


TWIST OF FATE

Charlotte Lamb



Joanne was a shadow of her lovely mother

Everywhere she went, Clea Thorpe was the centatteition. And Joanne
had been content enough living in her shadows{-Bet Norris arrived at
their villa in Nice.

He seemed drawn to Clea, even offered to back dtestl film. But his
motives were not as simple as they seemed. Thdaye discovered his
real feelings was the day she decided she nevaedam see him again.

Now, after five years, she thought she'd got hitnobler system. Then she
opened a hotel room door--to suddenly find hersgiit back at square one!



CHAPTER ONE

HE stood in the doorway for a moment, his dark eyesving with
indifference around the room, an expression of tmedom undisguised
on his face, ignoring the quick glances and cutyasi his fellow guests.

'Who is he?' Joanne heard the whispered quesiom & group of guests
close to her, and turned her head to stare at &ima.had never seen him
before, and she was sure she would have rememibshedever had; he was
not the sort of man one forgot. Self- assurandedievery flicker of thought
on his face, every movement of the hard lean b8tg. was certain he was
not an actor, and that was strange in these sutnogs Not even a bad
actor, she told herself, and there were plentyho$¢ at Clea's parties. She
had cornered the market. If they were handsome diteaot care whether
or not they could act. The South of France wasdigiretty young men, but
this was not one of them. This man carried thelial@ngerous.

Where was Clea, anyway? She glanced around the, rpast the little
clumps of whispering beautiful people, in her wayirdifferent to their
elegant Paris fashions, their jewels, their aiglaissy confidence, as the
newcomer in the doorway.

'Where's your mama?' Sam Ransom loomed up besidswiding a glass
in his hand so that ice-cubes tinkled like bef€'ll love the new arrival.
This | want to see ..There was malice in his voite.had a grudge against
Clea at the moment. One of the barbed questionasked in his last
interview had brought him a glass of Martini fluhgl into his face. Why
the oddly expectant tone, though? Who was the nexec® Sam knew him,
that was obvious, which meant he was newsworthlytHan who at Clea's
parties was not?

Except herself. The wry addition flashed into henanand she smiled to
herself.

'Clea’s temper better today?' Sam sounded touchywdiild not get over
Clea's fit of rage for a long time. Clea's tempasiamous. Sweet as honey
most of the time, she could flare up suddenly and into a tigress, the
wonderful violet eyes flashing, the warm mouthighkttas a trap. It was one



of the qualities which made her newsworthy, apestnf her incredible
beauty. Unpredictability gave her an electric ckanther actresses lacked
and it was unfair of Sam to protest at somethingciwimade Clea so
eminently good copy to him and his kind.

'‘Ben, you got here! That's great!" A loud, burrivgjce cut through the
ceaseless babble of voices in the crowded room,Jaadne watched as
Lester Swann waddled towards the stranger in tloe, ¢his enormous hand
held out in welcome. Lester was one of the moneg behind Clea's new
film. An American based in France for tax purpodes,fortune made in
industry, spending his cushioned retirement in angukimself and trying

to make yet more money by gambling on the film stdy Lester was an old
friend of Clea's.

So the dark-eyed stranger was a friend of Lest®ds,he? That placed him
at once in a separate bracket.

Although Lester moved in film circles now he resstvthis warm
appreciation for those of his own world. His manteractors was just
faintly condescending, as though they were childsom he humoured
and found amusing.

She watched as the dark man allowed Lester to diravinto the party. The
smile on his hard mouth was purely polite, "newaching his eyes, which
remained sardonic and contemptuous as he shools haitid the people
Lester ferried up to meet him. From the attitudehafse around the little
group, Joanne guessed that the newcomer was weallbgntial, someone
to be reckoned with in the film world. She was atomed to sitting here,
speculating quietly about those around her. It hesway of enjoying the

party.

The french windows had been flung open to admistfenight air. A faint
summer breeze wafted the fragrance of the garderthe room, dispelling
the stale odour of drink and cigarette smoke whinehparty had built up
over the past hour. Joanne sat in a corner, psiigided by floor-length
white velvet curtains. Clea had a passion for surding herself with blue
and white—her colours, she called them, knowing hbey set off her
beauty, deepening the blue of her eyes, emphagiseblack hair which



still revealed no trace of silver. Gossip whispdfet her hairdresser saw to
that, but Joanne knew that it was a lie. Clea ne:edeartificial aid to keep
her hair black. Time had so far laid no unkindlyndan it.

'l think it would look quite distinguished, actuglldarling,’ she had said
once, smiling impishly. 'l shall grow old very gedully.’

Joanne had smiled back. 'Well, | see no signssif far.' ..

'Darling! Clea had said on a husky note, pattiagdheek, grateful for the
reassurance, although surely her mirror told hemash whenever she
looked into it.

Lester was talking loudly, his slightly protuberdritie eyes swivelling

round the room. '‘But where is she? Where's CleaPnYast meet her, Ben,
she's as fantastic as she looks on screen.' Hssfeljaipon Joanne in her
withdrawn corner and a slightly puzzled look crakkes face. It was quite
common for people to stare at Joanne in that wiioAgh she was always
to be seen in Clea's wake, few people rememberediieer relationship to

Clea. There was sufficient of a likeness betweemtfor a second, curious
glance, but Joanne was aware that the featurehwimi€lea added up to
startling beauty, in herself came to somethinddas eye-catching.

She was accustomed to it, so when Lester lookkdrah that puzzled way,
she was not surprised and replied to his smile witle of her own,
unoffended. The man beside him had followed hisg#a Joanne met the
cold probe of his eyes, experiencing a stab ofilitgsiVho the hell did he
think he was? She returned his sardonic stare iegantment. One of his
thin brows flicked upward. He ran those cool eygerdher once, then
dismissed her with an indifferent movement of hidexshoulders. The look,
the movement, infuriated her.

She was hardened to being ignored by the satefi@eslving around her
mother, but for some reason the cold rejectiorhisf total stranger pricked
at her ego, bringing a flush to her face and ai¢en® her body.

Staring at him, she noted the expensive cut ofdhrk suit; the gloss of
luxury he exuded, from his thick black hair to lpslished black shoes.



Conservative clothes, she thought. That indicatesheshing about his
personality. His blue-striped shirt was immaculadterdly suitable for a
party, however. He looked as if he had just stdotiat of a city board room;
formal, expensive. He should have looked out afg@kmong the dazzlingly
clad guests. It was maddening that somehow heicedtto make it appear
that everyone else was out of place, assertingowis stamp upon the
occasion through sheer assurance.

Glancing around the room she was both amused amaoyad to see how
many of the women were looking at him sidewaysessiag and coveting
him. Most of the businessmen she had ever met kad heavily built,
conditioned by their sedentary occupation. This mas lithely built, his
body as tough as his hard- boned face, his phy&igdfl suggesting
athleticism and strength. Some people moved betlWweeself and Lester's
group and she lost sight of them for a moment amdther movement gave
her a view of that arrogant black head, turnedrofile towards her, the
features as sharp as new-minted coins. She lookeg, angry to catch
herself watching him so intently.

When she looked back the obscuring guests had nadfzadd she could see
him clearly again. Out of the crowd swam Lina Rodmmher red hair
glinting under the chandelier, her slanting eyegdyamiling.

'Lester, honey,"' she murmured, her hand touchisgim, while those green
eyes looked at his companion. 'How are you?'

Lester admired her, was resigned to her open stt@reéhe man with him.
'Lina, this is Ben Norris," he said, half sad, lsatfused.

‘Jeb Norris's son?' There was a peculiar brightimesisa’s surprised eyes, a
curiosity in her stare as she held out a handrto hi

Joanne had picked up the name and was startledNdeis's son, she
thought, staring at him. Good lord! And Lester tmdught him to Clea's
party? Was he mad? Or didn't he know? It was, ofs® an old story,
possibly forgotten by most people. There had beemach scandal to
overlay it in the past twenty years. Clea had atuagen good material for
the gossips and none of her romances had beemhiiashe the public gaze.



She lived right out in the open as though underadlight. But none of the
later stories had been as fascinating as the eébeMbrris fought over her
on the beach at Santa Anna. It had held the hesdfor days. Jeb Norris
had been hurt enough to spend a week in hospigbpponent had escaped
unscathed and victorious, had married Clea a miat¢hin England.

Joanne stared at the dark head of Jeb Norris'$som what she had seen of
his father's face in newspapers, there was a distesemblance, but
newsprint blurred features and gave a grey uniftyrtoifaces...

She had been born a year after the duel. She heal lvad a first-hand
account of it from her father, the victor. His weibad been wry with
self-mockery as he gave her his version. She ktehied, wide-eyed. Even
at that age Clea had seemed to her like a faincess, and the duel had
seemed just the sort of event which one might expecthe life of so
marvellous a creature as her mother. Her fathén Ross, had wearied of
the travelling circus which was life with Clea. Bieick it for five years and
towards the end, Joanne suspected, it had beeslylday her sake that he
had stayed.

By then, Clea had fallen out of love with him arewaith her. The divorce
had come as no surprise to anyone, even Joannefatter had gently
explained it to her, laying no shadow of blame u@iea, and she was
grateful to him for that later. He had asked if slwuld prefer to five with
her mother or himself, and Joanne had cried, becthes choice was too
painful for her to make. She had felt bitterly ttiaty neither of them had the
right to ask her to make it. Clea had come intorhesery, perfumed and
silken, all softness and warmth, and taken her ln@oarms, stroking her
hair. "My baby stays with me,’ she had said dedydethd John Ross had not
argued.

There had been no violent upheavals for Joannestaher. Everyone was
calmly civilised and when her father had vanisheuinf their lives things
went on much as they had before.

John Ross had flown back to England and marriethagacalm, pleasant,
polite Englishwoman, as different from Clea as kHabm cheese. The
marriage had been a very happy one. They had peddtwo children,



David and Patricia, nice, polite, fair children whoJoanne had met
whenever she visited her father. She had foundimgtim common with
them, nor they with her. Their world was so far o&ed from her own that
they were like creatures from another planet.

Towards her father Joanne felt quiet affection. Bine madness of his
whole life had been his brief infatuation with Cleaver that, he had
behaved uncharacteristically, spurred into a wddhanticism. After the
divorce he returned to his true character, sinkamgself in his family
business. He ran the large London hotel his fatiaer left him with calm
efficiency. He was well-to-do, efficient, kind. Joee often wished she cared
more for him, but all her affection had long agem@oured at her mother's
feet.

Glancing back at Lester's circle, she found thaallRothman had captured
Ben Norris's attention, exerting all her powerdasfcination, which were

considerable, the green eyes lifted to his facbe@koning smile on her

mouth. Lina was five years younger than Clea amdess famous. She
could act, however, Joanne admitted wryly. Clearteadr been able to act.
She had never needed to—her beauty had dominaey scene she

played, extinguishing all other women.

Ben Norris was looking back at Lina with an unrdadaexpression. When
he spoke his voice was too low for Joanne to pgrkis words, but she
could read the' irony in his eyes very clearly aslsignalled an unspoken
invitation to him.

What was he doing here tonight? Curiosity? Haddmeecto see the woman
over whom his father had lost his head years ago?

He was around thirty, she estimated. He must haea h little boy of seven
or eight when the duel took place. Old enough tehaown of it, no doubt.
She knew from her own experience how much chilghiek up of what is

going on around them in the adult world which peogésume wrongly is
above their heads.

His mother, Linda Norris, had been an actress dloe seemed to remember,
although she had never become famous. Joanneecgaksip about her



vaguely. Drinking, wild behaviour, fits of violeneehow much of it had
been her husband's fault and how much her own waslear. What was
clear was that Ben Norris must have had a prettgnachildhood, with a
wild mother and a father who had committed socialide by making a fool
of himself in public over a notorious film star.

By now she sensed that all the guests were awartesoidentity. Eyes
watched him remorselessly. He appeared unawace ofdifferent to, their
curiosity. A glass in his hand, he lounged cardjedsstening to Lina
without a flicker of self-awareness. She was talkismilingly, one
red-taloned hand flexing on his arm as though sleeewfeeling his
muscles—and, Joanne grimaced, there was no doabt #te existence of
muscles beneath that smooth-tailored sleeve.

Suddenly Clea materialised in the french windowse Bad been wandering
around the brightly lit gardens with a small troffenale admirers, Joanne
guessed. Now she posed, framed in the white velwtins, her beauty
staggering, the warm curves of her body daringposed in the white gown
she wore.

Only a woman of supreme self-confidence would hevesen to wear a
gown of such classical simplicity.

Only a great beauty could have got away with ietage. Joanne felt, as
she always did, a gasp of sheer wonder at her m®tbeeliness. The violet
eyes were framed in thick, black lashes, the depith spacing of them
superb. The pure oval of her face was framed ihdlegek black hair, her
lifted chin giving her throat a swan-like elegant¢tow, Joanne asked
herself, did such very human material add up tb feauty? What did Clea
have? Two eyes, a nose, a mouth, like every otloenam. Yet on her it
combined into one unit of extraordinary effect.

She wore around her neck a choker of black lacelwbast a seductive
shadow upon her white skin. Around one wrist gigtea thick bracelet of
diamonds which flashed back the light from the dwdiers in a frozen
rainbow of radiance. Clea never overloaded hevadtfjewellery, although
her jewellery cases were crammed with preciousestddhe had an unerring
eye for the exact piece to -wear. She might natlide to act, but nobody



could fault her on her judgement on anything tonath the presentation of
herself.

Quickly Joanne turned her head to glance at Berridyaand her eyes
widened as she took in the expression on his &loe felt a stab of irritation.
Didn't he know how he was staring? It was almodeaent, the expression
on that handsome face. Everyone in the room washiveg him.

Having made her usual entrance, well pleased Vghefffect of it, Clea
moved forward. Lester Swann met her, beaming. Joaneard his
murmured words, saw her mother lift her head an#l f[gast him at the man
in his wake. Clea bit her lip, obviously taken dhand Joanne could read
the thoughts passing through her mind. Ben Notikg, herself, was a
visible evidence of the passage of time, and althddlea pretended to be
unafraid of the years she was as deeply, desperaiftelid of age as any
child of the dark.

Joanne felt a flash of pride in her courage as @& out her hand with a
graceful, smiling gesture which covered the shduk sad just received.
Who said Clea could not act?

Ben Norris moved slowly forward to take it, his syeseted on Cleg's face.
The sardonic contempt had vanished. The coldnedsgbae. A look of
incredulous admiration had taken their place. Berrislhad come to sneer,
to condemn. With one look, Clea had knocked himbafince.

He is human, after all, Joanne thought wryly. Sla¢chved with the rest of
the room while Ben Norris took her mother's hanakisg down at her.

There was a pause. Total silence reigned. Thergrapgy unaware of his
audience, he slowly bent his black head in a mowroé homage and
kissed Clea's white hand.

Clea smiled.

Joanne saw the relief in her eyes, the relief orghinfeel when one was
granted a reprieve from death. Ben Norris had akgigd without a struggle



on first sight. Clea felt the triumph of it. Shedhaot yet lost her ability to
conquer a man without a word.

A faint sigh breathed round the room. Then peoptimed their private
conversations and the tide of talk swelled again.

The rest of the evening passed much as their pattieays did—in a babble
of voices, laughter and music. Joanne came ougotdrner from time to

time to check on the quantity of food and drinkr Beveral years now she
had taken over the organisation of the househdalst, &s deputy to her
mother's secretary, Milly, and then as she grewencapable, taking over
entirely.

A gorgon of fifty with sandy hair and fierce broveyes, Milly's brusque
manner masked a gentle spirit. Clea received ameng post each day;
fan mail, largely, but also a good deal of busirietiers. Milly had helped
whenever it got out of proportion. Temporary giceeme and went; Milly
went on for ever, sharp of tongue, matter-of-facpl-headed. Only Clea
and Joanne were aware that her prosaic exterioa kigln of romanticism
which had made her apply for a job with Clea inftrst place. Her fondness
for Clea was a secret between them all, one whiitly Mould hate to have
exposed. Herself very plain, Milly worshipped theabty of her employer
without envy or malice, as one might that of a waofkart. Clea was
conscious of it, had come to rely on it. Milly'sfaltering affection was
precious to her, and she returned the fondnesly free

Apart from Clea, the one person Milly cared aboatswioanne herself.
During her childhood, Milly had been the stablengdat in Joanne's life, a
surrogate mother. Clea was often away filming id parts of the world.
Milly had made sure Joanne had the home life alateleded, and Joanne
responded by loving her deeply. She had seen siramyeing Milly with
amusement as she moved around the villa in Clegke wI'hey saw a stiff,
sharp spinster in old-fashioned brown tweeds, ldsus twin sets, with a
face bare of cosmetics and greying hair. They didsee how the whole
household moved around her, or know how Clea degzbngbon her. It
angered Joanne to see people dismiss Milly. These vge blinded by
appearances that they could not see that beneatlyrb&iness lay a
kindness, love and warmth which made her beaufifudt Clea should see it



was another reason for loving Clea—at least sheedaMilly at her real
importance.

The guests began to leave. The volume of sounddtiech. Milly emerged
from hiding and smiled at Joanne. 'Go well? Howtte drink hold up?'

'It held," Joanne said wrly. 'Just.’

Milly glanced over her shoulder and lifted a cusarey eyebrow towards
where Ben Norris hovered beside Clea. 'New, isgfx An actor? Who is
he?’

'‘Jeb Norris's son.'

She watched Milly do a double-take, her brown eyesving wide. 'Who on
earth brought him here?'

‘Lester Swann.'
'I might have guessed!" Milly was rueful.
'Either he doesn't know, or he's as thick as akfilan

'‘Both," said Milly, and they laughed. 'How did Clézke it when he
appeared?’

'Shock for a moment," Joanne said slowly, remembehe brief incident
sharply. She laughed. 'She stood there like soimé gbddess and he fell on
his face.' Her tone held a strange astringency lwhie noted herself and
could not account for, and Milly looked at her urgrised speculation.

'It gets harder for her each year,' said Milly, faee holding a sweetness few
had ever seen. 'Poor darling!"

'How old is she?' Joanne asked as she had many iefiere.

And as Milly had said many times before so nowssdid, 'As old as her hair
and a little older than her teeth.’



'l sometimes feel older than her myself," Joaniek\gahout resentment.

'You're as young as you feel," Milly told her inrlvey, amused voice, her
eyes smiling as she watched Joanne.

'l should get a telegram from the Queen congrahgane on my century,
then," Joanne yawned. 'lt's four in the morningh&ll be dead tomorrow.’
She glanced across at her mother. 'How does sit@ 8be looks exactly the
way she did when the party started, not a hairobytiace and her skin is
dewy. Tomorrow while I'm crawling around with areipack on my head,
she'll be as fresh as a daisy.'

"Years of getting up at first light to go to theidib, even after a party the
night before," Milly grunted. 'Clea has learnt htwgrab a catnap at any
hour of the day or night.’

Everyone had gone now. Only Ben Norris remaineahileg on the wall, his
head propped on his hand, his dark eyes intenl@aJaughing face.

'He looks as if he doesn't know what's hit himJlyvinuttered. 'Shall | break
it up or will you? Clea should get some sleep.'

'l will," said Joanne, walking over to them. Cleaned her black head to
smile at her, putting an arm affectionately arotied shoulders. 'Have you
met my little girl, Ben?'

He seemed to Joanne to detach his eyes from hdrensface with slow
reluctance. He turned his head and looked indiffityeat Joanne. '‘No," he
said, and she felt he might as well have added 1Aton't want to now.'

'My daughter, Joanne,' Clea said, hugging her.'tQon think she's like me,
Ben?'

The thin brows arched. He ran his dark eyes slowbnsideringly,
dismissively over Joanne and she felt her cheegslie burn under his
stare.



'‘No," he said, and she was so angry she could hiavem. Many people
introduced to her would stare incredulously, theztgnd to find a likeness.
She knew they were lying and it irritated her. Busmoothed the first
encounter. Ben Norris had made no attempt to bigepéle stated bluntly
what his cold eyes had already told her. He fousrdahpale, uninteresting
shadow beside Clea. The colouring Clea had bestowéér at birth was all
she had to show for her relationship with her motkéhatever chemistry
created the magical allure of Clea Thorpe had ravked for her daughter.
Joanne was hardly plain, but she was scarcely ifdaltier withdrawn
personality underlined her looks. People glancetiemtand away, often
without ever having registered her at all, and tbftgn failed to remember
her when they met her again.

A slender, brown-skinned girl with long, straighadk hair falling to her

shoulders and eyes which lacked the depth of caltich made Clea's so
bewitching, in the shadow of her mother she waatrmmvisible.To cover

her anger, she asked Ben Norris, 'Are you stayiridice?'

'For a few weeks.'

‘At a hotel?' She could sense his impatient thauightshe asked. He did not
want to talk to her, to answer polite questionss kice was curt as he
replied, as if he wished her miles away.

‘A villa.'

Clea picked up the words. 'Whose, darling?' Shewvkeeeryone worth
knowing in the district. She had owned the Villaskmine for ten years,
spending her free time here whenever she could, hendparties were
famous, invitations to them much sought after.

‘Lester's," he said, turning back to her, his eyethe delicate contours of her
face. Even now there was something of the littke goout Clea, which,
combined with the tender sweetness of her eyesnamath, made her
memorable even without the addition of that extrasshsion which adds up
to beauty. Providence, when giving out its giftsbath, had opened a
positive cornucopia for Clea Thorpe. She had n&merwn what it was to



lack anything; love, money, success had showeracham her from early
childhood.

‘Lester's my angel,’ she said, laughing. 'He'sggtirback my next film.’
'He suggested | might like to invest in it," BenrN®told her, watching her.

'‘And shall you?' Clea asked the question lightlghaut pressure, and all of
them knew the answer even before she had finissiddgit.

'It's an attractive idea," he said, but the evasspdy did not fool Clea. Her
eyes shone at him, gentle, inviting. Clea was aswayneyed to the money
men.

'It is a good part,' she said, sighing.

There had been some delays over the film. Joartheadiknow why. Clea
had not worked for some months, but that was g8bd.needed a holiday.

Now at least she understood Lester's eager weltoimen. Ben would be a
wealthy man. Jeb Norris had made millions in th&est in the electronic
field. It seemed to Joanne only just that somdnaf imnoney should fertilise
the film world. There had been so many men in hather's life, and most of
them with fortunes. They all seemed to run togeihiera common face, a
common destiny. They had come and gone, shootmggh their lives like

comets through a night sky, leaving little to redchianyone of their

existence, except that most of them had ploughetesnmto Clea's career.
Some of them had made fortunes with her films; thad lost fortunes!

Jeb Norris, Joanne suspected, had once investadfiim for Clea, and

newspapers had hinted that his gamble with herecdrad been another
cause for his wife's jealous tempers.

'When do you go back to school?' he asked her slyddend she flushed.
He could hardly have been nastier if he had trigtt had never imagined
herself to be a beauty, but she had not thoughlosiked like a schoolgirl.

Clea laughed in a silvery fashion which maskedhition. 'Oh, | need Joanne
at home with me,' she said, not bothering to merttat 'her little girl' was



twenty years old, soon to be twenty-one. Any mentibage was taboo in
this household. The clock has stopped, Joanne lthotigne has frozen in a
silver waterfall. Clea is ageless, unchanging.

| feel like the Lady of Shalott, she told herséHlave sat here for a long time
looking at life through the mirror of Clea's eyesld am very tired of my
elegant captivity.

Ben Norris was staring at her. She saw that hemyag) to estimate her age.
It would not be easy for him. She wore little mak®e-even at parties. Her
sun- bronzed skin really looked better withoutaitd Clea did not like it.
The straight blue dress, chosen for her by Clededdo the illusion which
her mother desired, freezing her at the age oésixbr so, and her slender
body and straight hair made that illusion more @ocing.

Milly joined them, having given up hope that Joanmaild ever achieve the
objective.

Clea caught her look and smiled at her. 'This ilyiMishe informed Ben
tenderly. 'My dragon, my guardian! She rules mg Wiith a rod of iron, and
| fancy she's come to send me to bed.'

The little-girl submission was charming. He smibgdher as if entranced.
‘Must you?"

'l need my beauty sleep,’ she pouted.

He shook his black head. 'Not you.'

'How nice,' said Clea, and watched him take hedhemd kiss it. 'Why,

anyone would think you had French blood! Your fates never so

gallant." She lingered, her lashes hiding her eysv is he, by the way?'
The way in which he was mentioned made it cleargha had not spoken of
him before.

'Fine,’ Ben said, brusqueness in his voice.

'He's in the States, | suppose?'



Ben hesitated. 'l imagine so,' he said. 'We raeb/each other.'’
Clea turned away, smiling. 'Well, goodnight, Ben.'

The pure white silk fluttered around her slim bay she walked away,
every movement attracting the eye. Milly followedrhalthough Clea's
maid, Marie, would be waiting in the bedroom, desine late hour. Clea
never put herself to bed. Like royalty, she expetbebe waited on hand and
foot, but she had the gift of inspiring loyalty aservice in other women.
Unlike other stars of her calibre, she had a waasy-going nature. Other
women found it surprisingly easy to like her. Sheeswever spiteful, never
cruel, never mean. Her childlike fear of age maedeitiable. It was her
only real vice, her only approach to cruelty. Evle@ men in her life still
retained affection for her after she left them, aed departure was usually
because, with a child's eye for novelty, she hashlgrawn to a new love
while never quite deserting the old. Lovers becdnmends, and Clea
nourished those friendships, keeping them alivé tekephone calls, letters,
Christmas cards.

Joanne turned to Ben Norris politely. 'I'll showuyaut,’ she said.

He gave her a hostile glance. 'Thank you." She e@uif his antagonism,
which had been plain to her from that first colddpwas due to the fact that
she was her father's daughter, a reminder of thaliaing duel his father
had fought against hers.

'How long do you and your mother plan to stay iod®

'‘Another fortnight at least.’

'And then where?'

She shrugged. 'The States, for a script conferendbe new film, then on
location in Spain, | think.'

'I'd like to watch some of the location work," ladscasually.

Her mouth twisted wryly. 'Would you?'



He gave her an icy look, interpreting her tone edty. 'If | am to invest
money in this film | shall want to know what I'mtgeg.’

She almost told him, but he looked as if he hademse of humour, that
hard, handsome face glacial. He would read hekirass for criticism of
Clea—or worse, for jealousy. He would not underdtaéinat years of
watching her mother play this game of love had ntagtecynical about it
all. Clea needed to be surrounded with adorationas the breath of life to
her. It fed the springs of her self-confidence, tkiegr young. Joanne had
never known what it was to resent her mother'staibd make men tumble
like ninepins. She had never been in love herSék. had never lost a man to
Clea and she had no intention of ever doing s@vbid that catastrophe she
had surrounded herself with a hedge of thorns thkeSleeping Beauty, and
slept behind them determined never to awake.

There had never been any moment in which she madasxious decision
about it. From girlhood she had somehow drifted the situation, and now
she knew she would never compete with her beautiither for any man.
The pain such a clash would inflict would ruin aoynance. She strongly
suspected that Clea, although she loved her, woeldinable to resist a
display of strength if she saw any man turning tewaloanne. She might
love Clea, but she knew her through and througea @lould blindly try to
steal any man who showed interest in her daugletsause she would see it
as the beginning of the end for her.

Joanne had seeinow Whiteas a child and been taken out screaming
hysterically by a concerned Milly after the wickegueen looked
complacently at her own beauty in the mirror arlgedsWho is the fairest of
them all?' The mirror's reply had torn the maskeduty from the queen's
face. Joanne had not known why she began to scagansob, but years
later the memory had flashed back and she haddiaerk by the incident.
Perhaps even as a small child she had know thatsQladiant loveliness
might be terribly altered towards her if ever shenpeted with her.

They walked outside into the sunrise. The sky wgsrgle opal shot with
gold and rose, the fluffy white clouds lined wittifased brightness. Far
below them lay the coastal strip, the palm treek dars moving in a faint



breeze. She inhaled pleasurably, her fatigue feggadh the beauty of the
morning.

Ben Norris stood beside her, staring over the geradgth their manicured
green lawns, faintly pearled with dew, their callgftrimmed hedges and
trees, their regimented flowers. 'A chocolate bower,' he said ironically.

She tensed with irritation. 'It's beautiful,’ slagds She had always loved this
view of Nice, the colourful roofs tumbling down tbe blue sea, the
geraniums in green pots, the white shutters andingndusty roads, all held
in a quality of light which made it a painter's aine

Turning, she was struck suddenly by the hard linéshis face, the
cheekbones austere beneath their covering of betm He did not look
the sort of man who tumbled off his pedestal then@iat he set eyes on a
woman, yet he had done so tonight, as public aessidn of infatuation as
his father's duel over Clea twenty-two years agd,\@ahen he remembered
that and did some sums, wouldn't he feel a fodinp his head over a
woman old enough to have captivated his fatheosg &go?

She had the feeling that Ben Norris was not a mfamwould enjoy looking
a fool. There was arrogance in the lift of thatckldead, the twist of his
mouth.

He turned, as if sensing her gaze, and lookedrathg eyes were almost
black, resisting the probe of the sun, their hely half hooding them.
'How often does she have these parties?' he askgdaid there was a
strange echo of sardonic comment in his voice.

'‘Occasionally,’ she said, then, defensively, 'Adiérshe isn't working at the
moment.’

'‘No," he said softly, 'she isn't, is she?' The @éges skimmed her body again
in silent insolence and her hands tightened asiodlex.

'You're a changeling,' he said suddenly, his moubcking. 'l can scarcely
believe you're her daughter.'



Joanne felt her skin burn. 'l take after my fatrsdre said curtly.

She saw a flash light the dark eyes as if mentioneo mother's husband
could annoy him. 'They were divorced years agogwéethey?"

'Yes,"' she said, her temper at boiling point. IhkhClea was cured of
marrying them after my father. Marriage only addghe problems when
you split.’

'‘Adds to the alimony, too,' he said unpleasan@yly | suppose she earns
too much for that to matter.' His eyes pinned loevas if she were a moth
on a card. 'Are you jealous of her?’

She glared at him. 'No, | am not! | wouldn't wany &f the specimens she
picks up." Her blue eyes flashed with rage, givimgm a brightness they
rarely had, and his eyes narrowed on her, readdngniessage clearly.

'Is that a dart aimed for me?' She did not answere laughed harshly. It
missed its target, sweetheart.' He climbed intoaaslung sports car parked
nearby and shot away with a roar which deafened her

Joanne felt sick. What on earth had possessedhgvé way to a fit of
temper? She didn't care whether or not Ben Noatsfhllen for Clea. She
had seen it all before. She was used to it. Whyshadet fly like that?

Milly wandered out and smiled at her questioningdpmething wrong?'

''ve a headache,' she lied, although come to tbink, it was not a he,
because her head was definitely aching now.

'Some air will cure that,” Milly said, adding drilySleep wouldn't hurt,
either.'

'l go to bed in a moment.'
Milly looked down over Nice with a sigh. 'That viewit gets better every

time | see it." She held a hand over her mouth,nyagv 'Strange, Jeb
Norris's boy turning up. He seemed smitten with dem't he?"



'It must be in his blood," said Joanne, pleaset wérself for sounding so
cool.

‘Jeb was her first love," Milly said, sounding radgic. 'She lit up like a
Christmas tree when he walked into a room. | alwidedd him. He was
guite a man.' She gave Joanne a fond smile. “atherf was a nice man, but
no Jeb Norris.'

'Why did Clea marry my father and not Jeb Norris?'

Milly sighed. 'His wife used that boy as a weapgaiast her. Jeb loved the
boy, couldn't bear the idea of losing him, andwWife would have taken the
boy away if he left her.’

'How did the duel fit in?"

Milly laughed. 'Oh, that! Clea loved the idea. J&ds jealous because your
father was paying her too much attention. Theyedall a fencing match to

stop police interference, but everyone knew thesis more to it than that.

Jeb thought he'd win ... he was sure of it, arfteitdid, your father would

have gone away, but Jeb slipped on a piece of sshared broke his leg.'

'Very romantic,' Joanne muttered, angry again. Vehaair of fools the two
men must have been!

'While Jeb was in hospital your father ran off witkea.' Milly smiled. 'The
boy looks like his father. A very handsome man, Nelris, charming, too,
with a smile that could coax birds off trees."

'His son hasn't inheritethat,' Joanne said sharply.

Milly laughed. 'Oh, | don't know ... he's worth mmahan a second glance.
Clea seemed very taken with him.'

'He's fifteen years younger than her!" Joanne medfehead bent, mouth
twisted.



Milly looked at her oddly. 'Don't be angry with hershe can't help it, any
more than the cat can help stealing birds.’

Joanne snorted with half-manic laughter, imagin@iga as a silken cat
stalking off with Ben Norris. Her face tightenedaag Clea would soon strip
away his feathers. By now most of Nice would kntnattJeb Norris's son
had fallen like a ton of bricks for Clea Thorpedahe tongues would be
wagging violently. He must learn to accept the rietg which a love affair

with Clea brought upon its victim. Why should stege? Other men had
gone that way before him, and it would even, sl herself bitterly, J>e

amusing to watch that proud dark head brought Isvtha gossip flowed
over him. It would serve him right.



CHAPTER TWO

AT sunrise the beach below the villa was always eniptye flat golden
sands were printless and virginal, the calm bluenf#fowing up on to them
in a gentle wave which was almost silent. The osbund was the
melancholy cry of the gulls.

Joanne usually walked there each morning. She litheesilence and beauty
of the sea at dawn, the limitless horizon offearfgeedom which her nature
sought hopelessly. It was such a contrast to tlaetat) brittle life Clea
seemed to prefer. Often she got there before themase and saw it come
up from the horizon in a drifting mist of opalestenlour, fire-shot with
orange, blue and gold, and stood watching it witkathing eyes.

This morning she had walked as usual down fronvillealong the private

cliff path, between shady trees which made a dargeyfor her to follow,

their branches moving softly overhead in the magraineeze. The rocky
path was slippery with dark green moss, spongy miode The sides

glistened with water which trickled down from sosgbterranean spring
buried deep in the cliffs.

At her heels scampered Harry, a rough-haired Jads®ll terrier, his short
legs deft as he made his way over the rock, his bgight between his white
hair. Harry had once caught a rabbit on the pathhe hoped for years to
repeat this feat. Hope sprang eternal in his camieast.

. Emerging on the beach, Joanne halted in surandeonsternation to find
herself for once not the only human being in sight.

Ben Norris walked there, his black head bent, lasds driven into his
pockets. She would have retreated the way shedrad,dut Harry, seeing
one of the master' race in view, raced forwardkibgrat him delightedly.

Ben stopped, looked round, and grinned as he casight of Harry's
cheerful face. The little dog's ecstatic welcomes wdectious. Ben bent,
rubbing the wiry head, and Harry licked his harsdgiirming with joy.



Watching the movements of that long-fingered hasd fondled the dog's
ears, Joanne felt a sharp pang. She thought o thexsds touching herself
and shivered, then caught herself up with irritatedtempt. Why on earth
had she thought like that? There was not evenlitjetast excuse and she
was furious with herself.

Ben had not noticed her. She was standing in tadasks at the end of the
cliff path, out of sight, but now she moved forwamt he looked round.

'He wants you to throw a stick for him,' she sadtasually as if they often
met there.

Ben shot her a frowning look. 'Oh, hello. Is heydag?'
'Yes,' she said, trying to sound bright and ea$ig.rname is Harry.'

Her father had given him to her when she was fearend Clea had been
furious because she thought animals were a nuisamdemade a mess.
Joanne had never had a pet before and she hadrarga to keep the tiny

ball of white fluff which had been Harry aged twomnths.

Milly had said kindly, 'I'll make sure he keeps ofiyyour way, Clea. He'll be

no trouble." And Clea had groaned but acceptegdresence after that, going
from one extreme to the other in time, so that reive doted on the
bright-eyed little dog, although she got cross whermeft his white hairs on

her furniture and carpets, but he more than madernnat because some
publicity shots of her cuddling him had been veppuylar. Clea looked

sweet with Harry on her lap.

Ben looked down at the dog now, found a piece iftvetyod, while Harry
capered about eagerly, and flung it into the seakiBg excitedly, Harry
flew after it, plunging into the sea, splashinglerly as he swam towards
the wood as it bobbed up and down on the cresiwa\e.

Joanne glanced sideways at Ben. He had been afregsitor to the villa

during the past week, but she had seen littlerof Bhe knew better than to
inflict her unwanted presence when Clea was enmb@rtaa male guest. It
was a lesson she had learnt at an early age. @ell wometimes send for



her to pose docilely on her lap while a strange ipatted her cheek, said
how like Clea she was, gave her a doll or some ahtes, and then she
would be sent away with Milly before she becamelttesome.

'"You're up early,' she said.
'So are you.'

'l always am," she shrugged. This is Harry's faweuime of day, his
favourite walk. He lives to chase the seagulls.’

'Does he ever catch one?"

‘No, thank goodness,' she said, watching the fsamte touch that hard
mouth. 'They would eat him alive if he did. Havauyever really looked at
those beaks?"

He glanced upward as a gull swooped overhead,dhedr eye brightly
malevolent, the yellow beak cruelly curved. 'l wanit like to take one of
them on," he agreed. He pushed his hands backhiatpockets. "Your
mother is still asleep, | suppose?’

'Clea gets up at ten.'
He shot her a frowning glance. 'Did you ever call kother?"

'‘No. She preferred me to use her name.' Cleaidaaiages. She understood
them. She did not want anyone having an image ofMméch was in any
way maternal. It was, in heir eyes, an ageing fatt@inned on her a label
she did not want.

Harry had retrieved the wood and waded out of #aevéth it in his mouth.
Dropping it at Ben's feet, he shook himself vig@lgushowering Ben with
salt drops.

'Hey, watch it," she scolded. 'Sorry!" Ben ruefldlyshed down his casual
clothes, He was wearing cream pants and a darkrbsbwt and Harry had
left a trail of dark stains on both.



Bending, she picked up the stick and flung it vathher strength down the
beach. Harry followed, yelping. 'That should take la while," she said,
watching his short legs twinkling. 'Crazy idiot!"

Over the dog's running figure the seagulls circlagjng, making black
shadows on the yellow sand, and the picture wasaraste. She smiled,
watching it, running her fingers through her lorgrhunaware that the
movement lifted her small breasts beneath thewhite cotton shirt, giving
her a sudden grace. The man looked sharply ahlseeyes running down
over the slender body.

'How old are you?' he asked abruptly.

She looked round at him in surprised, blank reactidwenty,' she said.
‘Twenty-one next month.’

His skin reddened and she knew she had taken fackabad shocked him.
He had believed her to be almost a child. He wasrat six foot, towering

over her, and she felt smaller than ever beside Tilmere was incredulity
and anger in the dark eyes as he stared at h#rpagh she had affronted
him by claiming an age she did not possess.

'‘Ask Milly," she said, almost mockingly. Why showde lie about her age?
He only had to check up. Her birth had been somgtbf an event in the
gossip columns.

He knew she was making fun of him. His eyes nartbaugd something in
his look alarmed her. She turned and ran awayyihe lifting her dark hair,
winnowing it, like cool fingers. She felt a peculapprehension, as though
he might follow her, as though she was running flom in half fear, half
excitement. But he made no effort to follow, stagdihere, staring after her.

She and Harry made their way back to the villahgpdiff path. It was a stiff
climb and she was breathless by the time they e®rerging in the garden.
She had climbed as though the devil were afteahdrher heart was racing.
Flushed, dishevelled, she went into the house andd the housekeeper,
Madame Lefeuvre, preparing Clea's breakfast. Téne lty on the table; a
slim glass vase containing a single white rosesihaer pot of coffee, a jug



of cream, some fruit and wafer-thin golden toasapped in a damask
napkin. Clea always ate lightly.

'I'll take it up,’ Joanne offered, and was givequeck smile.

'‘Merci, Joanne," Madame said warmly. She had known Jdangears and
was attached to her, a brusque Gallic woman degpeasy expressions of
affection, but her dark eyes full of warmth whee smiled.

It was an entirely female household. The women whiked for Clea were
highly paid and had no tantrums to put up withjnsults to bear. Clea was
a very good employer and she kept her staff year géar.

When Joanne entered the bedroom it was shadovey Wilith the fragrance

of Clea's personal perfume. She crossed the désgphgarpet and set down
the tray, went over to open the blinds, so thatrtieening spilled into the

room with sudden beauty.

Clea slept with a black velvet mask over her e stretched, yawning,
the delicate white lace of her nightgown reveafegect skin. How did she
keep such textural magnificence at her age? Joaondered. Her throat
showed no signs of wrinkling, her face was smoatlsikk. Joanne bent to
kiss her and Clea smiled, still masked.

'Darling! What time is it?"'
‘Just ten,' Joanne told her. 'A beautiful morning.'

Clea pulled off her mask and sat up. The huge v@jes were bright in the
flushed face. 'Have you been walking on the beach?'

'Yes,"' Joanne said, thought of telling Clea she $&&h Ben Norris there,
then decided to stay silent about that.

Leaving her mother to enjoy a leisurely breakféagt shanged into a bikini
and went down to the pool to swim for an hour.Rta@abn her back, she
asked herself with irritation why she had not wdnie talk to Clea about
Ben, but got no answer. She dived and swam, heements concise and



graceful, the black hair pinned on top of her heagoying the sun and the
water.

She was still in the pool when she heard a stetheriled surround and
glanced up, shielding her eyes from the dazzlehefdun. A lean dark
shadow was outlined against the sky.

'Energetic, aren't you?'

She felt her heart turn over and made no replymsming to the steps and
hauling herself out of the water, shaking her blaak with the same sort of
motion as Harry did when emerging from water.

Before she had time to dash into the changing rd®em, was beside her.
She looked at him with antagonism and felt colauming into her face at
the expression on his face.

The coral pink bikini altered her whole appearantee slender, curved
brown body was quite obviously that of a full-growaoman, not a child; the
pleated cups leaving little of her small, high lstsao the imagination, the
flat golden midriff and slim hips seductive againgte elegantly

proportioned legs.

‘Well, well, well,” he murmured, lifting one of tke dark brows.

Joanne blushed angrily. 'Excuse me while | getsdes

'Why bother?' he asked drily. "You look very gouositjthe way you are.'
She sidestepped to avoid him and he moved at the ssoment so that she
bumped into him, putting her wet palms againsthest to keep her balance
in an instinctive movement.

His hands came up to her waist, holding her wen gightly. From a
distance, she thought irrelevantly, it could loakthough she were in his

arms, and the idea sent her heartbeat spinningtofdelirium. She had an
incredulous suspicion that he had moved into htr gaite deliberately.



Flickering an upward glance at him through her éssishe said nervously,
'Please!’

'Please what?' he asked mockingly, and the dakdrggpped to inspect her
parted, surprised mouth. She hoped he could notheacceleration of her
breathing. She had watched Clea flirting so ofté@haut ever playing that

game herself and now she had no idea how to #élcguagh she had a strong
notion that Ben was flirting with her.

She pushed against his chest, trembling. He shd)ggethough suddenly
bored with the game, stepped back and she fleghlydegvare of his eyes
following her.

In the changing room she stared at her own reflectivith numb
amazement, seeing her skin burning with colour, éye¥s hectic and a
darker blue than she had ever seen before. Sldveystidied herself as if
she had never seen her own body before, then tuamey, her hands
clenched at her side, as though she could not¥aegever lay buried in her
own eyes.

She dressed slowly and when she came out intaitligkt again there was
no sign of him. The blue pool glimmered emptilythee morning light.
Joanne walked to the house, her bare brown legy siith half-dry
dampness, her feet thrust into straw sandals, lerder body sheathed in
very brief white shorts and a sleeveless T-shat,damp black hair hanging
down her back.

He was with Clea in the white-and-gold drawing-no&leekly elegant in a

white dress cut on the classical lines which suited Clea smiled at her as
she entered. 'Ben's taking me to lunch in NicelirdarCan you amuse

yourself?'

'Of-course," Joanne said drily, avoiding his naedwglance. He was
lounging back in a chair, his lean body at ease hands behind his black
head and although she barely looked his way shedeegly aware of the
slow, methodical inspection of those cold eyes.



Clea's violet eyes skimmed over her too, and d kai@ pleated her temples.
'‘Been swimming, darling?'

'Yes,' said Joanne, and Ben moved, swinging téekits She made a sudden,
instinctive movement away from him without thinkjregnd his eyes shot to
her face. Clea had turned towards the door andechig®e brief incident.
Ben paused, staring at Joanne, who looked at himaopen antagonism, her
black head lifted defiantly.

Milly came into the room just as they left it, addanne said to her flatly,
‘They're lunching in Nice.'

'Mmm," said Milly, mouth wry.
'Clea frowned at me,' Joanne told her. 'Do | lookess?"

Milly sighed, staring at her. 'My dear girl, yowlowhat you are ... a girl of
twenty! Clea envies you.'

Joanne was incredulous. 'Clea? | don't believelatlv could she envy me
anything?'

Milly's eyes were sad and loving. 'At your age gan afford to dash around
without make-up, wearing the minimum of clothes—eofirse she envies
you! She has to fight time every inch of the wapn you think she would

love to relax as you do and enjoy life without renfoering that she's always
on public display?'

Joanne had never considered competing with her enoffthe idea was
ridiculous, painful. Milly watched her strugglingittv the thought and
smiled affectionately.

'‘Come and help me with the fan mail," she saidu'¥an sort out the signed
photographs while | do the letters.'

Joanne had always enjoyed that. Today, for sonsoneahe found herself
looking at the glossy pictures of her mother witlwreyes, seeing them in a
novel light; the pale graining of the flawless skime shape of the features,



the posed sweetness of the smile. Was it possiideasked herself, that Ben
was falling in love with Clea? The idea made hegrgnwhich worried her,
because she had never cared before when any marg fewards her
mother like a magnetic needle pointing north, ahg im God's name should
she care about Ben Norris? He was a cold, arrageartger to her and the
terrifying acceleration of her heartbeat when taads rested on her body
earlier was inexplicable. She rejected it. He hadrbflirting with her,
playing a game, and only her own inexperience hadlenof the brief
moment anything worth remembering.

Lester Swann was giving a party that evening, aerasmaller, more
intimate affair than that which Clea had given.nfeawent into Nice that
afternoon and bought herself a new dress in aflicker of rebellion which
she herself found puzzling.

She had meant to buy something slightly more aduit,when she found

herself in a smart little boutique in one of theroe alleys in the town, she

was caught by a dress which was totally unsuitabteeven as she tried on
others of more discreet colouring, her eyes agathagain returned to the
flame-coloured dress displayed on a small startdarshop. The assistant,
smiling, said, 'Go on, try it!'-

Joanne laughed, shaking her head, but let hersghfebsuaded, and when
she saw herself in the dress she knew she hadéathdhe girl sighed over
it. 'Oh, you look fabulous!" She was a small, darénch girl with olive skin
and Joanne guessed she loved the dress hersediuld be way above her
pocket. The price shocked Joanne, but by then slkidwot have cared if it
had cost twice as much.

For the first time, Joanne wore noticeable makeMjnen she came
downstairs Milly turned and did a visible doublé&da Joanne flushed,
holding her head high.

'‘Well, | am nearly twenty-one, after all,’ she sauith self-conscious
anxiety.

'Did | say a word?"



You didn't have to ... your face said it all.’

"It isn't my face you have to worry about!

'Why should she object? Who's going to notice me?"
Milly's mouth twisted ironically. 'In that dress?

You're kidding!" She looked over the bright flamktbe tight-bodiced,
full-skirted dress with lifted eyebrows. It had @aBish look, the skirts
cascading in tiers to her feet, the waist tiny, loeice outlining her high
breasts. She gave Joanne a sharp, curious look. &/gou want to notice
you?'

Joanne felt her face burn, 'Nobody!"

‘Then that," said Milly, 'is the wrong dress to wdrecause as sure as God
made little apples, men are going to notice yougtai

Clea came into the room accompanied by the swagtance which always
floated around her, the perfume she always woFeeach one created for
her years ago.

Joanne turned slowly, bracing herself for the comisishe expected. She
had made her first gesture of rebellion, and shieafeuncertain as a baby
taking its first steps.

Clea's eyes widened and for a long moment thegdiareach other across
the room. Milly folded her hands, watching, her mamnunreadable.

Clea's face had a mask-like formality. Joanne héetréying urge to run

from the room, tear off the dress and return héteghe old, schoolgirlish

way of dressing. She had made the gesture on im@nd now she was
regretting it, afraid of what she might have unkess

Milly moved to Clea and made a big-thing of adjogta fold of her dress,
her eyes on Clea's face. 'Our girl is growing sipe said in her gruff voice.
'Of course, she'll never be another Clea Thorpewkuove her just the way



she is, don't we?'Clea'’s face altered. The tersiillaess went out of it. Her
lips trembled. 'Yes," she said unsteadily, takirtpep breath. 'Darling, you
do look very grown up.’

Joanne's shoulders relaxed from the tension whath Held them. She
searched her mother's eyes and Clea smiled swhedyashes falling to
hide the expression in them.

Clea had a sleek white Rolls, luxurious and ult@nfortable. She liked to
drive it herself at times, although she had a deauf Donald, who lived
with his wife above the garage and spent most ®time in polishing the
three cars Clea owned.

Today Clea drove and they shot down the narrowdwwign road between
dusty hillsides thick with cypress and olive treBslow, Joanne could see
through the branches the blue waters of the si@rijig in the sunlight, and
the beach was still alive with people. Some your filung a large yellow
ball between them, their sunburned bodies liththag ran to and fro. The
sun was setting slowly, still warm on their skirs the car descended, the
sun sank, making a crimson path across the wéterallighthouse beam..
People were leaving the beach in throngs now, iyybung men went on
playing, their shadows black on die yellow sand.

Clea was wearing a black dress tonight, her thveatind round with
diamonds in a gold setting. A white fur wrap waanfy around her
shoulders. Above it, her hair shone like black,diiaming the delicate oval
of her face. She was silent as she drove, but@ntvéce she shot Joanne an
unreadable look, as though she were inwardly spaonglon her behaviour.

When they arrived at Lester's villa, Joanne folldweer into the house.
Lester met them, bending rev- erendy over Cleaid Haut for once he gave
Joanne a startled, seeing look and smiled at hdr appreciation. She
followed them into the party. Ben came forwardtiogta swathe through
the other men effortlessly, and took Clea awayndeanew he had not
even seen her, and the sinking depression thaghitazaused made her
angry with herself. She stood watching, her fingarded into her palms,
and wished to God she had not bought the flamesdneworn it tonight.



'Do my eyes deceive me? Can it really be the liitlewho never grew up?’
asked a familiar voice behind her, and she turnigd avstart to look at Sam
Ransom's incredulous face.

'Oh, hello, Sam," she said flatly. He lived in Niogiting a daily column for

one of the popular London newspapers, filling ithatitbits of gossip which

he picked up at parties like these. A man in hidyehirties, Sam was

quick-witted, charming, opportunistic, and she kniaat any unguarded
remark she let slip could make the newspapers dext She was always
careful what she said to Sam.

He was looking her over with amused interest. 'Vghiditis? A touch of
rebellion at last? How did the great star take it?'

She felt herself blushing and pretended to laugbw's your wife?' she
asked deliberately.

'Ouch,’ he said, grimacing. He had been divorcetibyvife a year earlier
and she knew that the subject was one he stilldedoi Sam had, she
suspected, cared for his wife more than he woukt edmit. His brown

eyes* glinted. 'When did you grow claws, sweettheard | always thought
you were such a sweet little girl.'

'So | am,’ she said. 'To my friends.'

'‘And I'm not one of them?' He quirked a lazy eyabupward.

'Prove it,' she said.

He laughed. 'You won't use your claws on me ifi'tlase mine on you, is
that it?'

‘That seems fair enough,' she shrugged.

He grinned suddenly, his eyes altering. '‘Okay, qass. Can | get you a
drink?’



‘Thank you," she said, smiling back. Sam was ontheffew people who
ever seemed aware of her. They had had a longoredaip of friendly
neutrality and she felt at ease with him.

He slipped away and returned in a moment with asgtd champagne. She
sipped it, her eyes on her glass, and Sam looked doher in a considering
way.

‘Your figure is developing along interesting lindg. said, his head to one
side. 'When did this happen? Or is it just thatyveexy dress you're
wearing?'

‘It might be your eyesight,’ she snapped, and Samghled, his eyes
sparkling.

'Oh, no, sweetie, my eyesight is fine.' He leerelea teasingly. 'Shall we
dance? | can't wait to find out if you feel as g@sdyou look." He took the
glass from her hand, put it down and whisked hietoadance before she had
a chance to protest.

There was a crush of other people in the room hay were unavoidably
pushed close, Joanne's black head against hisdgnoHle tightened his grip
on her waist and she looked up in protest.

She found the lazy interest of his eyes embarrgssmd knew he could see
her uneasiness. His smile deepened. 'You knowreyawery strange girl,’
he said. 'l had you down in my book as a littleiau; but puritans don't
have mouths like yours.'

She was about to slap him down when over his skeolldr eye caught
Ben's narrowed gaze and she felt her heart flip sie&eningly. She forced
her face to disguise the reaction she had felt,elyes drifting over him
without expression, then looked back at Sam. Lavgeher lashes, she
asked sweetly, 'Mouths like what?"

Sam watched her curiously. 'Come out into the gaeshel I'll show you.'



She lifted her lashes and looked at him. 'Is thedwa version of let me show
you my etchings?’

‘That comes later," he said, grinning, and shehladdpack.

'l wouldn't trust you further than | could see you.

‘A sound principle,' he agreed. 'But you have &resome time.'
'Maybe I'd choose another tutor.’

Sam bent his head rapidly and took a light kisscldsed his eyes. 'Mmm ...
promising.’'

'For you or for me ?'

'‘Both of us,' he said, his eyes impudent.

Joanne was finding the game exhilarating. It waditist time in her life she
had ever played it and she was finding it easyetepkthe ball in the air, her

eyes bright as she looked back at Sam's interagiaeciative face.

'Is it true Jeb Norris is in Nice?' he asked aldypind her smile died on her
mouth.

'What?' She was so shattered that she had no thofigbncealing it from
his needle-sharp eyes.

"You didn't know?' Sam stared at her. That's revgal
'What makes you think he is?' she asked tensely.
‘A little bird told me.'

'He could have got it wrong.'



Sam shook his head. 'No, the source is impeccAblearently, Jeb Norris
came over on a big yacht... it tied up early thaamng and he came ashore.
| thought he'd be here tonight.’

She glanced involuntarily towards Ben and found Wiatching her, his dark
face enigmatic. Clea was standing beside him tgltari_ester, her laughter
audible, a glass in her hand. Joanne looked anb#érer anxiously.

‘Someone ought to break the news to her," Santlsaudhtfully, following
her gaze. 'lIf Jeb Norris walks in without warnii@ea is going to get a
shock.’

'No," said Joanne, turning her head back to hion'td And, at his quick,
surprised stare, she added huskily, 'Please, Sdma.knew she could not
bear the idea of Sam walking up to them and tellivem Jeb had arrived.
She did not want to see Ben's face, although sheatiquite know what she
expected him to do or say. She only knew her inséilmost screamed at the
idea.

'Well,"” Sam said slowly, 'maybe at that it' wouldka a more interesting
story if Jeb takes her by surprise.' He glancégkatwith a wry face. 'I'd like
to see his face, too ... he and his daddy dontirgdtm told, and the way he's
been pursuing Clea this past week makes one woldieay he came here
with the set intention of getting her into bed pates his daddy.'

"You sadist!" Joanne muttered harshly, her facmishgof colour.

'Oh, come on,' shrugged Sam, unconcerned. 'ltjplonty speculate on what
the famous are up to, remember.’

'Famous last words,' she snapped. 'Anyone who daesten job claims
that.'

'I'm as necessary to Clea as her make-up man,'s@ahhalf angrily. 'She
needs me as much as | need her. The day | stapgtaki interest in her
private life will be a black day in her book.'



Joanne knew very well that he was right, but she avgry with him. There
had been a ring of personal amusement in the wapblee about Ben, and
she resented it.

'Lester has asked Ben to invest in Clea's new'fdime said defensively,
'that's all." She might be giving away informatimnSam by telling him
about the film, but it was better than having hipeculate so damningly
about Ben's relationship with Clea.

Sam lifted one eyebrow. 'The film nobody wants @ack?"
Joanne went cold. 'What?' Her voice was hoarse.

'‘Come on,' said Sam, smiling. 'It's a fairly opearst. Clea's last film didn't
have the box office pull the film backers like,they've all steered clear of
investing any more money in her.'

‘That isn't true!" Joanne stared at him, apprekehsiher skin pale and cold.
Was it true? There had been something odd goinfigroneeks, a touch of

quiet distress about Milly's face whenever she éobkt Clea, a touch of
edgy anxiety about Clea from time to time. Joannevk that the two of

them had secrets from her. They were so close,shadhad never been
involved in the business side of things.

Sam watched her face drily. 'Sweetie, it's beeardi@ some time that the
skids are under Clea.’

'No," she protested, shivering.

'What do you think made her so mad in that lastrinéw? | asked her about
the rumour that her last film hadn't made enougheyand she upped and
chucked a glass of Martini in my face.' His eyesibaed. 'l didn't like that,
darling. 1 didn't like it at all.’

She said huskily, 'I'm sorry, Sam ... she must len upset.’

'She upset me,' he said, the trace of menace wolie deepening.



She had to soothe him down. She could not let hinh Glea. Or Ben, she
thought, shuddering.

'Don't be cross,' she pleaded, smiling at him pilagky.

His eyes narrowed, slid down her slender bodyeérfldme dress. ‘Come out
into the garden and apologise there,' he saidysoftl

It was a blatant piece of blackmail, but she waaidfof what Sam could do,
she was terrified that he would walk up to Clealglipand say something
which could wound her intolerably. Clea was mortngtable than she had
known. She had been unaware of the pressuresoyilgh and tonight she
had increased them with her little flare of relwlliShe knew how terrified
of growing old Clea was, she should not have dane i

'If that's what you want,' she said, moving off tloer.

As they went through the terrace doors, Sam pauskdget us some
champagne,' he said. 'To put us in a party mood.'

She walked out alone into the warm, dark nightlandled up at the crescent
moon, hung like a silver boat, against a backotdtgently drifting clouds.
The air was warm on her skin. The trees in Lesg@rden whispered in-the
faint wind.

'l hope you know what you're doing," murmured acgdiehind her, and she
swung round, heart thudding.

'What do you mean?'

'‘Come off it," he said curtly. 'Sam Ransom is alshéou're too young to get
bitten.'

'I'm not a fool,' she said, her eyes angry.

‘Aren't you?' His mouth was ironic. The wind bleer iblack hair crazily,
strands of it flung across his face She put upralha brush it down and



touched his skin, feeling the brief contact liket h@n on her palm.
Involuntarily she jerked away, and he looked atdiearply.

'What's the matter?'
‘Nothing,' she whispered huskily, shaking.

He stared at her for a silent moment, then his $iacildsed over her
shoulders and he drew her against his body. Thaseanpeculiar fixity in
them both. Joanne swallowed, her heart pounding.S&ed down at her.
His head began to bend slowly, his hands tightemetder shoulders. She
knew he was going to kiss her, and for a secondoeth lifted hungrily for
the touch of his, then she pulled away, a hot aimgie her.

'I'm not my mother,” she muttered through her te&hd I'm not her
stand-in, either.’'

She saw the dark colour rise in his face. 'Youelisitch," he muttered,
shaking her with hands that hurt.

Sam's footsteps broke into the intensity which thalsling them both. Ben
gave her one savage look and almost flung her aweyed on his heel and
stalked off, passing Sam with a black look.

'What,' asked Sam softly, 'was all that about?’

‘Nothing,' she said, assuming a wild gaiety. 'Wisarey champagne, Sam? |
thought this was a party?"

He eyed her curiously. 'Here you are, princesssaig, handing her a glass
and took a sip from his own, his eyes on her fldsfaee. '"You're looking
very passionate.'

She drained her glass with a reckless smile. dskihd?'
Sam put his glass down and took her in his arms, §Weetheart, very

good," he said softly, and his mouth closed overdwen before she had
notice of his intention.



For a second she almost cried aloud in misery aotkgt. Her first kiss ...
and it could have been Ben, she thought! Why hadsstpped him? Oh,
God, I'm a fool, she thought. What difference dichake that her first kiss
should come from Sam Ransom instead of Ben NoNisither of them

meant anything to her or she to them.

They stayed out there for twenty minutes. She ilet kiss her, indeed she
invited it, her smile as beguiling as she could endak She put her arms
round his neck, kissing him back, but there waseroitement in the
exchanged embrace. She tried hard, but just theomyeof Ben's mouth
coming down towards hers could make her heart beak she felt she
would be sick, and Sam's experienced kisses caildrase the memory.

'l get the feeling I'm kissing a statue," Sam saigly, his eyes studying her.
‘All the passion | saw in your face when Ben Norsias out here has
vanished.’

She lifted her head, the black hair flowing in #iad, and gave him a secret
look from under her lashes. 'Promise to be niagayanother?'

'What is this? Who's blackmailing who?' he askeditegly, and she moved
her fingers into his ruffled hair, smiling at hiteaning back from the waist,
her body casually touching him.

'We're blackmailing each other," she said, thentledorward and slowly
kissed him with real feeling, hating herself be@asise was pretending and
she knew it, pretending he was someone else.

Sam pushed her away, his hands hard on her wéast. much champagne
have you drunk, darling?' His eyes were strangely.cl'm beginning to do
some sums, | warn you.'

Sam was shrewd and clever. He might well do aceurathematics, and
she glared at him. "You asked me out here."

‘All right,’ he said flatly. 'l got what | askedrfand | wish to hell Pd known
better. No man likes to stand in for another feltarling ... even if he's
blackmailed a girl into kissing him." He took hemeand pushed her towards



the door. 'Consider the debt cancelled,’ he sdid.treat Clea like
china—and from now on, Joanne, stay out of my path.

She was puzzled by his anger. He had wanted to toaketo her and he
had—why was he so annoyed now? He had known frenstdrt that she
was not out here with him from choice.

Ben was facing the terrace doors, talking to Leséed the dark eyes
registered their entrance and, she knew, compre&desdme of what had
happened outside. His hard mouth twisted in a saecdpointed smile and
she looked through him as though he were invishee hand tightening on
Sam's arm.

He looked down at her, eyes narrowed. 'My God, deadon't be a fool,’
"he muttered almost angrily. 'Clea would kill ydyou went after him...'

'l wouldn't have him as a present,’ she said figrce

Sam almost smiled. 'You'd never make an actressaid. 'You can't he for
toffee.’

Clea came drifting over to them, against the bkilékher skin gleamed like
pearl, lustrous and delicate. She looked at Joanefy, then at Sam with a
raised eyebrow. 'Now, what have you been doindnéngarden, with my
daughter, Sam?' The question was sharp.

'Kissing her madly," Sam said so mockingly thataGQled not believe him,
but Ben, coming up behind her, overheard, and tHehds dark eyes told
Joanne so with cold malice.

Clea had not really come over to cross-question. & moved on to the
real reason for her joining them. 'Ben has agredzhtk my film, darlings,’
she said gaily, including them both in her smi@ &s soon as everything is
signed we're off to the States,’

'How exciting,"” Sam said drily, looking at Ben'spassive face. Joanne
waited with tension for him to add something bitibgt he looked down at
her with an odd expression and said nothing more.



Clea was looking very beautiful, her excitement mgkher shine and
sparkle. She kissed Joanne's cold cheek, sayiogy ¢bld your face is,
darling ... you shouldn't have stayed out in thelga for so long.’

Ben stared at Joanne icily. 'She was enjoying Herse said, and he meant
it to sting.

'Yes,' she said sweetly, 'l was.'

Suddenly the room fell silent and everyone seeméagrh and stare at them.
Aware of the tension, Clea glanced around and Jokuked, too, puzzled.
A man was coming across the room towards them aadook told her who
he was, the resemblance was striking.

He stooped slightly, as though he spent much otlais at a desk, but his
features were toughened by assurance and yeamsaal @nd he bore the
stamp of a man accustomed to getting his own wesyhéir was dusted with
silver, his eyes surrounded with fines, his skimed to a leather-like shade
and texture. There was faint humour in the darkseye the line of the
mouth, but at this moment she could not read tipeession on his face. He
was staring at Clea and she was staring back,s®ifvas oblivious of all
the watching eyes, her face white and strickenpbdy tense.

Miserably, Joanne looked at Ben. How would he thkeappearance of his
father at this moment?



CHAPTER THREE

SHE had no difficulty in reading the expression ort thard face. He was as
taken aback as she was by his father's appearamte|early not pleased.
The dark eyes were narrowed in a stare which samiéart sinking to her
stomach.

She looked quickly again at Clea, then back at Bad,instinctively caught
hold of his arm, holding him back as Clea moveavktdo meet Jeb alone.

He turned towards her, his face grim.

‘Leave them alone,’ she said in a low voice. She lwaathless, as though
she had run a mile, and her heart was thumpingisgher breastbone, so
that she wondered if her anxiety was visible.

For a second she thought he would hit her. His feascongested with dark
blood, his eyes brilliantly black. Her fingers tighed around his arm,
digging into him, and he looked down at her ash# svere an intrusive
insect he would brush off with a flick of his finge

'What are you? Her bodyguard?' The words were @@/ in a quiet,
sneering tone which made her shrink, but she kelgtdf him.

'Everyone is staring,’ she whispered back. 'Staybi!'

He lifted his head and shot a look around the rdaime. had not exaggerated.
Everyone was wildly excited by the real-life drag@ing on under their
noses, hardly knowing which of them to watch, thegies shooting from
Clea and Jeb Norris, and then to his son. Ben lesh I€lea's constant
companion for the past week and people were dyfirmgosity to see how
he would react to his father's sudden arrival.

Joanne glanced at Sam Ransom and his eye caughtoement of her
head. He turned his own and stared at her unread@bé knew that the
little scene being played out was meat and drinkhita, but she was
determined that he should not have a chance tofgrien in his gossip
column next day.



'‘Come outside,' she whispered to Ben, pulling aitarist. He looked down
at her with cold eyes, but allowed her to pull ot into the garden.

Outside she released him and he turned in the slsaovatch the dramain
the centre of the lighted room. From out here isJi&e sitting in the
auditorium watching a scene on a brilliantly liage. Jeb Norris stood in
front of Clea and looked down at her. She was sgllyher eyes lifted to his
face. Her hands hung at her sides, their fingergduas though she were a
little girl brought before the headmaster for samisdeed.

Clea's mouth trembled visibly. She said somethiraydible, and Joanne
winced at the expression in her mother's eyesniss$ted by it. Clea seemed
to beg, the black lashes quivering, and Jeb Nerfiaste was totally
enigmatic, his features fully under control.

In the silence the music from the other room huaigntingly like an echo.

Ben swore under his breath, his hands clenchedné&oshot him a worried

look. Was he in love with Clea? She felt suddehBbt she had to get him
away from the scene, she had to get his. atteri@a@me and look at the rose
terrace,' she said. 'lt can be very impressivaemtoonlight.’

He hardly seemed to hear her. She took his arntyfiamd he looked down
at her with a start. She repeated her words arsiriled, a cold movement
of his mouth without humour or warmth.

'Why not?' he asked between his teeth.

They walked down the path and emerged on the eer@ea had designed it
for Lester some years ago. The grey stone wallgpatits fell one after the
other with beds of roses sandwiched between théma.tdrrace looked its
best on a summer morning when the colours and scéie flowers were
embellished by the sun, but in moonlight it tookaogentle, haunted quality,
the roses drained of their colour, ghostly, ydt Eaving that soft, warm
fragrance on the night air, retaining the imprihsonshine on their petals.

The heady sweetness filled their nostrils. Joanheled, leaned on a stone
post which formed a gateway. 'Lovely, isn't it?'



He threw a look around him which barely seemedke in anything of the
scene. 'Lovely," he said curtly, not .meaning adnairit, and she saw his
head turn back towards the house.

'Stay here!’

He gave her a sardonic stare. 'What do you imadgmegoing to do? Burst
into tears or play a jealous scene in front of gore?’

'‘Are you in love with her?' The question burst imwbluntarily and she felt
colour burning in her face as if the question weel®tter accusation.

He laughed, his mouth sneering. 'My God, she'sagtavoman in the world
| could ever fall for! She made my childhood heill @arth.'

The reply startled her. Her eyes flew open to thdlest. 'But... you were
going to back her film...'

'Was I?' His mouth twisted.

'She just told us you were." Joanne stared at loaiffled. 'l don't
understand...’

'Oh, hell," he Said thickly, turning away and waltkidown the steps among
the clustering rose bushes.

She followed slowly, frowning, watching the learrldéigure move with
worried eyes. At the base of the terrace thereanstene-walled fish pond,
the moonlit surface thick with lily pads. Ben sattbe wall and ruffled the
water with, one careless hand.

She joined him and sat down, her own eyes on ttterwéhe moon slid
behind a cloud and the garden lay in darkness iooment, then it came out
again and she saw its pale reflection shine oml#nke surface.

'l knew all about her while | was at boarding sdiiddhe said, as if talking
to himself, his voice conversational. 'One of tbgdoshowed me a story in a
newspaper. The boys were all gloating over it. Bogs be sadistic little



animals. There was a picture of her—she lookedHi&k=n of Troy. When |

went home next holidaysmy mother had begun to diken she was
drunk she*talked ... God, how she talked! She to&dall about it. She had
always drunk quite a bit, but my father's affairttwiClea Thorpe had
speeded up the process.'

Joanne watched his dark profile with compassianagining the little boy
abruptly disillusioned about his parents, showndt&sm between them in
this cruel fashion, aware of the brittle naturéhafir marriage, and afraid for
his own security. Poor little boy, she thought. 8beld imagine him; seven
years old, in short school trousers, his face defiss and aggressive,
trying to hide his uncertainty behind a tough ewter

'My mother's drinking got so bad she had to go awsywent on in that

distant, hard voice. 'She would come home for dendmid seem cured, but
eventually it would all start again, and she wagddagain. My father said it

was an illness, and | suppose it was, but | hated hated her. | hated my
father. | despised them both.’

She remembered him as she first saw him, frameteardoorway at her
mother's party, a cold, contemptuous stranger. Wieatvas telling her
explained the sardonic mockery, the remote coldness

But why had he come to Clea's party that night? Wy he gone on seeing
her, dining out with her night after night, hauutitne villa, flattering and
flirting with her?

'Women like Clea should be forced to wear a mdsk,5aid. 'She's like
Medusa ... she has a disastrous effect on the rherlook at her.'

'She hardly turns them to stone,’ said Joann&gir a fight tone, and his
eyes cut her like knives.

'She destroys them," he said, his mouth implacable.

She shivered.



"You never saw my mother,' he said. 'Before she diee looked like a
ruined house, empty, shattered. My father told shrewas pretty when she
was young.'

"You can't blame Clea for what happened to youherdt

He stared at her with those icy eyes. 'Can't 1?'

"You have no right to judge her!’

'What gives her the right to use her looks as eckéght, trapping men like
moths?'

Joanne thought of the moment when he met Clean¢heous, uncertain
way her mother had looked at him, and his exprassibincredulous

admiration. Clea had done nothing to bring aboat ktnok. She had merely
stood there, waiting, like some blind goddess, Bad had crashed to his
knees.

'She doesn't do it deliberately," she protestepist happens.'
He laughed bitterly. 'Does it?'

''ve seen it happening,' she said. 'Do you thiolt were the first man to
cave in at the sight of her?’

His eyes flashed. '‘Cave in?' he repeated, theaughéd oddly. 'And now
my father is getting the treatment, is he? So youdht me out here to keep
me out of the way while she worked on him?"'

She flushed, glancing away, and his hand curvedanarber chin, lifting her
face so that the moonlight illuminated it, givingrteyes a pale glitter and
touching her mouth with sweetness.

'Do you work as a pair?' he asked unpleasantly.

'What?' She was bewildered, her face frowning.



‘That was why you brought Sam Ransom out here,'wtaio sweeten him
and stop him writing something damaging about Clea?

His insight made her start, her eyes widening theokly dropping from his
face, her lids hiding the expression from him.

'Clever stuff,’ he drawled. 'Those Clea can't hawggt passed on to you, do
they? You're an" impressive team. My God, | had gown wrongly. The
first time | saw you, | barely noticed you.'

She had been aware of that, resenting it, anduiek gpward look told him
So.

He gave her a bitter smile. 'You were such an ianttooking kid,
nomake-up, straight hair, big blue eyes ... | wamesorry for you at times.
What a house to be brought up in, I thought ...rpad! You puzzled me,
though. Now and then | caught a flash of somethwhgch didn't fit." His
eyes slowly ran down her body in the flame dress sirve shivered under
that stare. 'Then tonight | saw you dancing witm$en in that... and the
mask was off. You were giving him the treatmentremd you? Sweet
come-hither smiles, seductive looks ... | watched wand | could have
kicked myself for being such a blind fool'

He was still holding her chin and she tried to jpaitk, her mouth trembling.
‘Let me go,' she whispered shakily.

'Why should 1?' His hand tightened, then slid totheoat, making her shiver
at the unexpectedly sensual impact of his fingarker cool skin. His eyes
glinted at her, mockery in their depths. 'Why ave yrembling?’

'I'm angry,' she snapped. 'l don't like being maualhed.'

'‘No?' His mouth twisted. 'Tell that to the Marindssuppose you and
Ransom were star-spotting while you were out her&alf an hour?'

‘That's none of your business!



He laughed. 'Oh, | don't give a damn ... it wasa#ng, though. It showed
me just how you and your damned mother played Vitle game.' He
stared down at her, his eyes unreadable in the ingboril'm sorry if it isn't
going the way you expected," he mocked. 'But nevead ... you might as
well give me what you brought me out here for.'

Before she could move his mouth came down, brushgmjnst her lips
lightly, cool from the night air, making her teressd quiver. She had wanted
him so badly to kiss her and now she shrank froipuitting her hands up to
his shoulders to push him away, twisting and tugnimevade his mouth.

He was immovable, his fingers bruising the softiskd her throat as they
tightened, holding her in his power.

'Don't,’ she whispered miserably. He was hurtingifelerably. Pain was
stabbing inside her as every word he had said tep@aher mind. He hated
and despised her. The soft kisses he was givingvber poisoned with his
contempt.

'What's the matter?' he asked mockingly. 'Haveollspour act? Come on,
sweetheart, give me what you gave Ransom.'

She started to protest angrily, but his lips sishter, gardening and
possessing until he had forced henouth to part. His hands moved from
her throat and slid down her back, bending hef sisa were a doll. Joanne
clutched at his shoulders in an effort to retaim balance, and the

compelling movement of his mouth awoke a hungehen She lost the

capacity to think. She was all feeling, her bodgpanding in restless

passion, her hands reaching for him, clinging ta.hi

She felt him draw a long breath. His hands drew dieser, his mouth

burned on her own and she yielded mindlessly, kis$im back with a

passion which was rapidly passing into deliriumr Hegers crept into his

hair, wound into the thick strands, holding his dhea if to keep it in her

control, pulling it down towards her. When Sam Ranskissed her she had
forced herself to stand still in his arms, hatigout now she was on fire,
melting like wax, feeling the erotic caress of Bdmands over her body with
every nerve.



He suddenly thrust her away, breathing as thoughdtebeen running.
"You're your mother's daughter all right," he said barbed sneer.

After the exchanged passion it was like a doucheotaf Water in her face.
Joanne shook, trying to control the pain. Whenviogre seemed steady, she
said huskily, 'What did you expect? Snow White?'

'‘God knows,' he muttered, turning to walk away. Saged where she was,
shivering, drained and miserable. She forced Heteatare at the moonlit

water as if her life depended on it. If I'm notefait, she thought, | shall fall

in love with him and that would be a recipe foraditer. There is nothing but
pain in loving him.

She did not understand what had brought him hdrg h& had pursued Clea
so openly, why he had promised to back her new i one thing she was
certain about—he hated both of them. His tone,féi®, his words had

convinced her of that.

As a child she had loved Clea with all her heatdly sparing any affection
for her father or anyone else. She had grown umge€lea at close
guarters, recognising the feet of clay all idolsgess yet still loving her
because Clea was her mother, and had qualitiegebéise heartlessness
towards men, the shallowness of emotion. She cbel#ind, thoughtful,
easy-tempered. Joanne had never grown out of ierfdw her mother, but
she was increasingly realising that living with &levas dangerous to
herself. While she lived in the shadow of that gkesauty, that fame, that
magic, she was unable to become herself.

| have to get away, she thought. | have to leagestiadows before | become
a shadow myself. The Lady of Shalott had to leaateldom, even though
she knew the curse would come upon her, becaude hvéd safely in
shadowed seclusion is no life at all.

She went back into the party later. Clea was wathNorris in one corner of
the room. She was unusually silent, listening asguake to her, her violet
eyes on his face, and he was speaking softly, éésl ibent towards her,
watching her.



Ben was drinking with a concentrated intensity Wwhigorried her, his
glance on the other two, but there was nothingat hard, dark face to give
her a clue as to his intentions.

'We're going, darling,’ Clea said ten minutes |asriling at her. Jeb Norris
stood at her side, his hand beneath her elbowJaadne looked into his
face searchingly, receiving a quiet smile from him.

'So you're Joanne,' he said, as if he was pleagkder, as if she matched
up to his idea of Clea's daughter, and althougwstsesick and miserable at
that moment a faint warmth reached her from hind, gtve smiled at him. '

'Yes,' she said, and he smiled back.

He took the driver's seat as if by right and Clazepted it without comment,

sitting beside him submissively, staring out atiheolling road. Joanne had
the feeling that she was wrapped in happinessh8taever seen her look
so calm, and she remembered what Milly had saiditaGtea caring more

for Jeb than any other man who had ever come istdife.

When they arrived Joanne said 'Goodnight," witheagant smile, turning
towards the stairs, and Jeb. Norris halted her avitland on her arm. 'Sleep
well, Joanne,' he said quietly. 'I'll look forwamnldgetting to know you,’

She liked him; it was instinctive. But she was wexrand she stood in her
own room staring out of the window at the moonwadsbarden with a
feeling of unease.

Had Jeb Norris come to rescue Clea from his sohjsoson from Clea? It
could not be coincidence which brought him heregoortunely. Clea was
so happy and Joanne felt like someone watchingagetty they were
powerless to halt.

She could not sleep, tortured by memories of thmsenents in the rose
garden with Ben. He had kissed her out of angehaired, and she wished
violently that she had not enjoyed being in hisgrbout she had to admit she
had. She had been waiting for it ever since shehinetShe had yearned to
know how it would feel to have him kiss her. Nowedtnew, and it was



shame and delight. He had not kissed her becauseahted to—he had
been punishing her because of her mother. He haussel her, condemned
her unjusdy, his kisses had been an insult, anthati¢o despise herself for
responding with such passion.

When at last she undressed and got into bed stelalge for a long time,
her mind in turmoil, but at last she fell into aubled sleep and awoke at
first light feeling grey and lisdess.

She showered and dressed in white jeans and ahitg then whistled to
Harry and took him down the cliff path in the soitgy light, hearing the
birds begin their morning chorus in the trees aldeaeand the sound of the
sea coming gently up the cliff towards them.

She was not surprised to see Ben walking on thehhdaut her nerves
tightened painfully. She would have gone back,Hauturned his head and
looked at her with those cold dark eyes and priddarher lift her head and
walk forward without a sign of uneasiness.

Harry leapt around him eagerly, panting. Ben thaestick for him and they
both watched silendy as the dog tore after it theosea.

'Sleep well, did you?' Ben asked, and his tonédneut

She flushed. 'Thank you. Did you?'

He turned those sardonic eyes on her and she hddrer hands at her side,
knowing that he had not been to bed at all. Shettadeeling he had been
walking here all night, thinking, planning—but wRahe got no clue from

that stony countenance. He might have been a msiidtige, except for the

bitter coldness in those dark eyes.

'I'm going to Paris for a few days," he said exgicgdessly.

Her heart sank. 'Oh?' she said, hoping her midettyeanews did not reach
him.

He stared at her, face unreadable. '‘Come with me.'



Colour ran up her face. 'No!" she said hotly, rgatim.

He lifted one thin eyebrow. 'What can | promiset tWdl persuade you?
How much will it cost? A diamond bracelet like yauother's? A fur coat?'

She turned to run away and his hand descended roarime halting her
forcibly.

‘Let go of me!’

Ben watched as she struggled impotently, her faeglet with insulted
anger, and his own face was as cool as iced water.

'l want you,' he said. 'And I'll pay for it. | knotliese things cost money.'

Her hand swung up and he caught it, his fingerslike around her wrist.
'Oh, no, you don't, darling," he drawled. 'We biatlow the score. | may be
presenting it badly, but don't pretend it's someghyou've never done
before.'

She was so unhappy, so angry, that her eyes rdse fiace and she said in a
choked voice, 'You're wrong! I... I've never .hefwords jammed together
in her throat and refused to emerge, but her taniserable eyes spoke for
her and he stared at her, brows pulling together.

His eyes ran down over her slender body in the leipgans and shirt, came
back to her clear-skinned face, innocent of cosragtier straight hair and
angry eyes.

'Do you expect me to believe that you're the innbgeu look?'

'‘No," she said bitterly. 'l don't expect you toi®et anything, but it's the
truth, whether you believe it or not.'

'Promises but no deliveries," he muttered, andwsheed. His eyes swept
over her again, narrowed and strangely sharpedastlyour mother delivers.
My father didn't come back last night, did he?"



The colour drained from her face. 'I've no idelag' said huskily.

He laughed. 'Of course not. My God, you and youthmioare a great team!'
'Don't insult my mother," she said furiously.

"Your mother is a...’

She pulled her hand from his wrist with a violendbwament and hit him
before the word emerged, and he swore, grabbirtghmatarms and holding
her immobile between his hands.

'‘Can't you take the truth? What would you call h&n@l what do you call
yourself? What did you offer Sam Ransom to soothedown last night?
And melater? You were promising whatever | wanted gou know it ... a
cold-blooded little tease, Joanne, that's whatareu

She was suddenly weary, her eyes lowered, closats. 'Please let me go,
Ben.'

There was a silence, then he released her andistezitaway, with Harry-
capering around her, stick in mouth. She walkedyast#fly and Ben
watched her with his hands driven into his pock8tge hoped she would
never set eyes on him again. He had hurt her entmulgist a lifetime. She
could not take any more pain.

She swam for an hour because she felt uncleanhendabl brush of the
water on her overheated body was soothing, waséwvay some of the
misery Ben had inflicted on her.

He had wanted to humiliate her and he had succeddoegbnd his
knowledge, because he was not aware how much sbe. &he refused to
admit even to herself how much she cared. She estelker thoughts
carefully away from it whenever they came too close

When she came back into the house Jeb Norris wagliag in the
drawing-room staring at the great portrait of Glaaging over the fireplace.
It had been painted when Joanne was two. She dicem@mber it, but she



remembered the painting from her earliest yearangaspent hours staring
at it with silent awe. Her mother's beauty at #ige had been unbelievable
and the artist had captured it for ever with gedait.

The blue eyes held a sweet, haunted smile. Thelhveas tender, exquisite.
The translucent glow of the skin was almost toutdabne could have
sworn that if one laid a hand on it one would teelblood move beneath the
skin.

Jeb turned and looked at her wryly. 'She was thelilest thing | ever saw,’'
he said, and his voice was sad. ¢

'She still is," Joanne said too quickly, and tlegies held in a moment of
exchanged knowledge.

"You're not a child,’ said Jeb. "You will have ltkaomething about me. Old
myths have a way of changing, being embellishadarit you to know that |
loved your mother.’

Joanne noted the past tense with slight anxiety.v&iked over and joined
him and looked at him searchingly. "'Why have yomepMr Norris?'

He smiled. 'You're very straightforward, Joannid that." He looked at the
picture and sighed. "The answer is complicatedtllyit came because I've
been reading highly coloured gossip items about @l my son ...’
Joanne's breathing tightened and he looked athaeply.

'How often has Ben been here?’

'Quite often during the last week,' she said e)qioedessly.

He nodded, 'So it was true.'

'You haven't asked Clea?"



He laughed. 'Would she tell me the truth?' His lsrowgistered wry
amusement. 'Clea is very lovely, but she tells Wdgen she thinks it's
necessary.'

Joanne flushed, looking away. 'Please don't!'" Shedcnot listen to any
more brutal remarks about her mother. She wouldisten.

Jeb Norris watched her thoughtfully. 'Nobody isfpet; Joanne," he said. 'l
love Clea just the way she is.'

This time it was the present tense, and her egestt) his face. 'Love?' she
repeated huskily.

'Yes,' he said frankly. 'l said the answer was darafed—it is. When | read
that Ben had been seeing Clea | was knocked sideviiageemed almost
incestuous.' He grinned at her. 'l haven't seesinee she ran off with your
father, but | still thought of her possessively.cn realised that, | knew |
had to come here ... | knew I still loved her.’

She sighed, her shoulders relaxing from the tenstuoh had held them.
'What has Ben been up to?' he asked her, watcleing h

'Hadn't you better ask him that?'

'l doubt if he'd be frank,' Jeb said ruefully. '&l&d | have barely spoken to
each other for years. He can't stand the sighteofTrhe blood rushed to my
head when | heard he'd been seeing Clea becaadelshrewd idea he was
getting back at me through her, and I still thih&ttwas his plan.'

Perhaps it had been, she thought. Ben had comedleuet if he could, but
had he been untouched by Clea's loveliness or édikén as bowled over

by it as most other men were?

'Clea says he was going to back her new film.'siated down at her, lifting
an eyebrow quizzically. 'Do you think that's thee2



‘That's what they both told me,’ she said, but IBshsaid later 'Was 1?' in a
biting tone which made it impossible to guess wiaateally meant to do.

'l can see why that appealed to Clea," Jeb murmiBatiwhat was Ben up
to? He hates her. What was he playing at?'

He hates her. Joanne shivered. Yes, Ben hateca@tehe hated her, too, as
Clea's daughter. He despised them both. What haddreplanning? Had he
meant to let Clea get excited about the film, &s#é and happy again, only
to let*her down publicly, drop the film and her wiit? That would have
humiliated Clea. It would have hurt. It might evieave ended her film
career if she could not find another backer.

'I'm going to marry her,' said Jeb, and she loakdum in surprise. 'l want
her tied up so tight she'll never get away from again.' He grinned,
ruefully self- mocking. 'She got away from me ondever again.'

Joanne laughed. 'Have you told her?'
'Yes,' said Jeb, and his eyes were hard. 'l tald he

Clea was not getting a man who would run aftelikera pet dog this time.
She was getting a man who for all his amused adfieéor her was granite at
bottom, and looking at him, Joanne could see wBe got it from, that

stony, unmoving expression.

'‘God help her if she plays me up,' Jeb added, andds not being funny.
Joanne could see that. How would Clea cope witl?rshe wondered. She
was spoilt, hopelessly spoilt by years of gettieg bwn way and now she
would find herself being managed firmly but inexayaand how would she
like that?

'Have you seen Ben since you arrived?' she askedhxiously.He shook
his head. 'You know, Ben had a bad childhood. Higher was a sick
woman.'

'He told me,' she said miserably.



He looked at her sharply. 'He did? That's intengstHe rarely talks about
her. It was hard for him— young boys are sensit8iee was his mother, yet
he despised her. He showed it openly and it hurtHelooked at her, talked
to her, with contempt. | had faalk to him about it, and we had some bad
rows. When he got older he changed towards herstdrted taking her side,
protecting her, as he saw it, against me.' His méwisted. 'Ben despised
me. He knew all about Clea, of course.' He laudtaadhly. 'One thing about
Ben ... he never had women trouble.’

Joanne could believe that. Ben would hate and sespomen. Her first
impression of him had been accurate. The cold,osérdstranger looking
around that room full of beautiful women, dismiggithem all with
contempt, had been Ben's true persona.

They had both been born outsiders. She had hidgdire ishadows, effacing
herself, while Ben had turned to face the resthef world, deliberately
isolating himself and despising everyone he met.

'He couldn't blame me more than | blamed mysah'tdld her. 'I'd stopped
loving my wife before | met Clea. Linda had a cancethe mind. Her
drinking had nothing to do with Clea, but Ben wouklver have believed
that. It didn't start when | met Clea. It had b&ept out of sight, but it was
there long before that. Linda tried to stop it, bbé couldn't and that was
what killed my feelings for her, not Clea.".

Joanne was embarrassed, not wishing to hear &) Hecause it was
involving her more and more with Ben, making hes & too clearly how
terrible his life must have been as a child.

'Please,’ she muttered miserably, and Jeb lookieeratith a grimace.
'I'm sorry, | shouldn't have told you all thisit's none of your business. I've
embarrassed you.' He patted her shoulder, smilingtaking Clea to lunch

in Nice. I'd like to take you, too.'

She smiled back politely. 'Thank you, but I, hamether date. Some other
time, | hope.'



"You can be sure of that," he said firmly. 'l wamget to know you, Joanne.
How do you feel about me as a stepfather?'

She laughed. 'l think it might be fun!

He looked delighted. 'l promise it will be,” he dsanodding. 'lI've always
wanted a daughter to spoil and fuss over ... nolayallowed to fuss over
Ben. He was a very stubborn, difficult boy.'

Boy, she thought wryly. Had he ever been that? woel did not apply to

that hard, dark arrogant face and she could noktaf him except as the
man whose touch last night had turned her bonegater and made her
heart beat like a drum.

Clea came in looking ravishing in a simple bluesdrethe skirt full, the
bodice cut low and suspended on thin straps whassed over her throat.
A white bolero covered her bare shoulders. Shedddsarely older than
Joanne and Jeb smiled at her in admiration.

When she looked up at him the little-girl look waser eyes and her mouth
was sweetly. submissive. Jeb kissed her and Céé@dtbradiant as she drew
back from him.

She gave Joanne a little, shy smile, her eyeslsegrto catch her daughter's
reaction. Joanne smiled back at her because Ghadoso vulnerable, so
uncertain.

'l would have loved to come with you, but | havetuer appointment,’ she
said, and Glea looked at Jeb.

'What a pity,’ she said.

'We have plenty of time for Joanne and me to géinbw each other," he
said.

'‘And Milly," Clea put in quickly.



He smiled at her. 'Don't worry, Clea. You won'e@sthing by marrying me.
Milly and Joanne will come with us.’

Clea looked at Joanne to see how she reacted ideh®f the marriage and
Joanne nodded reassuringly. Jeb took her off atigt 8ood with Joanne in
the window watching them drive away.

‘Jeb Norris was always a man to reckon with,” Malgid with bland
satisfaction. 'This time he will marry her.'

You'll stay?' Joanne asked, and Milly gave heoff@nded look.

'Do you think wild horses would drag me away frolea?"'

'No," said Joanne, laughing. 'And | don't thinkaOhkeould let anyone part her
from you, either.' She looked away and said quiIytI'm not coiningl'm
going to England.’

Milly stiffened, staring. 'Why? Jeb?"

‘No, butl think it's timel got to know my father,” Joanne explaindde
never spent any time over there with him. Now @dbhave Jeb' and | can
go without feeling guilty.'

Something in Milly's probing stare told her thatllylivas not convinced by

her reasoning but Milly said nothing much, excepsigh. "You know your
mind best.'



CHAPTER FOUR

JOANNE could not settle to anything that afternoon. Shd Willy ate a
simple salad lunch, then Milly-went off to work the study and Joanne
whistled to Harry, but he was languid in the afterm heat and showed no
inclination to move from his shady place in thedgar, so she walked off
alone. She had tied her long hair up in a ponyatail wore her jeans and a
clean blue shirt, gingham, giving her a neat, stdidish look.

There were a number of people on the beach., Stideal/them, strolling
through the sand, scuffling it with her sandalledtf her head bent. When
she came down to the water she took off her saraalsvalked through it,
her jeans rolled up, kicking the waves with hestder sandals in her hands.

A motorboat came perilously close and she lookeddostartled. Ben was
driving it, his shoulders glistening with sea spragaring only swimming
briefs. 'Come for a ride," he shouted above thedai the engine, and she
shook her head, turning away.

The boat swerved in and the engine cut. He leanduoside as it drifted
some feet away from her. 'I'm sorry about my femhper this morning and
last night,’ he said.

She looked at him then, flushing. 'Forget it," shil flatly.

'Forgive me?' he asked, and she looked away, ngadthout reply.

She would never forgive him, but what was the pofrgaying so?

‘Then come for a ride," he said.

She shook her head, wishing he would go away. Smoye playing with a
ball threw it and it bobbed on the water brightBen leaned over and
grasped it, threw it back, his body moving gradgfuhe lithe brown chest

glistening with salt. She looked at him and her thovent dry.

He turned the black head and their eyes met. 'L dlosually behave like a
swine,' he said.



'Don't you?' She could not stop the retort.

'‘Ouch!" he said wryly. 'l deserved that.' His bldekr blew in the wind,
tousled and untidy, and there was a fine trailla€k hairs leading down his
chest to where the black line of the briefs bedafnat else have you got to
do?' he asked conversationally. '‘Come on, Joannkleave for Paris
tomorrow.'

She halted, head bent, and he leaned over theasdleaught her wrist,
pulling her through the water towards him. Sheggjted without conviction

and in a moment found him hauling her over the.site engine started up
again and the boat roared away out to sea. Shelgd upright on to the
seat beside him.

"Take me back, Ben.'

He didn't answer, staring through the windshielthatflying spray and the
white-topped waves. They seemed to be flying onofappe sea. It flew up
on either side in churned drops, dampening het, shiaking her cheeks
with coldness.

There was no point in arguing with him; he hadaiether back some time.
She sat back staring out at the hazy sea. Thanafiersun lay like a red ball
in the drifting mists on the horizon. Some gullsevplaying tag overhead,
screaming with gaping mouths.

A large yacht appeared ahead of them and she glataé without much
interest. It did not appear to be going anywhereak stationary in the blue
sea, rocking gently on the water.

Ben zoomed alongside it and the engine cut. SHestbat him in surprise.
'Up you go,' he said, his hands hard on her wi#igtg her.

'What do you think you're doing?' She was takerclabbaffled. 'Whose
yacht is it?"

‘A friend of mine,' he said. 'Well have tea witimti



‘But...'

'‘Go on,' he said curtly, pushing her, and she pldee feet in the ladder,
finding the rungs with difficulty as the yacht mavéo and fro. A man

appeared at the top of the ladder and hauled hlmardbShe straightened,
gasping, and he grinned at her, his black eyepisljpdown over her.

'Hello," Joanne said in English, and when his faoceained blank repeated it
in French. Ben reached the deck behind her andssétigl, ‘'He's Greek ... he
doesn't speak English or French. Do you speak Gfteek

'No," she said, smiling at the man, who cheerfoigmed back. He was very
short, very brown and had thick black curly haie Was wearing a T-shirt
and brief shorts.

'Is he your friend?' It would be a strange teaypatte thought, if they could
not communicate.

Ben laughed. 'No, he's one of the crew.' He tutmechead and spoke in
swift Greek and the man laughed, looking strangéeljoanna.

'What did you say to him?' she asked suspiciously.

'l told him we'd come for tea," he said, straigited. He took her hand and
led her to some stairs, gesturing for her to gordtvem. She found herself
facing some doors. Ben leapt past and opened aisbed her slightly so
that she went into the cabin. She halted, seeiagy tiot only was it
unoccupied but that it was a bedroom. Ben was bidien and as she turned,
panic-stricken, he locked the door and retainedkéye leaning his back on
it with a mocking smile.

She whitened. 'Let me out, Ben!'

He strolled past her and threw himself on the beahging back casually,
his hands behind his head. ‘Come here."

'‘Ben, | want to go home.’



'I'm in no hurry," he said, his hard mouth smiloaddly. 'l can wait.'

She turned and hammered on the door, shouting gligénand French.
'Help ...aidez mdiPlease let me outouvrez la parte!'

‘There's only Nico on board,’ Ben said. 'And hesdtespeak a word of
anything but Greek ... do you know the Greek fdpPeHe was making fun
of her and he was enjoying himself, but she wasfiggt and furious with
herself for letting him do this.

She swung, tense and stiff. "You can't keep meindedinitely.’

'l don't want to," he said lazily. 'A few hours sltbexhaust your potential.’

Her cheeks burnt scarlet and her eyes flashed.l&eaghed. 'Oh, did that
sting? Did you imagine | was abducting you to may?'

'l don't know what you think you're doing," shellie

'‘Come," he mocked. 'Use your imagination." He pgatte bed. 'It's very
comfortable. Try it.'

'‘Let me out, Ben.'

He settled himself as if he intended to stay fourkp his long body
stretching on the bed and she felt her heart bgpgbrhard it hurt.

"You don't even want me,' she said, and it hurcéily to say it aloud
although she had thought it for hours.

"You'll do," he shrugged.
'Why?' she asked, her voice breaking. 'You cae'h B please!'

His eyes met hers, cold and contemptuous. 'Whyyai .think | came to
Nice?'

'To get at Clea,' she said, because that had be@nfar a long time.



He nodded. 'l had a plan and it was working vepgly until my damned
father showed up.’

Joanne swallowed. 'What plan?'

'She destroyed my mother,' he said. 'She didnitelauch good, either. She
had it coming to her.'His eyes were jet black, iggt hectic, as though
emotion were struggling like burning lava benedik surface of that
iciness.

If she could keep him talking she might get throtgynim somehow. She
felt like someone dealing with a murderer, desgdyatying to postpone
any action.

'What were you going to do to her?' She soundett ead that surprised
her. It pleased her. Clea might not be able toladt,it appeared that she
could, when the occasion demanded it.

'She thought | was going to back her film," he s&thie went around the
party telling everyone. Once Sam Ransom knew, iildv@lash round the
world. Clea would have done anything to get the eydor that film.'

She flinched at that and his eyes swung to hepsadlly. 'Oh, yes,' he said,
‘anything. She's desperate. | got that from Lebtenvasn't even prepared to
back the film alone. He wanted someone to sharaske. Clea has lost her
box office appeal. She's finished if she doesnkevaagood film quickly.’

Huskily she said, 'And when she'd told everyonenth suppose, you would
have pulled out, leaving her looking very sick.'

Ben grinned. 'That would have been the curtaingaié, nodding. 'But first
I'd have got Clea so that she didn't know if she w@ming or going.' He
gave her a cold,"” confident smile. 'She was alrgadgnising me whatever |
wanted in return for the cash.’

Her stomach heaved and she couldn't look at himb8ht her head and dew
broke out on her temples. Would he have gone towbdgdClea? Was that



what he meant? Oh, God, she thought, how far hadtéeded to go? The
very idea of him with Clea made her sick.

'In the past she pulled the strings and the megathhhe went on calmly.
‘This time it was going to be different. | wouldlighe string and Clea would
dance ... and it was working, too. She didn't fagk of me: she showed it
with every look she gave me. In time I'd have broker the way she broke
my mother.’

She had to know. In a rusty voice she asked, 'lacdhyade love to her?’
The dark eyes considered her, narrowed and mockiogs it matter?'
Oh, yes, she thought, it matters. Aloud she saéll ine.’

‘That wasn't the idea,’ he said, then, drily, ‘@& ¢ontrary. She thought it
was, of course. It was how she always operatediid gro quo basis ... she
couldn't understand why | didn't grab what she wifsring me, but she
thought it would come.’

Joanne closed her eyes, limp with relief. He hadmeant to take Clea at all.
That had been his plan—to humiliate her by refusiagand then to dump
the film too to complete the humiliation. And it wld have hurt Clea. Oh,
yes, it would have worked—if Jeb hadn't arrivedios scene.

There was a silence while she stared at the cédan &nd Ben lay there,
watching her.

He moved slightly and her eyes flashed up, widé aitxiety. His mouth
twisted coldly. 'Come here, Joanne.'

She shook her head. 'You're going to have to foneg Ben, and if you do,
I'll charge you with rape the minute I'm ashoreiaga

He laughed, throwing back his head, the brown dihkis throat powerful.
'‘Can you see yourself going into a police statiod &lling an incredulous
policeman that Clea Thorpe's daughter wasn't wiflin



She flushed deeply, twisting her nails into hempal'l'd still tell them,
whether they believed me or not.’

'‘Go ahead,' he shrugged indifferently, grinninghwitisolence. 'l really
wouldn't give a damn. Either way | would get whatant.’

Joanne was bewildered, her eyes anxiously studyimg

‘The press would eat it up,’ he said, as if explgisomething simple to a
child. 'Can you see the headlines? Her career wealitly be finished.' His
bland glance watched her with cold comprehensishadlinched. '‘And do
you really think my father could marry her afteatP

Then she realised just how trapped she was. Ifbsbaeght a rape case
against Ben the chances of Jeb marrying Clea Viete Ehere would be too
much stacked against them.

She tried, though, her voice trembling. "You wogddto prison, though.’

'If they believed you,' he said softly. 'Nico woultsist" that you came
aboard very willingly, that you came down here alanth me with a happy
smile. | doubt if the charge would stick. And aftards ... goodbye to Clea's
career and her chance of marrying my father.'

'Oh, God!" she moaned, covering her face.
‘There's no need for heroics,' he said. 'l wor't you.'

He would, she thought. Hurt her more than she cdolerate. He was
inhuman, a monster of icy cruelty, and that her omother had made him
like this was ironic.

He moved off the bed, sighing, and she backed sgdieér head. 'No, Ben!'
He didn't even want to make love to her; he wasetyetoing it to hurt her
mother. It was an act of cold revenge and he wdesdroy her if he did as he
threatened. She would never be able to live wighntlemory.



He looked down into her white face in cold assesém&ou were
responsive enough last night," he drawled. 'Stagtsad you well. You really
turned me . on, do you know that? That was whendéa came to me. |
found myself wanting to go on and | thought, why nombine pleasure
with revenge?’

Joanne shivered, staring at him. 'You can't do itme," she whispered.
'‘Could you five with yourself afterwards? Ben, thiabout it, for God's
sake!'

He slid an arm around her waist, stooped and lifidstruggling into his
arms, her legs kicking, her hands pushing at tlike Wwrown shoulders. 'No!'
she shrieked, suddenly frantic with fear and p&lon, Ben!

He silenced her with his mouth and the hard, hesgure deepened until she
gave no more smothered cries, gasping for brealkrums fierce kiss. Her
hand went up to push his head away and stayed uchthis cheek,
helplessly cradling his face, stroking his coohskie lowered her to the bed
and they stared at each other. She was breathamglghher eyes dazed.

His hand went to her hair and fiddled with the pla®leasing it so that it
tumbled down around her face. He moved his fingemugh it, watching as
it slid over his palm. "You have sexy hair," hedsa@nd she found herself
laughing, because it was so absurd, although tightar died on her mouth
at once.

Ben looked at her, his eyes ironic. 'l mean it,5hg&l. 'I've been wanting to
touch it for days ... when you walk it flows overuy shoulders like waves of
black silk.'

She looked at him pleadingly. 'Ben, please!' Hended almost gentle now
and she thought she might get through to him, buhbrely smiled, a cruel
twist of his mouth, and his hands slid from herrhai her shoulders,
spreading against them, fingers wide. He lookedrdatvher body through
lowered lids. 'Was Sam Ransom hoping to be yoweri®\ne asked casually.

'No!" she cried angrily.



'He was easier than that, was he? A few kissesi@nehs eating out of your
hand. Of course, he doesn't fancy Clea. She'sftig age group. Sam likes
them young.'

She struggled to get up and he pushed her dowrntlg] his hands
bruising. He framed her face between his palmsnaade her look at him.
'‘Am | the first? Tell me the truth, Joanne.’

Voicelessly she nodded, her lips dry.

He stared at her intently, then he bent his headbeagan to kiss her, his
mouth hungry, and she groaned, feeling the respossey inside her,
knowing that she was not going to be able to refuse

Her arms went round his neck, she kissed him blaek,eyes shut, and
suddenly she did not care why he was making lovetpso long as he was,
because her body was clamouring for him and she dvawning in a
floodtide of desire which was too strong for hefigt.

Against her throat he whispered, 'In those thingslpok about sixteen, but
it's a woman in my arms, Joanne...'

His fingers softly undid the buttons on the shinile he kissed her ears and
cheek and the lashes flickering on her skin. Sharggd as she felt his hands
touching her body, stroking her skin gently, segdihivers down her spine.

She tried to salvage her self-respect, rackingphaans for a way of stopping
him, but every touch, every movement of die longlhsody beside her was
sending her mind spinning off into outer space stmelincreasingly wanted
to let him do whatever he wanted to do.

Huskily, she said, 'l thought wine was part of gvgood seduction scene.’

Ben lifted his head and the dark eyes smiled davrea 'Why not? A little
wine will certainly help you. relax.' He moved amahg the bell on the wall,
watching her through half-closed eyes. When the dpened and the Greek
stood there, his eyes dancing with amusement &soked towards Joanne



and watched her drag her shirt together with slipkingers, Ben said
something in rapid Greek and the man nodded.

Joanne lay there, moistening her lips, waiting. @ went out and Ben
went on watching her with a curiously wry face. WiNico came back with
the wine Joanne got up. Ben came away from the esadis intent.

'Shall | pour it?' she asked, walking towards thiee®, then swiftly picked
up one of the wine glasses and threw it at Bendiitked and it splintered
against the wall. Nico exclaimed something in Grestlring, and while
they were off guard Joanne ran for the door. Shetivaugh it and up the
stairs, panting, before she heard Ben running h#erhis bare feet stealthy
on the wooden floor.

She dived down the ladder into the motor boat aadesl trying to work the
engine, but nothing happened. Ben's face appearedtbe side of the
yacht.. She glanced up desperately and he grinneer anockingly.

'I've immobilised it," he said softly. 'Tough luckganne. A good try. Now
come back here and we'll go on from where we were.'

She stood there, white-faced, staring at him. Bienthrew off her shirt and
unzipped her jeans. Ben's brows jerked together.

'Don't be a little fool!" he exclaimed, his toneanlying- ,,

She was over the side into the water before healfadt on the ladder. She
heard him shouting after her.

'You'll never make it, Joanne ... we're miles freimore!"

She was a good swimmer. She had been swimming sirecgvas tiny and
her strokes were strong and sure, but she kneweddsas/ he did that her
chances of reaching the beach were slim. Giverclizece, though, she
preferred to drown rather than let him do as harpd.



It took him some time to start the boat. She hé&acoming after her and
swam as hard as she could, her lungs burstindyddr weary. Ben circled
her, the throttle closing, and came up besideddrdg her into the boat.

She dived down into the blue, blue water, holdimy breath, and shot
upward again some way away, her head exploding twétpain of holding
her breath.

"You silly little bitch,” Ben yelled at her, retung in a circle once more.
"You'll drown!’

She ignored him, swimming on steadily. He leaneer dlie side and this
time his hands fastened into her wet black haie Bimced at the pain he
inflicted as he dragged her backwards and upw#id&ing and fighting,
she was hauled back into the boat.

‘Let me go!" she panted, hitting out wildly.

He forced her down between his legs, holding hergthher head against his
chest. For a moment they stayed quite still, bogathing heavily, then Ben
pushed her head back, his fingers tangled in hiey &xad stared into her
eyes.

"You might have drowned," he bit out.

'Preferable to what you had in mind," she gaspedtblessly.

'Was it?' he asked flatly, staring at her withoytression.

Joanne glared back, lips curling over her teetbs,she said defiantly.
Slowly he smoothed her wet hair down around hee,féd@oking at her
strangely. She was shivering as shock and exhaustek hold of her and
her teeth were chattering. He looked down at hapat naked body, the bra

and briefs clinging wetly to her skin, mouldingher like a second skin.

'‘And if | hadn't bothered to come after you?' hieeddrily.



A savage flare of pain took her by the throat amel said bitterly, 'l wish to
God you hadn't!

His face froze over. He turned and brought a blaokefrom a locker, flung
it round her, then started the engine again anddute#or the shore. Joanne
sat, wrapped in it, shuddering, watching the raofd palm trees of Nice
flashing closer and closer, and she wished hedfatidr to drown.

The sun had set by now and the beach was deseréedarm twilight. Ben
beached the boat and stepped out, lifting herrdathis arms. 'l can walk,'
she said stiffly.

He didn't answer. He moved up the cliff path cargyher, staring over her
head. When they reached the garden she said husiédgse, put me down
... 'm all right.’

He put her down as if she were a parcel he hadedaiVithout looking at
him she shuffled into the changing rooms besidesthienming pool and
found a towelling robe which they kept there. Siggsd into it and tied the
belt tight around her waist, then went out to gden back the blanket.

He had gone. Joanne looked towards the cliff pathsaw only the evening
shadows moving under the trees.

Slowly she turned and went into the house, leathg blanket in the
changing room. Milly looked up and stared at H&wimming this late? It's
much too cold.'

'Much too cold," she agreed flatly, going upstase was ice all the way
through her body. By the skin of her teeth shedw@dut of Ben's trap, but
she had left part of herself bleeding in it.

She would never be the same again; Ben had maierebhlife. She had
come very close to letting him do as he liked viiér and then she would
have wanted to die. She wanted to die now. Shamie, pumiliation,
misery, tore at her like savage animals. She cootdface Clea and Jeb
tonight. She could not speak normally, pretendddhe same as she had



been this morning. It had to show on her face. Remjpst see what Ben had
done to her.

She climbed into a warm nightdress and got inta Mitly tapped on the
door and came in, peering at her through the daskrideadache?"

'Mmm,' she whispered.

'Poor Joanne," Milly said, all sympathy. '‘Goingbeep? That's right. It will
have gone in the morning.’

It would not have gone, Joanne thought as Millyotgal out and closed the
door. It would haunt her for the rest of her liBut she lay very still like a
trapped animal pretending to be dead, and at lesp aught her up and
buried her in a brief oblivion.

In the morning she had recovered well enough torassa calm mask which
seemed to deceive Clea and Milly. She held itdilshield in front of her all
day, smiling like a polite child when she had &dking quietly.

Jeb spent the day with them and it was hard to &dkm and not think of
Ben. Every turn of his head, every intonation af\wice, reminded her. She
tried not to look at him, but now and then she teaand it hurt.

He got her alone at some point and asked quiddlysdmething wrong,
Joanne?'

'Of course not,' she lied, smiling at him.

He watched her, frowning. 'Are you sure? You angpdet because of Clea
and myself, are you?"

She had to look at him then, to reassure him. ‘S 'said. 'I'm glad, very
glad. You'll look after Clea.' Even if Clea's filoareer ended she would be
safe now.

Jeb did not quite believe her. He was still conedrnbut he was too
intelligent to press the matter. She saw nothingei that day, and as the



days passed and she heard no word of him she kadadcgone away—to
Paris, as he had told her, probably, and thenadthtes. She was relieved
and yet she was aching. She hated and loved angdashtorn between the
two extremes. Sometimes she would have given amytjist to see him;
sometimes to see him would have been as bitteelas h

They all flew back to the States two weeks lateh Was going to finance
Clea's film, but first they were being married agding on a long
honeymoon. Clea was radiant, childlike in her hapgs, and looking at her
Joanne found it impossible to believe the things Bad said about her.
Could it be true that Clea had hinted at making hien lover? Had-she
promised that much? Joanne had no illusions albeumiother's amorality.
There had been too many men before him, but notieeofi had been on a
strictly mercenary basis—Clea had always beenve,ldoanne was sure of
that. Her love affairs were passionate while tfesydd, and maybe Ben had
been wrong about that, maybe Clea had been atraxt@m. After all, he
was very like his father. That Clea might be margydeb for his money
might occur to anyone who did not know her, buinbeadid know her, and
she was certain Clea's feelings were real and deep.

The press spread themselves on the subject ofdéldimg. Joanne read the
speculation and gossip with angry eyes. Milly sgjhgutting down Sam
Ransom's paper. 'Did you read the story about Béey're hinting that he
won't show up because he's sick with jealousy.'

Joanne had read it and it had hurt. But she saitiyoenough, 'l doubt if he
will come, but it will be because he's angry, netduse he's jealous.'

Milly nodded. 'l don't see him turning up,' sheesgt.
Neither did Jeb. He had sent his son an invitatbdhe wedding, but he told
Joanne that he would put money on it that Ben didcome. ‘It would be

wisest if he did," he said heavily. 'It would siterthe gossip.'

Ben would not care about that. No doubt he hopatl ttie gossip would
grow, would poison his father's marriage.



When Joanne finally told Clea and Jeb that shegeagy to England after
the wedding, Clea began to cry and Jeb staredaan&owith worried eyes.
'Why, Joanne?' he asked, and Clea cried hardehameis over her face.

''ve never spent much time with my father," Joaarplained. 'Now that
Clea has you to rely on, | can go ... and | warntdm for a job. | want to be
independent.’

Clea lifted her head, her violet eyes tear-soakéuoli're angry because of
Jeb,' she wailed.

'Is that it?' Jeb asked, and Joanne assured asinot, smiling at him.
'I'm glad, really glad about you and Clea.’

In the end she made them see that her mind was upsaied Jeb talked Clea
into accepting it, but Clea disliked change of aast in her own household.

Joanne had been part of her life for twenty yeads@ea would miss her,

just as she would miss Milly if she went, becautea@eeded support; she
was clinging ivy, she needed people to hold her up.

Joanne had chosen a very chic, sophisticated tragsar at the wedding.
The bodice fitted like a sheath, the material @ #mooth blue, darkening
her eyes. It ran down over waist and hips tightaring out at the knee in a
layer of deep blue frills, ending at her calf. Shere her black hair in a
chignon, a style she rarely wore, and she madeitipoare. When Milly
saw her she eyed her with appreciation.

'I've never seen you look so pretty,’ she said!ll\Wave to be careful you
don't outshine Clea.’

They both laughed and it was a joke because Cldweinream silk she had
chosen to wear looked so beautiful that at the weddeople stared and
stared as if she were a vision which might vanish.

She was so happy she laughed all the time, andostked at Jeb with
adoration. Clea was going to be happy, Joanne gmddhat, and she was
glad. She was glad, but she was going as far asiai@could, because she



had to get away from Clea, she had to forget ifched, although she did
not believe it was possible. She had to escape fibea's shadow and
become herself, and most of all she had to tryutoopt of her mind what
Clea had done to Ben and his mother, what Cleadviement with Jeb had
done to her through Ben. Clea must never knowut, dhe had ruined
Joanne's life as well as Ben's.

Jeb she was fond of, she admired and liked himhadkelearnt a poker face.
He was adept at concealing his emotions. His padsioClea apart, she

suspected, he was a hard businessman, determirged his own way, as

arrogant and self-assertive as his son, but mongahua man of humour

even if it was irony, a man with a vein of warmtimning through the cold

granite of his nature. Ben was all granite. Theas wo human weakness in
him.

At the reception after the wedding, Joanne hoverdbde background well
out of sight, watching the guests greeting Clea aeld, admiring her
mother's radiant beauty with rueful eyes.

She saw Ben suddenly and the shock rocked her vgherstood. She went
white and for a moment she was unguarded, her agesised. Jeb
happened to be looking at her and his eyes narrawmed hard face.

Then he looked round and he saw Ben, too, and gthbeck quickly at
Joanne, but she was already pulling a mask ovefaber assuming a calm
she did not feel.

Ben walked towards them with a lovely blonde gahbing on his arm. She
was a typical model, long- legged, swaying, her tnamearing a plastic
smile.

Joanne walked away and pretended to get hersddsa of champagne.
From a distance she saw Ben lightly brush Cleashéd cheek, saw him
shake hands with his father, a cool smile on ris.fale looked at ease and
unconcerned and the buzzing whispers did not seeeath him.

Photographers snapped around them, flashbulbs airgldike lightning,
and Ben's face remained smilingly cool.



Ben's pride had brought him here today, Joannesgdasow. He would not
allow anyone to believe that Clea had hurt himt, tieewas jealous or angry.
He had come, to make a public declaration of aermgt to dispel the
scandal which had gathered around the marriage.

Sam Ransom made his way through the crowd towardsné, his eyes
curious. She smiled at him as he joined her ansiaigg 'Who would have
expected that? Did you know he was coming?’

'Of course," she lied, smiling sweetly. 'Why not@ brought them back
together, didn't he?'

'He did?" Sam stared at her incredulously. 'Are waying that Ben
engineered it all? That he came to smooth Jeb'davdym?'

Joanne didn't answer, just smiled and smiled, @md Bas not sure what to
believe. Famous people did the craziest thingsSamd did not find it easy
to believe that someone of his own age, like Berrislovould fall for Clea
Thorpe, despite her fame. Sam never had. She visis®his age group and
Sam, as Ben had said, liked his women youngerhimaself.

Ben had certainly vanished once Jeb appeared orsdbee, so Sam
shrugged and filed the interpretation away for feitteference. Next day his
column was headed JEB'S SON PLAYS CUPID, and therateporters
read it and cursed because it was exclusive amdettiéors wanted to know
why he had it and they didn't.

Ben stayed for an hour. Joanne kept well away fiom watching him from
a safe distance whenever his head was turned awayhier. He flirted with
the blonde lightly, a glass in his hand, a charnsimgje on that hard mouth.
Joanne allowed Sam to stay glued to her side. @iledsat him and joked
with him, and Sam's eyes were curious and wry dsalked to her. He had
not forgotten her behaviour the night he kissedrmére garden, but Joanne
was hiding any emotion from him now and he wasaasotain what was in
her mind.

Ben moved to the door after saying goodbye to @leh Jeb and Joanne
turned to watch him for the last time. She wondefesthe would ever see



him again, and hoped she wouldn't, because thegb@irwas feeling now
was enough to last a lifetime.

He turned at the door and his eyes moved acrossdine she knew he was
looking for her, that he had known where she whkthaltime he was in the
room, although they had never once looked at etdwr.0

Across the chattering, crowded room their eyes asef across a chasm.
Joanne drank in the arrogant tilt of his black hélael hard bones of the face,
the cool dark eyes set under those thin, ironievbrdder face was distant,
withdrawn to a safe place where he could not réachShe stood there, her
glass in her hand, a slender, graceful girl inia blue dress, her black hair
shining under the lights, and her eyes gave notivay.

Ben turned away and went out. The noise, the Igggmed to fade and she
was alone in blackness for a moment. Then her elyglsed once and she
lifted her glass to her lips and drank thirstilgpidly, letting the race of the
champagne in her blood lift her spirits from theseny in which they were
sunk.

When Clea and Jeb had flown off on their honeymstuma said goodbye to
Milly with real regret and sadness, packed and fie&ngland, feeling as if
she left behind her old life as the plane liftednip the cloudless blue sky.



CHAPTER FIVE

HER father was oddly unsurprised to see her. She ahlea her arrival in
advance, of course, but when she was shown intofficge at the hotel, he
merely smiled and came to kiss her, asking herugstipns. Only later did
she realise that he took her arrival so soon &ftea's second marriage to
mean that Jeb had not wanted her around. She tdisitusion him since
for the moment she was unwilling to discuss thgestitwith anyone. Her
best hope for recovery from the wounds inflicted Bgn was, she had
decided, total silence, in the hope that her fgslitowards him would be
swallowed in the oblivion of forgetfulness.

'So you're planning a secretarial career?' herefattlsked her with an
approving smile. He had aged far more than eithea ©r Jeb, Joanne
realised, surveying him with a measuring eye. His was thinning and
receding from his placid temples, his eyes wereviheéined, his figure
heavy and stooping.

They might have been total strangers as they s#tidg coffee together in
the quiet backwater of the office, among the gtegldiling cabinets and the
wide leather-topped desk. They spoke to each cthateously, carefully.

'l need a job,' she said. 'That seems the beatd ho talents or leaning in
any other direction.’

'Why not start here in the hotel?' he asked, witlpoessing her. 'We run a
good secretarial agency for our guests. It's simatllvery efficient. You

could do a secretarial course part-time while wugkihere to get
experience.'

It was a splendid idea and she was delighted. bleelb pleased and amused
when she broke into smiles, her eyes Shining. €owally?' She had not
really looked forward to going back to school ftithe. Being at work some
of the time would make the learning part of it easthe could feel she was
an adult, useful, someone who had a proper joloto d

Also, she thought, looking at her father, she mahast get to know him on
his own ground. She had always been an outsidasitar, someone who



must be treated with kid gloves. Now she would betlee inside for a
change, getting to know how he and Angela reallgdi being part of their
daily lives.

'I'd love it," she said, quite unnecessarily, sihee pleasure had been so
plain to see, and her father laughed.

'Wait until you've worked here before you say thhg urged with a
complacent look. He loved hotel living. He loveeexthing about his work.
He had no fear that Joanne would be bored or ssstihe saw thaand she
in turn was amused by him.

A faint anxiety clouded her eyes. 'You will give meeal job?' she asked
him pleadingly. She had worked for Clea for so levithout ever feeling
she was truly part of that life. 'l want to be jasbther secretary.’

John Ross's eyes twinkled. "You will," he assured hVait until you meet
Erma.’

She raised enquiring brows.
'‘Come and meet her now,' he said, his mouth twitghi

The secretarial agency was situated on the growod 6f the hotel, shut
away behind glazed doors which were, she realiseithey opened, quite
soundproof. As she entered the long, rectangulamrdhe rattle of
typewriters hit her ears like gunfire. Girls satlasks in two rows between
which ran an alley which led to a glass box. Insidike a-witch in a fairy
tales sat a woman of middle years. Her skin was oily saltbw, her black
hair twisted in a thick rope which was laid neadyoas the crown of her
head, a hairstyle Joanne had never seen before.datlr eyes were
melancholic and, like a policeman's, saw everytinrgjl directions, as was
proved when the girls broke into a buzz of soft oent as John Ross and
Joanne entered. The woman shot out of the boxpicigher hands together
in a peremptory manner. 'Silence! No talking!



'Fudge,’ Joanne heard someone somewhere whispehpdroke into a
smothered smile and she half turned her head to impedent hazel eyes
which scrutinised her curiously.

Joanne grinned and got an answering grin, a figetimk, then the girl
looked back at her work, her fingers flying ovee #eys.

'Erma,’ her father said, taking her arm and swipdiar towards the other
woman, 'this is Joanne, my daughter. Can you finsk for her? Some
easy work? She's going to take a secretarial cobrgeuntil she can do
shorthand and typing | want you to make use ofteach her office work.'

Joanne met the dark eyes a little warily. The wosgemed to be a martinet
and she wanted no trouble. But Erma was smilinpgauliarly sweet, warm
smile. 'Joanne, I'm pleased to meet you.' She haateent which Joanne
could not place. Foreign, certainly, and that ltglies the whole look of her
suggested an Eastern European origin. Poland..gatyn. somewhere
behind the Iron Curtain.

Erma looked around the room. 'A desk,' she sa@l.re see ... She pointed
to one which was empty. 'You can have that ondall ut you next to
someone who can be helpful.’

Joanne looked hopefully towards the girl with haagds, but Erma called,
‘Sharon!" A thin, brisk girllooked up and came todgathem, her face
politely expressionless. 'Look after Joanne,' daitha. 'Give her some
envelopes to type.' She smiled at Joanne. 'Shaibshew you how to
centre them correctly, then you can work as slaglyou need to ... there is
no hurry. If you make a mistake, throw the envelapay and start again.
Accuracy is more important than speed.’

John Ross nodded, smiled and left. As soon asdbelthd closed behind

him Joanne became aware of a change in the atnresiifrena seemed to
relax. The girls seemed to become noisier, thinse giving way to muted

chatter. Erma went back to her glass box and ShaokJoanne to her desk
and began demonstrating how to type an envelope.

'l can't type,’ Joanne pointed out.



'It doesn't matter," Sharon shrugged. 'Use oneefiifgyou have to ... just
plod away. It's a boring job and we all hate it.'

Joanne looked at her, and Sharon grinned. 'l mgpirtg envelopes,’ she
said. 'Not working here."’

'It can be fun working here,' said a light voiceadne turned and found
herself facing the hazel-eyed girl.

'Hil I'm Annie.'

Looking back five years later, Joanne remembered thoment very
clearly. She could see the office, the girls atrttiesks, the sun streaming in
through the windows, and she could hear the vagag, 'Hi! I'm Annie.’

Meeting Annie that day had, although at the timeelsdd been unaware of it,
formed an indissoluble link.

Some friendships are like that. They are landmarki$e. Most people one
meets are just ships passing in the night, cakargkttable, forgotten. Once
in a while one meets someone who makes an instanalvimpact and
continues to do so year after year. Annie West avimdmark in Joanne's
life.

Although it had been Sharon who was put in chafdeeq it was Annie to
whom she turned for help and advice from the staharon had been
mortally offended. An efficient, self-important gishe knew that she was
far more capable than Annie and she resented théhia Joanne preferred
to ask Annie's advice, to giggle and chatter tqg hather than to follow
Sharon's example and work away like a white mounsa wheel.

Annie was still attending secretarial school. Jeajoined her there and
found she enjoyed the technical skills she wasidogu She learnt to type
with a blind keyboard, the letters covered so siat could not see them and
had to learn to touch-type. She practised whengweicould and her speed
soon began to mount. She practised her shorthaodtaking down bits of
the news or five minutes of a short story on thdicaAnnie was too



frivolous to do either. 'What are you doing?' slauld demand. 'Oh, gawd,
put your halo away and switch to Radio One!’

By then they were sharing a flat. Joanne had hadd#ta. Her father wanted
her to live at the hotel, but she had had enoudgeinfg on tap night and day
with Clea. She wanted independence,, freedom aescene ... she wanted
a place of her own.

'l can't let you five alone in London,' her fatteaid anxiously. He was
pleased that she had decided to stay with him rétreen return to her

mother. By now she had explained to him that Jebriwd flung her out of

the nest to find her own path. Jeb had wanteddstay on—it had been
Joanne's decision to leave. 'l wanted to get tovkmg other family," she had
said, and her father had looked gratified. But lamted her to live in the
hotel, not to go off alone to live in a flat. Hedhaightmares about homicidal
maniacs breaking into the flat and murdering hdranbed. He did not say
so, but worse visions visited his mind.

Joanne saw his point, even the thoughts he dideation. She listened as
he outlined the various horrors which could befieit alone in London, and
her brain presented a solution.

'Share a flat?' Annie had grinned, then groanedoVe to, but they cost the
earth and my salary won't stretch to it." She liwgith her parents and three
younger brothers in Watford, travelling in and oot the capital,
lemming-like, cramped in with all the other lemnsng a tube, suffocated
and irritable. Her eyes sparkled at the thoughitvofg in London and being
free to enjoy city life without parental restraints

Joanne shyly, hesitantly, explained that she wdsda year's lease of a flat
and would only ask Annie to pay a low rent. 'l oaty take a flat if someone

shares it with me,' she said. It was embarrassinggtke the offer, but Annie

was a realist. She knew that Joanne had moneyrawre her background

made that clear. Annie saw no reason why she soaks# Joanne's money
a barrier. Money to her meant something to spehe. I&ad a hedonistic

attitude to life. Today was what mattered—forgeboorow.



The flat was in Islington, the ground floor of 8 tarraced house split into
flats. They each had a room of their own, a shkitetien and bathroom, a
communal sitting-room. 'Heaven!" Annie had laughetheir first day,
whirling around the rooms like a dervish. '‘Oh, what we'll have!

It had been fun. Joanne found her first taste eédom heady. She and
Annie crammed a lot into their spare hours. Lond@s a big city, but they

got to know a lot of it. They got buses and tubbesnfone end of it to the

other. They visited parks, shops, cinemas. Theyenfiaends, particularly

Annie. She was a lively, energetic girl who attealcpeople like a magnet.
Joanne had a quieter nature, but she was determtiinathake off the

repression which Clea had unwittingly led her topase on her own

character. 'Come out of your shell," Annie told, lzerd Joanne did. -

She learnt to talk to people, she altered herty&rand her way of dressing,
she threw herself into enjoyment wholeheartedly.

At the hotel she soon found herself as competetit@asther girls. Annie
could not be bothered to work hard at her job, Jndanne quite enjoyed
having the skills needed for a good secretary stwedsoon rose in the office
by her own efforts. Erma appeared to be deligh&t had been afraid
Joanne would be playing at work and when she savwgs not, she
encouraged her eagerly. They worked in the hotell paless a guest needed
secretarial assistance, when they went off to vesrkequired, taking down
letters or sitting in on business conferences. Adtel specialised in these.
They had a conference centre, highly equipped, withthe modern
machinery demanded for such occasions. The corderesll was spacious
and comfortable. They got visitors from other cowwstand had translation
cubicles, headphones and all the other paraphanmeajuired.

It was a varied, interesting life. Joanne got ughaaorning eager for work,
while Annie had to be shaken out of bed. Yawnig would trail around,
groaning. Erma sighed over- her. But Annie was papwith guests who
did not demand too high a standard of secretamakwr hey liked her too
much to complain. Erma was wry about that. 'One,'dgtye would say
threateningly. 'One day, Annie ... goodbye ... sslgou work harder.’



Annie did not care. She was enjoying herself, altfomostly out of office
hours. They had parties in the flat, went to partisewhere. They each met
men, gradually got steady boy-friends. Joanne teagon enough to
suppress her relationship to Clea. Her surnameRmas, of course, which
meant that unless she brought it up few people ewmenected her with her
mother. Men who found out behaved as though shedbad them some
injury. They seemed to believe she cheated by bleargelf while being
Clea Thorpe's daughter. Joanne had learnt to msgihrer own looks, but
she could not turn herself into a raving beautyhaut a magic spell, and
those were far beyond her.

In five years she had three steady boy-friendsnnie called them 'Joanne's
little mistakes.' With each one she went throughdlme pattern. She met
them, liked them, drifted into a close relationship got after a time to the
point of permanency. Marriage would be mentiondte same thing
happened every time. Joanne always knew when tloat pvas
approaching, yet when it arrived she was alwayskstn with fear and
panic.

She could not explain it even to herself. After ineak-up of each affair she
was utterly miserable. She felt guilty and alarm®&dhy worry?' Annie
would ask lightly. 'Marriage is for the birds." Stiged like a butterfly from
flower to flower, enjoying herself, and she hadmtention of settling down.
She could not see why Joanne worried so much @heuten she discarded.
‘They'll get over you,' she said, and she was rigihtourse. They did. But
Joanne found it depressing that they should. Didrelationship mean
anything? Was life always so shifting and impernmape

When Annie informed her suddenly, after five yedinsit she was getting
married, Joanne was shaken. Annie laughed, shdienghead. 'He's a
bulldog,’ she said, referring to Roger, the manwag going to marry. 'He
won't let go.' She had known him for a year, baté¢thad been others in that
time and Joanne was puzzled and worried. Was Anraking a fatal
mistake?

'‘But are you sure?"



'I'm ready to marry," Annie assured her. 'l knemak when | started looking
in prams.' She pretended to shudder. 'The begirofitige end!

Joanne laughed. "You want babies?'

'‘No," said Annie. 'But I'm going to need them. Whem start looking in
prams and cooing, you've had it." A dreamy expoessame into her eyes. 'l
might even learn to knit. Yellow bootees ... dgo'ti love yellow bootees?
Have you ever looked at the sole of a baby's ftistitke a map of the world

. ah lines and wrinkles." Her eyes glowed. 'Rggbabies will have
enormous noses, like the Duke of Wellington ...ktubky, they used to call
him ... I think I'll call Roger that. Can you imagi a baby with his nose?
Poor little mite!’

The wedding was chaotic and delightful. Everyond aavonderful time,

especially Annie. She raced around in her whitessli@nd floating vell,

glowing with happiness. Roger just stood theraedsard smiling, his broad
figure like a rock in the whirlpool Annie set uppand him, but Joanne felt
the happiness radiating out of him whenever shea wear him.

Annie left the office and went off to the Midlandsth Roger to five and
work. Joanne had moved up the office by now to bexthe chief secretary
under Erma. Annie's going left her alone in théthich she now had on a
ten-year lease. It seemed big and empty withoutiérhe felt life fold in
on her, her days a blank. She had established i& fnaim the start of
spending one evening a week with her father ancekndatricia and David
were not on her wavelength, but she felt impeltechaike the effort to get to
know them. Long before Annie's marriage, both @nthhad married and
got homes of their own. Patricia had a baby, atsgoaplacent infant with
flushed cheeks and bottle green eyes who behavéetpye day and night,
according to Patricia. David preferred life withawtppies and gripewater,
he said. He put off the problems of a family, alegtinstead to enjoy a
comfortable existence in his nice, elegant litibei$e with his nice, elegant
wife.

Deirdre was capable and kind-hearted, but Joarunedfber as dull as she
did David. However, when they invited her to dinparties she often went,
to please her father, who liked to feel that she maw part of his family.



Joanne suspected he had a slight guilt complextdisuing left her with
Clea. He thought she had had a bad childhood amtahged himself.

Although Annie had gone, she had left an indelibbrk upon Joanne. The
quiet, withdrawn girl who had come to England ighit from the pain Ben
had inflicted had become a woman of twenty-six wittool manner, a good
dress sense and a calm self-confidence which couddte quite an
impression when she chose.

It was at one of David's dinner parties that shé Ragph Brent. He was a
chartered accountant with an office in Kensingtohall, sober,
good-looking, he was clearly attracted to Joanngight, and she found him
a good companion. Ralph dated her, taking her alydb the sort of place
he felt one should be seen at: he had a tastadoredtly luxurious decor
and good food, and a passion for being fashionable.

He met her father and they liked each other at.olwgela was enthusiastic
about him. 'Now, don't lose this one," she urgad,Janne felt her teeth grit
irritably, but she laughed, pretending to be amusedela was inclined to

state the obvious, unaware of the effect this cbalk on those around her.

If anything could have put her off Ralph it wouldve been the seal of
approval he received from her family. David bearoadhem, feeling like
the only begetter of their relationship ... 'A gaddhp,' he told Joanne. And
she heard the silent echo of Angela's words: dos& him. David did not
say so; he knew better. But he thought it and yes said it. Joanne was on
the shelf—she knew that was how her father's fagaly her. Their pitying,
irritated eyes told her as much. There was no re&soit, they told each
other. Joanne was attractive, intelligent, assustw dressed beautifully
now. She knew how to listen as well as how to teler unmarried state
puzzled them. They could only decide it was herdtfaBomehow she
frightened off the men who came too near.

Angela took it on herself to explain this to Joanr¥ou're too
self-contained, my dear. You must try to be mongregachable.’

Joanne could have screamed. Instead she saidenti#mber. Thank you,
Angela." The polite terms on which they met wereintagned only by



scrupulous care on Joanne's part. She knew thlag¢ iEver let her hair down
she would fling home-truths at Angela like ballsaatoconut shy. Angela

would never forgive her and the whole careful egifshe had erected over
the past five years would crash down around hes. &w she smiled and
held her tongue, although it galled her to pretente grateful for advice

which maddened her.

During the past five years she had seen her maothigrthree times. Clea
preferred the sunnier climes of the world and savedited England. Joanne
had received invitations to Nice and the Statessbha had pleaded various
excuses. When Clea and Jeb came over to see harasheery careful to
erase from their minds any suspicions of sulkingitierness in her attitude.
Jeb had proved himself more than capable of magagiea. Joanne saw,
with amusement, that her mother relied upon him faveverything. Milly
said wryly to her, 'She should have married himryeago. It works,
Joanne--it really works." Milly still performed heecessary functions as
Clea's secretary. Jeb had kept his word. Clea dsichbthing—except her
daughter. And Joanne knew that Clea did not missAlthough she was
affectionate when they met, Clea was vague, aalsfs/s had been, her life
so full that Joanne was barely missed.

It was Milly who wrote to Joanne. Once a week theelenvelopes arrived
bearing the news Milly considered she should kriB&n's name was never
mentioned, and Joanne got the impression they reaxgror heard from

him.

The only time Ben was mentioned was when Jeb gpvieisibusiness to
become part of Clea's travelling circus. Ben togkracontrol of the firm,
Milly said. The sight of his name gave Joanne akhhich made her skin
go cold.

Jeb was soon the ringmaster of the circus. Hed¢oakrol of Clea's business
affairs and managed both them and her with supmm®etence.

The last time they had visited England Joanne sétv avshock that her
mother was beginning to age. The gloss of beausywearing down, as if
time wiped a sponge over Clea's face and left eddumage where once
the clear-cut mask had drawn the eyes. Her skinslea&ening, her throat



growing fined, her mouth losing that radiant curtver eyes becoming less
brilliant.

It could have been a tragedy, but Jeb saw to ttitheas not. Under his
guidance she began to take a different sort of tdde film career changed
slowly, imperceptibly. She had relied on her looksw she began to act,
and the years of being around film studios watcloitihgr actresses paid off.
Clea astonished the film world by actually beingeab act. Those who had
sneered, calling her 'The Face', were confoundady kbld Joanne of
evenings when Jeb sat with Clea teaching her hoprdj@ct emotions, to
reproduce the feelings of the part she would p&ga, parrot-like, learnt
the words and Jeb told her what they meant. She ahadys played
herself—it was an easy part. Now she had to geteffennder the skin of
others and, having been a beauty all her fife,dstienot find that easy. Jeb
showed her how to do it and she learnt fast.

When Milly wrote to say that they would be comirgy England again,
Joanne found herself curious about what she waddrom Milly's letters
it had become clear that Clea had altered conditjesader Jeb's influence,
just as Joanne had altered under Annie's. Peaplénal to each other; they
came casually into contact and were somehow chanige@s a chemical
reaction one could never foresee.

It had never occurred to Joanne that Ralph hagbaw sort of influence on
her until Milly stared at her, . her sandy hair ngrey, and said, 'You've
changed. Ralph, | suppose.'

There was disparagement in her tone and Joannkedri®on't you like
him?' 'No," Milly said cheerfully. 'Not particulgtiHe's dull, isn't he?'

Joanne was startled and irritated. 'Certainly not!

'‘No? Well, you know him better than | do ... buffiegt sight, I'd call him
dull." Milly was indifferent. She reverted to thebgect which still engrossed
all her attention. 'How do you think Clea is load#'

'Older," Joanne said, sobering.



Milly sighed. 'Yes.' She did not dispute it. 'Sheer fifty.'

'It shows.' Joanne did not mean to be cruel, bwbi the truth. Five years
ago Clea had looked ten years younger than hem\age.that her age was
beginning to show she looked almost pathetic todaerghter. Joanne had
never felt sorry for Clea before, and it was a fudiexperience.

'Her last film got better reviews than anything'stexver done before." Milly
was almost aggressive.

'I know. | read them.'

‘Jeb has been marvellous for her." Milly was trytogconvince her and
Joanne needed no convincing.

'He's a wonderful man. A pity they didn't get tdgtsooner.’

Milly stared at her. 'Why don't you come back, Jeh She would be so
pleased.’

Joanne smiled, wry but not bitter. 'She hardly ke¢m not there. Come on,
Milly, admit it. Clea doesn't need me.'

Milly did. She sighed. 'l miss you. While Clea tstlae studio | miss you all

the time. There's nobody to talk to ... the placékie a morgue. Jeb goes
along with Clea and | feel as if I'm on a desddnd.'Joanne was sorry for
her. 'Milly, I'm sorry. I've got my own life hera iLondon, though. There's
Ralph...'

'Ralph!" Milly snorted. She looked at Joanne, shglier head. "You're half
alive. What's happened to you? Is this what youtwahof life?'

It was a question which pricked the bubble of Jegwomplacence. She
had gradually grown accustomed to her efficienjaarsed way of life. It
was a shell into which she had slipped unaware. Blembecame aware of it
and it worried her.



"Your father may like this sort of life, but it i¢ior you," Milly added, and
Joanne was silenced.

Then she remembered the pain which she had caradd for months
after she last saw Ben and she knew why she ligesha did—it was safer
and easier. Ralph offered her security, kindneslsn @ffection. She could
give him back that affection. She liked him; shenadd him. Her mouth
twisted. He could not hurt her —and that, was hisfoquality.

Her life might not be very exciting, but at leasdid not hurt. She had sworn
to herself that she would never again become exigosthe sort of pain she
had felt over Ben. She had grown a hard skin ardwerdheart, and she
intended to keep it.

'Ralph suits me,’ she said firmly.

Milly made a face. 'Then you've changed out .ofetlognition,’ she said,
and it was true. Joanne had changed. She had rweanthad been a
deliberate, "thought-out decision.

Jeb shared Milly's views. He got Joanne alonelkdiée so, and he was just
as blunt. 'Ralph is a bore," he said.

'He suits me," she told him, as she had told Mélyd like Milly he made a
face.

'l don't believe it.'

'What's wrong with Ralph?' she chose to be flipp&tde washes behind his
ears and he changes his shirt twice a day.’

‘That's what's wrong with him." Jeb could be flipp&oo, but there was

serious thought behind his wry smile. '‘Joanne,rggust playing safe.' His

insight startled her and she looked stricken. Hsged his advantage. 'Life's
a gamble. You have to take a risk. You don't cardrfalph, Joanne—admit

it."

Her mouth set stubbornly. 'Ralph is what | want.’



'‘No," said Jeb. 'Ralph is what you're settling.fare both know what you
want.'

She went scarlet and her eyes were furious. Witaoaubrd she turned and
left him, and Jeb made a sound of irritation wittmself.

Clea's arrival on the scene like a comet, trailodguds of glory, had
unsettled Ralph. He had, of course, known aboutrla famous mother.
She had felt safe in teHing him about Clea bec&esph was so cool-
headed, but it was one thing to know about theicglahip, it was another to
see Joanne beside Clea, make the obvious compaaisdrRalph found it
baffling.

‘You're nothing like her," he said, and for a mom&panne had looked
furious, then she heard the note of satisfactidndvoice and her eyes froze
on his face.

'She's rather shallow," Ralph added. Clea had @uself out to be nice to
him. She did not share Jeb and Milly's view of hite.was a good-looking
man, well-dressed, courteous and attentive, andwha good enough for
Clea. It surprised Joanne that Ralph should bécakitconsidering the
charm with which Clea had flattered him when thest.m

Ralph was very serious-minded, however. Clea, ifeatiiough she still
was, had not impressed him with her intelligentlat secretary of hers
does all the work," said Ralph. He had noted tHatliked women to be
capable. He expected them to organise themselvasné did, and that was
one of her attractions for him.

After they were married he expected her to go orking. He wanted a
family, he said, but in time, not immediately. Thewpuld plan their life
soberly. Ralph knew exactly the sort of house hated exactly how it
must be furnished. 'There's no rush,' he saidwdrad he meant was that he
was in no hurry to change his life-style. He likethe way it was, calm,
organised, tidy. Joanne would fit in nicely. Theguld have a pleasant life
together. A child would blow a hole in Ralph's stieeof things.



'l always planned to marry when | was thirty-fiieg' had told her, with a
smile meant to convey ironic amusement. '‘But tlyereare ..." He felt that
in altering his plan for Joanne he had done eno8gk.must do the rest. If
they married, they would maintain the gracious d¢séads he wanted and
Joanne would see to it that she did not make waves.

Jeb's open disapproval of him puzzled him. He aelinreb. Ralph would
always admire success and Jeb had been very siutcdds must be a
millionaire ten times over,' Ralph commented.

'Easily,’ Joanne admitted. She was indifferenhdte no impact on her, all
that money.

Ralph eyed her disapprovingly. 'Money matterssdud.
'It's what makes the world go round,' she agreal flippantly.

'It certainly does.' Ralph did not find money amgsilt was a serious
subject.

She smiled at him, admitting to herself that somes he bored and irritated
her. Nobody is perfect, though, she thought. R&ptind, Ralph is good-

tempered, Ralph is thoughtful. She recited his gpaalities often. It helped

to fix them in her mind.

When he kissed her she responded exactly as hedvigr to, knowing by
now exactly the order of response he needed. Skhewaan without being
passionate, submissive without being clinging.

After all, nobody could live in a vacuum. One hadhave people, an
inhabited world. Life could not be a desert islavwthen she chose to leave
Clea and come to England she had, in fact, chaskvetas her father lived,
to make the same sort of life he had made for HimRalph, she admitted
ruefully, was her male equivalent of Angela. Heefitin with the quiet,
painless world she wanted to have around her.

While Clea and Jeb were staying in London, Ralatiddel it was the proper
time for them to become formally engaged. They teadi an understanding



for some time, but Ralph liked to do things in tiggt way. He invited Clea,

Jeb, John Ross and Angela to dinner. 'What, athem?' Joanne asked
incredulous. During their visits to London Clea deth had avoided meeting
Joanne's father and stepmother, and althoughJokas Rad no apparent
grudge against his former wife Joanne thought itr@whole sensible of
them to stay apart. Ralph, however, smiled compice

'Of course. They're civilised, my dear. It's yesirsce your parents were
divorced. Why, | imagine they're strangers to eatbler—perfect strangers.’

Joanne eyed him. 'l hope you're right.'

Ralph was amused. Of course he was right. Was®alweeys? 'l realise that
you see them in a different light,’ he said conmfigity. '‘But as a neutral
observer | think | see them pretty clearly.'

Her father and Angela could be trusted to behake &ngels, Joanne
thought, but Clea? Ralph did not know Clea.

'Do you think she'll make any trouble?' she askeltlyMn the phone, her
voice slightly panic-stricken.

Milly was dubious. 'Since she married Jeb herditsischief have stopped.'
But although she said that, she sounded uncertain.

'l don't trust her!" Joanne was wailing and shewkite Where men were
concerned Clea was unpredictable. God knows wheaivsluld do face to
face with her ex- husband.

‘Jeb will keep a tight rein on her." Milly had cotoearely on him, she trusted
him, but so far Jeb had not had any really stigkyation to deal with, and
this, heaven alone knew, was as sticky a situatshe was likely to meet.
Joanne wished she had Milly's confidence.

The dinner party was the occasion on which Ralpénitied to bestow his
engagement ring on her publicly. He would, she sgnmake speeches:
Ralph had been trained in public speaking. 'ls aa9b she asked him,
dumbfounded. 'What do you do? Have mock dinnerd@astmasters?' And



Ralph had said, 'Don't be frivolous, darling. ltedo't suit you.' But then
what did? Joanne looked at herself in the mirrothwhisgivings and
wondered if anything suited her. She was begintonigel more and more
lost. She had come to England to find herself afears in Clea's shadow
and although the five years with Annie had given plenty of fun and
freedom, she had come out of it widi no clear idkaho she was, after all.
Annie had got a husband and the prospect of babigellow bootees.
Joanne had ended up with an assured manner, gessl sknse, a well-paid
career and Ralph, and all that added up to wag gusstion mark.

If she had asked everyone exactly what sort ofqmeshie was, she would
have got a wide variety of different answers. drwhameleon,’ she thought.
She looked at herself again and felt as though&ne looking at a stranger.

Then she went off to work, her teeth gritted. Sloeild make her marriage
to Ralph work. She would forge some sort of life ierself. Ralph would
never set the world on fire, but she didn't wariireraiser, she wanted a
good husband, a man she could trust, and Ralptthagsall right... he was
dependable, he was predictable, he was concrete fiie well-polished
shoes to his well-brushed hair.

Joanne ran the office now under Erma. They hadrbecwiends in five
years. She knew about Erma’s early life in pref@and. She knew about
the misery of her wartime experience there, abeuintarriage to a British
soldier and arrival, speaking only seven words mglEh, in a London so
big and noisy that Erma felt sick for days. Shevkrbout her little house,
her pots of geraniums, her two cats and one sonhtee grandchildren and
their passion for bubblegrum.

'‘Bubblegrum?’ she had enquired, keeping her faaght.
Erma had gazed at her placidly. ‘It blows big babbl

And Joanne had laughed. 'l know the stuff you mé&dre liked Erma. They
worked well together. Since Annie left, Erma wass ¢losest friend she had.

Today Erma looked distraught. 'What's wrong?' Jeasked.



'In the Napoleon Suite," Erma said breathlesslgré is a man ...'

Joanne's eyes rounded. Erma had a telegraphicadtidéking which could
make her giggle. 'What did he do? Molest you?'

Erma laughed, her mouth wide, her eyes sparklivey),tsobering, said, 'He
is impossible! Three girls have | sent him. Thretsdne has sent back, the
last one cried for half an hour. He shouts andemels rude letters.’

'Who to?'

‘To me, who to?' Erma said indignantly. She wavethall sheaf of papers.
'Such words, incompetent, stupid ... what does doat?

‘A punch on the nose, by the sound of it,’ saichdeamilitant. 'I'll sort him
out.'

It was what Erma wanted. Her English deserted heed by masculine
aggression. She beamed on Joanne. 'Please!

Joanne knocked on the door of the Napoleon Sustefdte masked in icy
efficiency. The suites were used by the top meth@huge companies who
used the hotel for conferences. They were luxulyo@igrnished, very

masculine in decor, with leather armchairs anddd#d nails in the

upholstery of square-built chairs. The hotel's riote decorator used
psychology in his choice of colours, assertivedlaid yet solid. Maybe it's
the setting, she thought, waiting for the door fmerg which turns an
ordinary managing director into Attila the Hun. Allat leather and honed
wood gives them ideas of conquest. Secretariesnieecslaves at their
chariot wheels.

The door was flung open and a man stood there gniakidne waist, his face
and hair damp, a towel in his hand. He stared a&ih@ she stared back, the
colour draining from her face, her body clenchedliragf the stab of a shock
which was almost intolerable.

'What the hell are you doing here?' Ben asked.



CHAPTER SIX

JOANNE pulled herself together with an effdrtmight ask the same of you!'
she retorted, and she needed all her courage weahgn at all because she
knew per- fecdy well that she was suffering froirtlad symptoms of acute
physical shock, her skin cold, her heart thuddiveg,breathing fast.

He had altered, she saw, as she looked at himghreyes which saw darkly
at first and only began to clear slowly. He hadaglsiresembled his father
very closely. The resemblance was now quite swgikiEven the black hair
was beginning to show a few fine threads of silBeit Ben's face had a hard
arrogance which lacked Jeb's humour and vein ofamityn The dark eyes
studied her icily, the strong features remainedt waith any warmth or
courtesy. My God! she thought. He isn't human.

'I'm waiting," he said through his teeth. 'Whatyda want? How did you
know | was here?'

She flushed and anger made her fluent. 'l didabrk here—I'm employed
by the Hotel Secretarial Agency. You asked foraetary; I'm it.'

His mouth twisted. "You? A secretary?'
‘A good one," she threw back, her chin lifting afidnce.
'Really?' The tone was sardonic.

'Really,’ she snapped, barely able to control &elés slap his handsome
face.

A floor maid passed along the corridor, eyeing thamously, and Ben
stepped back, waving Joanne into his suite. Cloiegdoor, he lifted his
towel as though he had forgotten until now thahélel it ‘and slowly dried
his face. She watched, mouth dry. His bare shosildad chest had that
physical magnificence she remembered and it inkediaher. He was
bronzed and fit, his skin wearing a smooth unifdam which could only
have been acquired by long hours of exposure tsine The muscles in
arms and shoulders rippled as he tossed the tovezlachair. He thrust



back his dark hair with one hand and picked upearcishirt, shouldering
into it, his eyes on her face.

'‘Can you do shorthand and typing?'
'Of course,.' she snapped.

‘The last three couldn't,’ he said. 'One couldpdlls another stammered
when she answered the phone and the third dropeeytieing she touched.’

‘They were terrified of you, you mean,' she saidrith 'Who can blame
them?'

His brow lifted. 'Me?"

'Don't put on that innocent tone with me, Ben. Yot the fear of God into
those unfortunate girls and now you're trying itvath me, but this time it
won't work. I'm not scared of you.'

His eyes surveyed her unreadably. '‘As | remembgoit are,' he said very
softly, and her face ran with angry colour. Sheregglaat him and didn't
answer. Ben turned away with a shrug.

'How long have you worked here?'

'Five years.'

He swung on his heel, staring at her. 'Five?' lakrwr deepened and he said
slowly. 'l see ..." and she wondered exactly wieagdw but had no intention
of asking.

Looking down, she tapped her pencil on her pad.ré¢ady when you are.’

'Oh, put the thing away," he said irritably. "Yoond imagine I'm going to
have you working for me?'

'Why not?'



'Don't play the innocent with me. You know very lnehy not.'

She opened her eyes wide, her face cool. 'I'm gajpable, | assure you, and
it won't bother me that you're my stepbrother.’

It was something she had never considered befodethe relationship was
so novel an idea that she found herself smiling.

‘Take that smirk off your face,’ Ben said sharflyhat's funny?'

She remembered their last meeting and her eyed filith savage laughter.
'You,' she said, because now she saw what had hegpetween them in an
ironic light and they had both behaved absurdlye Whole thing had been a
farce and in the clear light of day five yearsiatee feltimmune to him, and
the relief was inexpressible. She could have sliowtth it. He had haunted
her and now she was free.

His eyes narrowed on her face for a moment, thetutmeed away and
walked into his bedroom, coming back a moment latgaring an

expensively tailored waistcoat which fitted his stdike a second skin,
giving him a balletic elegance which irritated h8he did not want to be
aware of his physical attraction now.

He stood there, fitting cufflinks into his shireslves, his black head bent,
and Joanne could not take her eyes off him. Liftirsghead, he said briskly,
'Right, let's get down to work, shall we? This miognl'll dictate to you. |
want to test your speed and accuracy. If you'resfaatory, I'll use the
dictaphone later. It saves time." Without a pauseicked up a sheaf of
letters from a table and began to dictate a seridstters in reply. Her
fingers flew over the pad as she took them down.was deliberately
speaking very fast and she knew it, but she maderotest, merely
stretching her own abilities-to keep up with himhé could keep it up so
could she.

When he stopped at last she took a deep breathxaada calm expression
on her face. 'That all?’



The calm question infuriated him. 'No,' he saidglya'l'll have some more
letters for you later. | want those typed now.'

'Yes, sir,' she said, moving to the door.

'When you've done them, bring them here to be digme told her. 'I'm
going out now. I'll be back at noon after the feehference session.'

'Yes, sir.'

His teeth came together. 'Oh, get out!" he snapetishe saw that he was at
the end of his tether. Their meeting had been ashraushock to Ben as it
had been to her. Beneath the hard mask he waly/faurhan, after all.

In the lift she relaxed, her limbs shaking as sHeased them from the iron
hold she had been forced to maintain over thenthimtast half hour.

She had lied to herself when she said she was imnwimBen. She had
forgotten how he could make her feel. Now she rebeed, and it was like
being in the grip of some relentless fever. She whisering with it,
violently convulsive. Over the past five years blae tried to exorcise him
by rigid self-control. Now she felt as though sla€l bbeen in one position for
so long that her body was cramped, her blood supgiyoff, making her
numb. A sight of Ben had set the blood moving agaid the pain and
elation of it was terrifying.

She typed the letters without making a mistakevds a feat of extreme
caution. She concentrated all her attention on ngakihem perfect, and
when she had finished it was nearly noon and slsednained.

Ben opened the door to her wordlessly and shedldje folder of letters.
'Ready for signature.’

He took the folder and glanced through them, hesdlickering over the
pages expressionlessly. He bent over a table ngjghem, then straightened
and said, 'Thank you. Are you free this afternoon?’

'Yes, sir.'



'‘Can you sit in on the conference? | want somesnatieen.'
‘Yes, sir.'

‘Then I'll see you at the conference room at twotyt' He turned his back
and she said coolly,

'l thought you wanted to dictate some more lettsrs,

'I've changed my mind," he said, so she went tadjrgy the door carefully,
although she felt like slamming it until the windewattled.

Joanne went back to the agency and Erma exciteshadded to know how
she had got on. 'He is difficult?’

'l can manage him,' said Joanne, consciously ironic
Sighing with relief, Erma said, "What would | dotimut you?'

'‘Blow bubblegrum at him," Joanne smiled and Ermatweto gales of
laughter.

Joanne had a quick lunch in the staff restaurawt went up to the
conference room at two-thirty promptly. Ben gave &e@uick, cold glance,
his eyes glinting as they ran over her from heaé¢o She had learnt not to
blush; five years had done that much for her. Bt was not able to meet
his stare without feeling her pulses flutter. Heswearing a formal dark suit
with a blue-striped stiff shirt and a dark tie dr@looked maddeningly sexy;
even the sardonic cast of his dark features coolddetract from the
physical allure of his body.

The conference was boring. Joanne had sat in @ngdax them and this one
was no different. Men talked like droning bees ahd wanted to yawn, but
she fixed a bright, interested expression on hee,fand whenever Ben
turned his head and muttered a comment to herosikettdown rapidly as

though it were the word of a prophet. Her notebso&n began to fill up.

Ben was shrewd, ruthless, knowledgeable. Somesafdmments were icy
criticism, some dry dismissals of the views expedssome statistical notes.



Joanne found she could pick up every intonatiaiélow voice. Although
he spoke softly she heard every syllable.

She watched his dark lashes flick up and down,teavine around his eyes
deepen or diminish, and knew that time had changéung. Ben lit a flame
inside ' her. She watched him hungrily and herdmsghook.

She really had to do something about the way dheSiee despised herself
for it.

'Get those typed up, will you?' he asked afterwaadd she nodded.
‘Yes, sir.'

They stared at each other. Ben turned away andvshbehed him walk
towards the lifts, noting how people turned to estar him. He was still a
man people watched.

That evening Ralph picked her up after work. Ggtiito his car outside the
hotel she felt herself under surveillance and gtdnaround. Ben was
standing on the stgps watching her, his face bldileir eyes met and
Joanne gave him a brief, polite nod, then got th® passenger seat and
Ralph started the car, leaning forward to kiss her.

You're looking very charming," he commented wisttisfaction, and she
glanced down at the white silk blouse and chargraly suit she was
wearing. The secretaries all wore what was knowhasse' colours —grey
and white, although they could wear any style tilead so long as it was
smart and discreet.

‘They're new," she said, and Ralph smiled.
'l had noticed." He always noticed what she wore.hidd almost as much
interest in her clothes as she had, liking to sxenell dressed. Ralph liked

his women to be presentable.

Her blouse had a neat roll collar and a frilledofawhich fell to her waist,
giving her an eighteenth- century look. The suit hea pleated skirt,



tight-fitting jacket and a tiny waistcoat to matdiiney had cost the earth, but
she knew they suited her slender figure. With Hackohair wound in a
chignon on her neck she looked elegant in them.

Ralph took her to dinner and talked as they atdijrggrat her, but she didn't
hear a word. Subconsciously she was aware of h&t gaice. She made
vaguely agreeable noises when he paused, reactirgtmhis tone than to
what he said, and Ralph appeared quite satisfiedglad you agree," he
said, and she wondered with wry amusement whatbatidet herself in for.

She tried to concentrate on him, but her mind kefitng away to thoughts
of Ben and she was furious with herself for beimgveak. Hadn't he hurt her
enough in the past? She would have to be a masaatgs back for more,
but she knew she could not detach her mind from him

When he kissed her goodnight she stood placidlyisnarms and he was
quite contented. Ralph lacked passion. He thougVeas slightly vulgar, bad
form. A conventional man, he preferred his womenb® docile and

submissive without being demanding. He saw pasasoa form of greed
and in a way, Joanne thought, it was; that was what felt for Ben, a

devouring hunger, and it shocked her to admit it.

Next morning when she reported to Ben's suite sigesurprised to find her
father there. He smiled at her affectionately. [éjaloanne.’

Ben was dressed in his formal business clothesytadd his dark eyes
swept over Joanne's charcoal grey uniform witlit @fithose thin brows.

‘Nice to have met you," her father said, turninghitm, sounding calmly
amiable. She wondered if he knew of Ben's relakignto Jeb Norris and
supposed he must do, but it would barely interést. iHer father had
completely got over Clea years ago. Her remarrizge a matter of no
concern to him.

He smiled at Joanne again and went out, and Bel 'Sare years doesn't
seem to have brought you two closer togetheraltisstant father-daughter
relationship, isn't it?'



'We were apart for too long," she said calmly. Ware almost strangers
when | came over here and we've come very littbsan together since.'

'Yet you stay," he commented, watching her shrewdly

'Yes,' she said, 'l stay,' and saw no reason wigkbuld expand on the flat
statement, since it was none of his business.

"You're engaged, | gather," he said.
Her father must have told him and she tensed defdgs'Yes.'

‘The fellow you were with last night?' he askedtahang her with those cold
dark eyes.

'Yes.' Something dismissive in his tone prickeldeat but she kept all colour
out of her voice, her face cool.

'In love with him?' The question was casual, hissayoving across the suite
as if he had very little interest.

'Why else would | be marrying him?' she askedyartl
The eyes came back to her and a faint, dry smilened his mouth. 'Any
number of reasons,’ he said. 'Women marry for iiffethings ... security,

affection, desperation.'

It was all of those things, she thought, but shenkayoing to let Ben guess
that.

'Well, I'm marrying for love," she lied, and heia®was certain, untroubled.
He pushed his hands into his pockets and rockekiheels. 'Have you
seen much of them since you came here?' He didpsuify the 'them' he

meant, but there was no need to, they both knewheheas talking about.

'l see them occasionally,' she said. "They're indom now.'



He looked taken aback, and she saw that he hdchpein that.
'‘My father didn't tell you?'

'We were talking about different things," he s&ld.paused. 'Are they here
in the hotel?’

'They've leased a flat for a short time," she toid. 'But they'll be dining
here tonight ... I'm having an engagement partiyeahotel for my father and
his wife and Clea and Jeb.'

'How civilised," he said coolly. 'l wish | could laefly on the wall.'

That wouldn't be funny, she thought. Ben's presemoald turn what
promised to be a difficult evening into a totaladiger. She glanced at her
watch. 'Shouldn't we get down to work? The confeeestarts in a quarter of
an hour.'

His mouth indented. 'I've left some dictation oe thictaphone. You can
work on that this morning.’ He lowered his eyeshi floor. 'Is it possible
for you to work up here? | would like to have someonanning the phone.'
‘The hotel answering service will take messages.’

'l want someone here," he repeated coldly.

Joanne tensed with irritation at the tone. 'Veryl,ver,' she said, dropping
back into a formal relationship.

Ben walked to the door. 'Will you order lunch upénéor me? Order some
for yourself. 'I'll work through the lunch break.’

Thank you, she thought furiously. How considerdtgon. Aloud she said,
'Yes, sir. What shall | order for you?"

'Steak and salad," he said without thinking, thehe pulled open the door
glanced at her through those thick black lashessamd] 'And a good wine.'



When he had gone Joanne picked up the telephondiatedl room service.
She ordered steak and salad for two with melonsdarter and deliberately
chose the most expensive wine on their list.

He had left her a mass of work to get done. Shé&eebsolidly all morning
and had just finished when he came back at twéwe. of the porters had
brought up her typewriter and arranged a deskgoaal light. Ben stared at
her across the suite and observed, "You look vasinesslike sitting there.' .
'l am very businesslike,' she snapped.

He came over and picked up the folder of work, glaa through it, while
she sat with her hands on the typewriter, not loglat him.

'Efficient," he said, and there was mockery inVauige.

She glanced at him. 'l ordered the lunch for oolck. Is that satisfactory?'
'Fine," he said, and before she knew what he nteald he had leaned over
and deftly undone the pins in her hair, lettingtumble around her

astonished face. 'That's better,' he said coolihpri't like it worn up.’

'What the hell do you think you're doing?' she dskegrily. ‘Give me back
my pins!'

He dropped them into the wastepaper basket bdsdaesk.

Joanne stared at them, biting her hp. Standinghg pent to retrieve them
and Ben's fingers closed around her wrist. 'Nosdid.

She straightened, glaring at him. 'l can't workhwwity hair in my eyes.'

'I'll brush it out for you," he said, putting a ldeto the full, dark waves of it as
it fell around her flushed face.

'Don't touch me!" she snapped, pulling back, aedethvas open fear in her
voice.



His hand fell away. He stared into her face. "Wedown from now on,' he
said, turning away, 'when you're working for me.’

She drew a hard breath. 'Yes, sir,' she said byting

Ben sat down on the edge of the desk, swingintebishis eyes on her face.
'Do you live in the hotel?!

'No.'
'Got a flat?'
'Yes.'

His eyes narrowed and a smile touched his moutbnddyllabic, aren't
you?'

"You said you wanted to work through the lunch kyeshe reminded him.
‘That's why I'm here ... to work.'

'I'm paying you to do what | ask,' he said, unmolrgdher sarcasm.

Joanne did not trust him. She sat down behindyiewviriter as though it
were a wall of defence. What was Ben up to now?'

'Does your fiance share the flat?' he asked, andheeks burnt angrily.
'‘No!"

'Not your lover, then?' He swung his leg, starittha polished black tip of
his shoe.

'‘No," she said, her voice shaking with the angervgas reining in, and her
hands clenched in her lap.

'Have you had any?'



She would like to hit him, her hands gripped tigtt stop herself from
jumping up and slapping him across the cold, sacdace.

‘That's my business,’ she snapped, hoarse nowlivetkffort to stop herself
from losing her temper.

His eyes lifted sharply from his contemplation & shoe and she met their
stare angrily.

In the silence that followed the floor waiter knedkat the door and she
went and opened it to let him into the suite. Bexked- to the window and
stood there, his shoulders thrown back, his hamdhgsi pockets, ' » staring
out at the London skyline.

When the waiter had gone Joanne asked coldly,|'&ka¢at now?'

Ben turned. 'Why not?' He sat down and lookedatriblon. 'Very cooling,’
he drawled, flicking a look at her hot cheeks.

She wondered what the waiter had thought, seein@en the door with
her hair loose around her pink face and no dowatoaight-up look in her
eyes.

Ben began to tell her about the conference andisteaed as intently as
though she were fascinated because at least ittkept off dangerous
ground. He refilled her glass whenever she reatiaffivay level and she
lost count of the amount of wine she was drinkimg, by the time they had
reached the coffee she was feeling .as though she dvifting on air, her
head cloudy.

Ben watched her through lowered lids and she lobleett at him with stark
awareness. The wine had lowered her resistanck leeinhibitions were
dissolving and she was alarmed by the rapid beatimgr pulses.

'I'm never going to be able to work this aftern6ehe said. 'You must have
a very clear head.’

'The afternoon session today isn't very importéetfold her. 'I'll skip it.'



That increased her alarm. His eyes were moving loeelazily and she was
enjoying the way he looked at her, and that wagelus. She wished she
could force her way out of the heady haze the Wwatkinvoked, but she was
too languid.

Ben stood up, his hand pulling her to her feet, stmelknew perfectly well
that she was crazy, but when his dark eyes stawech éhto her face she
leant against him as if she were too weak to stdmade, and waited for the
touch of his mouth.

He did not kiss her, though. He watched her, heg fanreadable. 'How
much damage did | do, Joanne?' he asked, anddaganoment she stared
at him in bewilderment,, her face blank.

‘That night on the yacht," he added, seeing h&rdacomprehension," and
the reminder threw her back five years. She wasigvmith pain, and she
looked away, all the colour draining from her fattee warm, lazy feeling
the wine had given her gone in a flash.

She had to answer him, but for a moment she cduithike herself speak,
then she summoned the will power from somewherdaoicd back at him
brightly, a smile pinned to her mouth.

'‘None," she said. 'l got away, remember?' And shaent sound like a joke,
something meaningless.

Ben was watching her intently. "You preferred tovan rather than let me
make love to you,' he said lightly as if carryingtbe joke.

'Sorry," she said, still smiling.

He put his hand on her cheek and she felt eachaedagertip caress her
skin and the nerves beneath her skin seemed tareapponse. 'Hadn't we
better do some work?' she asked him in that brgite which seemed to
have no connection with herself.



He continued to stroke her face delicately, hisseywatching her. 'You
astonished me when you jumped,’ he said. 'Althogmhwere making a
noisy protest, when | got you in my arms your res@s were passionate.'

The smile withered on her mouth. If she had spakenwould have lost her
temper, so she clenched on unspoken fury, herdari&swith it.

'l told myself | was dreaming it,’ said Ben in ticatm voice. '‘But it flashed
through my mind that you might be in love with me.’

'Why, you ..." Her angry outburst was smothereldissnouth came down on
her own, hardening and searching, coaxing hetdigsrt for him.

His hands held her waist without pressure and ss=é him back, feeling
the urgency running through her body until she daed with it.

She would never have had the strength to call & ivail Ben did, he drew
away and Joanne merely stood there, trembling usecshe had lost control
of her senses and she would have let him take sngytte wanted.

He tilted her head again and she looked at hindlylinNow tell me the
truth,’ he said. 'How much damage did | do thahinyg

He was asking her to admit she had been in love humh five years ago, that
he had hurt her unbearably. He expected her to ltenfine humiliation he
had achieved five years ago. She stared back aahdrher temper flared
bitterly.

"You behaved like a bastard," she said. 'But ttzet your problem. | forgot
you without any difficulty. I've barely remembergau since the last time |
saw you.'

His eyes held mocking laughter. 'So | saw,' he,said his glance dropped
to her mouth. She turned to go and he caught lerdérs. 'l should have
taken you five years ago,' he said. ‘It would hgwtit out of our systems."

"You make it sound quite hygienic,' she bit out.



You've been in my bloodstream ever since,’ he saiversationally, his
features enigmatic, and her heart turned over las ifad said he loved her,
although what he really meant was that they hadmegmething that night
which lay unfinished between them and they bothwkite Unsatisfied
desire could be as potent as love, and even thioeiglas filled with hate for
her and her mother, he had desired her.

She shook free of his grip and walked to the dditl@unsteadily. 'It's all in
the past, anyway,' she said, opening the door.

As she closed it she heard his voice ask sofflyt,'Doanne?’ and she almost
ran away from there, falling into the lift as thdushe were running from a
dangerous enemy, and in a way she was, becausatbheBen's formal
business persona he was still the hard, antagonisth who had wanted to
destroy Clea and would have used any weapon hel ¢aylhis hands on,
even another human being.



CHAPTER SEVEN

SHE went down to the secretarial agency and told Esheahad a headache.
Her flushed face and hectic eyes were convincimgaElooked at her in
concern. 'But tonight is your engagement partysTgisad.’

'If | may go home and rest for a few hours, it ngy away,’ Joanne
explained, and Erma at once agreed. Joanne patisiee door, her eyes
veiled.

'If the man in the Napoleon Suite wants me, seradfrthe other girls,’ she
said. Let Ben annoy someone else for a changehshght, escaping.

In her flat she wandered restlessly around trymgalm her mind. Ben's
lovemaking had caught her off balance. She hacexpéected it, and now
that the effect of the wine had worn off she wasofus with herself for
having lost control. She should have seen that mgntut his coolness
earlier had lulled her into a state of complaceMen she first saw him
she remembered thinking that he should wear a labating that he was
dangerous.

She dressed for the party with a sense of prenooniti could be a stormy
evening. Fasten the seat belts, she told hersetha stared into the mirror.
God knew what Clea would do. And after being in Bemms, Joanne was
facing the fact that a lifetime spent with Ralpld hast all its appeal. Safety
and sanity might be wiser choices, but passiorahgtdonger pulling power.

She had to reason with herself, to remind herdelfl the advantages Ralph
could offer her. The marriage would suit both adrthperfectly. Ralph did
not want a passionate woman. He wanted a wife wbaldvbe cool,
collected, elegant. He lived by a code of ethicseldeon good manners and
good sense, and passion denied both. Ralph wouet have tried to wreck
anyone's life, as Ben had. He would be shocketidaore if she ever told
him what Ben had tried to do to her, and he walst+igpf course he was
right. Ben had behaved barbarously. She lookedeegelf in the mirror,
seeing the sleek dark sweep of her black haigdla face, the slender lines
of her body in the cream dress she wore, and #fldction mocked her



memories of the night five years ago when Ben calose to destroying her.
She looked too cool, too remote, for it to haverbeessible.

"You look wonderful," said Ralph when he picked tngrand again she told
herself wryly that she was doing him no injustinemarrying him without
loving him, since he was certainly not in love witar. He would flinch
away if she offered him love in any form other thhat docile submission
which he took for love. He was really extraordihatike her father, but
even her father had had his moment of pure madiéssiad flung his
bonnet over the windmill for Clea, and regretteeliér since.

They met the others in the bar, arriving to findti¢ted little conversation
going on between them. Jeb gave Joanne a winkpsiimasly. Her father
was looking uncomfortable, Angela faintly irritabkst a glance Joanne saw
that Clea had come along in mischievous mood. Begkd as a child at a
Christmas Party, she was giving John Ross flirttibttle glances from
under her lashes. He was ignoring them, but Angela not; she was
masking her anger, but it was a struggle. Angels tea well-mannered to
slap Clea's face, but that was how it might endfigomeone didn't do
something soon.

Joanne slid herself between her father and molinémg a hand through
both their arms. 'A real family party,’ she samjlgg at Jeb and Angela at
the same time. Tm very lucky, having four parents.'

Angela looked uncertain about that, but Jeb liftedglass to her in a silent
toast, his eyes warm.

'Darling, you look so pretty," said Clea, and g&edph a warm smile,
approving of his good looks, his way of dressirig dolid manners. 'Doesn't
she look sweet, Ralph?’

'‘Charming,' he agreed, smiling at Joanne. 'I'm peoyd of her.' He leaned
over and kissed her lightly on the mouth. 'And Vary happy that she's
going to marry me.'



Clea was smiling as she turned and the smile vathen her mouth. Jeb's
brows drew blackly together and he turned, togirgjaas she did at the door
into the bar.

Ben stood there, his dark face sardonic and harda, the same arrogant
mask he had worn when he first came to Clea's. \Hlia eyes stopped on
Clea who stared at him warily. There was a silemb#e he absorbed the
alteration five years had made. Clea would neverdgbe. She would never
be less than striking. Joanne was sure she wouke raabeautiful old
woman one day. But she would never again make thennfall out of the
sky and crowds fall silent in reverence as sheqghss

Clea was not a fool. She could read the fleetingression of incredulous
pity which passed over his face. Joanne moved n&afeer, watching her
uneasily. Jeb walked forward, offering his son ésd, and Ben slowly
took it.

Joanne put an arm around her mother's shoulder€laad startled, looked
round at her. 'In that shade of blue you look #ldadonna,’ Joanne told her,
and it was true. It was the shade which had albags Clea's favourite.

Distracted as a child, Clea looked down at it cphacendy. 'It's new,’ she
confided.

'Paris?’

'‘London,’ said Clea, amused and pleased. 'Thenew goung designer who
can come up with some fabulous designs.'

Angela leant over towards them. 'Triccoli?' sheedsbagerly, and Clea gave
her a little smile.

'Do you visit his salon?'

Angela looked wistful. 'l wish | could afford itIdve clothes, but | have to
watch my budget.’



Angela was fascinated by the secrets of Clea'stifie. She envied her the
clothes, the stars she knew, and now that Cldaistetn had left John Ross,
Angela was amiable towards her, eager to ask hestiquns and exchange
views of clothes. Clea was famous and Angela savas@ status symbol;
she had a head-hunter's eagerness to collect&Ctksplay to her friends.

Ralph asked Joanne, 'Who is that?' staring at Ben.

'Oh, just my stepbrother,’ she said lightly.

Ben glanced across at them with a glint in his dgis. She met the glance
squarely, head up. He drew Jeb across towardsdhdrdeb introduced him
to Ralph, who gave him a firm handshake and adtgrfaintly respectful
smile. "You run Norris Electronics now," he saithdt must be a tough job.'
Ben inclined his head, his dark eyes probing Ralgbod-looking, stolid
face. Joanne could see that he was curious abdplt.R4ée wanted to know
what made him tick and, Ben being Ben, it would tage him long to find
out.

What was he doing here?

She looked at Jeb warily and Jeb's eyes were watchhe wondered if
Ben's appearance here tonight had troubled Jeladttroubling her. Why
had he come? Had he some plan in mind? He seentedliehaving with
suspicious friendliness and she did not trust mnmah. —

'l gather this is a celebration tonight,’ said Benking across at her.

'Yes,' Ralph said, smiling at her. 'Our engagerparty.'

'When's the wedding?'

Ralph laughed. 'Oh, give us time," he said. 'We're rush.’

Ben!s dark eyes mocked Joanne across the litidecand she faced him
with rising irritation. He was here to make troytdbae was certain of it.



'Oh, you want to get the girl into bed as soonassible,' Ben said, grinning.
‘Someone might run off with her if you don't.’

Ralph laughed complacently and she saw that héhilé was no chance of
that. He was sure of her. He had taken her medsutiee way her father's
family talked of her. She was twenty-six and unmealirand Ralph did not
think there was any possibility that he would Ibge. She had been on the
shelf when he came along. Ralph was doing her@ufaw taking her off it
and he thought she must see that.

Jeb handed her a drink and she sipped at it, les ey her glass, while
Ralph monopolised Ben's company. Jeb had relingdigtontrol of the

giant electronics firm to travel around with Clete was a king in exile. Ben
was the king who wore the crown and Ralph respeat®dfor the money

and power he controlled.

John Ross had gone off to warn the head waitethlegtwould be one extra
for dinner. He came back and smiled at Ben. 'Gtadgould make it.'

Joanne saw from the look they exchanged that ittavéer father that she
owed Ben's appearance here tonight. Goodness khowsbut Ben had
talked her father into inviting him, perhaps undepretence of ending a
family feud. On the surface that was what he wasgldde was talking to
his father with every appearance of friendship #talwas looking more and
more at ease.

Joanne had never felt less at ease. Ben's preg@asceconstant thorn in her
side.

They went in to dinner in a little troupe, laughiagd talking. Joanne sat
between Ralph and her mother and could, by resigitter angle of vision,
see nothing of Ben, but she could hear his voicegver hard she tried not
to, and she was certain he was pitching it fordaes.

'How long have you known Joanne?' he asked Ralph,Ralph sounded
vague as he answered, as though he were not sure.



'Oh, quite a while.' He paused long enough for temyrand then asked Ben
some questions about his firm. Ben parried thesitdne cool, half-bored,

but Ralph was undeterred by his lack of real respoHe talked about profit

margins and annual growth rates, and Joanne digtimeard Ben yawn.

Jeb leaned over the table and said softly to Ben Is finding your fiance
heavy weather.' Jeb made no secret of the fachéhtttought Ralph a dead
bore. Ben's apparent agreement with him seemeslamiising him, and his
eyes were twinkling as he grinned at her.

She glanced across the dining-room and found wghaek that she could
see Ben's arrogant head reflected in a gilt-frammdor opposite. She
watched him, wishing she could hate him, wishing khew why he was
here tonight.

Ralph asked him another elaborate question andaBswered him flatly,
his voice carrying a cool note which was a put-dout it had no effect on
Ralph. Joanne thought in sudden shock: Ralphad&-tkkinned, and she had
never known it before. She had never watched hintdantact with a
stronger, more able mind and seen him fumblingisept open as though it
were an oyster which he suspected bore a hiddeh pea

They all went up to her father's private suitetfa coffee. Ralph made his
threatened speech over it. He had drunk far todice with the meal and
his words rambled, grew hectoring. Joanne lookedndat her linked hands
with a flushed face. Once she looked up and melsBtare.

She looked at him with hostility, as though it was fault. He was making
Ralph look ridiculous to her, and she was furiouth Wwim. Merely by being
in the same room, Ben outshone Ralph, and Joarsted/him on the other
side of the world.

Ralph came over to kiss her and slide his ring emfinger. She was angry
enough to put her arms round his neck and kisshairder than she would
otherwise have done, and Ralph looked surprisedsdateown next to her
on the sofa and put an arm around her waist. Everyalked cheerfully,

drinking their coffee. Clea and Angela were stékdh at it, swapping gossip
stories about famous people and sighs of ecstamyabethes. Angela was



openly surprised to find Clea so easy to like, Wwatnen always did seem
surprised by it. They expected something more éelmore offhand, and
Clea was childlike and direct.

John Ross and Jeb were getting on like a hous@enrhey had a lot in

common, apart from Clea. They both played golf iasdon transpired that
this was a cementing ground for an eternal frieqdshhey passed from

polite chat into intensely excited talk of famoustomes they had seen,
grounds they had played on, holes they had madeean

Ben lounged back in an armchair and Ralph talkedrtoacross the room,
still holding Joanne's waist. Ben's face was urabke] but Joanne felt
nervous sitting there with Ralph's hand below heabt. Once or twice Ben
glanced at it and then up at her face, and each tien heart dropped as
though she were in a lift which suddenly went down.

‘A brandy?' her father asked Ralph, turning from decanter, and Ralph
suddenly stood up, looking pale.

‘Afraid | must be off,' he said abruptly. 'l haveeadache.’

Joanne stood up too. 'Yes, | must go, myself,58ielightly. 'I have to work
tomorrow.'

"You can't both go,' Ben said coolly. 'After aliat will spoil the party.'

'Yes, yes,' said Ralph, half stumbling to the d&#tay, Joanfle." She would
have followed him stubbornly, but Jeb caught athzerd and smiled at her.

'Stay and talk to me, Joanne.' She hesitated ahts®ed conspiratorially, 'l
fancy your fiance has drunk a little too much, iharl Not tactful to follow
him.'

She flushed and turned to sit down, freezing asfehed Ben lowering
himself on to the sofa in Ralph's place. He jefkeddown, his hand round
her wrist, and they looked at each other silently.



'So that's the man you plan to marry,' he said,sledheard sarcasm in his
voice. 'My God! You could have done better than,thaanne.'

'Ralph suits me," she said, and he laughed.

'He'd bore you to death. Get into bed and he'it gi@ing you a projected
graph of annual growth rates."

'Oh, shut up! she snapped, driven beyond her.limit

He glanced at the others who were engaged in tywarate conversations
still, their voices rising noisily.

'‘An odd occasion,' he commented drily. 'They makgange quartet.’
Joanne looked at him uneasily and he met her gfithea faint smile. 'Stop
looking so edgy,' he told her. 'You've been eyemgall night, as if you
suspected | had a stick of dynamite in my pocket'

‘Can you blame me?'

He shrugged. 'I'm five years older, five years wik&en hatred wears out in
the end.’

And love, she thought, does that wear out? Oh, Ghdpe so. Ben looked
into her eyes as though he could read her mindaamakd smile lifted the
edges of his mouth.

She looked away, pleating her skirt with nervoagédirs. Ben took her hand
and inspected her ring with an impassive face.

'Expensive,’ he said, handing it back as if bordd i
The diamond flashed under the lights and she mbeethand, watching it.
'‘But tasteless,’ Ben added, and she glared at him.

'Keep your opinions to yourself if you can onlyro€ee about it!"



'‘Not rude,' he said. 'Frank.' His dark eyes stayedher face. 'I'd buy you
sapphires,’ he said. 'The colour of your eyes.'

'l wouldn't let you buy me a bag of crisps,’ shepped.

'Have you ever told Ralph that | offered to buy yodiamond bracelet for a
few nights in Paris?' he asked coolly.

She gave him a look which should have gone thrduglshoulder blades.
'‘No, | haven't. Do you think | go around boastirigt®

'l don't know," he said. 'l expect he would consitifattering that | made
the offer. It puts a price on you, and Ralph un@eds that. Think how
much he would respect you for having refused.’

'Go to hell!" she said, and got up. Her voice haenbslightly too fierce and
Jeb turned to stare at her flushed face. She muhalflarried goodnight and
almost ran out of the room. Ben came after herstwedturned on him in the
corridor. 'Will you leave me alone?'

'Not until I've got what | want,' he said casualnd her colour deepened to
a hectic red.

"You bastard!

He caught her hand as it flailed up to hit him haltl it down without effort,
twisting it behind her back, jerking her towardmfso that their faces were
inches apart.

'You're too passionate for that cold fish you'veolked,' he said lazily.
You'll terrify him." His eyes glinted. 'You teryifme at times, Joanne. All
that fire under that cool little face ... a manldoget burned alive.’

'‘Don't tempt me,' she retorted scathingly.'

His eyes mocked. 'I'm going to," he promised. 'Bxag night.'



He was tempting her now and she was torn betwebssiae to go into his
arms and a desire to knock him from one end ofdingdor to the other. She
compromised by twisting out of his grip suddenly avalking off with her
head in the air. She thought he might follow heit, He just stood there and
laughed, and she could hear the sound of that taugiien in the lift taking
her down to the hotel foyer.

Jeb rang her later that night. Joanne had a terfdaling of disaster as she
recognised his voice, but he only wanted to tAkay do you think Ben
came?' he asked her, and she said with a faint sigh

''ve no idea. Why do you?"

Jeb sighed. 'l hope because he's finally comeanaestevith my marriage, but
with Ben you can never be sure.’

'He said even hatred wears out in the end,’ steeeaff although as he said,
how could you believe a word Ben said?

'He seemed different,' Jeb admitted. ‘More relazadier...'

He was enjoying himself, she thought, but she wasgyning to make Jeb
more worried by telling him precisely how Ben hagkb amusing himself.

'We'll just have to wait and see,’ Jeb sighed leefierrang off. His sense of
threat from Ben did not make it any easier for deato get to sleep that
night. She lay awake for hours, twisting and tugnam her pillows, and in
the morning she felt grey and drawn.

Ben rang for her a few moments after she got tckvamd when she went
into his suite he eyed her consideringly. 'You wate this morning. Sleep
badly?'

'‘Overslept,' she said tightly. 'Shouldn't you behe conference? It started
ten minutes ago.'

'l waited to see you,' he said. 'l worked late faght. | want all these tapes
transcribed.’



She looked at the pile of them and nodded grimkléddked as impervious
as ever and if he had worked late it did not show.

Til be back at twelve," he said. 'We'll have a vimgkunch again.’

Oh, no, we won't, she thought, eyes defiant. Alsbd said, 'I'm sorry, |
have a date.’

'‘Cancel it,' he said, unmoved.
'I'm afraid | can't.'-

"There's no such word,' he said. 'Cancel it." Hatwe the door and she
followed him, arguing.

Ben grinned at her. 'I'll see you at twelve. Kdepplace till then.’
When he had gone she swore for a moment with adlushe had not
known herself capable of, then she threw hersédf time work with a grim

air.

He had not told her to order lunch. He had presiynaieant her to, but
since he had not specifically ordered it, she @editely did not do so.

When he came back she indicated the neat pile of wio the desk. "All
done,' she said. 'l must go now, I'm afraid.’

He caught her arm as she walked past. 'We're Ingan the river,' he said.
'l told you...'

He put a hand over her mouth and her eyes thregvailgim over the top of
it.

'What can | do to you in public?' he asked lightly.

Joanne fumed but gave in because she could nothaeeéhe could do
anything.



Ben took her to a barge on the river Thames urigeslanting green leaves
of a willow and they ate fine French cooking an#dd lightly while a tape
played Simon and Garfunkel in the background omdraver again. ‘Do you
think they only have one tape?' she asked himjrejgper wine.

‘They know | like it," he said.
She was startled. "You do?"'

'Don't you?' He looked as if he minded whetherdiler not, and she gave
him a sudden, melting smile.

'l love it," she said, and knew she would nevegdothe soft ripple of the
guitar music mingling with die sound of the rivardathe whisper of the
wind in the willows.

Ben put a hand across the table and pulled oubtiie pins in her hair. 'Let
it down,' he said, and the softness of his tone mgmotic. She found
herself obeying like an automaton.

He flicked the black strands with one finger. 'Ngau look the way | like
you to look.'

I'm crazy about you, she thought, lowering herdasio hide the look in her
eyes. He had taken off his dark tie and undon&néutton of his shirt. The
dark brown of his throat argued with the formal ibass suit. The wind
lifted his black hair and he raked it down with drend, smiling at her.

They took their time and Joanne did not want thalrte end. After their

coffee they walked along the riverbank and listetwethe slap of the water
on moored boats. She saw a flash of brown as a vatopped down into

the water and ripples spread out as it swam away.

Ben was whistling one of the tunes from the tapgeuniis breath. He really
did like it, she thought, and glanced at him sidgsya@atching his eyes on
her.



Hg stopped under an oak tree and pushed her gegdlyst the rough trunk.
His hands slid into her long loose hair and heestat her face.

'Give him his ring back,' he said. 'I'm not goindédt you marry him.’

She did not want him to talk. Her mind was hazéy en other things. She
looked at the strong brown muscles of his throdtthen at his mouth, and
her eyes were languid. She was not listening armbhlel see it.

He put one of his wandering hands against her chrdkent. She met his
mouth hungrily, melting into his arms with a fasigh. The pressure of

unsatisfied desire built up rapidly in her. Sheagred, her arms around his
back, her hands climbing to the nape of the strawi, feeling the bristle of

his hair against her fingertips.

His lean body, lowered against her and she gasgediands tightening on
him He pressed down on her, moving against hersaecad no defences
against how he was making her feel. She knew hethh&de aware of the

slow shudder passing through her. His hands stroked her breasts and
her nipples hardened under their touch. He wamgeitf exploding signals

all along her nervous system as though he wer@@esdaying mines, his

long hands moving expertly, knowing precisely witaty were doing.

He lifted his head and looked down into her hedtidaushed face. 'I'm not
making love to you for the first time on a towpatie said thickly. 'Have
dinner with me tonight.’

The unspoken rider hung in the air between themstuedgave no sign of
protest or rejection, just shaking her head. pramised to have dinner with
Ralph.’

‘Tell him to drop dead,' Ben told her.

She laughed huskily. 'Poor Ralph! I can't.

‘You're not marrying him," he said, and he wasas&ing her, he was telling
her, arid he did not doubt that she would breaketigagement.



'l have to talk to him," she said, admitting by teere that she was not going
to marry Ralph. It had been a stupid thing to dafigg engaged to a man
she did not love, merely because everyone expéetetb do so.

'‘Afterwards?' he asked, looking at her mouth in &/ which made her
light-headed.

'Don't rush me, Ben,' she begged. 'Please!’

'Rush you?' He sounded drily ironic. 'l've waitae fyears. Do you call that
rushing you?"

'Please,’ she said again, putting her hands orchHast palm down, her
fingers spread across his shoulders.

He groaned. 'Are you making me pay for what | diat hight? I'm going out
of my mind." She did not need to hear him say tHi&. dark eyes were
looking at her in a way which elated and excited he

‘Very well," he said menacingly. 'I'll wait for yauntil tomorrow. But you'll
pay for it then, | promise you.'

Joanne smiled into his eyes. 'Will 1?' Her bluesstgased him and he kissed
her hard before he walked her back to his car.

'l don't want to see that ring on your hand agam said as they parted, and
she solemnly took it off and dropped it into hendlldag. Ben's dark eyes
sparked triumphantly at her as he drove away |legkigr outside her flat
feeling dazed.

When she told Ralph he was torn between anger isbheélaf. He assured
her it was bridal nerves. 'You'll regret the whtileng tomorrow,' he said,
and she hoped to God he was wrong about the regiing for her

tomorrow, but it would not be a regret for him, tthauch she knew for
certain. She had drifted into this engagement Wiétph without any real
volition and ever since she set eyes on Ben adearhad known she was
never going to go through with it. Giving hersafRalph when she loved



Ben would have been a form of adultery in her oyese It sickened her to
think of herself in Ralph's arms.

'I'm sorry, Ralph,’ she said, and he was tightdghp

'Why wait until tonight? Why not have told me yedtey before I'd made a
fool of myself by giving you my ring publicly?'

'I'm sorry,"” she said again, and tried to think soime other way of
apologising. 'l made a mistake.’

'So did I, it seems,' he said coldly, and his pra@es hurt. He was furious
with her. He looked at her with distaste. 'l sugpg®u've got better
prospects?' he asked, and there was an ugly tdms woice suddenly.

She was bewildered. 'What do you mean?"
'Oh, come on," he said shortly. '‘Ben Norris ischer catch than | am!

She had not breathed Ben's name to him, so howéadught on to that?
She looked at him in surprise, wondering if he haticed something in the
way they looked at each other last night.

You'll be lucky if you hook him," Ralph added astie wondered how she
had ever imagined that he could not be vulgars'de/ery experienced fish
and cleverer anglers than you have tried to land'hi

She looked at him expressionlessly and knew shedatitlke him at all. He
had a very unpleasant mind.

After that nasty little interlude she did not féi&k going to her empty flat
and trying to get to sleep with a mind and hedttduiBen. She had to see
him, to touch him, because the moments by the visge eating at her and
she knew she could not wait until tomorrow. She tade in his arms
tonight.

When she got to the hotel the porter looked culyoaisher and she smiled at
him as she walked into the lift. She tapped ondber and after a few



moments Ben opened it. He was in his dressing-gowithere was a wary,
startled look on his face as he saw her.

Joanne flushed, feeling suddenly stupid for hawioge. 'Do | come in or
not?' she asked him, wishing she had stayed ifldter

He seemed to hesitate, a frown on his face. Anajbhest came down the
corridor behind her, so she walked in past Benthed stopped dead, her
whole body tensing with a terrible realisation.

He closed the door and turned to her with his hatidgst into his
dressing-gown pockets. 'l thought you were dininghviRalph,' he said
flatly.

She turned on her heel and walked over to the bedmboor. Ben sprang
after her, muffled words on his lips, but she heached it before he got to
her. She flung it open and looked across the bedm@tcClea.

She rose from the bed in a low-cut blue eveninggireoking distraught
and frantic. 'Joanne!'

Joanne looked at Ben, her eyes searing, then shedtand ran out of the
suite. He came after her saying harshly, 'Don‘fgaonconclusions, Joanne.
| can explain...'

'l bet you can,’ she said bitterly. The lift wadl st the floor. She got into it
and Ben tried to drag her out. She was inspireth @itmaniac strength
conferred by a jealousy which made her almost higlaicShe threw him
back with both hands and in the few seconds heoffdmlance the lift door
closed and the lift headed down for the foyer.

She stared straight ahead, her eyes burning. Tierpooked at her as she
walked out. She took one of the taxis waiting alésand stared out at the
neon lights of the great city as though they wheelights of hell itself.

Back at her flat she wrote a short letter to hdrdg packed a case and left
almost immediately. London was quietly desertec ain was chill. Joanne
got a train in the grey dawn light after a nighe¢spwaiting in the echoing



railway station, stared at curiously by porterst hénd was goading her all
the time, playing over the images of the two oithie that suite, and she
knew that nothing Ben had done to her in the pasidcequal what he had
done to her tonight.



CHAPTER EIGHT

SHE barely knew what she was doing. Like someonedream, she got off
the train and walked out of the station, standimgreé in the busy street,
dazed and empty, her case on the pavement beside he

Her wandering eye took in a single-decker bus hacheime leapt out at her.
Grenoch ... she had once stayed there for two wetksher father and
Angela. Whenever she could escape from the placitine of their idea of a
seaside holiday, she would walk off along the slifitaring at the grey-blue
sea, watching it smash violently against the roakste foam flying upward
in the wind. The turmoil of the elements had exther. She picked up her
case and started towards the bus instinctivelyloidhg some secret
prompting.

They took a winding, narrow lane through windblogreen fields. She
caught snatches of talk from the other passentiess,soft, burring voices
muffled by the roar of the engine. 'So | said to..ieThe woman speaking
laughed as she finished the anecdote and her ceompdaughed in

response, but Joanne heard it without smiling,ifgetemote from all

human beings, isolated, marooned on a desert isiatieg emotions.

All her fife she had walked in the shadows while beautiful mother stood
in the sun. She felt cheated, betrayed. Clea hddsbhamany lovers and
admirers. They had flocked to worship at her feet ¥he had taken Ben
lightly, casually, out of a consuming vanity whideeded to be fed by
having conquered him.

The bus pulled to a juddering halt in a tiny vikagtreet. Joanne got up
without even needing to think about it and madewey to the doors. The
other passengers watched her curiously. She clidbet and watched the
bus sail on! The street was empty, silent. Sheddakround in that slow,
dazed fashion and then walked with her case ttofhef Church Lane. She
remembered it vividly, the cobbled little stredtifey steeply to the harbour,
a channel at each side of it along which rain madrain into the sea. The
spire of the tiny church reached up to the skyfalogof the church buried in
a sea of gravestones, wedged close together, gpaiaging up between. A
low wall round the churchyard fenced them in amahfiit one could stand



and stare at the sea below, the rocks like jaggeitth tshowing through the
leaden waves.

Joanne went to the same little hotel where sheskeykd years ago with
Angela and her father. There was a room vacant.t&leit, and felt no
surprise or relief. It seemed only what she hadeetqul.

Alone in the room, she sat down on the bed andeshily as though at the
onset of a feverish cold.

After a few moments she lay down and closed hes.eife thoughts ran
through her head. She was dead, empty.

It was a week before she thought of writing to MWillShe felt no
compunction in walking out on the others. She krtiegy would not truly
miss her or worry about her, although her fathehiifrom a sense of duty,
wish she would let him know she was safe. Oncerewkthat, he could
quieten his conscience and get on with his own Tifeat was all she was to
him, a duty.

Milly, on the other hand, had given her affectiord aare throughout her
life, and she knew Milly would be worrying.

She wrote to her briefly, carefully, saying she Feltithe need to get away
alone, asking her to tell nobody where she wakeép the letter to herself.

Having been here a week, she began to wake uplissnaold nightmare.
Blood beat through her veins again. She saw whetsis looking at, taking
in the stark, powerful beauty of the Cornish casith admiring eyes. She
walked every day for hours, zipped up in a furetiranorak, the hood giving
her a pixie-like look. It helped her to wear hedpmut with walking.
Exhausted, chilled and hungry, she returned eagltadd ate a good meal
before going to her room and sleeping for hours #&kog.

When she thought of Ben now it was with contempitlaitterness. Love had
dried up in her. She felt untouchable, unreachable.



Her favourite walk was along the cliffs in the faxfea howling gale, down a
steep path, finding footholds where she could, atoy creek. A narrow

river ran through it to the sea, embedded in romkd grass and great,
wind-tossed trees. She rarely found anyone else.tiievas too remote for
tourists, too difficult to reach by road and tomgerous by the cliff path.

Several times she found her foot sliding away bémlear on the crumbling

path and had to cling on frantically until she nem@d her balance.

She was waiting now for a letter from Milly, suheat she would write back.
Under her frozen calm, she was hungry for news. tWhd happened after
she ran out of Ben's suite? Was he still seeingTJI®anne knew that Milly
would be aware of it, as she was aware of evergthiniching Clea. Jeb
might be fooled; Milly never.

She came back from her walking one evening to rBeetin the narrow
street. She stopped dead, seeing him, and turnéastinct to walk away.
He caught up with her, his hand seizing her arm.

‘Let me go!" She thought of Milly with fury. How & she betray her
confidence like this?

"You've got to come back,' he said coolly.
'Oh, no," she retorted, her teeth coming toget®ér, no!"
'Clea needs you,"' he said.

She felt the blood beat in her temples. Her eyasgvio his face, rage and
hatred in them. 'Clea has never needed anyone lifdne

'She needs you now," he said patiently.
She laughed, sarcasm in her voice.
‘Jeb isill," he said.

Her face altered. Surprise and regret in it. 'ms Is it serious?'



‘Touch and go,' he said, grimacing.

'What's wrong?'

‘A brain tumour,' he said.

Joanne winced. 'No!'

'He collapsed two days ago. They operated lastt.nigg got through the
operation, which was a miracle, but now we hawsdi and see whether he

has the physical strength to recover from it." 'sorry,” she said again,
sighing. 'l like Jeb.'

He looked at her, the dark eyes searching her tageg to read her mind.
'So you see why you've got to come back. Clea ngaulsJeb's illness has
terrified her. She's like a lost soul. You must ecammd comfort her.’

A confused chaos filled Joanne's mind. She fedt $i&reaming and fighting.
She looked at him, white and hollow-eyed, sayinthimg.

'Why didn't Milly write?' The question came out twf she knew she had
asked it.

'We weren't sure you would come.' Ben admitted ftady.

She smiled acidly. 'No," she said.

'‘But you must,’ Ben said.

She looked at him without expression, then turnetiwalked to her hotel.
He followed. 'Wait here," she said, going into likiee office. She paid her
bill and went up to her room, packed her things.ewhkhe got back down

she found him waiting.

'My car is outside," he said, taking her case.



They drove in a heavy silence, islanded in thein éoughts. Joanne could
almost hear his, she read the glances he gaveemeative, shrewd looks
which tried to read her mind.

'It wasn't what "you thought,' he said at last.

'Forget it, Ben. There's no need for explanatitinisn't my business.' She
stared out of the window with her head averted ftom, the sleek black
chignon wreathed at the back of her neck.

He glanced at it and then at her cheekline, théir@is curve of her chin.
"You're going to hear the truth whether you wantrtaot.'

' don't.'
'I'm aware of that,' he said curtly. "You prefemigethe injured party.'

She turned and her eyes hated him. 'I'm indifferehe said. 'After all, I've
had years to get used to Clea's affairs. | loshtotiher men while | was still
at school. Enjoy it while you can, Ben—it won'ttlésng."'

He pulled up with "a screeching of tyres and shrarghback into her Seat.
'Stay away from me!'

‘Never in this life," he. muttered through his keéBut you needn't shake in
your shoes just yet, Joanne. I'm not going to togmin I'm just going to

make you listen. I'm not driving all the way to ldwm with you sitting there

hating my guts.'

She sat up straight, her hands in her lap, her @yeded. If he insisted on
telling her some fairy tale to account for Clea'ssgnce in his bedroom,
then let him. She wouldn't believe a word of iteStad believed him once.
Never again.

'She came to see me to talk about my father,' idetls@ugh his teeth. 'She
suspected something was wrong with him. He was stgpsigns of failing
eyesight, bumping into things which were on theeedfjhis sight, having



strange swings of mood, tempers, inexplicable buo$trage. Clea was
worried and frightened, so she came to me.’

It could be true, but Joanne was not convinceda @ed beep too guilty
when she walked into that bedroom. There had bemnscious, stricken
look in her eyes.

‘That's what she told you?' Her voice was biting.

'It's the truth!’

She shrugged. 'If you say so.’

Ben stared at her, his mouth held rigidly. 'My GbdlJike to shake you!
'Shouldn't we get on? There's a long drive ahear$ Of

He started the car again and shot away, his heeetdal, his eyes fixed on
the road. For a while neither of them said anyththgn he asked huskily,
'Why did you come that night?'

Joanne felt colour burn up her face. 'l forge®' said shortly.

He laughed. 'I'll help you to remember later," &iel sand she could have hit
him.

He drove her straight to the hospital at whichwdab lying, waiting for the
moment of decision. Milly and Clea sat togethea iwaiting room, side by
side, like huddled birds on a washing line, thedies hunched in grim
resignation.

Milly looked up and Joanne saw the relief breaktigh her grey face.

Clea turned her head slowly. Her violet eyes regest her daughter dully.
Joanne knew as she saw the look in those stillyasges that her suspicions
were true. Clea had gone to Ben that night witbepér reason than a desire
to confide her anxieties to him. Clea had been lyBen's visible reaction



to her own ageing. She had gone to him in onealésmpt to recapture her
vanished youth.

Slowly Joanne went to her. Clea watched her, alstosbking, like a child
who fears punishment.

Joanne crouched and put her arms around her addrdydClea was crying,
weeping wildly, clinging to her. 'He's going to dighe sobbed. '‘Because of
me.'

'‘No," soothed Joanne, patting her shoulder. 'Jaimistrong, he has a deep
will to live. Jeb will come through this ... if ya there when he wakes up,
Clea. You have to be with him when he opens his.eyeu are what he'll
live for.'

Clea did not stop crying. She could not, it seenTduk tears ran in rivers,
and Joanne could not help thinking, in cynical aenusnt, that part of Clea's
grief was for herself. She was shedding tears mow multitude of reasons,
not all of them to do with Jeb. She was facingnwany hard facts at once
and she did not have the spiritual strength to @oBen was right. Clea
needed her, just as she needed Milly and Jeb, and &d anyone who
would support her. She was clinging ivy, winding thin frail stem around
anything that .would hold it up.

Joanne went on patting her, stroking her, comfgrhiar. Clea's body was
ageing, but the mind within it was eternally chikel

Ben reappeared some minutes later with a trayaoffteey all sat drinking
it, speaking rarely. Clea vanished to wash her &amkresume the smooth,
pampered mask she showed the world. Milly laid mdhan Joanne's.
‘Thank you for coming back.'

Joanne looked at her wryly. 'Why didn't you writeldell pie?'

Milly met her eyes. 'l wasn't sure you would come.’

Joanne shrugged. 'l had to.'



Milly nodded. 'Yes, you had to,’ she agreed. 'Byiiéssed you'd take some
persuading.’

So she had sent Ben, and the perception behindrthdé Joanne wince.
How many other people now knew how she felt abantB

'When Jeb collapsed, Clea fell to pieces," Millynven. Her face was rueful.
'l had my hands full with her, | can tell you. Stas petrified. Death terrifies

her, and she was certain he was dying. Clea idoWvar of strength when

anyone is ill. We'll have to nurse her as muchetass 3he mustn't be allowed
to make him gloomy with long faces.’

The doctor insisted that Clea must go and restahaning. She had sat at
the hospital ever since Jeb collapsed and thenstras showing on her.

Milly took her off to bed when they got back to tapartment they were
renting. Ben wandered over to the sideboard andepohimself a double
whisky without asking. Joanne asked tardy, 'MaguMehsomething to drink,
please?’

'What do you want?' He turned and looked at hezlhgv

'Gin and orange.'

'‘Coming up,' he said, pouring it. He came back jpudthe glass into her
hand and she swallowed some quickly while he waldtex from beneath

the straight dark fine of his brows.

'Did you think I'd succumbed to Clea's blandishregdbanne, or that | was
still trying to revenge my mother?'

She drank some more of the gin very fast. 'l reditin't care which.' What
did it matter why he was with Clea? That he was hadn intolerable
enough.

'l would have thought it mattered,' he said cagual$ if the subject were
purely academic. She finished her drink and gotang walked to the



sideboard to pour herself another. Ben followedame put a hand over her
glass.

"You've had enough.’
'Will you mind your own business?’

'It is my business. | don't want you too tipsy tedarstand a word I'm
saying.'

'Go to hell!’

Ben laughed, taking her slim shoulders, turningtbdiace him. ‘My God,
what a life I'm going to have with you!

Joanne looked up into his face in shock and inedwlity. He put a hand to
her cheek and stroked it gently.

'Five years ago when | got you on that yacht | tolgelf | was doing it out
of revenge, but it was a lot more complicated thaat ... | wanted you
badly, Joanne.’

The blue eyes widened and then fell. Ben watcheavhik an intent face.

'l treated my mother pretty badly while she wasvealil was too
intolerant—adolescents often are. By the,time | i¥aginning to feel any
sympathy for her, it was too late ... she died teefdvad a chance to make it
up to her." He grimaced. 'l hated myself for tligd. never pleasant to hate
yourself, so | conveniently transferred all my ogenlt and self-contempt to
Clea and my father. | found that easier to bear.’

She looked up at him searchingly. 'I'm sorry abgtr mother, Ben. She
must have been very unhappy.'

He nodded grimly. 'My father says she was alreatlkyleng before he met
Clea, and I believe him now... | wouldn't believavhen he first told me
because | preferred my own version, but | belieie iow. I've faced my
own guilt and accepted it.' He looked down at hexdark eyes unsmiling. 'l



think | was sick myself when | met you five yeagoal'd been brooding
over my mother's death for months. | came to Framecevenge her.'

She nodded, watching him. His features had a soddrfeness which hurt.

‘At first sight, Clea was so incredibly beautifilat 1 was knocked off
balance, but she's shallow, Joanne ... no feelings.

She shook her head. 'You're wrong. Clea loves Mitig Jeb." As a child
loves its parents, she thought, with selfish, duéeertainty that they will
always love it in return whatever it does.

He shrugged. 'Anyway, | went ahead with my plawteck what remained
of her career. She was desperately eager to gkihigdor her new film and

it never seemed to occur to her to be surprised gteould be ready to back
it."

Of course it wouldn't surprise Clea, she thouglgaChad been used to
making men fall over themselves to do what she ecnt

Ben moved his hand and undid her chignon slowlyckiag the heavy fall
of the black hair with intensity. He moved his farg through the strands.
'‘But there was you ... | had the idea you were aboteen. You looked so
damned young, and then you got out of that podi waiur hair wet, shaking
it, and | stared as if I'd never seen you beforwhen Clea was around you
seemed to melt into the wallpaper, but that mordireplly looked at you
and, my God! Joanne, | fancied you.'

She laughed at the wryness of his tone, blushihg.rEmembered the way
he had deliberately moved into her .path and sheuveel him. It had been
there between them that morning, physical awarehesshe had been too
inexperienced to be sure if she was reading theilobis eyes correctly.

'When you came to Lester's party in that red dressldn't take my eyes off
you and | was furious with you for the way you wdliging with Sam
Ransom.' He looked down into her eyes. 'He did yass didn't he?'

'Yes,' she said, and Ben's mouth hardened.



"You were distracting him from Clea, weren't youeaCwas frightened of
him—she told me so. He had some grudge againsrtshe was scared
what he might write about her.'

'She's my mother," Joanne said. 'Sam was angryheittand he could be
very malicious in a bad mood.'

Ben's hand slid round her throat. 'So you soothed down, did you? |
ought to beat you for that. | was as jealous as hel

Her heart turned over and the blue eyes were wittefeeling. "Were you,
Ben?'

He kissed her and she put her arms around histthrmbkissed him back
meltingly. He put his face against her hair andagem.

'When | kissed you myself later that night | wasaifblack temper, but |

couldn't get over the fact that | wanted you. | wasfused. | could see |
wasn't going to be able to follow through with mgm My father had come

to see to that. He didn't say so, but when we Idakteeach other | knew
exactly why he was there ... he still cared foraClnd he wasn't going to let
me do a thing to her.’

Jeb was shrewd, Joanne thought, and he knew his'lsoa way, you
brought them together again,’ she said. 'Jeb woeler have come if he
hadn't wondered what you were up to.’

Ben grimaced. 'That occurred to me later and | 'tiimd the idea very

pleasing.' He grinned at her. 'lt's easy to thihlg@od reasons for doing
something you badly want to do. | wanted you, s@d myself | would hurt

Clea through you.'

And he had, she thought grimly. She had paid fee ffears. She looked
down, pulling out of his arms, and Ben let hergatching her.

'When you jumped overboard rather than let me niake to you, | was
furious," he told her. "You caught my ego on the. fawent off to Paris and
spent a few crazy weeks trying to forget it evgrgened.’



"You came to the wedding, though.'

‘The newspaper gossip forced me to do that," heggled. 'l wasn't going to
be haunted by speculation about whether or natv&t been in love with
Clea.' He laughed grimly. 'My God, | hated henls all | could do to be
polite to her whenever | saw her.' He stared atalerted face, tracing the
pure line of cheek and chin. 'l saw you at the vigglavith Sam Ransom.
You never looked at me once."'

She could have laughed aloud at that. She had aétaim so intently and
yet he had not been aware of it.

'l wanted to come over there and make you look &t he went on. 'You
looked cool and untouchable in a blue dress andnited to pull your hair
down, make you kiss me.'

‘That would have caused some talk," she said jightl

'When | was going you finally looked at me," hedsdiis hand under her
chin, turning her face towards him. The dark eyased down at her. 'l felt
two feet high. You looked at me with contempt andalked out of there
wanting to hit somebody.’

He had not shown it. He had looked impervious, lagteath her own calm
manner she had been aching with love for him.

'l went back to work and I told myself | would fatgyou inside a month," he
said. 'When | opened the door of my suite and sawfiye years later, | was
shaken to find I'd never forgotten a thing. | wagrg with myself, with you.
You sat there taking dictation and | kept lookirigyaur hair, at your legs,
and | was going crazy.'

"You're a good actor, then. You never showed ajthin

He grinned at her. 'That's a relief. | thought ghtibe obvious. You laughed
at me at one point, and | went blind with rage.’



'Did I?" She could not remember. She only rementbtire intense physical
awareness she had been feeling.

'When | saw you getting into a car and saw the oranng it kiss you, |
was-knocked for six. That was when | realised &giar get over the way |
felt about you. | rang your father and he cameougee me next morning and
| asked him about you. He told me you were getéingaged and | knew |
had to stop it. | couldn't stand the thought of yaith another man." He
looked at her passionately. 'l love you, Joannei'ogot to believe me.’

'l believe you,' she said soberly. 'But we can néave any sort of lasting
relationship, Ben.'

'Like it or not, we've got one,' he said huskily.

She walked away and stood at the window. 'No,'ssi@ in a quiet voice.
‘There's too much against us.' She thought of Cpalty, worried face and
winced. 'l don't just mean the past. The future, fthey've left us with a
tangled web, Ben. I've neither the energy nor #ward to sort it out.'

'I'm not going to lose you," he said harshly.

"You haven't got the option.'

'Only one thing matters,' he said, moving overdn Do you love me?’

She turned her head away, not answering.

'Why did you come that night? Why did you rush atier seeing Clea
without waiting to hear a word of explanation?’

'What was the point of staying? Or did you expeettom make up a cosy
threesome in your bedroom?'

His eyes flashed furiously at her. 'I've told you .

' didn't know what to believe,' she sighed. 'lged on what | saw, on what |
knew of Clea."You jumped to conclusions, then.'



'So you say now. At the time, that was all | hagaon.'
"You stubborn little mule," he muttered, shaking he
'‘Let me go, Ben! You're going to leave bruises @' m

"You've left bruises on me," he said grimly. '‘Byd>gou have, Joanne.
When you ran out without listening to me, | feltigou'd kicked me in the
stomach. | knew damned well what you were thinkarg] it wasn't a pretty
picture.'

'l didn't find it too charming myself.'

'‘No," he said, staring down into her face, hisstesit gaze bringing a hot
flush to her cheeks. 'And that brings us back tofinsy question: why did
you come that night?'

She turned her head away to escape his eyes, Hotdes it round, his
hands framing her face. 'Tell me,' he said softigtching her.

She swallowed. "You know very well why.'
‘Tell me," he said.
"You devil,' she whispered.

His eyes dropped from her own to stare at her thegpimouth. She watched
his lips descend until they touched her own anditlerfell to shut out the
fight. Her .hands went round his neck and clung, lips opened and
returned his kiss hungrily.

Ben held her close, his cheek against her hawillliwork," he whispered.
Il make it work. We'll get married and live ihg States, Joanne. There's
bound to be some fuss in the press over it, bweihave a quick, discreet
wedding we can be away before they find out, antkame're in the States
I'll see to it that they don't get within an inchyou.'

It isn't just the press,’ she said miserably.



'Clea?’ he asked brusquely, and she nodded.

'Forget her,' he said. 'We have our own lives &olleHe tightened his arms
around her, kissing her hair. 'l need you, Joaiimeincomplete without
you.'

'Wait until your father is better,' she said. h'taush into it, Ben. | need time
to think.' She slid out of his arms and walked a@futhe room and he did not
follow her.

She moved into the apartment with Clea and Millyareng the task of

keeping Clea cheerful. The press were baying atittoes like wolves and

for once Clea did not want to see them. She wassslesl with the idea that
she was responsible for Jeb's iliness. She waty garild like a child the guilt

came out in little spurts of crying temper whichadone had to smooth
somehow.

Jeb recovered very slowly. He lay in his neat, etibspital bed, never
moving, but his dark eyes recovered their life agfdllowed day. Clea was
never allowed to see him alone. They all kept hemfhim because of her
melancholy moods, and if she did go, Joanne went deb made no
comment on that. Joanne suspected he understopdoonivell; he knew

Clea. The violet eyes filled with tears at time=b Would look at her gently,
shrewdly, and Joanne would quickly guide her fréva toom before she
could upset him. For the moment they were more @ with Jeb than
Clea, his health was of paramount importance.

At last the doctors said he could go away to cas@@. Clea chose Nice, her
favourite place. Jeb said he looked forward torgethe villa again. 'A few
weeks in the sun—that's just what | need.' He shateClea. 'What we all
need.'

Joanne did not want to go with them. As she sateit,part of the job was
done. Jeb was past the danger period. Clea wasameegful. "You can cope
with her now," she told Milly. 'l don't feel likeag/ing at the villa." .



Milly eyed her regretfully. 'l wish you'd come, tlag. You need a holiday
yourself. You're looking grey.’

I'm fine,' Joanne lied.

She and Ben had met from time to time, casuallijtghp, but she had made
certain she was never alone with him again, andssgected he would turn
up at the villa if she was there.

'l must get another job,' she said. 'l have ad\tmearn.’

Clea was vociferous in her objections. '"You doa#dto work. If you must
do something, Milly could do with some help."

Joanne smoothed her down carefully. 'l like livingeondon,' she said. 'l
enjoy it. Nice is too quiet for me.’

'‘Quiet?’ Clea was dumbfounded. 'Darling, you'relkid!

They all flew off a few days later and Joanne shent off at the airport,
smiling brightly for the snapping photographersy heod one of grey
depression underneath.

She loved Ben, but she could not see that theyahgdhance of happiness
together. The past would always he between therair Plarents had long
ago wrecked any chance they might have had. Howldden ever forget
that her mother had helped to destroy his? Soondater he would
remember that and he might come to hate her.



CHAPTER NINE

THE morning after they had gone, Joanne sat at arédysbireakfast in her
negligee, reading the papers and trying to deciua vo do with her future.
She could go back to the hotel, but she felt theethad come to make
another break. Her father was furious with herjifitng Ralph. "Your best

chance,’ he had called Ralph, and he had addeB#vad and Patricia were
insulted that she had behaved so callously to Radipdinne had felt guilty
and secretly rather hysterical as she listenedno She could not tell her
father that Ralph didn't give a damn for her; haeildaot have believed her.

The doorbell went and she opened the door to staseirprise at a very
small boy in a brown uniform who was struggling rudliy under the weight
of an enormous shell-shaped basket of red rosess 'Rloss?' he puffed,
depositing them with a groan of relief.

When she had stood them in a corner of the sittiogm she plucked the
card from where it had been cellotaped to the leadt read it with a smile.
She sat down with her cup of coffee and staredeatiowers dreamily. Dark
red, their petals smooth and fragrant, they had#agity of total luxury. Ben
had been ridiculously extravagant, but she wasaarteh.

The doorbell went again ten minutes later. Thigtishe suspected, it would
be Ben himself, and she hesitated before answeyitrging to marshal her
arguments, to steel herself against him.

It was not Ben. It was the same boy with a secaskét of red roses, this
time arranged in a tapering fan, with silver feracking them. Joanne
laughed and the boy winked, putting them down. &he him a tip and he
pocketed it smoothly before trotting off.

The card held the same three words and she laml flhe table next to the
first one, looking at them both with a torn expresn her face.

The boy was back a quarter of an hour later. Tiime is Joanne opened the
door he groaned breathlessly, 'Hurry up and mamy lady. It's killing me!'

She stood in the room glancing from one baskentaheer with rueful eyes.



Ben arrived five minutes later. When she openediti@ he was leaning
there, a red rose in his hand, and the dark eye&edder as she looked at
him. 'Can | come in?'

'If you can get in," she said. 'Some maniac hagyndeowned me in red
roses. Be careful you don't knock any of them over.

He wove the rose into her loose hair and smiledl lretr eyes. "You got my
message, then?'

‘Indelibly," she said.

'Have you ever read Browning's poems?' he askdlipgter long black
hair across her throat with an air of concentration

‘Not that | recall.’

'He once wrote about a man who killed his mistbgsw&inding her long hair
round and round her throat,' he said, studyingeftfext of the black strands
against her skin with apparent pleasure.

'Is that what you have in mind for me?’

The dark eyes flicked mockingly to her face. 'le tast resort,” he said. 'If
you refuse to listen to the alternatives.’

She laughed. 'You seem fascinated by my hair.'

‘Enthralled,’ he said softly. 'For five years Iheen dreaming of winding it
through my hands while | make love to you, andghewing more and more
impatient to fulfil my dreams."

She felt her skin colouring and groaned. 'Ben dresible!’

'‘No," he said. 'Let other people be sensible. Westibe happy.'

'‘But could we be? | don't think it's possible fet'u



'We'll make it possible.’
‘Clea...'

'Damn Clea,' he said. 'Forget she ever existede®hgist us, Joanne. We've
neither of us had a very happy childhood, have Ad@ast let's make sure
the rest of our fives are happy. | know | shan‘hbppy without you. What
about you?' -

She looked at him and knew that without him lifeulebbe empty for her. A
sigh wrenched at her. 'Oh, Ben!

He leaned his face against the side of her thresitmouth softly pushing
aside the black strands still clinging to it. Véoyou," he whispered against
the warm skin. 'Risk it, Joanne. Shut your eyesjang into the dark with
me.'

‘Let me think," she muttered, but Ben had no im@nof letting her tljink.

One hand pushed aside her negligee and she fdingers touching her
breast, his warmth reaching through the thin siikher nightdress. His
breathing quickened. 'No, Ben," she whispered. HesHed his mouth
against her bare shoulders and his hand slid betteatace frill neckline of

the nightie. She gasped protestingly, but he ctedtithe hardening of the
nipple beneath his fingers and he smiled down gtthe dark eyes teasing.

"You want me as much as | want you. | suppose Wkitet when | kissed
you in Lester's garden that first time. You looksal cool and sure of
yourself, but when you were in my arms you respdnldes a woman in
love. | wouldn't let myself believe it then, buteafvards | asked myself if
you could have cared for me. Once I'd admittedyseeti that | cared for you
| began to hope my suspicion had been right.'

She looked at him weakly, her body leaping witlpogsse to the tantalising
movements of his hands. 'Oh, Ben!

'Darling," he muttered.



They moved at the same moment, their mouths meeithga mutual flame
which burnt higher and higher as Joanne shed #teofaher doubts and
inhibitions, winding her arms around him, kissingtwildly.

'l thought | might have damaged you beyond recqvBgn said to her later,
smiling down at her as she lay cradled in his asmthe sofa. 'l behaved like
a swine to you on that yacht. | was afraid I'dddlwhatever you did feel for
me.'

'‘Dented it," she said wryly.

He stroked her face lovingly. 'And now?'

She made a face at him. 'I'm nuts about you andkgow it.'

' hoped it," he said, his dark eyes full of warmikie got a marriage licence
in my pocket. We'll get married on Wednesday magrand fly to the States

straight away. We can cable the news from there."

Joanne shook her head. 'I'm not taking a cowaraisomt, Ben. Either we
face Clea with it or we don't do it at all.’

His face sobered. 'She might make trouble.’
'l don't care any more,’ she said. 'l love you kmdyoing to marry you.'

"You want to tell them first?' he asked doubtfullis brows drawn together
in a frown.

'No,' she said. 'We'll tell them afterwards, butltell them to their faces.'

They looked like holidaymakers as they boardedightflfor Italy the
following Wednesday. They had married so quietlgt tthe press had not
caught a hint of it. Before taking the plane thentsClea and Jeb a brief
cable. Married, it said. Love. Ben and Joanne.

They giggled over it as they made out the form theclerk eyed them
curiously. When she read the form she beamed at.the



'‘Congratulations,’ she said, and they smiled baxtk laft the post office
hand in hand.

They spent their wedding night in Venice; Ben itexion it. Their hotel was
enormous, ramshackle and magnificent. Once a paléizhad a maze of
marble corridors and great public rooms. Theiresisioked out over the
dark silk waters of the canal outside. Their bedroled out on to a
stone-balustraded balcony. 'l even ordered a anesneon," Ben said as
they leaned on the ledge staring out over the city.

'Very efficient,” murmured Joanne, kissing his ear.
'Costly, though,' he said. 'God has a high price.’

She laughed, but her laughter died as he turneskttark eyes on her and
the expression in them caught her breath in heathr

Jerkily she walked back into the bedroom and pickedthe glass of
champagne she had been drinking with the suppgrtibd eaten in the
suite. Ben watched her, his face unreadable. Whemdtked to the bed she
looked at him with a flushed, nervous face.

He sat down and gave her a long, thoughtful ldbknay be an absurdly
optimistic question, my darling, but will it stile the first time for you? |
remember when you told me so five years ago, lamaszed ... moving in
Clea's circle you could have led a pretty hectielbfe.'

She was shaking and she couldn't stop. ‘Watchieg Gave me the fixed
impression that love wasn't all it was cracked ape," she said, trying to
sound light- hearted.

'So | am the first,' he said, and she could redHdimg in his voice, neither
pleasure nor relief.

'Sorry if that disappoints you,' she said in leitibnes. 'l realise you were
expecting rather more experience.'



'Is that why you're clinging to that glass as Wére a rock?' he asked softly.
‘Are you scared stiff, Joanne?"

She looked down, biting her hp.

Ben got up and she tensed, shooting him a nenamks He lifted her into
his arms as if she were a child and carried hénddoed. She shut her eyes
and he kissed her very gently as he put her dowa.fight went out and
panic fit in her like a beacon.

'‘Ben, I..."

'Ssh!" he whispered, kissing her throat. She toadlIl him she wasn't ready,
to beg him to stop, but her throat seemed to hastethe power to utter a
word. His hps were moving over her, his hands thagebefore them,
shedding her clothes deftly as they went, discogate warm flesh beneath
with leisurely caresses.

Her hand lifted like that of a puppet, jerkily, ti@®ugh someone else pulled
the strings which controlled it. She touched his &ad he turned his cheek
against her with a smothered groan.

His mouth found her own, their bodies softly movibgushing against one
another, the smooth warm contact of skin on skmd, she could hear her
heartbeat racing. The panic of a moment ago wasfen. She was burning
in the heat he was engendering in her. The longgrmenced hands touched
her body slowly, delicately; transmuting her bodgnii flesh to pure
sensation. She was beyond the body, crying foilrhéht, and Ben gave it
and took it from her in his turn.

'l love you,' she cried, shaken to her depths,jengrouped the words back,
trembling against her body, above her, within hemgulfing her and
engulfed.

Later the dark room was silent around them. 'Thadl® it is with us,' he
said, his voice a shivering whisper. 'We couldmow that away.'



'Oh, no,' she groaned, and the thought of nevanfanown such pleasure
made her wince in horror.

His hard cheek was pressed into the yielding sokss of her breast. 'And
there's more to it than that.'

'‘Could there be?' she asked, laughing, yet catdrendpreath.

'Give me a lifetime and I'll prove it to you,' ha&id, and his head lifted from
her body and she saw the dark eyes glitteringerathogant face.

They fell asleep in each other's arms and wokecimoha Venetian sunrise to
turn and smile at each other, still entwined.él feee for the first time in my
life,' said Ben. 'l feel as if I'm walking on air.'

'Funny,’ she said. 'So do I. Can it be somethinchaag?'

'I'm sure it is," Ben said solemnly. 'l suggestpméa cross on the door and
shut ourselves in here for weeks until we're sugeanot contagious.'

'Won't that be rather dull?' she asked, wide-eged, he bit her neck in
mock-annoyance. -

They spent two weeks in Italy, lazily wanderingward, from city to city, in
a hired car which had a peculiar habit of coughm@ halt on mountain
roads and having to be started again by turnidgwnhill again. Even this
bizarre practice amused them. They had shed yednsning for a while to
adolescence.

Ben bought Joanne a pink marble mouse in a greeblenhat and she
adored it, useless though it was, giving it pridk ppace on her
dressing-table. One day they bought a packet ¢ddvad and spent an hour
blowing diem up. As they drove over a mountain rtsey released- them
one by one to float brilliantly through the pineeds fringing the
mountainside and surprise the villagers below. R#de, yellow, they
drifted down in the blue sky. A weather-lined manai cart full of straw
caskets stared at them as they let a balloon fgyadoanne saw his sombre
dark eyes gazing impassively, then he smiled, &swearm smile, and they



smiled back.Grazig' he called, as though they had given the wholédna
present, and they called badRido!

Joanne found herself waking up earlier and earigithough resenting the
loss of even five minutes of time when she coulensbit with Ben. They

saw beauty everywhere, from the heavy black maggifie of the Medici

chapels in Florence to the ice-cream smeared dnldiscnose in a hilltop

village. Life had opened its doors to them and treayinside like ecstatic
children.

'l didn't feel as young as this when | was fiveshBaid.
'Or as old,' said Joanne. 'I'm as old as these tamsn

'We're yo-yos," Ben agreed. 'To and fro in timemy brain is totally
disorientated. | may never return to earth.’

'Who wants to?' she asked, weaving a pigeon'sdeatto his tumbled hair.
But they had to, sooner or later, and they knew it.

' Some time they had to go back to their worldefdeb and Clea, and
although Joanne felt no fear or jealousy of hethmiohow, she did not look
forward to seeing her. She was not sure how Cladditake their marriage.
She was not sure whether the resultant publicitichvthe marriage might
stir would be a bitter experience for them all. Tgress might drag it up
again, all that painful, ridiculous mess.

Their last night came too fast. They barely slefpging together like lost
children, and she knew Ben feared the return ashirasishe did. They knew
they loved each other, but they did not yet know ltieeir love would stand
up to the punishment it would take when they fatedrest of the world.
The strain of public curiosity might tear them dpar

Their lovemaking had a frenzied quality, hectic alegperate. 'Love me,’
Ben muttered, his hands hurting her. 'Love mejmafl

'l do," she whispered. 'l will... always.'



'‘Always ..." The word seemed to catch in his thrO&thatever happens?
Whatever ... anyone ... does or says?'

And then Joanne knew, as though he was tellingvédrally, that he too
feared Clea's intervention, her jealous angeryéegeance.

Clea had dominated her life and Joanne still |dved but she loved Ben far
more and she would not allow her mother to comevbenh them. She
rocked him on her breast, her fingers strokinghlais. 'It will be all right,’
she promised.

They flew to Nice and found Milly alone at the il

‘They're in Nice,' she said, after she had kiskethtand cried a little over
Joanne.

Ben left Joanne alone with her discreetly and Malbked her, 'Everything
okay?'

Joanne understood the hidden question and smileet aDkay now and for
ever,' she said. 'Clea okay?"'

They were using verbal shorthand but understaneaap other perfectly.
"Your cable announcing the marriage came as a stwobler,” Milly said,
meeting her eyes.

Joanne paled. 'Oh!"

‘Jeb was delighted, though," Milly added. 'He labks if his last hope had
come in first.’

'I'm glad someone is on our side,’ said Joanne.
'l am too,' Milly said protestingly.
‘Thank you," smiled Joanne, hugging her. She gthatMilly and decided

to tell her a piece of news she had kept from Bemas burning a hole in her
mind and she had to tell someone. She had neven taky precautions



against getting pregnant quite deliberately, and mdooked as though she
might be going to have a child. She hoped despgrttat she was, and
although she and Ben had not yet discussed hakitdyen she was sure he
wanted them.

'Clea will get over it," Milly said later. 'Give héme.’

'l think I'm going to give her a grandchild," Joarsaid.

Milly's brows flew up. 'What?' Unspoken was theuglot that they had only
been married for two weeks, and Joanne laughed.

'Of course, | won't know for sure for weeks, busion the cards.
Milly whistled. "You wasted no time!"

'I've none to waste.'

'For yourself, or for Ben?' asked Milly drily.

Joanne's colour rose. 'l didn't get pregnant tal ain, if that's what you
mean ... it just happened like that.'

'What does Ben feel?"
Joanne dimpled. 'l haven't told him.’
Milly's face flushed deeply. 'I'm the first to kn@w

Joanne smiled at her. "You're the mother | nevdr ¥as, you're the first to
know. Are you pleased?"

Milly caught her breath, laughing and half cryitign sick with excitement!
| couldn't be more pleased if it was my own.’

'Itis, in a way, as | was your child, more yourart Clea's all my life.'



'When will you tell Ben?' Milly was finding the ceersation too moving.
She wanted to get on to more stable ground.

'When I'm sure,’ said Joanne.

Ben came back and they smiled at him. He eyed teasingly. 'What are
you two up to? Secrets from me already?’

'We're planning your downfall," Joanne said, antyNaughed.
'So we are,’ she said.

When Jeb and Clea came back they were laughinghbuaughter died as
they saw who was waiting for them. Jeb flasheddk lat Clea, and she
stared at Joanne with a stony face, her eyes alolaxsk with hostility.

It was going to be even harder than she had sugpes®l Joanne was
shaken by that look.

'"You sly creatures,’ Jeb said very loudly, smilfag too much. 'Imagine
keeping it a secret even from us! We ought to bg geeoss with you, but
we're far too happy for you.'

He was making all this noise to cover Clea's fung ghey helped him,
laughing and talking, describing their honeymodrapsodising about the
Italian mountains, the sunsets and sunrises, #esvof the green valleys,
the rough Italian wine drunk in tiny villages.

Clea stood there, clenched and silent, and herteates them both.
Joanne felt sick. Jeb tried to take Ben to lookoahe changes he had made
in the gardens, but Ben would not leave her aloitte @lea; he was terrified

of what Clea would say or do, of the damage shé&damause to them.

'Go and see them,' said Joanne, turning her eybsmrwilling him to go.
She had to face her mother sooner or later andghitras well be now.



Ben was reluctant, and Jeb had to drag him awagnMe had gone, Milly
hovered, and Joanne gave her a quick, implorink, oot Milly would not
go. She, too, was afraid of what Clea intended.

Clea turned on her suddenly. 'Get out,' she saia iough, hoarse voice
which was not recognisable as her own.

Milly tried to protest and Clea repeated it, evesrenhoarsely. 'Get out!

Milly went, moving with dignity, her head held uper face empty. Joanne
waited, looking at Clea.

'Why him?' Clea asked in a shaking voice. "Youitéliberately, took him

away from me ... how did you get him to marry yaue? him seduce you
and get pregnant? That's the usual trick, isnY@@ wanted him to score off
me, didn't you? You knew how he cared for me, ynawk it was me he

wanted..."

It poured out like molten lava, boiling out of meouth, and Joanne stared at
her in silence, letting it wash over her, intepalincing at the burning sting
of some of the words. On and on Clea ranted, h&evhigh-pitched,
unbalanced. After a while she was repeating hergafsame phrases again
and again, without stopping. Joanne made no attemgrtswer or protest,
she just listened and felt a terrible pity for hesther.

The tears began at last and they were a relied'€tyes were burning and
Joanne could see that there were tears behind lhregnbefore they fell,
slowly at first - and then a torrent.

She held her and stroked her hair and Clea, unadlig, clung to her,
weeping on her shoulder.

'I'm sorry, I'm sorry," she choked like a bad child

'It doesn't matter,' Joanne said. 'Ssh! Never mind.



Jeb came in and sized up the situation at a glahedook Clea out of her
arms, holding her against him. 'Ben's in the gatdenshaped silently with
his mouth.

Joanne hesitated and he jerked his head.

She went out and joined Ben on the lawn. He lo@ldabr anxiously. 'It's all

right,’ she said, hoping she was right, hoping @let had let the poison out
of her system once and for all.

Clea did not appear again that day. Milly was afden, looking after her.
‘A migraine,' Jeb said, and they pretended to belie

As Joanne walked with Jeb after dinner in the mdigit, he said to her,
'She'll get over it. It was another shock on top tft of others. Clea's having
a bad time coming to grips with her age, and me#bk didn't make it any
easier for her. Then your marriage ... she feelant she's frightened. Give
her time, Joanne.'

' will," she promised.

In bed with Ben that night she sighed, 'Why is Bfe complicated? How
much easier it is for birds!'

'Birds?' he laughed.
'They just get the urge and build a nest,’ she said he laughed again.

'‘Where shall we build ours? It will have to be tB&ates, you know.
Somewhere within reach of New York.'

'‘And soon,’ she said casually. 'We'll have aroughdtenonths.'

He didn't leap to it at once. 'Eight months? Whgheim..." His voice
stopped. '‘Joanne?'

'l can't be certain,' she said nervously, shyly.



'‘God!" he muttered under his breath, and for omeksin moment she
thought he was horrified, then she let out hertbreath relief as he gave a
deep sigh. 'God, Joanne, | hope itis.'

They hadn't talked about it. Now they did. '"You welnildren?"
‘A family," he said. 'Ours.’

'Yes,' she said, because with their mutual childsdbey knew the value of
a family, of a home, of real, warm sharing. 'Ours."'

They lay cuddled up together, their bodies warm silkegn after love, their
voices hushed, talking about the hope of a baley tte said, 'Clea is going
to hate it.'

She shivered. 'l hope not.'

'My darling, face it, she will... being a grandmetlvould be bad enough,
but our child..."

He did not need to say more, she knew just whatdwnt. Clea was jealous
because Joanne had married Ben and he had once obeemf the
worshippers at Clea's shrine. He had deserted @Ié¢wr eyes, he had left
when her beauty left, and she was bitter and rkdeny child he gave
Joanne would be a visible sign of that love whideaCfought against
recognising, just as Joanne had once been a visgrief Clea's age, hidden
whenever possible, and her real age concealed sinerwas allowed to
appear in public.

It was too complicated, too difficult. 'Let's goAmerica soon,' said Joanne.
'‘As soon as decently possible,' Ben promised.
They left a week later. Clea saw Joanne alone femamoments and tried

to be brave, Joanne could see her being brave arasipathetic, she could
almost hear Jeb warning her: be brave, my darling.



Her upper lip quivering, Clea smiled at her. 'l waou to be happy, darling.
I really do ... if he's the right man for you, Igtad.' Her tone indicated deep
uncertainty. 'He isn't an easy man."

Joanne kissed her. 'We'll be fine, Clea.' She didmention the possibility
of a baby, although it was becoming more and mopeohability as day
followed day.

Sufficient unto the day, she thought wryly. Sheasded Clea for her mask
of sweetness. 'You look stunning in that new drdes;t let Lester see you
in it—he's still pining, poor soul.'

Clea laughed, eyes sparkling. 'Isn't he? Such atswan, Lester. He's never
married, you know.'

'Still hoping, I'm afraid, and all in vain.’

Clea loved to hear of men pining and hoping. Shepliike a Christmas tree.
'I'l miss you so when you're in the States.’

"You'll come and visit us.' But not too often, Joarthought. No, Clea, not
too often, and Jeb and I will see to that. Like tfamilies, they loved each
other best apart.

Ben had told Jeb about the hope of a baby. Jebdissar, taking her apart,
whispering, 'I'm keeping my fingers crossed. | taait to be a grandfather!

'Don't tell Clea,' she warned.

He gave her a wry look. 'Do you think I'm a fooldlwhen | have to,
believe me.’

Clea cried as she waved goodbye, and so did Miligl, of the two of them it
was Milly whose tears were most real, and it waByMor whom Joanne's
answering tears fell. 'I'll miss her," she saidor&now than ever.' It would
have been wonderful to take Milly with her, to leanher strength while she
waited for the baby, but she knew who needed Nilst and it was not her.



'l can cope, though,’ she said aloud, and it wagusba calm remark, it was
a shout of triumph, because for the first timeenlife it was true and joyful.

'Of course you can,’ said Ben, smiling. 'Even wiii, brute though | am at
times. Don't worry, | told Milly | would do all theherishing needed.’

'‘Cotton wool?' she asked, tongue in cheek.
'I'll mummify you,' he teased, and they both lawdjhe

Joanne looked down from the plane and it was reitQlea and Milly she

said goodbye to, but a long, bitter illness fromickhshe had at last
emerged. All her life she had been in Clea's shadélve had resented,
feared, envied, loved, admired her, and for thd fiae years all those

emotions had churned inside her, making her siekkehing the sky,

ruining her life. Now she had Ben and that meaetsd everything. She
bore his child within her, she had his hand indwen. Down on the ground
Clea had lost so much and Joanne found she cayldumd love her again.
She had regained her self-respect when she got®®nwas no longer the
girl nobody wanted. She was Joanne Norris, Beri&s and the whole world
was her oyster.



