes. 'I'll be
through here for the day after lunch,' he saiditHd# weather keeps on
improving I'll take you round the island. It ishiy, but it does have rather a
lot going for it.'

She was taken aback by the offer but not enouglrnat down. She wanted
to be with him, she acknowledged. After today shghinnever again have
the chance.

She took a walk down to the nearer beach aftethsakeleft him, wanting
time away from the house to think. A watery surtligioke from the cloud
as she made her way along the overgrown path gskreming by the minute
as the patch of blue sky widened. The wind was iff enough to put
white caps on the waves beyond the reef, but ttes af it the water was
beginning to look quite calm again, breaking alnwsér of the boat lying
where she had beached it—was it really only yeaigtd

The long deep gouges decorating the fibreglassimattade her wince. One
of them went almost all the way through. It woukskd patching up before



anyone could sail it at all, and no doubt that wicae a costly enough job, to
say nothing of making the vessel wholly shipshagsra She was thankful
she was going to have someone like Ryan behinddbhézast he knew how
to handle matters.

Sitting down in a sheltered spot beside a crooldxbage palm, she clasped
her arms about bent legs and rested her forehehdrdrare knees, trying to
sort out the confusion inside her. Yet was shdyeal confused when she
came down to it? Why not admit the truth—that slees wn the verge of
falling in love with a man she had known bare hoatstality. It had started
the other night if she were honest about it. Odd,she had never believed
in love at first sight before. Except that it hadi@en first sight, had it? She
had known that face and followed his career foessivmonths before this.
And why? Because something about him had attraotedven on paper.
Not that she had ever imagined that one day shktmiget him, much less
find herself stranded on a tiny island with himwkis a romantic situation,
she supposed. Perhaps some time he might evehinsebook. She hoped
not, though, because it meant something to her éviesidn't mean a great
deal to him.

The sky was almost fully cleared by the time shatiwack to the house, the
sun beating down on her bare head. Ryan was sitih@n the verandah,
Pal at his feet. He watched her coming withoutlésthange of expression.

'Made a mess of her, didn't you?' he commentebeaproached. 'Nothing
that can't be repaired, of course, but fibreglaked special equipment.’

"You don't have to rub it in," she came back wriligtill don't see that | had
much choice—unless you think | should have stayebaxcepted what I'd
asked for.’

He shrugged. "You might have found your would-h@stahad come to his
senses after a night's sleep. Either that or beidd satisfaction somewhere
else. There's usually no shortage of willing pasreg one of those affairs.’
Gina looked at him sharply. 'Have you been to drteem yourself?'

'‘Not my style. They're pretty notorious around #hparts, though.'



‘Then why don't the authorities do something alt@usurely...'

'It's a privately owned island,’ he said. 'Nobodymplains, so nobody
investigates.'

'Who owns it?'

'‘Someone you'd have done well to steer clear @deSHarley runs the
biggest callgirl racket in the islands.’

'‘And the authorities still do nothing?'

‘There's no proof. To get a conviction they'd neethebody to testify.
Anybody on his payroll who tried it would disapp@aetty quickly.’

Gina shivered suddenly. 'Do those kind of thingdlyehappen?'
'All over the world, not just here. Don't let itrezern you, you're out of it.'
'It has to concern me. | left Marie on that island.

'I'd say she can take care of Number One quitewsdely. Salad and cold
ham okay for lunch?’

'Yes, lovely." She had to smile a little. "You'rery well organised, aren't
you?'

'l don't starve for my art,’ he returned easily t@e other hand, | find these
few months a healthy interlude from the rest of yhar's excesses. Wine,
women and song—they all go by the board.’

‘Not song, surely," she said, tongue in cheek. oa record-player and
quite a stack of records.'

'Not women either this time round. You're the foae | ever had here.'

His tone was devoid of any ulterior meaning. Giaseghim the benefit of
the doubt. 'Uninvited, you mean?"'



'l mean the very first. The place is sacrosanéllitbut Neil whenever I'm
here.'

‘And now I've spoiled the record.’

‘There's a first time for everything.' He stood tgll, lean and enigmatic.
'Let's go and eat."

It was after two before they were ready to takepghmmised walk. Ryan
found an old straw hat and insisted Gina weamitlisg when she protested.

'Vanity? You don't have to worry. There's somethapgealing about that
get-up of yours. Maybe because they're my thinglsyani're wearing them.
You could always put your bikini back on, though.'

'It doesn't matter," she said hurriedly. 'l jush'tithink | need a hat.’

‘Then you'll just have to take my word for it.'

As he had said, the island was small but beautiig. own small cabin

cruiser was beached in the shelter of an almodtdaked lagoon, the latter
like a brochure illustration with its whiter-tharhite sand and green
vegetation.

‘They should have built the house here,’ said Giesying the lovely spot. 'l
wonder why they didn't.’

'I've often wondered the same thing myself,' Ryamawledged. 'If | lived
here on a regular basis I'd consider rebuildingfdmthree months of a year
it isn't worth it—especially as | spend most of tirnye at the typewriter.'
'How long is it," she asked, 'since you first cdmee to write?"

'Roughly four years. I've been writing for ten.’

'What did you do before that?"



'Various things. | was a wanderer.' His smile cameé went. "What former
novelists would have called a wastrel. My fathdt tee too adequately
provided for. | didn't have to work for a livinglis glance came back to her.
'What about you? Your parents still alive?"

She shook her head. 'Dad died when | was quitegoMiom a couple of
years ago.'

'S0 you're on your own now?"'

'‘Completely." She infused cheerfulness into herceoiThe last of the
Tierson line!’

'‘And that will go when you marry.'
'If | ever do.’

His lips twisted. 'l shouldn't think there's mucbubit. It seems to be the
overall female ambition.’

'We're not all the same,’ she retorted, stung tft anger. 'Don't generalise!'

Tll try to remember.’ It was said with satire. 8N go this way. There's
another beach across the other side of the islahdaviine variety of shells,
if you're interested in anything like that.'

The anger died as swiftly as it had arisen. St rsifully, ‘I seem to spend
all my time apologising to you.'

He laughed, humour apparently restored. 'Betténthg than the other way
round." His hand came on to her shoulder, turnergaghead of him along the
path, his whistle bringing Pal trotting back froms lexplorations to bound
ahead of them both. Ryan let the hand lie thetglligas he drew abreast of
her, his bent arm resting against her back in augesshe found
heart-warmingly intimate. She didn't want him tbHer go, but he did after
a moment or two.



It took them little more than twenty minutes to radke other beach via the
centre of the island. From the top of the low pnoanmice, Gina looked out
over a vista of white-capped ocean and wonderéeératuck in fetching up
on this tiny speck of land.

'Why do you choose this part of the year to wodt® asked as they
descended the far side. 'lt must be dangerousasti

'l don'tchooseany part of the year," he said. 'Depends whervé lemough

material together to feel like making a seriousrtst@ihis time it just

happened to run to this particular period. The oaft danger would be if |
found myself in the path of a hurricane. Not tha¢ @f those is any picnic
wherever you happen to be. Anyway, | do have aorddr essential

broadcasts, and there's usually enough warningngive

'‘But don't you ever feel lonely?’

'Not when I'm actually writing—maybe occasionallizen I'm not. But like
| said, | pop across to Nassau once a week andt kiyewith Neil.'

'He's quite a bit older than you, | imagine.’

‘Nine years. | met him in the States five years &gpwas the one who told
me about this place. Before that | used to writesgiier | happened to be at
the time the urge came over me—not always veryyeasi

'‘Because of the interruptions?'

'Very much so. People can't get it through theardsethat writing's a job like
any other. They think because you're there yowadable for a chat or a
drink or anything else whenever they happen toifettle mood. | know one
married author who got himself an office in towrdagoes there eight till
five, five days a week, because it's the only wawgdin get any work done. |
know just how he feels.'

Gina said lightly, 'Is that why you're staying abelor yourself?'



'‘Not especially. | just never found the woman l'dnivto spend the rest of
ray life with, and | can't see the point in bothgron the basis that divorce is
easy if it doesn't work out." His smile was dryny&vay, she'd have to be
pretty unusual to contemplate spending three maoftesery year here.'

'She could always stay in Nassau, | suppose,'ati®s the same light note.
'‘No way. It's the nights here | find the loneliest.

'In other words, she would have to be a mouse lyatid a wife only at
night. You want everything your own way.'

‘That's right. And as I'm unlikely to get what | ntaon that score, | don't
intend trying.’

'Defeatism,’ she said.
'No, practicality. Here we are.’

This beach lacked the soft beauty of the lagoonniade up for it with a
variety of sea refuse Gina found fascinating.

‘There's a strong current around the headland wkedms to carry
everything up here," Ryan explained. 'If you'd gaight in that you'd have
finished up on this side of the island too. It'sibtidul if I'd have seen you.'

'l was lucky,' she said. 'Right the way throughaswucky. | don't know a
thing about boats—or the sea.’

'Or men?' He was standing close behind her; see dbg could feel his
breath on her hair. When his hands slipped abautvaist she stiffened but
didn't move away, letting him draw her back agalmst and feeling the

quivering start deep. Only when he moved his hatmisly up her body to

cover the firm curve of her breasts through the thaterial of her shirt did

she make any kind of protest, and even then heewsnunded anything but
decisive.

'Don't, Ryan ... please!



He said softly, "You're saying that for the saket,oina. You want me to

hold you like this." The brushing caress of hisnths across her nipples
made her ache. 'Even if you won't say it, thesetdayyou. They've taunted

me all day under that shirt of mine. Watching yoaven around, knowing

that's all you have on—it's enough to drive any razy!"

'‘No!" It was more plea than denial, her whole bdwhyging for the long
brown fingers to continue their exploration evenhas mind rejected his
advances. She put up trembling hands and seizetehlgg the sinews in
his wrists contract as she attempted to pull thesyarom her.

He laughed and put his lips to the side of her ngbkre he had pushed
away the hair, lightly scoring a passage downwavidh the tip of his
tongue, making her skin tingle and burn as if seedcby fire. "You really
want me to stop?'

'Yes." It was a whisper.
‘All right." He let her go, stepping away from h@ihat better?

'Yes,' she said again. She wanted to turn roundface him but was not

sufficiently in control of herself to risk it. Hisasy compliance hurt more
than anything. He was simply playing with her thayva cat plays with a
mouse, watching her writhe with the same crueludaton. 'Can't you leave
anyone alone?' she asked fiercely. 'Do you haypedee what a virile man

you are with every woman you meet?’

'No," he said. 'Only those who attract s not going to rape you, Gina.
I've never found it necessary to use force on aamrand I'm not about to
start now.'

She could believe it. If he really set his minditche could no doubt
overcome any resistance. Only she wasn't goingzeolgm the chance. For
her own sake, she had to keep him away from her.

'I'm going back,' he said on a casual note whickdaraer want to swing
round and hit him. ‘Coming?'



She had to turn then, only to find him already wajkaway. That was as
much as the last few minutes had meant to himhdhrhoment was born in
her the urge to make him suffer the same emotistrain she had just
suffered—to make him want hegally want her, and then turn round and
walk away as he was doing now. It wouldn't be easy,she'd do it if it
killed her!



CHAPTER FIVE

SHE caught him up at the bottom of the slope, fallimg place at his side
with an air of unconcern which drew a quizzicalngl@ from him.

'‘Decided to forgive me my trespasses?’' he saidcsuiy.

"You took me by surprise,’' she said, keeping hadheent to watch the path
ahead for obstacles. 'I'm not used to men like'you.

"You're not used to men, period. What has it bgetouow—holding hands
in the cinema; a few stolen kisses in a parked car?

'‘Something like that, | suppose. It's hardly myltfélnat the people | meet
don't happen to live the kind of life-style you do#theirs either, for that
matter.'

'So now your curiosity's aroused. What would itike to be made love to
by a man of experience!

'Don't mock me,' she said, and drew a faint smile.

'If anything | was mocking myself. | took advantagfean unwary moment
back there. The temptation, as you might say, féee strong.’

"It almost did for me too,' she confessed. 'Jusabise | never did it before it
doesn't mean | never wanted to.'

'Moral obligations?' he suggested.
'l suppose so. | was convent-educated. It makef$emeshce.'
'‘But you don't plan on holding out for marriagedsefyou take the plunge.’

'l don't know."' The pause was timed. 'l did.'



He stopped walking with an abruptness that surgiez, taking her by the
shoulders and turning her towards him with delibera The grey eyes
scanned her face narrowly. 'Do you know what yoségng?'

'Yes.' Her heart was thudding against her ribsthminheed to get to him was
stronger than any doubts his expression could cenjdes, | know. |-l can't
help it, Ryan.'

'Let me get this quite straight. You want me to skve to you?'

She forced herself to say it. 'Yes.'

"Why?'

'‘Because nobody ever roused me to the extent yaBegause | think with
you it could be something really great, and tHat\s | want the first time to
be.'

‘That's not the impression you gave me down oréaeh.'

'l told you, it was too quick. You scared me dditt

'‘But | don't scare you now?"

'‘No." *

‘Then prove it.'

She stared at him, unable to control her reactaynaf fleeting moment.
'Here?'

'Why not? We're not likely to be interrupted.’

'Yes, we are.' She saw Pal coming back down the \pih relief. "You're
forgetting your jealous friend over there.’



'So | am. Pity about that.' He reached out and drdwuckle gently down
her cheek, mouth curving. 'T'll be glad to oblige a&amore opportune
moment. Tonight, for instance. Do we have a date?'

Her throat felt dry. 'Yes,' she got out.

'l count on it." He gestured to the approachday. 'Okay, we're on our
way!'

Doubt threatened to swamp her as he moved on aéslishe taking on a
little more than she could handle? she wondered.hBuhad made that
statement down on the beach, and she believee ivdtildn't use force. He
wouldn't demean himself.

Gina would have given anything for a cup of hot wdzen they finally
reached the house again, but there didn't appdar aoy and she didn't care
to ask. She settled for iced lime juice insteadingi out on the verandah
with Ryan and Pal to watch the sky begin to tuat thpaque shade of blue
which heralded the approach of nightfall at theséudes. Already the birds
were settling in the trees, the cicadas increagieg decibel rate as if in
competition with the twittering and chirping andtfering of wings. Since
first coming to the islands, Gina had loved thiseiof day the best, sitting
out on the balcony back at the hotel until the ligst went from the sky and
the balmy evening breeze wafted in the fragrarkrzss.

It was like that here too, only more so, becauseethvere no extraneous
noises to spoil the effect. She felt she coulda@®ver just listening and

looking, feeling the delicious coolness settle dver body after the heat of
the afternoon.

'I'm going for a swim," Ryan said suddenly. 'Conf?ing

She looked at him, startled out of her reverienorealisation that she was
not alone. 'Won't it be too rough still?'

‘Not in the lagoon. | swim there most nights. $éde enough.’



She hesitated a moment longer, then slowly shookéad. 'l think I'll stay
here. | don't feel like making the effort to change

He lifted an eyebrow and seemed about to say shing-telse, but
apparently changed his mind, clicking his tongu®#b instead. 'Okay, I'll
see you in a little while. I'll be fetching a lobsbut of the keeper cage, so
don't start preparing anything for dinner. You e llobster, | hope?'

She nodded. 'Love it!'

'‘Good—it doesn't agree with everybody. You might @tottle of wine to
chill. You'll find a rack behind the store room doddle gave her a final
glance and lifted a hand in faintly smiling farelvé#on't go away.'

There was nowhere for her to go; she was beginoinmgsh there was. The
urge which had driven her all afternoon was stgrtim fade, replaced by
mingled trepidation and regret. What she had pldrmed seemed quite
feasible in the light of day, but the darkness ghdwa new element.

So back out now while there was still time, comnsense urged her. She
could tell Ryan she had changed her mind. She ivagan all that certain
just how far she would have to go to get him togbant at which rejection
would really reckon with him. And would he be pregghto let her get away
with it if she did try rejecting him? What he saiad what he might do could
be two different things. Dared she take that regkitie sake of hurt pride?

Still undecided, she went to find the wine andiput the chilling rack on

the refrigerator door. The label meant nothingdn though no doubt it was
a good one. Wasted on her, she reflected wrylyalme she had no
particular palate for wines, except for knowingttehe preferred white to
red and dry rather than sweet. Apart from thaty tietasted much the same.

The moon wasn't risen yet, but out here that matle difference as the
stars were bright enough to see one's way by. @ulsr, she followed in
Ryan's footsteps along the path to the lagoon, mgron the gleaming
crescent of beach with a sense of wonder at itsrdieauty.



Ryan was about halfway between shore and reefhéasl a dark blob
against the silver-streaked water. Beside him,la®ggping pace, swam Pal,
the two of them obviously well accustomed to baitimgether. Even as she
watched, they made the turn to start coming inraghe dog's head lifted
clear of the water, ears laid back. There was @rp#ash as Ryan
disappeared below the water, and a pause that deataemingly long
before his head broke surface again. Gina saw Becar@ying some object
in one hand, holding it away from his body as harsvside-stroke for the
shore.

The two of them reached the shallows in unisonfandd their feet, the dog
splashing clear of the waves to stand and shakedéspinning about with a
deep- throated challenge. Ryan laughed, and scagpedpebble to throw
for the dog, standing with feet planted slighthaegor balance as the water
swirled about them watching the animal chase atbegsand, the lobster
still held at arm's length. That he was accustotodzhthing and sunbathing
in the nude was evidenced by the lack of any deatiarc line about his
hips. Outlined against the sky he looked magniticerodern man returned
to Nature.

Pal came back to drop the retrieved pebble atdes and stand back in
panting anticipation, but Ryan shook his head, ogniurther up the beach
to where he had left his clothes. Gina took a hsigy back into the deeper
shadows as he reached for his shorts, leaning stgaindged trunk and

trying to come to terms with the feelings runnirgg mside her. This island

could be a paradise for lovers; a private havenrgvhething else mattered
but being together. How marvellous to run into $kea like that, to feel the

silky warmth against one's skin with nothing tgt@ hamper; to shed all
inhibitions in glorious, heavenly freedom. If only

She held her breath, hearing his approach, only reorembering Pal and
the likelihood of discovery. He was past before dog scented her, and
even then might have carried on had a single wbine=cognition not
escaped the furry throat. Dismay filled her as sé him turn and look
back along the path, probing the shadows to sed hdwh attracted the
Alsatian's attention. Then he was moving towardsane it was too late to
do anything but stand and face it out.



'I'm sorry,' she said low-toned. 'l didn't realysei...'

'‘Swam in the buff?' he finished for her as her &drailed away. He sounded
unperturbed. 'Why didn't you come and join me?’

'‘Just like that?"

He laughed. 'Why not just like that? The water de#tat tonight. You'd have
enjoyed it.’

'‘And you wouldn't have cared.' The words were fovm her.

It was a moment before he answered. He lookedhigrgnd powerful in the
darkness under the trees, his expression impodsiblead. 'Naturally I'd
have cared,' he said at length. 'But it wouldn/ehi@ap pened right there and
then because | wouldn't have wanted it to. I'm gdim take you to bed,
Gina—tonight after supper. We're going to make lmveomfort, and with
time on our hands to enjoy it the way it shoulceb@yed. That's what you
wanted, isn't it?"'

Now was the time to tell him, but she couldn't fthd words. She could hear
the sound of her heart thudding into her ears tfeetacing of her pulses. He
seemed to take her silence for agreement, indg#tie path ahead of him
with a nod of his head.

‘Careful of this feller. He didn't like being jedkeut of a stupor.’

Gina skirted the lobster with caution and walkedrofnont, lower lip caught
between her teeth. Somehow she was going to hdireltthe right moment
to admit she had been making believe. She onlydhepe would recognise
it when it came. One thing was certain: it had ¢éobefore they finished
supper.

'Gina," Ryan said softly at her back, ‘when we mgle house go and put on
your bikini and wrap, will you? Those things of midon't do you justice.'

She couldn't find a word to say to that either. tgtit now. She needed time
to think.



They sat down at eight to a meal superbly preparetl presented, the
accompanying salad tossed in a dressing which was'®Rown concoction
and tasted delicious.

'‘An occasional hobby of mine,' he said when Gimaganented him on the
meal. He reached over and refilled her wineglaasse fshadowed by the
flickering light of the candles. His smile was alle could see with any
clarity, warm and intimate.

'Like it?' he asked.

She nodded, aware that it wasn't the wine itsethsoh as the effect it was
having on her. She needed dutch courage to faceshkahad to face, and
she needed it soon. If he once took her in his agas it might very well be
too late.

You're very quiet,’ he said. 'What are you thigkitNothing.' She tried to
smile, unable to dissemble very far. 'l mean, ngtspecific.’

"You're wondering what it's going to be like betwes, is that it?" He moved
aside the bowl of fresh fruit which had served tifendessert and reached
for her hand, drawing it towards him and holdingnfta light clasp. 'All
right, I'll tell you. In a little while from now, Wwen the moment is right, I'm
going to come round there and lift you from thaticland take you to bed.
There'll be no hurry because we've got all the timt#he world—a whole
night ahead of us. At first I'll just hold you, Eiyou a little; caress you.
When | undress you it will be gradually, one gartragra time, until | finally
hold the whole lovely length of you in my arms. Ayal'll do the same for
me, my darling. Not because you have to but becaus# want to; because
you'll need to know me the way I'll know you by ke every curve, every
line, every last part of you.'

The low intimacy of his voice was reaching depthe fiad not known
existed in her, the exquisitely gentle stroking event of a finger tip
against the sensitive inner skin of her palm sejpdmall tremors through
her. She listened like someone in a trance, regemmuch to the pitch and
timbre as to the words themselves. Did all meni®khnd talk this way to a
woman, she wondered blindly, or was the gift hid &is alone? Was he



aware just how far and fast such arousal went? dfespurse he was. He
knew everything there was to know about making enewo want him. And
want him she did, with everything in her: achinglgarningly, transcending
all doubt. Tomorrow had no bearing, only tonightnight...

She saw him rise through a haze, felt him drawtbdrer feet and gently
towards him. Then she was in his arms with hisdipsiers, his hand sliding
down and under her knees to lift her up acrosslnest.

She clung to him as he carried her to the doonirigrher face into his
shoulder to inhale the male scent of him. One oshadals slipped off, and
then the other, falling to the floor without impedihis movement. Her own
bedroom door was half open, the room beyond inrde® He closed it
behind him with a lifted foot before taking her ove lay her down on the
bed.

Gina closed her eyes as his weight came down bésiddHe gathered her
close, but not too close, putting his lips to tlenpof her jawline close to
her ear and feathering them slowly downwards umilfinally found her
mouth. No pressure at first; he seemed almostay \plth her lips, teasing
them gently apart, making her relax and respor@hatand the same time.
Even had she wanted to she would have found hinogsiple to resist, his
dominance too complete.

His hands were tender on her skin, tracing theecaf\her body from breast
to thigh in a way which brought every nerve endafige. Possessive too,
making her feel she belonged to him, and only Wvien he slid off the
flimsy jacket and lowered his head to kiss thedbper breasts she knew a
last, fleeting renewal of doubt, but it was to@labw; she could find neither
the words nor the will to stop him.

She felt his hand slide behind her back and untig single fastening,

easing the covering material away from her untd kty defenceless under
his gaze. The touch of his tongue brought a faaspgo her lips, her body
arching towards him, her own hands sliding arouisdback and over taut
muscles to run the length of his spine with animesive, feather-light touch

which made him catch his breath. ,



'l want you,' she whispered. 'Oh, Ryan, | want {ou!
His reply was anything but soft. 'l know. Hell, 'tsit?'

She lay frozen as he pushed himself up and away lfrer, unable to grasp
what had happened to him— unable to think straagtail. He had wanted
her too, that had been apparent. So why this sucliemge?

She said it out loud. 'Why?'

'"You despise people like me, remember?' He gave naking glance, lips
curling as she brought her arms swiftly acrossoteec herself. 'Too late for
that this time. Be grateful | left you the rest.'

"You planned it all," she whispered, still unbelingy 'Ever since last night
you've been planning this!

‘That's right, | planned it." His tone was hardittidg you in your place, |
think you called it. How do you like it?' He puttaarhand and pressed her
down again as she attempted to sit up, holdingtiéwith a light but firm
pressure. 'No running away till you've heard whaave to say.'

'Haven't you said enough?' Her throat hurt so nmalehcould hardly force
the words out. There was a burning sensation beteneyes, but she had
never felt further from tears. 'You made your pointvas an easy target,
wasn't [?'

"You didn't put up much of a fight, true. Not tHaintended to let you.
Retaliation should be immediate if possible, bgave you the benefit of
twenty-four hours.'

"That makes it worse, not better!"

'For you perhaps. Personally, I've enjoyed evenumei. It's a bit like fishing
for tuna. You hook a fine one and start reeling,ithen it makes a run and
you play it along, all the time drawing it closerdacloser until it's finally
lying alongside ready for the net.’



'Stop it!" Gina fought against the hand holding, lteert it refused to let her
go. Limbs trembling, she finally desisted, lyingté looking at him with
eyes dark with loathing. "You swine! You calculgtswine!'

'Hell hath no fury," he misquoted, unmoved. 'B @nhy consolation I'm not
getting away unscathed myself. There was a momack there when |
almost went over the top. You've a lovely body, dnon'd have liked to
know all of it as well as |I know these beautifuledsts of yours.
Unfortunately, the only way to make you suffer frason was to suffer it
myself. The price one must pay.'

"You didn't have to go this far," she said thickifyl got to you so badly last
night you could have told me then what you thowgjhme.’

"You don't listen to mere words,' he said. 'Notgslthey're underlined with
a little action. Even then, if I'd grabbed you litkes last night you'd have
been so busy spitting fire you wouldn't have get tiessage. This way it
comes through loud and clear. In future watch wioatre saying and who
you're saying it to. Not all of us subscribe to prileged sex theme.' He
paused then, studying her face with a twist ofipis 'Nothing left to say?’

‘Just go away and leave me alone.' Her voice shyaki got what you
wanted. Now get out!’

'l said watch it." He got to his feet, running stllngering glance over the
length of her with a look of mock regret. 'I'd leetgo while | still have that
much will power left. It could have been really sething!" "

At the door he paused, looking back at her. "Wllleaving right after
breakfast, all being well. Be ready.’

Whole minutes passed before Gina could bring hetseghake any move
after he had gone. She felt sick, the taut miseryer chest threatening to
overflow. Whether she had asked for what had haggpesr not was
immaterial. The point was that it had happenedlaffawenty-four hours,
Ryan had said. That was all it had taken to briergdown to this. How could
face herself again?



They landed at eleven on the same beach Gina Hadhkee days
previously. A man about to descend to the ski-d&fcthe jetty paused to
give her a startled glance as she stepped aslwoneRyan's cabin cruiser.

'‘Aren't you the girl who's been missing?' he qukgariously. 'There's a
search plane out looking for your boat right ndws eyes flickered to Ryan
and back again. 'Story was you were on your owrmvthe storm hit.’

'She was,' Ryan said shortly. He took Gina's arm light grasp, resisting
her immediate attempt to shake it off with a grilindf his lips. 'Try acting
like an adult for once. We have to get the seaatled off.'

For Gina the following fifteen minutes were confdsenes. Despite
everything, she was glad of Ryan's calm suppodutnout the ordeal of
guestions and phone calls in the hotel managediteoShe had a distinct
impression of scepticism behind the latter's acoey@ of her story,
especially from the way his glance kept driftingrfr her to Ryan during the
telling of it.

Marie's arrival from wherever she had been locatasl another ordeal.

'We got back yesterday,' she said. 'They had a teamhsmitter at the house,
so we knew you hadn't made it back before the s&irack. We were all
pretty sure you'd capsized the boat." She gave Rymankly speculative
glance. 'Lucky she happened to land up in youreplaasn't it?'

'Yes,' he agreed, 'it was.' The grey eyes helcthacalyexpression. '‘Can you
put me in touch with these people who own the la@rghe’ll need working
on before she can be put in the water again.’

'l can give you a number to ring.' Her gaze shittdittle as if she found him
disconcerting. To Gina she added with a certaimt falish, 'There's going to
be trouble over that boat, I'm afraid. You showdder have taken it.'



‘There won't be any trouble," Ryan said with augsse which comforted
Gina in spite of her doubts. He glanced at hefflgri&vhy don't you go and
change? I'll deal with it,’

It isn't your responsibility,’” she came back Btjffaware of Marie's
observation. 'l should...’

'l said I'd deal with it." He turned back to therrager. 'Mind if | do it from
here?’

‘Certainly, Mr Barras." It was apparent from thenfeananner that if any
blame was to be attached he preferred to be wedlrcll'll see to it that
you're not disturbed.’

Outside he said to Gina, 'I'm afraid the police migyant to question you,
Miss Tierson. There was a full- scale search malgtsterday when the
weather cleared. That's a costly exercise, you Know

'l couldn't help it,’ she said. 'There was no weguld let anyone know | was
all right.'

'l realise that, and I'm sure they will too. liss§ a formality, as | said.’
Having made his point he unbent a little. 'Fortehatve hadn't taken the
step of informing next of kin.'

Gina didn't bother informing him of her lack of fayn it was irrelevant
now. Wearily she accompanied Marie across the ecgrbbunge to the lifts,
trying to ignore the glances she was receiving fedinsides and hoping no
one would take it into their heads to ask for det&he couldn't, she just
couldn'tgo through the story again.

They reached the bedroom without that happeningy then, with the door
closed, did Marie give way to the questions obMipbsirning a hole in her
mind.

‘Talk about falling on your feet!" she exclaimdthdgine meeting up with
him again—and marooned on an island too! It's atranbelievable!



Gina sat down on the end of her bed. 'It's trug' said unemotionally.
'‘Marie, what happened after | left?’

'We woke up and found the boat gone, that's whaptdraed.' The other girl's
regard held a curious mixture of emotions. 'Whyyd have to go and do a
fool thing like that? Rafe was going to bring uglbat night, like he said,

but we couldn't find you anywhere."

'Sven tried to rape me.' Even to her own ears tbelsvsounded faintly
ridiculous spoken here in this room in broad daligFrom Marie's
expression it was apparent that she thought so too.

'Oh, come on!" she said deridingly. '"He might hareied his chances, but
that's laying it on a bit thick.'

"You weren't there." Gina shuddered at the menibig.was drunk. | got
away from him and hid out above the beach all niptiidn't plan on taking
the boat— it was a spur-of-the-moment idea.’

'Dear is what it's going to cost you too.'

'From those two?' Gina sounded more confident Stanfelt. 'I doubt if
they'll be bringing any charges. After all, it w&gen | was running from.’

'It's your word against his, and you went out theiléngly enough.' Marie
left no room for a reply. '‘Anyway, the boat doesctually belong to either
of them. It's on a kind of semi-permanent loan ftberman they both work
for. He's the one your friend downstairs is gompave to deal with, and he
won't find that such easy going.’

"You know this man?’
There was a subtle change of expression in Maigs. 'Yes,' she said, 'l
know him. You'd have met him too if you hadn't beersuch a hurry to

leave the party. He brought us all back on his boat yesterday.'

'Rich?' Gina hazarded, and received a faint smile.



‘Very.'

‘Then you found what you were looking for.'

‘Not quite. He's not the marrying type.'

‘That's a shame.’

'Isn't it." Her shrug was dismissive. 'l dareshyriake out.'

'I'm sure you will." Gina lost interest in the eaclge, brows drawing
together. 'Marie, do you really think he's goingnieke a lot of trouble? |
know | took the boat without permission, but | didmow there was going
to be a storm.’

'I'm not exactly sure what he'll do," Marie acknedded. 'All | do know is
that the insurance covers theft but not voluntaanito incompetents. Work
it out for yourself. Rich or not, he's going to wasome form of
compensation if the boat's in as big a mess asplt is.'

'It may not be as bad as it looks,' said Ginangyto convince herself. 'And
Ryan said he could fix things.'

"You hardly know the man. What makes you so suredmefix anything?'
The pause was timed. 'Unless you two got a whdleltser than you're
letting on. Amazing what a man will let himselffor if he's asked at the
right moment.’

A knock on the outer door saved Gina from tryingjnd a suitably scathing
reply. She knew she had flushed, and that Mariertzadd it. She called
'‘Come in' in a voice that sounded pinched.

It was Ryan. He came into the room and closed tw, dooking at Gina
with a closed expression. 'l thought you were gaomnget some clothes on.'’

'l was.' She came to her feet, her baser emotiomssa cancelling out the
immediate uncertainty. 'Did you ... speak to anyone



'Yes,' he said. 'He wants to see you.'

'He's going to make trouble over what happened?
'No, that's all fixed. He just wants to see you.'
'Why?'

'‘Ask him. | said I'd take you over there for lurich.
You -know him?'

'l know of him. | never met him before today.' Té&vas a hard note to his
voice. 'lf you'd rather go like that...'

'I'd rather not go at all,’ she stated with a hasdrof her own. 'Is it absolutely
necessary?'

'Unless you want to finish up discussing the datton between stealing and
borrowing with the authorities instead.’

'l just can't see any point,' she said stubbotilther he's going to drop it or
he isn't. What difference is my going to see hinmgdo make?"

'Call it a whim on his part.’
Her head lifted. 'Well, I'm not going.’

'You are.' He said it quietly but with a determioatGina had to recognise.
'He made it a condition. Find some clothes andigeh on.’

Gina watched him sit down in the chair by the deoth a sense of
impotency. 'I'm not changing with you in the rooshé said.

‘There's the bathroom," he pointed out. "You'veapout fifteen minutes. It's
a fair distance round the Point.’



Marie shrugged as Gina glanced swiftly her wayn'Dimok at me. Better
do as the man says."

There didn't seem much choice. In silence, Ginhegat together a few
items of clothing she was going to need and toekntinto the bathroom.
Only when she heard Marie speak did she realisbathe't quite closed the
door. She went to do it, pausing on hearing Ryamssver.

"You weren't invited.'

Marie said, "You mean my name wasn't mentionedl.at a

'It was mentioned," he said. 'But not in that catioa.' The pause was brief,
his tone when he spoke again contemptuous. "Yow kviwat kind of set-up

you're getting into?"

"It isn't like that. Not for me.

'What makes you different?’

'Why don't you ask Slade that yourself?'

'He has a personal interest?"

'l don't see why that should make you smile." Heretchanged a little,
became softer. 'You don't think | have what it take attract a man like

Slade Harley?"

'On the contrary, I'm sure you have exactly whttkes. You're playing out
of your league, that's all.'

'What is my league? Your friend Neil?' She laugh@de him my regards
when you see him again.' There was a pause, aninerchanged again.
'‘Where do you fit in, anyway?"

'l don't. It isn't my league either.’

"You're taking Gina out to the house.'



'On a temporary basis only, and because | coujen'out of it.'
'‘But why? Why does Slade want to see her?'

'‘Apparently he's curious. Girls who subscribe ®'"fhate worse than death”
theme are in short supply out here.’

‘They're in short supply everywhere. Trust me tk @iut one of the few!
Ryan said steadily, '‘Considering your reasons foning out here, I'm
surprised you found any need of a companion aQaltid you think a lone
female might look a mite too predatory?'

'It could have been something like that." Marie wlagiously not about to let
herself be put down. 'You two certainly had somsgyddtle chats on that
island of yours. | noticed she didn't do any sulbsog with your boat!
'‘Once bitten, twice shy. She was lucky to live tigio the first escape.'
'Oh, you admit there was something for her to es¢agm then?'

'If you like to put that construction on it."' Heussmled unmoved.

Gina closed the door with a snick she hoped thdah beard. She had
listened to enough—more than enough! There had bgeitism in his
voice when he had said that about a fate worsedeatin. He knew, if Marie
didn't, how far from that league she belonged. Ewnally she felt dead, at
least where Ryan was concerned. She couldn't eaterhim.

Marie had gone from the bedroom when she finallptveait. Ryan tossed
down the magazine he had been flicking throughcamnake to his feet, giving
her simple blue cotton dress an approving nod.

'Very appropriate. That should convince him if noghelse does.’

'‘Convince who?' she said, acting dumb.

'Slade Harley, the man you're going to see.’



'Oh, your gangster friend.'

'Don't play the fool," he said tautly. 'This ismiy choice, it's his. As the
injured party he's entitled to make conditions.’

'What about my side of it?' she demanded. 'l ctaydcharges against his
employees.'

'What charges? You went with them of your own frelé’
'l didn't know it was going to be an orgy!

'It was a private party on a private island. Treeogily your word for it that
anything orgiastic was going on.’

Meeting the cynical grey eyes, Gina felt her thrdase up. 'All right," she
said wearily. 'So I'll do the right thing.’

'‘Good."' He nodded towards the door. 'Let's go.'

'Why involve yourself in all this?' she asked withmoving. 'You don't owe
me anything.’

The sudden glitter was dangerous. 'Call it goodddeeek. If you'll take
some advice, you'll pack your things when you gatkbhere and take the
next plane for home.’

'l can't,’ she said. 'The fare structure we cane@der doesn't allow for any
chopping and changing.’

‘Then pay the excess.'
'l can't afford it.'

The look he gave her held a curious kind of regdigna'Just how much do
you have left?’

"That's none of your business.'



'I'm making it my business.'
‘Then you can whistle! | got myself here, I'll geyself back!

Ryan made no move towards her, just stood therkirlgoat her for a
moment with the same odd expression. 'l really nyadehate me last night,
didn't I1?" he said.

'No," she forced herself to meet his eyes withlintHing. "You taught me to
trust my initial instincts about people in futuMou're a better writer than
you are a human being.’

'‘Amen,’ he said dryly. His shoulders lifted. "Waiader the bridge. Let's get
moving.'

Gina had expected to drive to wherever they weraggdut instead they
took the boat westwards along the coast past Balntsland to Delaport
Point. Their destination was a sea-front propetiit In the Spanish style,
white walls shimmering in the heat through the dganof swaying
casuarinas. A man appeared from the shady sideoj@boathouse as they
reached the shore end of the landing stage. HeaWassauvian in the mid
to late twenties, face impassive as he waitedhifemtto reach him. Despite
the heat he was wearing a double-breasted suiarik lolue along with a
bright pink shirt and tie.

"You come this way,' he said shortly, and turnetidad towards the house
without further preamble.

Walking beside Ryan in the wake of their guide, &#tole a glance at the
lean profile, but there was nothing to be gleamedhfhis expression. If he
was prepared to take things as they came then sbghe.

A long terrace ran along the seaward side of theséoshaded by awnings
which pulled down in sections. Here a table hadhlsee for lunch with three
places. Their host moved to greet them from thedbghe stone steps
leading up from the gardens, dark- skinned featareased in a disarming
smile. He was a big, handsome man about fortyyfe@s of age, his hair
black and curly. The amber-tinted eyes were hygnoti



'Glad you could make it," he said, as if there baein any other choice. His
voice was cultured, deep and pleasant on the eamgate resting on Gina
held a glint of something other than mere appragsenSo this is the one.'

'I'm sorry about damaging your boat,' she said lgyend felt a sudden
surge of defiance sweep through her. 'But not atadinig it," she added. 'In
a way you're responsible. It was one of your emgdsyl was trying to get
away from.'

'So | understand.' He appeared more amused thantids 'He has already
been reprimanded for his lack of—discernment, shaltall it?—but if you
would prefer a more personal apology?’

'No, it's all right." Gina couldn't bear the thoughseeing Sven again under
any circumstances. She had made her stance andadanough. 'l suppose
| should never have gone with him in the first plashe conceded.

'No," he agreed on a dry note. He turned his atieid Ryan eyes taking on
a different expression. '‘And the launch is now bhedcon this island
north-east of here? You think the damage can karegpon the spot?'

'Patched up,’ said Ryan. 'She shipped very litheewconsidering. Interior
damage should be minimal.’

The gesture was dismissive. 'We shall see. A drefkre we eat?’

Lunch, Gina had to admit, was not the ordeal sldeamdéicipated. Served by
a silently efficient, white- coated houseman, ted was superb, the
accompanying wines recognisable even to her udtpalate as of the
best. And their host was charming, channeling cat®n along lines
which left no one sitting by with nothing to comnite and generally making
every effort to entertain. She could see why Mé&iend him such a draw.
Even without the added financial attraction, he \wasan many women
would find devastating.

He had read several of Ryan's books, and madégeta#l comment with an
interest to which few could have failed to respamdtching the other man's
face with those penetrating amber eyes all the hiemeas speaking.



'You haven't written a book set in this area of woeld yet,' he remarked
lightly at one point. 'l wonder why? The materghil around you.'

Ryan shrugged. 'lt's been done before, too mangstiprefer a different
scene.’

'If ever you change your mind | could put you imdb with people who
could supply you with a dozen plots," Slade offesettl smiled slowly as the
grey eyes held his over a long, sardonic momaudt & thought.’

The meal was almost over before Marie's name wasiomed. It was Ryan
who brought it up with a thinly disguised delib@vatwhich briefly widened
the other man's lips.

‘That one," he said, 'has no need of a guardiamcBtoses her own way.'

'I'd already formed that opinion," Ryan came bathout expression. 'Just a
matter of confirmation. She was disappointed ndbédnvited along with
us.'

'A neglect | will have to make up for." A look padsbetween the two men,
then Slade pushed back his chair. 'You'll excusefandeaving you so
abruptly," he said to Gina with an apologetic smib@it | have an urgent
appointment in Nassau. Forget about the boat—besn taken care of. No
need to rush away. Stay and finish your wine.'

He was gone before she could find anything to §agconcerted, she
glanced at Ryan. 'That was rather ill-mannerednivés8’

'Indulgence over,' he said with irritating calnt's'lback to business again
now. If you've finished we may as well make traoksselves.'

The same blue-suited Nassauvian appeared from mevibeaccompany
them back down to the boat. He didn't speak dhmlltime, just stood at the
end of the landing stage watching them put out.

'Is he some kind of bodyguard?' Gina asked drylheg headed east. 'He's
enough to give anybody the shivers.'



'Forget it,’ Ryan advised without taking his eyeenf the perspex
wind-deflector. 'You're not likely to be seeing hagain.'

‘That won't be any loss.' She paused, waiting ifortb say something else.
When he didn't she added slowly, 'I'm still noteswhat all that was about.’

'He wanted to size you up, see for himself just bayvan error of judgment
had been made. You came up with just the right enaghat dress. It makes
you look as shining innocent as you are.’

'Not so innocent... now." Her voice was tight. "oak care of that.’

'l took care of nothing. You got off light. And f@od's sake shut up about
it.

'Guilty conscience?' she queried silkily. 'I'd héwveught you were past that
kind of weakness.'

'I'm not past anything,' he clipped back. 'Rightvnd He stopped, shook his
head, expression suddenly weary. '‘Gina, do meaufdv

Her chin lifted. 'Why should 1?*
'For your own good.'
'How thoughtful. What?'

'‘Let me put you on a plane for home before | led¥ere's a London flight
this evening. Time to get your tickets changed.’

Her voice sounded small and far away. 'l think yeudone more than
enough for me, thanks.'

"You'll be on your own," he warned, ignoring theceam. "Your friend Marie
has other interests.'

'Shés welcome to theml.can manage without her.' She hurt inside. 'Just go
back to your solitude and leave me alone, will you.



‘All right, if that's the way you want it." His terwas short. 'I'm not going to
apologise for what happened last night. You hagihing.'

'So you keep telling me. You might some day coreiyaurself .’

They didn't speak again. Watching the glitteringstbne, Gina found she
could barely see through the tears in her eyes.w&imed to crawl away
somewhere like a wounded animal and hide, both flam and from
herself.



CHAPTER SIX

MARIE left the hotel a couple of days later, Gina maalattempt to dissuade
her from going, recognising the futility. If Slatharley was what she had
been looking for then good luck to her. She onlypdt luck would be
enough.

Her own small stock of traveller's cheques had diekh at an alarming rate,
despite all efforts to economise. Meals were siblgrexpensive here in the
hotel, and she had no means of transport to tdirfqmanywhere cheaper.
She doubted if such places existed anyway outditleecshanty-town area
behind Nassau, and that was no place to go alone.

Not that she needed to have stayed alone haddigration been otherwise.
Eventually she took to sunbathing on her balcongraer to spare herself
the necessity of discouraging would-be companibfasie had been wrong,
she thought cynically on more than one occasioe.V&uld have done far
better on her own—although prospective husbands werbably in short

supply.

Neil Davids turned up unexpectedly one night, cayran her in the lounge
where she was trying to work out how she couldrdffo eat tonight.

'l was away longer than | anticipated,” he saieraiitial greetings. 'l
suppose Marie got tired of waiting?"

Gina looked at him for a moment before answerih@king that Marie
would have done far better to wait and see whatrttan might have offered
her.

"You haven't seen Ryan?' she asked carefully.

‘No. I only got back this afternoon." He sounderpssed. 'He's been over
here?’

'Yes.' She saw no reason to go into the whole st@tyRyan do the telling
himself. No doubt he would make a book of it. ‘Masn't staying here any
longer," she said.



'Oh." His brows lifted. 'Where did she go?'

'Do you know of a man called Slade Harley?'

A shadow passed across Neil's face. 'She didn't?’
'I'm afraid so.’

'The damned fool! She'll..." He broke off abruptgt still for a moment,
then shrugged his shoulders. 'Well, that's her-lmatk She knew what she
was doing." His eyes came back to Gina, taking nava expression. 'How
the devil did a girl like you come to get mixed wigh someone like her

anyway?'

Back to square one, she thought. She only wishedastld be. 'lt's a long
story,' she shrugged.

"Then tell it to me over dinner.'
Her face tautened. 'l don't think so, thanks.'

He studied her a moment, then laughed. 'Not with @terior motives,
Gina. There are women and women. Some you use, gomeherish. |
need company, that's all—intelligent company wrappp in a delightful
packaging for preference. You haven't already &aten

'No,' she admitted.
‘Then please do me the favour.’

She capitulated eventually, for the very good radbat she had eaten little
since breakfast and could barely afford to samplenethe cheapest
selection from the menu in the dining room. Thecbeanack bar was
keeping her going, although she hated junk foodvéier, that was long
closed.



Seated across from Neil at a table on the terstue, thought of that first
night and felt an iron hand close about her cheseemed such a long time
ago; another lifetime. What a little fool she haskb!

‘You're different, you know," Neil said suddenlyeafbe had ordered. 'A
fortnight ago you sat there with stars in your eyesight you look ..." He
paused, shook his head. 'I'm not sure what itussbmething's gone.’
'lllusion,’ she said. 'l realised things aren'tas/what they seemed.’

‘True, but it's a pity you had to learn that thigywObviously you didn't
know Marie very well?'

‘No, | didn't." She was quite prepared to let higlidve she had been
referring to Marie's defection. 'l took her at fadue.’

He smiled a little. 'That's one way of puttingDid you say Ryan had been
over?'

She stiffened involuntarily. 'Yes.'

‘To see you?"

Gina attempted a laugh. 'l wouldn't put it that way

‘Then which way would you put it? Or is that anotloag story?’

She sighed. 'lt's all part and parcel, and | dbirik | want to tell it. Do you
mind? You can get it all from Ryan himself when yme him.’

'Want to bet? That man's the biggest clam alivesshe wants you to know
something.' He paused. 'Might he want me to knas?th

‘There's every chance.'
It was Neil's turn to sigh. 'Talking of clams, ydon't do a bad job yourself.

Okay, I'll leave it alone. Whatever went off betwegou two, it's your
affair.'



Not quite, she wanted to say. That wasn't in tla@.pbhe wondered if Neil
realised just what kind of a louse his friend cduéd And if he did, would he
consider it such a bad trait? Men stuck together.

'Having a good time?' asked the all-too-familiaiceo jerking her out of her
thoughts and back into a world which had suddenguaed a totally new
low. Ryan stood there at the side of the tablessiré as he had been that
first night in tuxedo and dark trousers, the sroitehis face as hard as nails.
'l went out to the house,' he added to Neil. Tiody me you'd come down
here. Looking for Marie?"

'‘Well, yes." The older man looked momentarily dismerted, as if taken
aback by the other's tone. 'Sit down, man. Whatiggnoyou across in the
middle of the week?'

'l put my MS in the post this afternoon.’ Ryan tamie of the free seats,
pulling it round so that he faced Gina at an ankjis.eyes were sardonic.
'Standing in?'

'‘Gina agreed to have dinner with me after a himi@tuasion on my part,’
Neil chipped in before she could answer. 'She'sadly told me about
Marie.'

'What about Marie?'

'l told Neil where she was and who with," Gina rne&d evenly. 'He took the
disappointment like the gentleman he is.’

Neil laughed. 'It's been a long time since anybcalled me one of those 1
I'll try to live up to it.’

‘Not this time round, you won't," said Ryan, anevdia sudden frown from
the other man.

'‘Now waitaminute! Don't get the wrong iddadon't have designs on Gina.'

'‘No?' The word held a wealth of irony. 'I've knowaou a long time,
remember.’



'When you've both finished,' said Gina with sarcasthink | might have a
say in whom | choose to dine with." She looked ydrRwith dislike written
quite plainly in her eyes, ignoring the inevitaldap of her pulses because
that was simply chemistry and impossible to carmaéi whatever the
circumstances. 'For someone who's just arrived tgga a whole lot on
yourself I

'l could take a whole lot more," he said. 'l sugpgsu've dined out most
nights since | left.'

'Oh, but of course. They've been picking me upraves!" She shrugged at
the tautening of his expression. 'What does it @nadtt you? You're not my
keeper.'

'I'm beginning to feel distinctlge trophere,’ put in Neil on a rueful note.
'Gina, please believe | had no intention of tryimgnake this anything more
than a pleasant evening.’'

'l do." She smiled at him with a purposeful warmtfou see, | trust my
instincts, and they tell me you're not half theerakme people make you out
to be—at least, not where I'm concerned. Disreggrdihe interruption,
where ...

Ryan put a hand under her elbow and stood up, doglaér with him. 'l want
to talk to you,' he said. 'We'll do it on the daficer.'

'Don't mind me," Neil said plaintively. 'I'm onlige host.’

Gina went with him because she didn't intend giving the pleasure of
making her go by force. On the floor he pulled hamily towards him and
held her there, hands burning a hole through teerfiaterial of her dress.

'What are you trying to prove?' he demanded, lmmed. 'Neil Davids is
twenty years older than you.'

'‘And you're eleven.' She gave a cracked little latignderline that!'

His jaw contracted shortly. 'Cut out the wisecradks not in the mood.'



‘Neither am | in the mood!" She said it vicioushMot for any of this. |
thought I'd seen the last of you!

'Like the proverbial bad penny | keep turning up.'
‘To save me from myself?'
His arms tightened their hold. 'l came looking Nfil.'

‘To save him from himself, then. Don't you thinksh@d enough to make his
own decisions?’

‘Not this time.'
‘That'smydecision.’

'Stop it, damn you!" He sounded suddenly at theo¢hés tether. 'Gina, don't
be like this. It isn't you.'

'How would you know what I'm like? Really like, lean. You saw the side
of me you wanted to see, the side you wanted teeflaWell, all right, so
you flattened it—right out of existence. This isat/k left.’

Ryan stopped moving and looked down at her for anemg, ignoring the
curious glances they were attracting from thoseiatbem. Then he stepped
away from her and took her hand, leading her thndhg dancers to the far
terrace doors and out into the night.

They were cut off from the tables down here byedli$r covered in red
jasmine, the steps on the right landing down togéwelens. He didn't take
her far, only into the shadows of the nearest tqgeling her round in front
of him and holding her there with his fingers dbitked about her wrist.

'Isn't this about where we came in?' she askedhtlyig'l hate repeat
performances!



She got one anyway, only this time with the diffeme that she was
expecting it and could therefore control her reatgi When Ryan finally

lifted his head his expression held a peculiarigual

'l did an excellent job, didn't I?' he said.

'Where you're concerned, yes. On the other hadedsmed quite a lot about
lovemaking in general which might stand me in gasted some day. |
suppose | should thank you for that. After all, yearvices usually come at
a premium!'

'Stop it, Gina." He said it quite gently, surprgiher into silence for a
moment. 'All right, so | went too far with you. itfs any consolation, I've

been kicking myself ever since.’

'‘Good. That saves me the trouble of doing it far.yo

'I'm trying to apologise.'

'l don't want your apologies!

"Then what do you want?'

‘Nothing. Nothing you can give me.' Her voice saethdracked. 'Just take
me back to Neil. It's heaven to be with someon#is@d again.'

A muscle jerked alongside his mouth. 'That's tmel lof thing that got you
put down last time. Would you like another sample?’

"You just tried that.'

'l didn'ttry anything. The ice maiden act only works so far.’

It isn't an act." Her limbs were trembling and sbaldn't stop them. 'That's
the way you make me feel inside. | daresay youcdcgain some kind of

reaction if you put your mind to it—you're an exparknowing where and
how to touch. But then you've had so much prachiagen't you?'



It was a moment before he moved or spoke. All esppom had been wiped
from his face. 'When do you go home?' he askeaisabh a hard note.

‘The day after tomorrow,' she said.

'It's the best place for you. All right, I'll tak®u back to Neil.'

He walked at her side, he even took her arm wheyrtiounted steps, but it
was like being with a total stranger. Neil wassgftwhere they had left him.
He watched them coming with a curious expression.

'l ordered drinks," he said. 'Wasn't sure when wghtiget round to eating.’

Ryan saw Gina into her seat but remained standimggdif. 'l have to go,' he
said. 'I'll see you at the weekend, Neil.'

The other's brows lifted. "You're going back to igland tonight?’

'No, I'm going fishing for a couple of days.' Ryaglance down at Gina held
hard mockery. 'Have a pleasant flight home.’

She curled her hand around her glass as he lefingeNeil's eyes on her but
unable to bring herself to meet them right away.

'Far be it from me to ask what all that was abt Said, 'but what was all
that about?"

'Nothing.' Her voice was thick.

'Oh, come on. Tell me to mind my own businessyendo get lost, but don't
expect me to believe that.' He paused meaningfidiys Ryan been doing
something ht shouldn't?’

She had to smile a little at the deliberate usthefarchaic term. 'I'm not
breaking my heart over him, if that's what you mean not one of his
conquests.' Neither was she, she reflected haily physically, and that
didn't count. She felt cold inside, just as sheto&tihim; as if nothing or no



one would ever warm her again. 'He just can't tajextion,’ she added with
a hint of malice.

'Shouldn't think he's had much practice,’ Neil agréeWomen tend to fall
into his arms with monotonous willingness. It doag heart good to know
he's fallible.’

She looked at him then. 'l thought you were friéhds

'So we are. He has two distinct advantages—agenafaity.'

'Mobility may be one, I'd switch the other around.’

His eyes crinkled. "You prefer a man old enougbegour father rather than
your brother, is that what you're saying? You knibWwgidn't know better, |
might believe you were making a pass at me."'

'Is that so impossible?’ she asked lightly.

'Unlikely. I'd say you'd had more than enough ofar@auvinism this time
round.’'

She smiled. 'You don't strike me as being at alueimistic.’
'Oh, but I am. We all are basically—vaingloriousgdaomplacent with it. A
woman pays homage or makes way for one who wilviQlsly you sold

Ryan short.'

'‘Obviously.” Her smile felt stiff. 'Would you mind we talked about
something else?'

'‘Not one bit. Tell me about yourself away from tpiace.'
It was after eleven when they finally left the sestant.

'How about tomorrow?' Neil asked out in the lobbgl.like to take you into
town and give you a real evening out Nassau style.'



'l don't think so,' Gina said evenly. "Thanks h# same, Neil, but I'll be off
early the next morning.'

"You're probably wise," he came back wryly. 'I'nt sare how long my
better instincts would last. You're an unusual\aeny lovely young woman,
Gina. | envy the man who finally gets you.'

If she ever decided to get got at all, she reftbctieemotionally up in her
room. It would be a long time before she felt likey kind of intimate
acquaintance with a man again.

She arrived back in England at eight o'clock oleardlue October morning
to find a real autumn nip in the air. Marie's déf@atwas a nine-day wonder
at the office and then forgotten in the rush of kvpreceding Christmas.
Gradually the whole holiday fiasco took on a drekenguality in Gina's
mind. Had she really ever been to the Bahamas,shadever really met
Ryan Barras—or was it all a figment of her imagioa®

She Spent Christmas day with her landlady's fangigteful for the

invitation m a way which only those with nowherseeto go can be. The
Robinsons had two sons and a daughter, the |&terley, still being at

school. Chris, the eldest son at twenty-six, weSeaond Officer in the
Merchant Navy, and the apple of his mother's eyblofd six-footer with

an engaging grin and a cheerful disposition, hecktGina favourably from

the very first moment of introduction.

'l saw you coming in and out once or twice lasetinwas home on leave,' he
told her. 'Just moved here then, hadn't you?'

'Yes,' she said. 'l was sharing a flat with twoeotbirls before this, but it
didn't really work out.’

'Shouldn't imagine it would. | know what it's likeinking in with a load of
others.'

'l thought officers would have their own cabinkg said with a smile.



‘They do. | came up the hard way.'

'He wanted to go in the Navy since he was eigl#,ffother said fondly. 'l
always thought he meant the Royal Navy.'

"Too much discipline,’ he grinned. 'And not enopgk. Did | tell you I'd put
in for a transfer to the Line's cruise ships? Tlsesevacancy for a Number
Two on theEnterprise.'

‘To boldly go where no man has gone before," qubitedounger brother
Andrew promptly. "You'd think they'd come up withnse original names,
wouldn't you!'

'She was named before that series started,’ Gliaged, and drew a snort.
'Must be ready for the scrapyard, then!

'‘No, she isn't. She just had a complete refit. Sdeing five different
three-week Med runs this summer. | rather fancy effiysntertaining a
shipload of young lovelies!

Gina was laughing. 'l think you'd do it very weallot | can see you now
pacing the deck in sparkling white with your hatatea rakish angle!

'‘Cap,’ he corrected, laughing with her. 'And theetdr be worn straight at all
times, more's the pity!" He looked at her for a matm obviously
appreciating her appearance in the long-sleevedimest she had thought
appropriate to the occasion. 'If | get the job Ydave to take a cruise with
us.'

'I'll think about it," she promised. Later, findihgrself sitting next to him in
the midst of a family party gathering which threwsge to over-flow even the
large ground-floor apartment, she said, 'You'rdlyeeounting on this

transfer, aren't you, Chris?'

'Yes, | am," he admitted. 'Cruising's the creanthim doughnut. Do you
blame me?’

'Not a bit. Do you stand a good chance?'



'So I'm told.' The irrepressible grin widened ps] 'I'm the type they need
to keep all the girls happy.'

'Big, blond and beautiful,” Gina murmured dutifufllijhey'll have to use you
in the advertising campaign : See the Med with Sbpher Robinson!'

'Don't you start," he groaned. 'lI've had to putvith leg-pulling since | was
in nursery school

It was a moment before his meaning sank in. 'Gkel’ she said. 'I'm afraid
it hadn't struck me.’

'If you'd been asked where Winnie was as many tasdshave you'd be as
sensitive,' on a rueful note. T wouldn't even lablka teddy bear when | was
a kid.'

'Somebody has to be the butt,’ said Gina, 'or wioatld all the comedians
do?'

Brown eyes regarded her thoughtfully. "You're adbi& cynic, aren't you?"'
he commented. 'Natural or acquired?’

Acquired, she could have told him, oh very defigitacquired. For a
fleeting moment she wondered what Ryan was doing—and could
hazard a guess. She smiled and said lightly, Ghesbf my many guises.’

'I'd like to get to know the rest." His tone wasldenly 'serious. 'You're
different, Gina.' He paused. 'What are you doimgydoow?’

'Not a lot,' she admitted.

‘Then how about coming to the match with me, thes@mewhere for the
evening?'

'I'd like that,' she said, and meant it.

'Great.' He sounded jubilant. 'It's a date!



Knowing little about the rules of football, Ginavegtheless enjoyed that
Boxing Day game. Standing in the cold air with Glsriarm casually about
her shoulders as they cheered on his team, shbdalnderlying depression
of the last few weeks lift.

They went back to the house to change before ggngest for what Chris
termed a night on the town. Dining with him, damcwith him, Gina closed
her mind to the inevitable comparisons and coneagdron enjoying his
company. It wasn't difficult because he was goadgany. They did a lot of
laughing together, and talking. She felt easy With.

The whole ground floor of the house was in darkméssn they eventually
got back to Ealing. Gina invited him up to herffifieor flatlet for coffee,
smiling as she switched on a couple of lamps idittke sitting room.

'It seems strange somehow, inviting you into yaun douse.'

'Except that it isn't. Not this part of it." He gteed around. 'You've made it
very comfortable. Good idea having the bed foldnip the wall like that,
wasn't it?'

"Yours?' she asked, and he made at her a sweepng b
‘Just one of my many guises.’

Later, when he kissed her goodnight, it was withaamth she found both
comforting and appealing. This was what she wangedhice friendly
relationship which made no deep emotional demands.

It didn't stay that way, of course—at least not ishdrhey spent a great
deal of that leave together, and Gina found hersgdsing him when he
rejoined his ship. His letters came regularly awerfollowing weeks, long
and chatty, full of descriptions of places he hadrs things he had done.
There was also a hint of something else, a growitigmacy she could not
ignore. Uncertain of her own feelings, she trieckéezp the tone of her
replies on a purely friendly level, but it was ditflt not to respond to the
knowledge of being wanted emotionally as well agsptally by someone.



Meanwhile, she had gained promotion in her joblidganore with people
and less with pure paper work. Several times shedderself roped in to
help provide organised entertainment for some glind was gratified to
realise she could cope quite comfortably with nsitstations. She described
one incident in a letter to Chris regarding an Ashbik's invitation to have
her join his band of wives with humour. 'They'rdyoallowed four at any
one time," she wrote, 'so he would have had tordevone of his present
ones to fit me in, poor woman! Needless to saggretfully declined.' To
her surprise, Chris wrote back on an angry notiagether to pack the job in
before some damned Arab decided not to ask fiista (gnored the advice
but made a point of not talking about her job fritvan on.

Chris's next leave towards the middle of March tbthreir relationship on a
different footing. His transfer had come throughd dne was all set to join
his new'ship after this leave ready for the summer scleedd¢ had enough
service behind him to have reached the stage athwie was allowed to
take along certain specified members of his imntedfamily on the

occasional voyage, and made it plain to Gina tleahdd this idea in mind
for them on a husband and wife basis in the nodtstant future. Fond of
him as she undoubtedly was, Gina refused to corhergelf, but it was
obvious by the time he went to join his ship thattas taking it for granted
they would be getting engaged the next time he daonge in July.

Often over the following few weeks, Gina wondereldywshe hesitated.
Chris was all any girl could ask in the way of aband, and he loved her.
She got on exceptionally well with his family anaekv they approved of the
match. So what was wrong with her?

She was at her desk one bright April morning sgrtimough some stills for

an anti-smoking campaign when her boss Hugh Fislree to the door of

his inner sanctum. He was wearing a rather oddessprn, she thought, but
there was nothing so unusual in his request.

'Got a client's client just in from the States wiseds somebody to take him
out to dinner and provide a little congenial comptonight,’ he said. 'How
about it?'



Gina smiled. 'Sometimes | think you're running scogt service here on the
side.’

'Sometimes | agree with you,' he came back soWil you do it?'

'Why not? I'm not doing anything else, and a frigiathout on the town isn't
to be sneezed at. Who is he?'

‘A writer. Name of--" he peered at a slip of papeheld—'Sam Brownlow.'
'‘Never heard of him,' she said, and drew another soile.

'We haven't started promoting him yet.'

'Who's he publishing with?' Gina asked, interestacEngland, | mean.'
'I've got it down somewhere. Can't remember offliddd consulted the bit
of paper again. "You're to pick him up at his hatetight. He'll take care of

the arrangements.’

'Sounds as if he knows his way around,’ she comadefitou'd think he
could find his own company.'

'He doesn't know anybody over here, apparentlypldoe lonelier than a
big city when you're on your own.'

Gina could go along with that. Walking through ttrewded streets she
often felt that if she fell down dead people wosichply walk around her.
Being taken into Chris's family the way she hadeg&er a feeling of
belonging somewhere. She had a base, and peopleavhd about her.
Added to a job she liked and which was reasonablpaid, it amounted to
a whole lot.

'Which hotel?' she asked.
"The Hilton.'

Her brows lifted. 'He must be good!



‘Brilliant.' The tone was dry. 'Or so I'm told. Big'clock—I'll confirm that.’

One of Gina's male colleagues came to a stop atdséras Hugh went back
into his office.

'I've two tickets forEvita tonight,’ he said. 'Surprise present from a guhtef
client. Fancy coming with me?’

She shook her head regretfully. 'l wish you'd askeckarlier. I'd love to see
that show, but I'm afraid I'm already booked.'

"Your sailor boy-friend home from sea again?' Heeds
'‘No, I'm wining and dining a writer.’
'His expense sheet or ours?'

''ve no idea—Hugh didn't say. His, | should thitkkwas his own idea,
apparently.’

'Wonder how he knew we'd anyone available?’

'l don't suppose he did. We're doing the promotion.
though, so | imagine we were the best bet.'

'What about his publishers?’

'How would | know? Hugh doesn't go in for detail.'
"You're telling me? | suppose you do know his name.

She told him, receiving a blank shake of his headeply. 'Never heard of
the man.'

That made two of them, Gina reflected dryly as lepadted. It hadn't
occurred to her to ask Hugh what the man had writte doubt he wouldn't
remember that either. Her boss spent his life nefgrto bits of paper on



which he scribbled countless messages, yet nobodlg cay he didn't do
his job. Now she thought of it, it was unusual thee request to have come
directly from the author himself when normally fagent or his British
publishers would be organising his entertainmentpeeglly if he was
important enough to be put up at the Hilton. Howehers not to reason
why. She only hoped he would be congenial compang Baot too
self-obsessed. She had no objections to talkingtaie work all night but
didn't fancy hearing his life story from A to Z.

She left the office early in order to have plentytime to change and get
back into town for eight. It had been showeringamd off all day, but
seemed to have settled down at last to a steaglgnstof sunshine for the
final few hours. Missing the rush hour made thestude almost pleasant.
She would order a taxi back, she decided. She hatied) on the tube in a
long dress, and anyway she could claim the expeoseHugh tomorrow.
She smiled to herself at the thought of his respohisigh Fisher liked to
play the tough boss, but he was really a darlinthvei heart of gold
underneath the gruff exterior.

Mrs Robinson came to her front door as Gina lesdiérinto the hall.
‘There's a letter for you from Chris,’ she annodndeput it in your box. |
had one too.'

'Oh, that's good.' Gina was relieved. Chris's naiireded to get just a little
upset when her son neglected to send her a westkdy hlong with the one
he sent Gina. Understandable, she supposed. Shappasgently the first

girl Chris had ever been really serious about,atitbugh his mother liked
her and they got along pretty well, there was ntrggaway from the fact

that her days of counting this as his home woulchlmmbered if they did

decide to get married. About that Gina still cotdamake up her mind. She
thought so much of Chris, but was it enough? Mggiavasn't something
one stepped into lightly. She had to be sure.

‘There's that documentary you wanted to watch amghd," Mrs Robinson
added. 'Andrew's going out, so you might get soe®ce if you want to
come down.'



'l wish | could," Gina said for the second timetttay, 'but | have to go out
tonight. Business,’ she felt impelled to add, sgp#ie faint light of suspicion
in the other eyes. She was sure Mrs Robinson ditedin to keep an eye on
her in that sense, but she would certainly havedeed why had any
attempt been made to keep the nature of her dager@t. 'I'm taking an
author out to dinner.’

‘A man?' came the doubtful reply, and Gina hid desm
'Well, yes, as a matter of fact.'
'He's not another Arab, is he?'

This time the smile could not be kept back. 'No,i$®t an Arab. He's
American—I think. At least that's where he comesn

‘Elderly?’

'l don't know." Until that moment Gina hadn't thatigbout it. 'l shouldn't
think so. He's an unknown—over here at any ratee'&lded gently, 'It's all
right, really, Mrs Robinson. I'll be telling Chiadl about it. | must go now or
| won't have time to read his letter properly.'

The envelope was postmarked Tangier a week agaoyhe would be at
the other end of the Mediterranean and halfwayutinohis first seasonal
voyage as Second Officer Robinson of Hrgerprise From the tone of his
letters he certainly seemed to be enjoying lifehde his own table at dinner
and was allowed to choose those he wished to itovisbare a meal together
on certain nights of the week. 'If you only knew tfolden opportunities I've
turned down since we left Southampton,” he wrdtee minute you get into
whites it acts like an aphrodisiac on the girlsaib Officers are expected
to help entertain the passengers yet keep thelratadl times and not get
involved. If | didn't have you to think about | nhigfind that rule a bit
difficult to stick to. Some don't make any atteniiie Number Three even
runs a book on how long it will take to get to waus stages with the best
looking girls on board. | won't detail them—the gaa, | mean —but
Number Five gets an invite to a cabin, and he'senitatihree times already



this trip. We all know what they say about sailoasing a girl in every port,
but this is ridiculous!

Methinks the gentleman protests too much, Ginaghow little dryly,
putting the letter down. So far as she was concer@aris was still free to
indulge whatever fancies took him. This changeobfmight be what they
both needed to test the strength of their feeling®ne another. If he were
starting already to feel tied down then it wouldwirk out. It couldn't.

She booked a taxi over the phone to pick her ggwatn-thirty, then took a
look through her wardrobe for something to wear. the Hilton It had to
look good, although she didn't suppose they woel@dting there. Finally
she settled on a silver-grey crepe she had bondgheiChristmas sales for a
song because it was shopsoiled. Cleaned, it ha@ cgnibeautifully. 1t had
narrow shoe-string straps over the shoulders andwiin matching jacket
fitted to the waist. Chris thought she looked snragin it but considered it
a waste of money for the times she would be ablectar it. Well, this was
one now and she was glad of it. Teamed with sbagdals and the plaited
silver necklet he had brought her back from his Vagyage, it looked just
great.

Her hair had grown these last months. She worewitin a bell shape on a
level with her chin, a style which made her eyesk llmnger—or so she had
been told. She used a smear of blue shadow onlida@nd finished, off
with the minimum of mascara, thankful that her &sland brows were
darker than her hair. The latter had retained sairttee silvery lights created
by the sun, lying smooth and glossy about her fabe.changes in her went
deeper than the merely obvious, though. She had fained and lost
something intrinsic to her former self.

The taxi arrived promptly, and the traffic into towvas light. By five
minutes to the hour she was walking in throughhtigeglass doors fronting
the hotel. The receptionist gave her a curiousbcalative look when she
asked for Mr Brownlow.

'Oh yes,' he said, 'would you go right up to thigesu



A suite! At the Hilton! Gina gave herself a merghbke. Hers not to reason
why, remember. She found herself anticipating theetimg with a new
interest. Who on earth was Sam Brownlow?

She took the lift to the appropriate floor, stegpwut onto sumptuously
thick carpeting. There was no one else about agrsheked tentatively on
the door. No one to see the blood drain suddemwiy fher face when it
opened except the man standing there looking attialio, Gina," he said.



CHAPTER SEVEN

SHocK kept her motionless for a brief suspended monwhen she turned
it was blindly, with no other thought in mind botdet away. But Ryan was
swifter, shooting out a hand to grasp her arm amadv dher into the room,
then closing the door and leaning against it sbsha had no escape.

He looked just the same, she thought painfully. ogant, sure of
himself—sure of her too. Well, that was somethihg sould handle for a
start.

'l might have known when Hugh said the Hilton,' bheught out coldly. 'Is
he in on this too?'

'He'd have to be, wouldn't he?' His tone was d\gt that he didn't take
some persuading to play along. Luckily we're peafignacquainted. It
makes a difference.’

'What did you tell him?' she demanded.

He shrugged easily. 'Just that we met in the Babariaw months ago and
| wanted to surprise you.'

‘All right, so you surprised me. Now I'd like talee, please.’

'Why?' he asked. 'Scared?"

'Of you?' She looked him up and down with delideratclosing her mind to
his lean attraction in the white silk shirt andseitgrey trousers that were
almost a match for her dress. 'l got over thang kbme ago.’

‘Then you don't have anything to worry about." Ridicated the luxurious
sitting room behind her. '‘Come and have a drinkteeive leave. | thought
we might have dinner then take in a nightclub. Glawal came dressed for it.'

'l don't want a drink,’ she said, 'and I'm not goamywhere with you.'

His brows lifted. 'It's part of your job.’



'Only if | agree to do it.'

"You did agree to do it. Hugh rang me back tortedl so.'
'‘Because | thought you were someone else.'’

'I'm still a client,’ he pointed out.

‘Not directly. Your publishing house pays the bills

‘That's splitting hairs. I'm sure Hugh would agneth me. Keep the clients
sweet, we need 'em.’

‘There are other accounts far larger and more itapbr

Tll inform my publishers. They'll go a bundle @eing told their stuff is
unimportant.'

‘That wasn't what | said.'
'It's what you implied. Just remember there aremginomotion firms too.'

Gina gazed at him for a long moment, breathing .hafolu're threatening
me, aren't you?' she said. 'Either | go along wittat you want or you
persuade your publishers to put their business satheone else. Do you
really think you're that important?’

‘To them, yes. There aren't that many world class$-bellers to go around.’

'Modesty isn't your strong point, is it?' she dhitihgly, and drew a faint
smile.

'False modesty, no. | only write one book a yedrictv means my name
needs to be kept in the public eye between timiesyTe a fickle lot without
an occasional sop to the collective imagination. ielgders like to think of
me as an extension of some of my heroes, so thlaéiswe give them.’



'‘But none of it's really true, is that what youeing me?' There was irony
in her voice. "You never indulged in any of thoH#aies so widely reported!

'l wouldn't say never, just not as often. | doavé that amount of stamina.’
'How sad!

He laughed unexpectedly. 'If you think you'll ge# mad enough to tell you
to get out of here you've another think coming.’

'Why?' she said passionately. 'Just tell me why!"

'‘Because | wanted to see you again.' He studiedppaisingly. "You look
different. Not just your hair, something else.’

'l grew up,’ she said. '‘Better late than nevee. @\ot to thank you for.'

'l was a louse," he agreed. 'lt's haunted me @ves.sThat's why | needed to
see you again, to tell you so.' He paused fleatirighat night | came to the
hotel | really came looking for you, not Neil. | nted to straighten things
out before you came back home. Finding you with kes ... well, I'm
afraid | jumped to conclusions.’

"You made that rather obvious,' Gina got out, texathe expression on his
face when she had glanced up and seen him statindirey

'‘And then your attitude,’ he went on as if she hagpoken. 'You resented
being taken away from him.'

‘The way you did it | should think | did! Neil hdmken kind enough to ask
me to have dinner with him. There were no striritgched. Then you turn

up and start laying down the law as though you bathe personal

responsibility for me!" 'That was the way | felivas the one who'd left you
there with very little money. | should have inststan putting you on that
plane for home.'



'Except that nothing on earth would have persuadedo borrow money
from you,' she retorted bitterly. 'l don't see guwént in going into all of it
again. Why did you really set this up, Ryan?'

'l told you, | had to see you again.'

"You mean you were bored and thought | might preyidu with a little easy
entertainment?’ Her laugh was brittle. 'I'm afrgod're right out of luck. My
fiancé might object.’

Something flickered in the grey eyes. 'l don'taegring.'

'We're waiting until his next leave. He's a crigb@ officer—they're in the
Med at the moment."'

'l see. Congratulations.' He sounded genuine ahabe smile holding no
hint of irony. 'He wouldn't object to a purely matc dinner, would he?’

'Not if it was.'

Dark brows lifted. "You mean it wouldn't be for yiHe smiled again at the
look on her face. 'Gina, | promise you, I've noigies on you this time

round. | wanted to put things right, and | knew 'gorefuse to see me if |
contacted you in any normal way.'

Gazing at him she felt suddenly rather foolish. Wiay she taken it for
granted that his interest in her should be of thgsgal variety? His

explanation was plausible enough. He simply watdedear his conscience
over an incident of which he was basically * ashdmée was right about
her refusing to have seen him had he approachedhhe@ugh normal

channels. This had been the only way. She shoddfl&ttered that he

should go to so much trouble to try to put thingstrbetween them. Some
men would just have said to hell with it.

'It seems you're not the only one to jump to falsaclusions,’ she said
wryly. 'You left me with a very suspicious mindatts all.'



‘Not surprisingly. | took a mean advantage for ltptenadequate reasons,
then added insult to injury by believing you hadhsthing going with Neil
that night at the hotel.' He paused a moment, sk@mly held out his hand.
'Friends?'

Gina took it only a little hesitantly, feeling tfiem warmth act like a trigger
on her memory. 'Friends,' she said.

'Fine. Now about dinner?'

If she refused now, Gina reflected, it would inttendhat she was still
attaching more importance to the invitation tharstexi. Chris wouldn't be
keen on the idea regardless of circumstances, bat would she do? 'All
right,’ she agreed. 'Seeing that I'm already here.’

"Then let's have that drink. The table is resefeedine. It won't take more
than a few minutes by cab. What will you have?’

‘Sherry, please. Medium dry." She took a seat erldw chesterfield and
watched him move to the drinks tray already set @uta table a short
distance away, registering the superb fit of thesdiirt across his shoulders,
the long powerful line of his legs sensed rathanteeen beneath the fine
grey cloth. Her pet hate was a man in trousers lwhagged in the seat.
These didn't. They fitted the way they should, rdmg the firm
muscularity in a manner which brought back a vimidntal picture of him
standing naked on the beach down by the lagooretteating. Difficult now
to believe it had all really happened.

'Would you say you spent more time in the States tAnywhere else
overall?' she asked on a casual note.

'l guess so,' he said. He brought the drinks actassding her glass to her
with a quizzical look. 'Why?'

‘Just a thought. You don't have an American acesattly, but your
phrasing sometimes swings that way.'



He smiled. 'lt's a habit easily picked up. Wherabwn Australia researching
Thicker Than Watel acquired one or two Aussie phrases too. My fathe
would have thrown a true blue fit if he'd ever licare!

'Very pro-British, was he?'

'To the point of being anti-everywhere else. Heemdravelled outside the
country if he could avoid it, and treated all fgmers like morons. He was a
wizard on the stock market, though. One of the Brge's most revered
members.' He was sitting beside her now on thetetietd, not too close,
voice easy and relaxed. 'l was only twenty whedibd. He went the way he
would have wanted to, at his desk with a cigar betwhis lips and his finger
on the pulse.'

'‘And your mother?' Gina asked, trying not to sotowvitally interested.
‘Killed in a car crash when | was twelve.'

‘That's the way my father died,' she said. 'Onlyas much younger than
that. | can barely remember him at all.’

'It must have been difficult for your mother bringiup a child on her own.'
'l don't think it was too bad financially. Apparbnihe'd been well insured.’
'She can't have been that old. Didn't she everndenmarrying again?'

Gina smiled a little. 'l think she was a one-mamaa. Once or twice |
thought it was going to happen, but it always tielbugh.’

'For your sake, perhaps.’

'Oh, no, I'd have loved a father. Then I'd, havenidée all the other girls at
school.’

'Was it so important to be like everyone else?"



‘To a child it's usually all-important. | even weéathe length of telling some
of my school friends that my father wasn't realgad at all, but a Secret
Service agent away on a mission. Only one of tr@dhiter mother and she
told mine, so that story didn't last long.’

Ryan was smiling. 'Sounds as if you had a vividgmation. Never think of
taking up writing as a career?'

She laughed. 'l once got as far as page two odaaerdure story for girls
titted The Mystery of The Ringut | ran out of ideas after they'd found the
ring and discovered that the original owner had witt a ghastly death."'

'If all that happened by page two I'm not surprised

'Well, at nine you don't hang around building ugmnse." She paused,
looking at him. 'Did writing come naturally to you?

'l suppose it must have done," with a shrug. 'Vt fiovel was accepted as it
stood.’

"That was the one set in Jamaica, wasn't it?'

‘That's sight. I lived there for a year while thabk took shape in my mind
until in the end | had to commit it to paper jusget it out of my system.’

They talked easily for another quarter of an hawsmbefore Ryan glanced
at the time.

'May as well be making a move," he said. 'l hope ljee Greek food?"

'I've never really tried any,' she admitted. 'Uslggsu can count home-made
moussaka?'

'l doubt if Stavros would count it as anything butor the dustbin. Anyway,
you can try the real stuff and see how it compares.

Gina was completely relaxed by the time they red¢he restaurant. Short
of any ulterior motivation, Ryan was superb compaRgsolutely she



ignored the tiny area of depression hovering oretlige of her mind, plus
the reason for it being there at all. Having a ileRyan Barras as a friend
could only be a good thing when she knew how imipéss$t would have
been to handle the alternative—had it been offe@dis could raise no
objection to this. After all, he wasn't exactlyitig a monk's life himself.

The restaurant was one she had heard of but reyasiéar beyond her
pocket. Ryan was obviously well known, for he waseged by name and
led to a secluded table on the upper floor. Lookiognd her, Gina
wondered who he had last brought here to ply vatdfand wine at the start
of an evening. Her circumstances were differentaefrse, as this was the
whole extent of the evening.

She chose kebabs in preference to the moussakth@odghly enjoyed the
tender, succulent pieces of lamb skewered betwégarss of onion,
mushroom and pepper and served on a bed of riceldsgert she ate fresh
fruit salad and cream, and elected to try the Birkbffee, finding the latter
too thick and sweet for her taste.

‘Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” she said inwamsto Ryan's
commiseration. 'If | ever come here again I'll kntmnstick to the ordinary
stuff. | enjoyed the rest anyway. It was delicious!

'I'll tell Stavros. He'll be pleased to have a camv He added easily, 'You
must have had kebabs before this, though.’

'Not tasting the way those tasted.’

‘That's the marinating before the meat is cookesk&et recipe. Would you
like a brandy?'

'No, thanks, nothing else.' She met his eyes,gdhe familiar tensing of
muscle down in the pit of her stomach without sisgrAttraction didn't die
as easily as that. She supposed it would alwaythdre in one form or
another whenever she thought of him. 'It's be@vealy evening,' she added.



'Does it have to be over?' he asked on the samalcaste. 'lt's barely
ten-thirty, and it is Friday night. You don't hateego into the office in the
morning, do you?'

'Not this week. Sometimes it's necessary.' Shedted| aware that she too
didn't want the evening to end yet reluctant tolprtown basic reflexes to
any further test. 'l really think | should go home.

'‘Because of your fiancé? | don't imagine he's yikelbe hitting the hay too
early.'

'He goes on watch at midnight," Gina came backsightly defensive note.
‘It doesn't give him too much opportunity for liginit up with the
passengers.'

One dark brow rose a fraction. 'Did | suggest hghtnbe doing that?' 'Not
exactly, but...'

'‘But the thought's there.' He smiled a little. *Yshould learn to trust more.
If you're going to marry the man you'll have tostrinim—unless he's
prepared to give up his job and stay at home wotin'y

'No, he isn't, and neither would | ask him to. Ambtb trust him!

‘Then you don't have anything to worry about. Nmitdoes he. That's
settled, then. We'll go on somewhere. | won't kgmjpout too late.’

No, Gina thought, he wouldn't. Mrs Robinson wouél listening for her
coming in and she had no intention of trying tolakpaway a three o'clock
return when she saw her again tomorrow. Living whehe did wasn't
exactly ideal, she acknowledged with a faint inwargh, yet Chris was
hardly going to understand if she started lookorgaihother flat. And where
would she find another she could afford? The ordy was to share again,
and that had to be a very last resort.

It was a warm night for the time of the year. QdesiRyan suggested they
walk for a while.



'It isn't so far to where we're going,' he saidf byou get tired say so and
we'll get a cab—I mean a taxi.'

She laughed with him, thinking how wonderful it wiashave no aggression
between them. Yet some small part of her misséabitthough she could
not have explained exactly why. 'l wasn't critiogsiyou before," she said.
"You're entitled to use whichever word comes easiegou.'

‘Not every time." Under street lighting his smileesied edged with
something other than humour, an illusion swiftlgpilled when he widened
it. 'But I'll bear the advice in mind.’

He took her hand when they crossed the road afittther along, retaining
it casually on the far side, fingers lightly clasgihers in a gesture she could
hardly misconstrue. To show that she did not mistoe it she made no
attempt to disengage, but was aware of a spreaditige ache deep within
her.

From outside, their destination looked like anyenthuilding on the road
with a graceful flight of iron railed steps leadingp to a solid,
brass-furnished front door. Inside, at a large ngahy desk set to the rear of
the wide hallway, sat a lone man wearing eveniggsr

'Mr Barras!" he exclaimed with obvious and, Ginautht, unassumed
pleasure. 'We don't usually see you here this tifyear!'

‘Thought it was time | changed my habits,' cameeth&y response. 'Gina,
meet Charles. Miss Tierson hasn't been here batrarles.'

'I'm sure not, or | would have remembered.' A pairtland eyes met Gina's.
'Welcome to the Conley Club, Miss Tierson.' As peke he was turning the
large open book on the desk in front of him round Banding Ryan a pen. 'l
hope this will be the first of many visits.'

Gina murmured some appropriate reply, and watchghRign his own
name, then write hers underneath and put the |&tet the side of it.
Obviously this was a private club for members anelsgs of members only.
But what kind of club?



'Don't look so worried," Ryan advised on an amumsxd as they descended a
staircase to the lower regions from where filtetleel sound of music. "You
won't find any orgies here. Ronald Conley runspglaee strictly according
to the book. His hostesses are here to dance nitlganerally entertain the
lonely by listening to their woes, but nothing mthran that. There isn't even
a strip show.’

‘Then why the private licence?' Gina asked, detezthinot to reveal any
embarrassment over his accurate reading of hegtisu

'‘Gaming rooms," was the succinct reply. He gavegttien the cloakroom
booth at the foot of the stairs a familiar smit¢allo, Liz. Still here, | see!’

‘There's worse jobs, Mr Barras,' the girl replisghiling back. She was a
brunette in her late twenties, not especially prbtit with warmth in her
face. 'Nice to see you again.' Her glance cameit@,Gnd for a brief
moment registered something approaching envy bdf@enecessities of
her job took over again: "You'll find it rather wain there tonight, miss.
Would you like to leave your jacket?'

'Yes, | think | will," said Gina. She felt sorryrfthe girl stuck there behind
that counter at this hour of the night, able om\listen to the sounds of
revelry issuing from within the double swing do@@me short distance
away.

Ryan helped her off with the garment, the touchisffingers against the
bare skin of her shoulders like ice and fire at and the same time. She
knew the other girl had seen the fleeting expressioss her lace, for she
smiled a little as she took the jacket and issuteckat.

'Have a nice evening,’ she said.

It was difficult to gain a definite impression dietlarge room on the other
side of the doors due to the nebulous curtain alk&and the dim lighting.
There were people dancing on a central floor aritlogeupied tables going
back into the shadows. A waiter showed them tdke tset within the curve
of a padded seat against the wall, pulling it te side to allow Gina room to



slide in, then pushing it back again to imprisoa tvo of them in their little
cocoon.

'‘Bollinger,’ Ryan ordered as the waiter lifted an@iring eyebrow.

Gina waited until the man had departed before galygtly, 'What are we
celebrating?'

‘The end of hostilities?' His tone was equallytigh
He lifted a hand in greeting to a man just passkiigthere!’

The other man came to a halt at the table, glang@ised. 'What are you
doing in town this time of year? | expected you wagk in January!

'If | was becoming that predictable it was morentliane | had a change,’
Ryan replied dryly. 'Gina, this is Peter Moffat—yjmia Tierson.'

'Hi!" This time the glance was appraising, but iiniendly fashion. 'English
or American?'

'Oh, English,’ she laughed. 'Very definitely Eniglis

'Well, good for you. About time he left those Yaalards alone.' He gave
them both a cheerful grin, apparently to rob thedsmf any trouble-making
intent. 'Playing tonight, Ryan?'

'l doubt it. We may wander through a bit later on."

‘After Leila sings, you mean?' with a sage node"SHue on any time now.
Leave you to it, then. Might see you later.’

Gina style a glance at the lean profile as therathen left, but whatever
Ryan was thinking he wasn't allowing it to showaftyankee birds' remark
might have been intended as a joke, but she dddniehow think so. Not
entirely. Yet what was it to her how many womenhlae known and paid
attention to in his time? Their relationship wasgcfly of the platonic
variety, his invitation tonight a means of apol@nd nothing else.



The arrival of the champagne created a diversiowhoch she was grateful
at that moment, but the depression remained. Séteedishe had insisted on
going straight home after dinner instead of allayerself to be persuaded
into coming here. Not that she had known -wherg there coming. Nor
would it have meant anything much to her had he helr first. All she did
know was that the club itself was not her environin&he felt out of her
depth.

The already dimmed lighting dimmed still further #ee group began
playing a number recognisable to a good part oatlthence, judging by the
outbreak of applause. A tall, slenderly curved esdh clad in a

shimmer-silver gown which fitted closely right dowmher ankles stepped
into the single beam of the spotlight centred ijudtont of the group's raised
dais. She stood for a moment acknowledging theaaigpl with a slight bow
of her head before starting to sing into the harikmhe carried.

Listening to the haunting quality of her voice, &ifound herself relaxing
again, forgetting where she was and who she wasiwgimple enjoyment
of a fine artist. There was no gimmickry, no dramdeclamation, just fine
interpretation and technique. She could have lesteall night.

Apparently others felt the same way, for the apggawas loud and
prolonged when the final song ended. But there magncore. Leila smiled
and blew a kiss, then resolutely walked off stage.

Gina turned to Ryan with praise on her lips, thetampulse fading when
she saw the faint smile lingering on his face awathed the singer leave.
Without glancing in her direction, he took out Wsllet and tore a page
from the notebook inside it, scribbled somethingioand summoned a
waiter to hand the note over.

'Give that to Leila, please," he said.

Gina forced herself to meet the grey eyes as thm}ly turned on her,
dropping them with point to the notebook he waslifagg back into place.
"You never sent me that book you promised,’ shek said knew her voice
sounded odd. 'l suppose you lost the address.'



'No." He flipped back a few of the small pages showed her the note he
had made that very first night they had met, exqpoesquizzical. ‘It didn't
seem a good idea at the time considering the wapasted. I'd a feeling it
would finish up on the rubbish heap.’

'l wouldn't have done that.'

'No matter how much you detested the man who'diggnt

'‘No. Anyway,' she added swiftly, 'I'd got over yt then.'

'So you said before. Lucky you have such fleetimgttons.' For a moment
the lift of his lip turned him back into the maneshad known those brief
days seven months ago. Then he smiled and shraggethe moment was
past. 'l guess it's an asset in this day and age.’

'What is?' asked a husky voice. There was a sdleam as Leila edged
round on to the seat at Ryan's side without waitinge asked to sit down.
'‘Champagne!" she said, eyeing the bucket withdlitbeows. "What's the
toast?'

'‘Changing habits," Ryan came back imperturbablysigealled a waiter for
another glass, coming back to the striking faceeunts cloud of dark red
hair with obvious appreciation. "You're looking giré

'More to the point, how am | sounding?' she asked dry note.

'‘Ask Gina,' he said. 'Her impressions are fresh.'

Blue eyes looked into green with surprising steastn 'l thought you
sounded too good for this place,’ she said. 'Whag'ayou better known?'

Leila laughed suddenly. 'l like her, Ryan!
'So answer her,' he said. 'Why aren't you bettenkr?’

The lovely shoulders lifted in a shrug. 'Maybe ede better agent." She
lifted the glass just filled, eyeing the sparklicgntents with a smile on her



lips. 'To success!" A moment later she added, "Wiagpened to you in
January?'

'l told you, | changed my habits. Besides, Londodanuary isn't nearly as
pleasant as this.'

'It satisfied you for five years.'

‘Not exactly.' The reply was soft. They exchangémbd, long, intimate and
filled with shared understanding, Leila was thstfto break the momentary
silence, looking across at Gina with an odd expoess her eyes.

'How do you cope with this guy?’

'l don't try,' said Gina. Her voice felt thick iehthroat. There was, or had
been, something between these two; she had adeeiran wished there
still was. Seen in close-up, Leila was rather otlan she had first thought,
perhaps even around Ryan's own age, but whateiiiterdid that make with
a woman of her undoubted beauty and talent? Skenptéd a light
rejoinder. 'We're just good friends."

'Now where did | hear that before?' The other vaias amused.

‘Gina’'s going to marry a cruise ship officer," Rygand levelly, and drew a
suddenly sharpened green glance.

'‘Really?' Her eyes came back to Gina, expressitioudi to assess. 'Doesn't
he mind you going out with other men while he's g@visassume his away
at the moment?'

Gina's shrug held a nonchalance she was far frefimg 'It isn't like that.
Ryan and | aren't.. .

'She means we aren't lovers," he cut in smoothshashesitated over her
choice of words. 'She's here tonight as a gestugearwill.'

'l see." Whether Leila did or not remained opespeculation. She drained
her glass and put it down again with a closed esgioe. 'I'd better go and



change. One more spot, then Ronald can run me hBmgng, she added to
Gina, 'If | don't see you again, good luck in thernmage stakes.’

'She's nice," Gina ventured as the older woman th@weay, and then
because she couldn't stop herself, 'Are she andI&ari

‘They're married,' Ryan said before she couldHintifis tone was flat. 'Have
been for twelve years. He's the reason she hase manything of her
career, beyond this place. He preferred her with'hi

Gina hesitated, sensing that she was skating ondi 'She must have been
in agreement.’

'She wouldn't let him down, if that's what you meHaving married him
she believed her career had to come second.'

"That's unusual these days."

‘Twelve years ago it wasn't quite as open-endexharaxct. Not for Leila, at
any rate. She knew the score before she married dnh was willing to
settle for it. The fact that she knows she mighehaeen a top line singer by
now doesn't alter anything.’

'Except to make her husband a very selfish mamapst’

He shrugged. That's open to debate. | can understis viewpoint. Why
bother having a wife at all if you're hardly goitzgsee her?'

'Surely it wouldn't have been as bad as that?'

"You don't make a career in show business sittifgpee. Anyway, she's
happy enough singing here.’

Was she? Gina wondered. Did this really satisfyctlaging for recognition
anyone with Leila's talent must feel? And where Bigan fit into the
picture? She thought she knew the answer to thaitldare was the reason
he had never married himself. The way he had lo@itdckila, the way he
talked about her made it fairly obvious. He waowe with a woman who



was already married and intended to stay that veapite her possible lapse
at some time in the last five years. Leila had wdllaway from it; Ryan
couldn't. It explained so much about him.

Why he had brought her here tonight she couldgiinrb® understand. Not
in the hope of proving anything to Leila, or whyl teer she was going to
marry another man? A whim on his part? It could/drd that. Gina wished
she could stop feeling so miserable.

'l think it's time | went home,’ she said. 'It'spaidnight.’
'‘Okay, Cinderella," he came back dryly, 'I'll taja home.'

Charles was missing from his desk when they left,Gina had the feeling
that he would soon reappear should strangers atterspter the club. They
walked up to the Strand to find a taxi, not toughinis time, and not talking
either. She knew his thoughts were back there ab smoke-hazed room
with Leila, although he was sufficiently aware #olfa cruising taxi going in
the other direction and bring it round in a sharfuth across the road to halt
at the kerb edge.

'Please don't bother coming with me,' she saidkfpues he held open the
door for her. 'lt's a long journey there and bacdis time of night.'

He didn't attempt to argue; simply nodded and ghsssome notes to the
driver before coming back to her. 'Thanks for tkienéng,’ he said. There
was an ironical quality to his smile. '‘Goodnighin&'

She resisted the urge to turn round and look badkna through the rear
window as the taxi drew away from the kerb. HerstHelt as tight as a
drum. It was over and she would probably neverhsgeagain. Even now
she dared not acknowledge just how much that thdugt.



CHAPTER EIGHT

THE weekend dragged by on leaden wings. Gina was thianken Monday
came and she could get back to work. She thouggh lHisher looked at her
oddly when she failed to comment on the deceptonttich he had been a
party, but he said nothing either. It was as if Wile incident had never
happened. Only the knowledge that Ryan was sghtrhere in London
remained to torment her.

Mrs Robinson had been rather short with her on r8ayu morning,
obviously believing her return the previous nightnecessarily late.
Because it was more than likely that she would mant to Chris in her
weekly letter, Gina forestalled her by telling hatbout it first, omitting the
fact that she had met Ryan Barras before becawshashnever discussed
that particular episode in her life with him.

What she was going to do about Chris she wasalt e¢rtain. Her feelings
for him could hardly be stable when another mariccatfect her the way
Ryan had. Knowing she would not be seeing therlatiain didn't help. She
owed Chris wholehearted loyalty if anything at all.

The phone call came early Wednesday morning, rergleer momentarily
speechless because she had not anticipated evercghtéeat deep-timbred
voice again.

Her voice came back, but it sounded totally unhlkee own. 'Yes. Yes, it is.
Did you want to speak to Hugh?'

'If I'd wanted to speak to Hugh I'd have phoneeédtithrough to his office,’
he said. 'lI've a favour to ask.’

'What?' The word came out abruptly, eliciting glsipause on the other end
of the line.

‘That doesn't sound too promising,’ he said. 'Maybd better forget it.'

Caution struggled with temptation and lost. Foobtisimot, she couldn't bear
to hear that receiver go down again at the otheéngthout at least hearing



what he had to say. 'Sorry,' she said. 'l wasmpeeting to hear from you
again. You may as well ask what you were goingsto'a

'Seeing that I've already started," he finishedh@ésron a faint note of irony. 'l
need somebody to type up some notes for me. Nbturdl expect to pay
you.'

It was a moment before she could bring herselépdyr "‘What's wrong with
the agencies?’

‘There's only one | ever deal with and they doavtehanyone to spare right
now.'

‘Not even for a regular customer?"
'I'm hardly that. | use them very occasionally whappen to be in this part
of the world. They're not going to pull somebodyfan me at a moment's

notice.'

'Why a moment's notice?' she asked, playing foe titnthought you were
going to be in England for a few weeks.'

'When did | say that?'
'I'm not sure. Perhaps it was just an impressigot./
'It must have been. I'm leaving for Nassau on ifftie 'f

Gina felt the earth fall suddenly from under hestféThat's next week," she
said hollowly.

'Six days, to be precise. | was going to leave jistill 1 got there, but |
decided I'd rather go straight on out to the island get started.'

The island. Memory supplied a vivid mental pictafdlue skies and sea, of
green palms waving in the breeze. 'It's little mibwan six months since you
finished your last book," she heard herself saying.



'l told you it sometimes worked like that.' The pawvas brief. "Will you do
it?'

He who hesitates is lost, Gina thought, and knewai$ true in her case.
'When?' she asked.

'Starting tonight if possible. There's a lot ofi'it.have a typewriter brought
up to the suite and you can eat via room serviltebd going out so you
won't be disturbed.’

She had said she would go down and spend the eyvetimthe Robinsons
tonight, Gina remembered, but that was hardly aaegreason to back out
of an arrangement to which she had already hadeayrAll right, tonight,’
she said.

'What time do you finish—half past five?'
'l can get away at five if that's any use.’

'Fine. There'll be a cab waiting for you at thememtrance. I'll still be there
when you arrive, just to show you what | want. Thtsmall yours.' His voice
had lightened. 'Thanks, Gina, you've solved a @mbl didn't want to have
to spend a week or so sorting out my rough notésrdeetting down to
work. See you later.’

She sat for a few minutes gazing into space aftéing down the phone.
She was doing herself no good at all taking onjtibs It could only make
things worse not better. Whatever it was that dnewand kept on drawing
her to Ryan, she was going to have to get ovér gix days' time he would
be gone again, this time for good so far as sheomaserned. And she was
going to marry Chris.

The taxi was waiting as promised on the hour. Deshe heavy traffic they
reached the Hilton in under ten minutes. This tthexe was no need to ask
at reception; she could remember the suite nungéiitavere imprinted in
her mind. Which it probably was for all time, cahsiing the shock she had
received the first time she visited it.



Ryan opened the door to her himself, this timeyfdllessed in a dark blue
suit with a paler shirt and a figured, self-colalitée. Not the arty type,
thank goodness. He dressed like a man, not a pgeardp. She summoned
a bright smile.

'Hi again!’

'‘Come on in," he said. His glance was distrackdthid-I'm going to have to
get straight off—something has cropped up. My natesover there on the
desk. Hope you can read my writing. 1 jot the stiaffvn wherever | happen
to be at the time the ideas come, not always vathesvhere convenient to
use as a rest. | want all related subject matteigiorg together as far as
possible. Can do?"

'‘Can try." If brisk impersonality was what he wahthat was, what he
should have. She was working for him now; obvioutstgyade a difference.
‘Leave it with me.’

'‘Good. You'll order what you want through room ssgywon't you. If I'm
not back before you go, take a cab and chargenitetd

Back before she went? Gina reflected unemotionadlythe door closed
behind him. What time did he think she was goindp¢ohere till? It was
five-thirty now. Eight-thirty was her limit.

She ordered sandwiches and coffee before startimig, wpening the thick,
loose-leafed folder to view the familiar writing thvia faint smile. An
aggressive hand, she imagined a calligrapher neighit: a man of strong
passions and even stronger will to enforce themt-alge a man capable of
admitting he was in the wrong. She wished she wholed him a little better,
though for what good that might do her she mighwvel forget it.

These were more than just notes, she realisedébshar had read very far.
There was the whole structure of a novel contaimétiin the hastily
scrawled pages; rough, yes, but already showingessimape and form.
Engrossed, she forgot the time, forgot everything the characters she
could almost see forming there before her eyesstbey slowly coming
together in her mind. If this was just the baredsowhat would the finished



article read like? She could imagine shatches ef dmlogue these
characters he described so vividly might speakhm d¢dircumstances in
which they were to find themselves. Ryan was sagddhat: his characters
talked like people—real people, not cardboard aus.o

It was just after eight when the phone rang. Jexk&tdof contemplation,

Gina considered leaving it, but it seemed posghdé whoever was on the
other end knew there was someone in the suitghégrkept right on ringing

until she had no other recourse but to lift thesheer.

'Mr Barras's suite,' she said.

There was a small pause before the unmistakableyhutsce came down
the line. 'l want to speak to Mr Barras. Is he ¢f?ér

'I'm afraid not. He had to go out." It was Ginashtto pause before saying
levelly, 'Can | give him any message, Mrs Conley?"

The laugh was sudden and enlightened. 'Aren‘tlyeydung woman he had
with him the other night? Gina, isn't it?"

‘That's right." She felt impelled to add, 'I'm dpsome work for him.'
‘That's novel.'

'As a matter of fact that's what I'm working onji&came back smartly, and
heard the laugh come again.

'I'm sorry, forget the innuendo. Would you tell hild like to see him as
soon as possible. It—it's important.’

The hesitation seemed uncharacteristic, but themaps the request in itself
was unprecedented. Had Leila at last reached thekher loyalty to her

husband? Was Ryan to be the means of her escape®aShreading too
much into too little, Gina tried to tell herselfndh knew she was not
convinced.



Tl tell him," she said. 'At least, I'll leaverhithe message. | won't be here
when he gets back.’

'He really does leave you cold, doesn't he?' saithL.Her voice sounded
odd. 'That must be a new experience for Ryan. Hadvwau two meet?'

‘A long time ago and very briefly. If you ask hine'lh probably tell you.'
Gina couldn't bring herself to be friendly. 'I'nrigo Mrs Conley, but | have
a lot to do. Would you excuse me?"

She was trembling when she put down the phone. Rdebeen very rude,
yet something in her refused to regret it. Jealouag a soul-destroying
emotion—and she was jealous, there was no gettiay d&rom it. Ryan
didn't leave her cold, he never had left her cBlat. he wasn't hers, and the
sooner she acknowledged that he never could deether for all concerned.

She wrote a short note to him and left it proppedhe typewriter where he
could hardly fail to see it, then gathered her dghinogether and left the
luxurious room without a backward glance. She wotilde coming back,
she was determined on that. Let him find someosetel do his favours for
him!

It was after nine when she reached home. The tatevivas turned up high
in the Robinsons' flat; she could hear it through door as she passed. It
would have been a natural gesture to pop in anthiexaway her failure to
keep the evening's arrangements— she could alvayshe had worked
late at the office— but Mrs Robinson was the l&sspn she wanted to face
tonight. She had to think, and think deeply, aboeit whole future with
Chris from this point on. Once Ryan was out ofliHeragain for good there
was no doubt she would learn to forget him, onlg wdair to Chris not to
tell him how she felt in the hope that her feelifigshim would eventually
stabilise? His letters usually came on Friday dufsy. Perhaps she should
leave things till then before deciding what she g@isg to say to him in her

reply.

She was out of the office most of the next day wigjag photographic
sessions for a country and western group one ofldhger recording
companies had taken up. She got back at threeptotrim to Hugh Fisher



with the news that everything had gone well and tvere all set for a
saturation attack on the pop world media.

'‘Good," he said absently. 'A friend of yours haengd three times while
you've been out. Going to phone him back?'

'If you mean Ryan Barras, the answer is no,' Giated firmly, and drew a
speculative glance.

"Your business, | suppose. Only | don't think hggeng to give up that
easily.’

Gina hesitated in the doorway, back half turnea. you know him very
well, Hugh?'

'l don't see him often enough for that. We've héehadrinks together, and
I've taken him home to dinner once or twice. Shaild the girls think he's
the cat's whiskers.'

'‘Along with half the female population of the warldy all accounts.’

The chuckle was rich. 'If you believe all you haéer working here for a
year or more you're more gullible than | thoughtm&n doesn't get to be
thirty-four and unmarried without sowing a few wadts, but he'd need to*
be Superman to keep up with his press coveragel!liftéel a pair of
quizzical eyebrows at her as the phone rang. i$gsobably him again. He
said he'd ring after three. Want to speak to him?'

Gina shook her head, aware she was being ridicyetusnable to make the
effort to stop it. 'No.'

Nevertheless she stayed there hovering in the dooas Hugh picked up
the receiver, watching his face.

'She's back," he said, 'but she doesn't want taksjgeyou.' He listened a
moment, face wearing an infuriatingly bland expi@ssthen said, 'You
could be right.' Replacing the receiver, he lookewgbss at her with the same
expression. 'Still here?"



'What did he say?' The question was torn from her.
Hugh shrugged. 'He said women are the devil.'
'Was that all?’

'What else did you expect? Opposition doesn't advedigit renewed effort.
Sometimes it has the opposite effect.’

"It isn't like that," she said, and knew he did Inglieve her.

She stayed until close on six making up for losetion the back-log of work
on her desk. Hugh was still there when she leftwdeed a hand in farewell
as she passed the glass partition.

Despite the passing traffic, the evening air wdspathe sky overhead a
clear pale blue scarcely shadowed as yet by appirgganight. Gina felt like
making for open space; somewhere quiet where shgd cbreathe.
Anywhere but the solitude of her flat with only tipeospect of Mrs
Robinson's approaching footsteps to look forward to

The hand which came under her elbow from behind wasd and
purposeful. Without turning round she knew at owbe it was.

'You owe me an explanation,” Ryan said close bydar He sounded
distinctly grim. 'I've been waiting here for thet@amned hour!'

'l had some work to complete,’ Gina said stiffjow was | to know?'

‘That wasn't the explanation | was talking abotierg's a little matter of a
note you left me last night.’

She turned her head then, to meet chilly grey égesl changed my mind.
You'll find someone else.’

‘Not in time. And you said you'd take the job on.'

'l said I'd come last night, that was all.’



'Don't split hairs,' on a note of impatience. 'Yagreed, and you're darned
well going to finish it!

'Why don't you do it yourself?' she suggested. taoutype, because I've
seen you, and you'd know far better than anyore ledsv to collate your
material.' Her voice hardened. 'Or do you haverdthiags to do?"

He looked at her for a long moment, expressionsaasg. 'We can't discuss
anything here in the street,' he said at lendthgdt a cab.’

"You'll be lucky, this time of day.' She waved atian the direction of the
thronging traffic. 'See any flags up?'

‘All right,' he said, 'from Brompton Road to Parlne isn't that far. If
necessary we'll walk.'

'l have to get home,' she protested, and recogiietltility even as she
said it. 'Ryan, | donvantto do this job for you!

'Why? No'—he held up a staying hand—'we'll talk @bolater. Come on.’

Perhaps fortunately they managed to get a taxhercorner of Hans Road,
getting in ahead of three other would-be custormérse wasted time in
asking the driver how long it would take to geStdPancras. To compensate
for the shorter trip—or perhaps because it wasthabio him—Ryan gave
the man an excellent tip when they reached thd.hote

The suite's sitting room looked exactly as she ledidit the previous
evening, the typewriter sitting squarely in thetcerof the desk Ryan had
had brought in, the loose-leaf folder closed begide

‘Take off your coat," he invited on a note whictlicated he might do it for
her if she didn't comply. 'Are you hungry?’

‘Not yet." She slipped off the pale green coat Winatched her skirt and
slung it over a chair arm, standing there a ld#gdiantly, hair just brushing
the collar of her silky cream blouse. 'I'm not skyreither.'



'l didn't offer you a drink.’
"You mean the hired help doesn't rate alcohol?’

A faint sardonic smile touched his lips. 'l couldiays send down for some
wine. How about a nice dry white?"

'Louse,’ she said bitterly. 'l wondered how longauld take you to revert to
type!’

'‘And now you've found out—so far as you're awake' studied her,

expression disquieting. 'Why, Gina? Why the charfgaind? You seemed
willing enough yesterday, and | know you went tlgloumy notes because
some of the sheets had been clipped togethertbmré you so much?'

'No, of course it didn't bore me." The denial wastructive, almost
indignant.

‘Then it had to be something else.' He pauseda'sg@hone call, perhaps?
She said you sounded short.'

'l was busy, that's all. | didn't have time to cHgtassed the message on,
what more did she want?'

'‘Odd," he said. 'l got the impression you rathexdiher the other night.’
'l admire her talent—and her looks. | imagine npuesiple do.’

'‘Generally speaking, other females aren't alwayges@rous. She has been
known to arouse quite a bit of the old green-eye.’

‘The moral of which is don't let future girl-friepdee you drooling over her.’
Gina didn't much care what she said; she wantédio 'Always providing
there'll be others now.'

Enlightenment dawned suddenly in the grey eyesth&ts it! You thought
she was going to ask me to take her away from Rloadd it mattered to
you.'



‘Not that way," she denied fiercely, and realideel Isad been too vehement
when she saw the slow smile widen his mouth. Shepher hands to fend
him off as he advanced on her, backing away uatiknees came into sharp
contact with the edge of the chesterfield. 'No, iRyaave me alone!

'‘No way.' he said. 'l thought | was going to hawvepend all week working
up to this through all those layers of protection'ye built round you.'

He pulled her resistingly towards him, finding Ineouth with unerring aim,
arms unyielding to her attempts to free herselteAR moment she no
longer wanted to free herself. She kissed him tagigrily, body pressing
closer, unable to have enough of him. Regrets cooide later. This was
now and she wanted him. She had always wanted $t@.always would
want him.

When he lifted her on to the chesterfield she maa@rotest, looking up
into the lean face above her with a sense of titmeding still, feeling the
touch of his hands warm against her skin, long iseasfingers sliding
gently around her back to unhook the single catbk.grey eyes were filled
with tiny dancing lights, his mouth curved to alwhich made her reach up
and draw him down to her, her own eyes wincinghat touch that was
almost agony.

She opened her mouth to whisper his name, andh&iltwhole body
suddenly stiffen as memory swept over her. It wagsgplening again, just like
before. In another minute he would lift his head #ook at her with that
same withering scorn as she lay there defencetedsr tis gaze. Only this
time she was ahead of him.

She took him totally by surprise as she pushedstiangly away and sat up,
so much so that she had herself covered beforeauted.

'Why?' he asked on a rough note.

'‘Because | owe you that,' she said, equally rougHBll, isn't it?"'



His whole face hardened to a sudden frighteningkmasmuscle jerking
close by his mouth. 'You damned little vixen,' hett@red. "You did that on
purpose!’

'Strange, isn't it, that the feminine sounds sohmmore vicious than the
masculine? Now you know what it feels like.'

‘No," he said, 'not yet. But | intend to.’

'l don't think so. Not in a Hilton suite. You hayeur name to think of.
Affairs are one thing, rape quite another. Ask Hudjie'll tell you the same.’

'l don't need to ask Hugh anything. | wasn't tajkaout rape.’

'Oh, of course, you never found the need to usefon a woman, did you?'
Considering the fact that she was unable to swirgféet to the ground
while he still sat there she was in no positionbt taunting him, but
something drove her on regardless. 'l think | jusived nothing less is
going to work with me."

'You proved nothing—unless it's your sheer, mukaded obstinacy.' The
anger had faded a little, but there was enoughtbfeat left in his eyes to
make her bite what she had been about to say ‘st wasn't all pretence
a moment ago. Your body was saying yes even if good had other plans.
It would be interesting to see which was strongethe long run— will or
want. What would it take, | wonder, to get youhe point of no return?'

'l don't know." The driving desire to hurt had ded from her as suddenly
and swiftly as if someone had pulled a plug, leg\her sick with disgust at
her own actions. 'Not a lot, apparently, when ihes down to it. Let me go,
Ryan. | want to go home.'

'‘Are you sure?' His voice was level again, expassiifficult to qualify.
'Can this sailor of yours really satisfy you?'

'l don't know,' she said again. 'We haven't gora¢ tar. Anyway, there's
more to marriage than sex.’



‘Tell me the other essential ingredients.’
‘Compatibility for one.’

Ryan said dryly, 'When two people agree on evemgtlone of them is
superfluous.’

‘That wasn't what | meant. People can agree tg@isacan't they?'

'Some might. | doubt if you're one of them.' He laadarm stretched across
her to the back of the chesterfield, effectivelgpdiling her escape. 'What
else?'

She met his gaze unflinchingly. 'Security.’

Something flickered in the grey eyes. 'Maybe yoousth have put that first.
It obviously means a lot to you.'

'No more than it should. Everyone likes to feeksaf

'Even if it's dull?' He waited a moment, watchirey face, before going on
softly, "You know, the one thing you haven't men&d is the only one that's
supposed to be important to a woman. | take itrgoubt in love with this
Chris?'

Her face burned suddenly. 'Of course I'm in lovéhwiim. | took it for
granted it didn't have to be said.’

"You're a liar.' His tone was flat, denying contcidn. "You found a man
you thought could give you an adequate life-stgleq in the absence of
anything better you settled for him. Either som# payour friend Marie's
attitude rubbed off on you, or you already hadpittrthere in you, but if you
go ahead and marry this guy you're not all thathrhetter than she was!

He was right and she knew it. She couldn't marrgiCbhecause she didn't
love him, and without love the rest wasn't enolgiowing it and admitting
it, however, were two very different things. Shedmaer voice deliberately
light and uncaring.



'So what would you suggest | do instead?’

He said it so calmly she could scarcely believetseheard him correctly
at first. "You can come with me next week.'

How long she sat there staring at him, Gina couoldafterwards have said.
It seemed like whole minutes but was probably @elgonds.

‘That's not much of a joke,' she managed at last.

He smiled faintly. 'I'm not joking. The offer's apeOf course, it doesn't
include security, and it almost certainly wouldndlude total compatibility,

but we have enough going for us to make it worthtevhiou already know
my requirements. What was it you called it? A mobgeday a wife by

night—in a manner of speaking.’

Gina still couldn't believe he was serious. Thitilgs this didn't happen to
people like her. But they did, she recalled. Sem@nths ago far less
realistic things had happened to her. What Ryansuggesting was in no
way fantastic set against that previous experiehgaobably wasn't even
the first time.

"The word is mistress," he said, assessing the pemthoughts had reached
with some accuracy. 'A bit old- fashioned thesesddout still the most
accurate way to describe the relationship. Unlessdyprefer "living in
sin"?"'

'Stop it!"" The anger was swift and all-consumirigg hurt a barbed hook
deep inside her. "You must be mad if you reallykHid sink to that!"

‘There'd be no sinking about it. We'd both be ggtthe same out of it. The
weekends we'd spend in Nassau doing all the thjogsver craved to do,
weekdays you could swim and sunbathe and just giyndaze around

while | work. And at night—he paused and smiled-eHwthat's best left to
spontaneity.'



There was some quality about that smile of hisditie't fully comprehend.
Not humour, for certain. 'This wasn't a spontanedes, was it?' she asked
with bitterness. 'You knew just what you were gaingay!

‘True. | came here to find you again. Admittedlyiybrew me a little when
you announced you were getting married, but | seatised the decision
wasn't exactly irreversible.'

'Why me?' she demanded hollowly. 'There must bemowho'd jump at the
chance.’'

'If there are, they're not the ones | want. | ggnt seven months trying to
forget a little blonde castaway, without succedssT s the only way I'm
going to get her out of my system.’

'No, it isn't, because | don't accept.'

"You're going to marry Chris instead?’

'‘Whatever | do, you won't be here to see it. NoWyeiu please move and let
me get up?'

‘Not without adding a little weight to my side bktquestion.'

She fought him as he pressed her down into the@muslagain, but he was
too big and too strong to “resist for long. By timee he'd finished with her

she had no defences left, except one. 'l hate slo@ Wwhispered fiercely, and
saw him smile.

'l know. But you want me just as badly as | wanti,yand that's all I'm

interested in proving at the moment. Not here fiks. | can get casual sex
any time. | want you there on the island with maaG

'For how long?' her question came despite herself.

'For as long as it takes.'



She knew what he meant. Who could set a limit ahkind of relationship?
It might last a week, it might last a month, it imigven last longer than that.
But eventually it would end because there was ngthelse to hold it
together.

‘The answer is still no," she said.
‘Think about it. You've got till Tuesday." He stood then, tall, lean and
arrogant, and so totally in command of the situatibll phone down for a

cab.'

'What about the work you wanted me to do?' Gina@s&oming to her feet
unsteadily.

"You mean you'd still consider it?' He shook hiacharony in the line of his
mouth. 'Forget it. It was just a ruse to get yoteha the first place. | work
direct from rough notes.’

'l ought to have burned them,' she said bitterly.

'If you had I'd probably be in custody charged witbrder right now," he
came back. 'Feel flattered | even let you near theder the circumstances.
If 1 hadn't known you had feeling for the writterord | might have felt
bound to find some other means of enticing you.'

He dialled a number, spoke briskly into the phdhen replaced the receiver
and glanced back at her. There'll be a cab wafing/ou when you get
down. | take it you won't want me to come down wjitiu?"

'No." Gina finished fastening her coat and pickpdhar handbag from the
chair. She made herself look at him. 'Goodbye, Ryan

'l be in touch.’
"The answer will still be the same."

He shrugged lightly. 'That's a bridge I'll havectoss when | come to it.'



She didn't bother arguing any further. What wasuge? He could bring her
close to surrender here in this room, but oncensigeaway from him there
was no chance. It might have been different hadogkea in love with him,
but she wasn't. How could she love a man who wdalthis to her?



CHAPTER NINE

SHE was to ask herself that question many times dweefdllowing days still
without finding an adequate answer. Chris's letteiving on Saturday
morning provided no help.

He was full of the cruise, obviously enjoying eveminute of his new job.
From Piraeus they were to sail to Messina on taeadsof Sicily, then across
to Naples where the passengers would disembarthéoflight home. The
ship would be there now, Gina realised, waiting &mother load of
passengers to embark, this time to sail a sligtifferent route. She would
not be seeing Southampton again until the endeo$dason, although Chris
himself would be flown home on leave in July. Thneenths on and one off
was the rule. From the way he spoke three monthddymass both swiftly
and pleasantly for him.

Gina made one decision that weekend. Waiting thmeaths until Chris
came home to tell him what she had to tell him f@&son neither of them.
She was going to have to look for somewhere elBedpof course; it would
hardly be possible to stay on here under the cistances.

Ryan's proffered alternative she resolutely puh&back of her mind. Even
if he had been serious, and that was still opafotdot, she had no intention
of letting herself in for the inevitable misery whiwould be hers when he
eventually tired of her. Men like Ryan didn't folassting relationships.

They needed to keep their options open. Let hird Bomeone else to
provide solace for his lonely hours!

The letter to Chris took a lot of composing. Achigyvhonesty while trying
not to hurt any further than was absolutely neggdsak a lot of doing. She
wasn't at all satisfied with the finished result ibwould have to do. Perhaps
she should have got Ryan to write it for her, dflected ironically. He'd no
doubt have known exactly how to put it.

The latter rang her at the office on Monday aftemnavhen she had just
about managed to convince herself that the whahg tiad been a sick joke
on his part.



'l told you I'd be in touch,’ he said. 'Don't give your answer how. Come
and have dinner with me tonight and tell me then.’

‘Tonight or now, it's going to be the same,’ shé, steeling herself against
the ache his voice alone elicited. 'l don't wardée you again, Ryan.'

'‘Because you're scared you might weaken?'
'If you like.' There was little point in denying ¥ our offer is too one-sided.’
'So you're going to marry Chris after all?'

'Yes.' As a face-saver that statement left a |betdesired, but it was all she
had. 'Aren't you going to wish me luck?'

'What | wish for you is neither here nor therehat moment.' He paused. 'If
you change your mind there'll be a ticket waitirog you at that travel
agency a couple of blocks from the office for a thoinom tomorrow. All
you'll have to do is give them your name, and thbgbk you a flight.'

She said thickly, 'You just can't take no for asva@r, can you?'

'‘Apparently not." The pause was brief, his voiceemwlit came on again
suddenly cynical. 'Seems like | might have beerkipgca wrong hunch.
Goodbye, Gina.'

The click of the replaced receiver had a finalibyat it which numbed her.
She tried to tell herself she was glad it was a#ircand she knew she lied.
She wanted desperately to be on that plane withtbmorrow, only she

didn't have the courage to take that kind of chaitat was what it all

boiled down to.

She went through the rest of the week without timglof anything much at
all beyond the immediate demands of her job. It wdfscult to avoid
contact with the Robinsons, but she managed it koméy staying in town
in the evenings and pretending to be in too muchtafrry to talk on the one
morning Mrs Robinson did waylay her. They would éaio know
eventually, of course, but until she heard fromi€hrwould hardly be fair



to say anything, and she couldn't bring hersebfr&tend that everything was
all right.

Friday morning brought a totally unexpected phoalefoom Leila Conley.

'I'd like to see you,' the singer announced. '‘Canmveet somewhere after
you finish work?'

'To talk about what?' Gina asked coolly.

'‘Ryan. | believe you're labouring under a misapgnsion regarding my
relationship with him.’

'If I am it isn't really important any longer,’ Gitame back. 'He's gone.'’

'‘But | haven't, and it's important to me.' The huskice paused. 'Make it
Speakers' Corner at six. We can walk down to ViatGate and talk on the
way. | must go now, I'm supposed to be rehearsing.’

Gina spent the day in a state of flux, one minwteiding to keep the
appointment, the next asking herself what diffeeeiiovould make. She
was still undecided when she emerged from thee#idive-forty.and only
the unusual sight of a taxi coming around the aoopen for business
finally made up her mind.

Leila was there before her, the red hair tuckedunger a close-fitting
cloche-type hat which matched her twenties-styieé $u daylight it was

possible to see the tiny lines beginning to radieden the corners of her
eyes, although her make-up was impeccable. Sheldasthan Ryan, Gina
realised—perhaps by as much as five or six yead.that that meant
anything. Lots of men were attracted to older women

‘Let's walk," Leila said.
Moving at her side along the Ring, Gina waited Iuth& only other stroller

in sight had passed them before saying levelly aWWas it you wanted to
tell me?’



'l was just wondering how to begin,' Leila confessath a wry smile. 'l
suppose to start with | wanted to tell you thatiRgad | don't have any kind
of affair going. When | rang him the other nightvits because | needed, his
advice, nothing else. You see, after all thesesylaas actually considering
leaving Ronald and trying to make something of @e&aoutside the club.
Kind of now-or-never panic, | suppose you could talVhen a woman hits
forty she starts to feel that way about life in gat—starts thinking of all
the things she might have done and didn't." Harggldheld a mild envy. 'At
your age you've got it all in front of you. Don'aste it.'

There was little Gina could say. She believed leeabse it rang so true. At
least regarding now it did. Some time in the phstsill suspected there had
been a little more than simple friendship betweenaLand Ryan, but that
was something she would probably never know foe.sur

'What did Ryan advise?' she asked at length.

Leila laughed. 'He was typically blunt about itidSkd left it too late and to
stick to what | had.’

'Too late?' For a moment Gina was almost indign&hit your voice is
great! And you don't look anywhere near forty.'

‘Thanks." The tone was just a little dry. 'He meaantas too late to start
building a whole career. You're in promotions; yghould know what he
was getting at. Ten years ago | might have manégedt now. | have a
name of sorts and I'm going to be satisfied witt.th

Gina said softly, "You must have loved your husbaery much.'

'Yes, | did—and still do, now the panic is overefdéhave been times in the
past when I've wished I'd never met him, and | siyethere'll be plenty
more in the future, but essentially we have a gmadriage.' She paused,
glancing sideways. 'Does any of this help you?'

'No," Gina admitted. 'Not a lot. Did Ryan ask yowspeak to me?'



‘No, it was my own idea. He told me he'd askedtpamarry him and you'd
turned him down.'

'‘Marry?' It was Gina's turn to laugh. 'Either heswang his head off or you
misunderstood what he said. He asked me to gohwithMarriage certainly
wasn't mentioned.’

'Oh." Leila seemed to consider, an odd expressioheo face. Finally she
said, 'ls it too late to take him up on the offer?’

‘No, | have a month to make up my mind. He evemhef a plane ticket with
an agency in case | changed it.'

'‘But you're not going to?'

'‘No," Gina hesitated, glancing at the older womaceuainly. "Would you?'
'l don't know. He must want you with him very badly

'Want is the operative word I

'Well, it's a start. Great oaks from little acomgr®w.' Leila was smiling
faintly. 'It's for certain you're not going to makan fall in love with you
over thousands of miles.’

'It's not certain | could do it anyway.'

‘That's a chance you'd have to take—always progigau were in love with
him in the first place.' Leila held up a stayingqita'l'm not asking—that's
your own business. It's all your own business.| Atanted to do was make
sure my part in it wasn't misunderstood. Have teaded?’

'Yes.'

‘That's good. The rest is up to you.' Leila glanaeker watch. 'I'm going to
have to fly.'



You carry on, then," Gina suggested. 'l'll walkvdoslowly." She added
softly, 'And thanks for making the effort, evenyibu did mistake his
motives.'

‘That's all right. | owe Ryan a lot one way or deot' Leila smiled and lifted
a hand. 'Remember what | said—don't waste it!'

That could be taken two ways, Gina reflected asother woman moved
swiftly on ahead. She could waste months of herdif Ryan only to finish
up on her own again when he decided he wantedretimightn't it almost
be worth it? a treacherous little voice asked. &8eitfew months of paradise
than none at all.

She was home by seven, unable to face the ideotiiexr evening passing
time in town. Mrs Robinson must have heard her caméut her door

remained firmly closed. Gina couldn't blame herr B&n behaviour this

last couple of weeks had been distinctly unsociable

There was a letter from Chris in her box. She toffkher coat and made
herself some coffee before opening it.

After she had read it for the second time shematdveral moments trying
to work out how she felt. Shock, yes, she finagided, but no pain. In fact
relief might be the closest word to describe hectien. In essence Chris
had said the same things she had said a week dg® iIptter to him. The
crazy thing was that they had both been posteti@sdme day. Two minds
thinking alike yet thousands of miles apart. TetBpanust have been at
work. Without it the coincidence was just too great

'‘Don't think too badly of me&hris had writtenl was the one who made all
the running and now I'm the one who wants to putl & isn't that | don't
still think a whole lot of you, Gina. You'll alwalge special. What | do need
is a few more years of freedom before | finallylsedown. | hope you'll
understand.

Oh yes, she understood. More than he would evevkHe wanted to sow
his wild oats while he had the chance, with no s of a wife waiting



trustingly at home to prick his conscience. Welhywnot? At least he was
being honest with himself—and with her.

He would probably have her letter by now. She eaud i to reach him when
they docked in Tripoli, and that had been todaye Slondered what his
feelings were at present. Not that it matteredlanger. They were both of
them free as air, free to do anything they wanted.

There was a tentative knock on the door and Mrarigoln popped her head
round, her pleasant, homely features wearing anrafartable expression.

'Can | come in?' she asked.

'Yes, of course.' Gina got up from the chair. 'fust made some coffee.
Would you like some?’

'Please.’ Her eyes were fixed on the pages Ginddmhdlown on the arm
before she rose. 'l don't know what to say abaaitllby of mine. He ought
to be shot, doing a thing like this!

So he'd informed his mother of his intentions @ma thought. All square
and above board. She squashed down the fleetitegtieh that he might
have waited. Perhaps he'd believed she might nemdbcting, though his
mother was hardly the person to put in that padicposition.

"You know you don't mean that,’ she said. 'Chrstaone anything wrong.
Anyone is entitled to change his mind.’

Uncertainty crossed the other face. 'l must say,dan't seem all that upset.

'Perhaps because Chris's letter took a load offnimgl," Gina admitted. She
brought the mug of coffee across to where Mrs Ramnhad perched
uncomfortably on the edge of the other chair, lngkdown into the puzzled
eyes. 'You see, we'd both decided we made a mistakeote to Chris
telling him so the same day he postieid.’

It was a moment or two before any answer came. [icon§ emotions
showed clearly on her face. Relief was there, tioué mingled with it was



more than a hint of indignation. Gina hid a faintile. For Chris to break
things off was bad, but for her to reject the stwe sdored, that was
bordering on insult.

'Well, you're a real pair,’ came the comment &t |&ill, | suppose it was
better you found out now than after you were mdrrie

'Infinitely better,” Gina agreed. She hesitatedobefadding, 'You'l
understand why | feel it would be a good thing ibdked for somewhere
else to live, though, don't you? No matter how nwehwere in agreement,
we'd be bound to feel a bit strange with one andiviag in the same house,
more or less.’

'He won't be home most of the year,' his mothentedi out. 'They're doing
the South American cruise over Christmas, and dmeafies after that.'

'l know. I just feel it would be better.’

'Well, it's up to you.' Mrs Robinson paused, adsiadly, 'I'll miss you, but
you know best what you want.’

Did she? Gina wondered. Right now she wasn't auad.

Alone again, she tried to keep her thoughts fromitg to Ryan, but it
proved impossible. Eventually she discarded afimagits and let her mind
roam free, remembering the days they had spenthtegen the island, the
breathtaking beauty of the lagoon, the shabby cdrofdhe little house.

And then, because she couldn't stop herself, stagttt of how it felt to
have his arms about her, his lips on hers, hisiancher body; possessive;
conjuring emotions she had never felt in depth fgefShe remembered his
voice, not just in passion but in conversation,was his eyes took on that
wonderful intensity when he spoke of his work, weey his hair fell across
his forehead in that thick dark comma which madewsnt to reach out a
hand and brush it back. He could be so many diftqueople, and she loved
them all. Yedoved If she hadn't admitted it before it was only hessashe
didn't dare.



Don't waste it, Leila had said. Take a chaizaredshe?

It was three o'clock in the morning before shelljneeached a conclusive
decision. Leila was right, wanting was a start. &@d make Ryan love her
if she worked at it. She had to make him love Aed if he didn't— well she
would cross that bridge when she came to it.

He was waiting for her at the airport when she é&hd fortnight later.
Seeing him standing there in the long, low entrdralk she felt almost like
turning and running back on to the plane again.siige only half dispelled
the strangeness. He looked different somehow; ba acted different. Or
was it just her own uncertainty that made it apze&r

‘Neil sends his regards,' he said as he drovedheslElan away from the car
park. 'He's away on business at the moment, bsitgneen me free loan of
his house for the next few days, plus his staffought you might appreciate
a little high living here in Nassau before we go tauthe island.’

"You haven't started your book yet?' Gina asked.

'‘No. His mouth twisted. 'Somehow | couldn't get dotw it—guess | had

other things on my mind.' He glanced at her briéifypur letter didn't say a
great deal. How did Hugh take it?'

'In his stride."

"You told him you were coming out here?'

'l didn't have to. He seemed to know already.’

'Not from me.’

Gina could believe that. Ryan wasn't the type toogmd bragging about his

conquests, especially by mail. She said, 'He letoffi@vith a fortnight's
notice.’



'Good of him.'

'Wasn't it?' The conversation was so stilted it @soming ridiculous, Gina
thought on an edge of desperation. Why had she 2&he barely knew this
man. She stole a glance at the hard-cut profilejsimgodown to the hands
lightly grasping the wheel. She had put her lifthose hands. What kind of
fool was she? 'lt's a nice car,’ she said. "Yours?'

'Hired.'

She stopped trying after that, looking out of thiedew at the skeleton
finger of a windmill pump sticking out above thengs and recalling her
initial disappointment on first seeing this barentcal part of New

Providence on the way from the airport all thosenths ago. Little had she
known then what was in store for her. She wondboed Marie was doing.

Probably she was better off not knowing. Wherewer was, Marie would
not have lost out.

Neil's house lay a short distance along the caasttad Nassau, possessing
no sea frontage but making up for the lack withrgé, oval-shaped pool in
an exceedingly lovely garden. The house itself w@l®nial style, with
white pillars supporting a south-facing balconytemhich all the bedrooms
this side of the house opened. From it the seaelbdirquoise, sparkling
under the rays of the afternoon sun.

'Like it?' asked Ryan from the doorway behind her.

'It's beautiful,’ she said without turning rourdeil must feel lost, just him
and three servants.'

‘Not for much longer. He's selling the place. H¢ mevidow in Miami and
she doesn't want to leave the mainland.’

'Perhaps she'd change her mind if she saw thig.plac

'l doubt it. Apparently her own house is half ag &gain, and with a private
beach.’



'Lucky Neil!"

'l haven't met the woman, so | can't say whethés benot. He seems happy
enough with the arrangement." Ryan paused, antiesdrel him move, felt
his hands on her shoulders turning her back to fime. grey eyes held a
strange expression. 'Something | should have dbtieeaairport,’ he said,
'but you looked anything but ready.'

Gina closed her eyes as he drew her to him. The tdassured her.
Whatever the future held, he wanted her now.

'l thought you'd changed your mind," she murmurégtrwhe let her go
again. "You seemed so indifferent.’

‘Calculating I might be," he came back, ‘fickle Hot.’

Gina wished she could believe that. He probablyelsed it himself right
now. 'What happened to Pal?' she asked suddentgmeering. "You didn't
leave him alone on the island, did you?'

'Hardly. | put him in kennels for a few days. Wedllect him when we
leave. How about a swim? You'll have plenty of timelry your hair before
we go out tonight.' He smiled a little at her sudgevary expression. 'No,
on our own. It's time you sampled the real Nassau.'

And afterwards they would drive back here to tigely house and share
the king-sized bed in there. Gina wished they cbalk gone straight out to
the island. It would be different there, she wa® % it.

Ryan changed while she busied herself searching fokini in one of her
suitcases, tossing a thick terry robe on to thefbmd the bathroom door
and slinging another over a shoulder.

'I'll see you down there. Bring that with you. Theybetter than any towel.'
The bikini was new, dull yellow in colour and vdrgief. She regretted her

lack of a proper tan to complement it, although sahlast year's colour
still lingered. Anyway she wouldn't be long in ascqg one now she



was'here. What was it Ryan had said? Nothing taldday but swim and
sunbathe and generally laze around. He wouldn't Wwanclattering about
the house while he worked, that was for sure. @umlgight would she be
called upon to perform any duties, and she coutdiygretend she would
find them exactly distasteful.

Ryan was in the pool when she got down. He hoistedelf on to the side
and watched her coming, water dripping from theksld-back hair on to
~bronzed shoulders.

'I've ordered tea and sandwiches brought out teeif minutes or so," he
said. 'Nothing like a bathe to work up an appétite.

Self-conscious under his gaze, Gina dropped hex evtal kicked off her
sandals, poised for a brief moment on the edge,d¢Recuted a neat shallow
dive into water totally lacking in the kind of cotthe might automatically
anticipate in England. When she surfaced, Ryargloaé from his perch.

Even as she twisted in the water to look for hincéw@e up right beside her.
With his six inches of superior height he couldhdtan the bottom at this
particular spot, giving him an unfair advantagé@seached for her. Gentle
at first, his kiss slowly deepened until responseame pure blind instinct
on her part. She scarcely felt the touch of higdis at her back, only the
silky swirl of the water over her bare skin as bi&ini top came free.

'The servants,’ she gasped, trying to pull awaganR

He drew the thin straps down over her arms anctbd®e garment lightly
on to the side, bringing her back against him aatthing her eyes dilate
with a narrowed intensity in his own. 'Damn thevaets,’ he muttered
thickly. 'Why didn't you come sooner?'

'l couldn't." Her senses were doing the swimmighgtrnow, every one of the
thickly curling hairs on his chest a separate umagnt of torment. 'Ryan,
please,..’

He hoisted her higher in the water to kiss eactdvaed nipple before letting
her go. "You'll get used to it," he said.



She kept her back to him as she climbed out aratheekfor the robe, belting
it around her numbly. She could hardly complaine 8ad given Ryan carte
blanche to act that way by coming here to him{iks in the first place. He
hadn't lied, he hadn't pretended anything. He agtit right on the line. So
far as he was concerned her body was his to de ksdal with for as long as
they stayed together.

He stayed in the pool swimming lazily up and doha length while she sat
on one of the sumptuously padded loungers and wdtclm, almost hating
him for the power he had to stir her. Back in Loma&tie had been so sure
love was enough to get her through. Here nothing thva same. But it was
too late now to start changing her mind. She hatheans of getting home
again.

The tea and sandwiches arrived, borne by a midaljeed Nassauvian
answering to the name of Joseph. He was politevitbitirawn. Censure?
Gina wondered. The servants would know they weraaltried. What did
they think of her?

Ryan came to join her, using the sleeve of his itobeib his hair before
slinging it about his shoulders.

‘This is one English habit I'll not decry,’ he sdakting the fragrant brew.
‘Joe really does it well.'

'l think he disapproves of us,' Gina observed Hys&nd felt his glance on
her.

'Does that bother you?"
‘A little.’

There was a brief silence before he said on a siglth@rder note, 'Maybe
we should have gone straight out to the island afteToo late tonight.’

'We could go tomorrow.’

'Is that what you want?'



She didn't look at him. 'Yes.'

‘Then we'll go tomorrow.' He drained his cup anglaeed it in the saucer
with a decisive clink. "You ought to go and reséathat flight. We shan't be
going out before eight-thirty. Wear that silverynip you had on the night
we went to the club, will you? It looked good oruyo

‘All right.” For a moment she contemplated tellihgn that Leila had
contacted her, then decided against it. It had @aribg on the present
position. She got to her feet. 'l think you're tighout that rest. | do feel a bit
tired.'

'l won't disturb you,' he said. 'Just sling my gsrout on the chest beside the
door and I'll use one of the other bedrooms. &lLip about eight to change.'

Only when she reached the bedroom did she redlsdad left her bikini
top draped casually over the arm of the loungerhstteused. What Joseph
would make of that she hated to think. Unless Rhaohthe sense to bring it
up with him when he came to get his things. Not bigaprobably cared a jot
for what Joseph might think.

She had a shower and washed her hair, towellirjnibst dry before

brushing it into smooth order. Her eyes in the amitooked bruised. Not

unexpected after the long flight from England peshaut could that also
account for the pit of depression into which haritgphad sunk? Perhaps
things would look brighter again after a nap. Stel@ only hope so.

It was dark when she awoke, the soft darkness etmembered so well.
Familiar sounds and scents filtered in through ilvedow screens. The
luminous fingers of her watch said it was a quapast seven. She felt
refreshed for the sleep but no happier. The sawidgms existed.

She was all ready in the silver-grey dress whemRyane up to change. He
made no protests when she said she would waitifiodbwnstairs, but his
mouth took on the sardonic slant she so disliked.

Downstairs she wandered through the several luxsniooms with a sense
of trespass because Neil wasn't here to makehit. ridhe sitting room was



enormous, with sliding glass doors giving on toidenlagged terrace which
in turn overlooked the garden and pool. Joseph cato¢he room while she
was looking out, impassive features revealing mnckdr of surprise on
finding her there.

Gina shook her head when he asked if she woulddildink, then on
impulse asked, 'Have you been with Mr Davids lalugeph?’

'Since he first came to this house, mam. Thateeiif years now.'
'Shall you stay on with the new owners, do youkfin

‘That depends on who buys the place, mam.' Hiswsas quiet, with only a
slight blurring of the consonants to distinguisfraim an Englishman's. His
expression never altered a fraction. 'Will thereabgthing else, mam?’

Gina shook her head again, recognising that she neaggoing to get

through to the man in any way. Her presence hederuthese conditions
was an affront he accepted only because he haddoeered to do so. There
was no doubting that she would not be the onlytorfeel relief when they

left.

Ryan was wearing the combination of dark trousadsvehite dinner jacket
she found so devastating when he came down. Loakiigm she felt her
heart turn over. If only things could have beerfiedént, if they could have
met and fallen in love in the normal way, this miglken have been their
honeymoon instead of the start of a sordid affaes, sordid. There was
nothing beautiful about their relationship. She wnien what she was
going to do—what she had to do to save her owrrestfect.

Ryan didn't speak much on the way into town— pesHagrause she had
little to say herself. They went to one of the glest of the big hotels, not
quite so packed out with millionaires as it woult/é been a month or two
ago but still redolent enough of wealth.

Hie meal Ryan chose was no doubt delicious, céytawidly expensive,
but so far as Gina was concerned totally wasteshasafely tasted a thing.
She refused all but one glass of wine, knowingrehst keep a clear head



for what was to come. It wasn't going to be eassatpwhat she had to say,
but there was no other way.

"You're not enjoying this one bit, are you?' Ryakeal when they danced
after they'd finished coffee. 'Do you want to go?'

'Yes,' she said. 'But not back to the house. Adt)e®ot straight away. |—I
have to talk to you, Ryan." .

He looked down at her for a long moment, expressindergoing an
indefinable change. 'About what?"

'‘Not here. Please.'
‘All right.’

He led her off the floor back to their table antlezhover the waiter. Bare
minutes later they were in the car and headinggakble coast towards
Delaport Point. The ripple-edged tarmac gave a hdeleven in a car like
this one. Eventually Ryan found a sandy track legadif into the casuarinas
and parked on the edge of a beach, switching efétigine before turning to
her.

'‘Okay,* he said, 'let's have it.'

Gina drew in a steadying breath. His gaze was wmger'l want to go back

home," she said at last, and was surprised thatdhgs came out calmly. 'l

realise it's asking a lot considering that it'®atty cost you the price of my
ticket out here, but I'll pay you back given time.’

'Why?' His voice was unexpectedly gentle. 'Whatngea your mind,
Gina?'

She looked at him then for the first time, throahttacting as she met the
grey eyes. It had to be the truth; nothing elseld/ole. She knew already
what his reaction would be. He would smile and ghnperhaps a little
wryly, she hoped not mockingly, and then he woeltihier whether or not



she was free to go. If he refused regardless slsa'wsure what she was
going to do.

'l just can't go through with it,' she said. Hardh sounded raw. 'It's ironical
when you think about it. | couldn't marry Chris hase | didn't love him,
and | can't stay here with you because | do.’

She had faced front again before she spoke, geze din the silver-streaked
sea beyond the half moon of white beach. The ®leeemed to last a long
time. When Ryan's hand came out and took her ofturh her face towards
him she put up no resistance. In the shadowedhiglface was hard to read.

'Why should loving me make any difference?"
'‘Because for you it's just physical, and | caketé. | thought | could, but ...
| can't, that's all. This afternoon in the pool—iiney Joseph looks at me ... |

feel like a whore!'

‘They don't have feelings,’ he said. 'They doritiie money. When did you
decide it was love you felt for me?"

'‘Before | wrote to tell you | was coming, or | wdalt have come.’

'‘And now you want to go again for the same reason.’

'Yes.' Impossible to make him understand. She @oubthe believed a
word she had said. 'l know I've cost you a lot ohey and given nothing in
return, but I ...'

‘To hell with the money!" He said it harshly, bbetanger did not seem
directed at her. He let her go, sitting back ind@at with a raw laugh of his
own. 'l asked for that, bringing you out here thay. It was one hell of a
lousy stunt to pull.’

'Stunt?' She was bewildered.

‘That's right.' He paused. 'If I'd asked you tonmpare the last time we were
together would you have accepted?"



She sat very still, unable to take in what he sektode implying. 'l don't
know," she said at last.

'l didn't dare risk it. If you'd said yes I'd neveave known for certain
whether you simply considered me a better bardmn Chris.'

"You couldn't have believed that,' she protesiok after the way | was with
you that night.’

His smile was faint. 'l was taking that into accbas part of the bargain. |
knew | could stir you sexually, | just had to beesit went deeper than that
before | could bring myself to ask you to marry nfeu have to admit, it

hardly seemed likely, considering that spot oflrati@n you indulged in.’

'l only did it because | thought you were goingdtoit to me again,’ Gina
said softly. 'l never got over the first time.'

‘Neither did I. | regretted it more than I've rdtgd anything in my life. |

was telling the truth when I tricked you into comito my hotel that first
night. | had to see you again somehow and thatt&@snly way without

forcibly abducting you. | thought I'd left it toate when you told me you
were getting married.’

‘Then you realised | wasn't as madly in love asidht to be and started
suspecting my motives.' She gave a sigh. 'l thimk were probably more
than half right. If I'd married Chris he'd have beetting by far the worst of
the bargain.' She turned her head a little to stiyhard, lean profile,
longing to have him reach out and take hold ofyle¢aware that things were
still not clear between them. 'Ryan, did you reailgnd us to live together
out here?'

'Until | could be sure of your feelings for me, y¥®ur coming at all went a
long way considering what I'd said about the lad¢ksecurity in the
arrangement, but you seemed so cool about it gileadirport.'

'l was only just beginning to fully appreciate witdtdone. | wasn't cool. |
was all churned up inside and trying desperatelyolet you see it." She put
out an unsteady hand and touched his shouldem'Rya



He looked at her for a long, soul-searching momeétitout moving, taking
in the soft luminosity of her eyes, the tremulousve of her lips, then his
own face altered, the hardness dissolving as he kdee into his arms.

It was Ryan himself who finally and reluctantly leal a temporary halt to
abandonment, although he continued to hold heeclas lips against her
hair. 'l love you,' he said, 'and | want you, bat here like this. Not now.'
There was a smile in his voice. 'Where would yde lto go for your

honeymoon? Just name it.

Gina said dreamily, 'There's an island in the Badmathat's just this side of
Paradise.'

He laughed softly. 'Why this side?"

'‘Because there's nothing spiritual about the way yake me feel." She
kissed the smooth tautness of his cheek, lovingrtake scent of his skin.
'‘Anyway, that's where it all began, isn't it?"

'No," he said. 'lIt all began days before then wangiml sat down at a table and
looked at me with eyes like twin sapphires. | wsping on coming back
to find her again the following week, but she foa#led me.'

'‘And immediately put your back up.’

"You could say that. | was punishing myself as vasllyou when | left you
that night. | wanted you very badly.’

'Such a strong will," she murmured, and felt himlem

‘That time for the wrong motives. You'd hit a caulf raw spots and it
blinded me to everything else.' He put her a laiday from him to add on a
note of quiet determination, 'From now on | write tway | want to write

without pandering to any public taste for extréldiion. | can afford to take

the chance.’



'l hope you're not thinking of cutting out sex ghkther,’ she said in mock
alarm, and received an equally mocking push ofikisagainst the side of
her chin.

'‘Not where you're concerned for certain. I'm gotaghave a hard time
writing this book when | do get round to it.’

‘No, you won't," she promised. 'I'll be there wgen want me, but I'll never
interrupt at the wrong times. I'm going to be therfect author's wife,
darling, you just see.’

'l can't wait.' His expression changed a littles '§oing to take a couple of
days or so to arrange a licence. I'll move my thiagross to one of the other
rooms till then.’

It was as much question as statement. Gina sdig,sbio we have to stay at
the house after tonight? | want to go to the islantth you, Ryan—eur
island. I want to swim with you in the lagoon, maéee under the stars. We
can come back to sign a few papers, can't we?'

'Wanton,' he said. He was smiling. 'Would you setilist me that far?"
'Why not? I'm going to be trusting you for a life®. You said it yourself
once—there's no point in marriage unless you inietedlast. Ours is going

to last, isn't it?

He kissed her with passion and with love, handddgernYou can count on
it,' he said.



