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She didn't want a part-time love

From the first night when Dr. Jessica Carpentemegeher door to
Jason Strong, she sensed he was dangerous. Asuste rhis
wounds in war-torn San Cristobal, Jessica fell omel with the
fugitive reporter.

Then suddenly Jason was gone. Bitterly disappointk$sica
returned to her home near Washington--to forget.

Just as she began to succeed, Jason returnedre™atiu’'care about,
Jess," he told her. Jessica didn't see how a savafi-doctor and a
roving reporter could build a permanent life togethAnd she'd be
devastated if he left her again.



CHAPTER ONE

THE sound of the guns had begun to get on Jessiagassnénside the
surgery, it was only a low distant rumble, like thender from the
surrounding mountains she had become so accustionedtier year
in San Cristobal, but now the gunfire seemed tadming closer
every day, and she was beginning to wonder if MardBennett
hadn't been right. Maybe she should think serioadiput going
home.

Yet she hated to give up so soon, she thoughti@gazed out into
the village square that evening before lockinglipe had come to the
tiny Central American republic with such high hopesd a firm
intention to help the villagers. Fresh out of h&ernship in family
practice and filled with a crusader's zeal, shewadted more than
anything to use her medical skill for the poor deopf this
revolution-torn country.

She opened the heavy wooden front door and wesideubn to the
low cement stoep. The booming sounds immediatelyogmler. All
the residents were inside their huts, the doorstgjht. It used to be
that at sunset the square would be full of peaptemen gossiping at
the market stalls, the men drinking outside thellstagernaon the
far side, the beautiful little brown children plagigames in the dust.
Now, and for the past week, it was empty.

Jessica sighed and went back inside. The sun vibguggbne in a few
minutes, and the darkness would descend. It haghtagr months to
get used to that utter pitch darkness. Here inuakey of the
mountains, there were no street lights, no neamssigo brightly lit
houses or shops. The only electricity here canma tte generator at
the nearby coffee plantation where most of the wiethe village
worked.



She bolted the door firmly behind her and went theaground-floor
surgery to clean up after a long, hard day's wérken now, she
thought, with the fighting still several miles awahe had had to
remove more than one bullet from a young soldieyught to her by
a tearful mother or the local priest.

Even Marshall had admitted that she was probabhpireal danger,
however. At least not yet, she added as she pugldsning steel
instruments into the steriliser. She was totally-political. Ever

since she had come to San Cristobal there hadéemlution going

on and guerrilla warfare in the mountains, butatl mever affected
her or her work before; she didn't even know whaytwere fighting

about or what each side wanted. It was more l@erous national
sport than a life and death struggle.

Yet it wasa matter of life and death, and that fact wasydelcoming

clearer to her. She had patched up enough woundleogoung

soldiers—just boys, really—to know that it was remge. And this
time, even though she was the only doctor withiadred miles and
necessary to both sides, it was coming a littlectlose for comfort.

She finished in the surgery and went into her soffite across the
hall to go through her charts, making notes todiees she flipped
through the folders. Mrs Morales' baby was duedaynow, and she
needed to make sure the woman understood the simfds of
hygiene she had been teaching a local group ohpregvomen. The
Silva boy's cast could come off tomorrow, and Mdsistitches were
ready to be taken out.

She worked for a good two hours, the only time tela¢ was
relatively free of the constant demand for herises: In each file she
saw not only her neat medical annotations, but aldzer mind's eye,
a picture of the person. That was the importamghio her in
medicine—the person. It was the only thing. Youngs Morales
with the trusting, liquid brown eyes; little Pabfilva, dragging



around the cast on his leg for the past six weakst poor old
Manuel, whose knife had slipped and sliced opermnéaisl.

These people trust me, she thought fiercely, aplstoed the folders
in a neat pile on her desk. They are why | came Imethe first place,
and I'm not going to leave them, not until I'm wally driven out!

She switched off the lamp and went upstairs tdittierg quarters. It
was pitch dark outside now, so she turned on lightshe went. She
would fix herself a little supper, she decidedntige back down and
finish up with the files. If she was lucky, thereomid be no
emergency to interrupt her tonight.

The next morning, as Jessica unbolted her front dod gazed out
into the sunlit square, the guns seemed even lo&ler had heard
them during the night, but had been so tired bytithe she finally

dropped into bed that the muffled sounds didntudtsher sleep.

Now, however, they seemed to be quite close. Itdiféisult to judge
distances here in the wide valley merely from souhdended to
bounce off the sides of the steep mountains thabwoded the
village,and besides, until the shooting had statteste were no night
sounds. Only the familiar shrieks of the birds batter of monkeys
high in the banana trees broke the stillness tet she had become
accustomed to them.

Glancing around the square, she noticed that tregers were still
making themselves scarce. She also noticed, wittile thrill of
alarm, that at the far end, in front of tta¥ernaand near the church,
was a small encampment of soldiers in uniform. Asstared, a man
left the group and came walking toward her.



He was short and swarthy, a typical San Cristobave, with a full
black moustache and wearing a filthy uniform of sokind. As he
approached, she instinctively shrank back, and teadight the
impulse to run inside the sanctuary of her housebatt the door.

‘You are thanedice—the doctor?' he asked in English.
‘Yes,' said Jessica, 'l am.’

'l am Captain Varga. | have many wounded men.' éstuged with
his hand towards the group of soldiers, which seketode growing
larger as he spoke. 'Fighting men of the glori@welution.' He eyed
her narrowly, as though to gauge her reactiong@hnouncement.

'l know nothing about the revolution,' she saide Shs frightened,
but she knew it would be a mistake to let this mas it. 'l am a
doctor—I heal the sick and tend the wounded, tladit's

He opened his mouth as though to object, then rbddruptly. "You
will tend my men,' he said in a clipped voice, atalked off.

All that day, Jessica stitched and cleaned anddgpedlthe wounded
soldiers, until by evening, she was exhausted.v&isalso worried
about her dwindling supplies. The penicillin wastigg low, and she
had used more bandages in one day than she hdx ipast six
months. She was also concerned about her reguian{sa who were
staying ostentatiously away while the soldiersktad in and out of
the surgery door.

Captain Varga had intimated that as soon as athbis were patched
up and well enough to travel, they would be onrtivaiy. Apparently

the enemy, whoever that might be, was close beland, Jessica
resigned herself to a brand new influx of woundexinf the other
side. She only hoped there wouldn't be any fightmghe village

itself.



For the next two days, she pushed herself to wang hours, starting
at sunrise and not stopping until the sun went ddehind the

western rim of the mountain range, hoping to gefrtiout of the

village as soon as possible. The stream of menexemdless. They
were a stoic people, though, and she could worgkdyui

On the third day, Marshall Bennett drove up in jeisp from the
capital, two hours away on the unpaved mountaidgodessica was
standing at the window of her office gulping dowrmquck lunch
when she saw him, and she was so delighted thatyale a glad
involuntary cry and ran to the front door to letnhin.

As she threw the door open, however, the cry dretder lips when
she saw the group of soldiers surrounding his jeefh Captain
Varga in command and every man pointing an uglgkea-looking
rifle at the man in the driver's seat.

'‘My name is Marshall Bennett,' she heard him say.

'l am with the American embassy in the capitaimlaadiplomat, not a
spy.'

Captain Varga spat contemptuously on the grounthege words
and, poking Marshall with his rifle, he nudged hout of the jeep,
forcing him to stand with his hands in the air whénother soldier
searched him.

Jessica had had enough. She was just about ready own and
give Captain Varga a piece of her mind, when shigltaMarshall's
eye. He very slightly shook his head, and she sidghort. He knew
what she had been about to do and was warningth&he just stood
there then, watching, as Captain Varga glancedigirohe papers in
Marshall's wallet.



Then, grudgingly, he handed the wallet back to MalisHe issued a
crisp order in Spanish, and the guns were lowekéeyes followed
the tall, fair American, then, as he moved slowbutiously towards
Jessica, still standing in the doorway, 'Let'siggde,’ he said to her
under his breath. "Very slowly.’

When she had shut the door behind him, he gripped¥the arms
and gazed down at her with grave concern in his.eyessica, you've
got to get out of here,' he said firmly.

' don't think they'll let me," she replied. 'Theged me.’

He thought a minute. "You're probably right. Assas they're gone,
though, you've got to get out. It's time to ledwe ¢ountry. This thing
Is escalating far beyond the minor skirmish wettadlught it would
be.'

'What do you mean?' she asked, alarmed.

‘A few Americans have been killed,' said MarshahBett grimly. 'A
reporter and a priest. It's getting out of hande gvernment is about
to topple, and then there will be chaos. Both sidedk all Americans
are spies.’

‘Are you going to leave?'

'‘No; the embassy will be safe enough. But | wani yat. The
ambassador has issued an order to evacuate alidamsf

She nodded. 'I'm no heroine, Marshall. I'll leasesaon as | can.'

'‘Good. | think you'll probably be okay here for &il®, at least so
long as they need you. I'll come back up, or semiesne, probably
in a week or so— whenever | can. You be all packsdiready to go
at a moment's notice.'



*

Mrs Morales had her baby that night, and as Jessagged herself
home around midnight after a safe delivery, shedelense of real
accomplishment.

It was why she had chosen family practice as aialtgan the first

place, she thought as she sat at her desk filingpe chart on Mrs
Morales and listening to the distant gunfire. Ttphw®ing life into the

world and then to nurture it, to help it mature gnalw properly, gave
her a sense of fulfilment and satisfaction thatotiter more exotic
branch of medicine could.

She was so pleased at the successful delivergdfahlthy, squalling
new little Morales that she even forgot her fearsd moment. But
just then, an especially loud, and quite closestof machine-gun
fire startled her out of her euphoria, so thatgtugpped her pen and
half rose out of her chair, her heart pounding.

| am afraid, she thought, as she sank back dowpashked the file

away. And Marshall's right. | must leave. The pextsaddened her.
She had come to love the people of San Cristobdlsiire knew the
time had come. Marshall was not an alarmist; helavouinsist that

she leave unless he was certain she was in regedaor would be

soon.

She had done what she could, she thought, as sirdyweadled her

head in her arms on top of the desk. She had tatligimh the

rudiments of hygiene and nutrition at least, arat thas something.
She closed her eyes, enjoying the sudden Iull & gbunds of

warfare, and was just beginning to drift afito a doze when she
heard a tapping sound at her window.

Suddenly alarmed and fully awake, she switchedhw&fdesk lamp
and walked cautiously over to the window. It cangain, a low



scratching noise this time. She pulled the curéaiide. It was pitch
dark, with no moon, and she could see absolutellgimg, but just
below the window, in the low pomegranate bushes,cstuld make
out the bulky shape of a crouching man.

She didn't know what to do. There wasn't a sigfifefinside the
square, but far on the other side, near theerng a lone sentry
trudged slowly back and forth in front of the flarkng fire that
burned near the soldiers' encampment. Slowly, stietaned the
window and opened it a crack.

'Who is it?' she whispered.
'‘Let me in,' came the low voice of a man. 'I'm Hurt

There was no trace of an accent in his speech., @renthought,
Marshalll Could he have been ambushed on the wal tmathe
capital and come back.? She made up her mind. Véhdatewas, he
was obviously an American and hurt. She was a doStee had to
help.

She opened the window wide and leaned her head.d@an you
make it to the door?' she whispered. 'It's so taalk won't see you.'

For answer, the shape half rose and started tp ctealthily to the
door. Jessica ran into the hall and unbolted iefcdly, so as not to
make any noise. Then she pulled it open, and Hediahcross the
threshold into her arms.

It wasn't Marshall, she saw immediately. This maas wuite a bit
taller and had very dark hair. He was clutchingright arm with his
left hand, and in the dim hall light, she could He the sleeve of his
khaki shirt was torn and covered with blood. Quyakhd quietly, she
shut and bolted the door behind him. As she didske, glanced
across the square at the soldiers' camp. The rgokntry was



leaning up against the wall of th@vernasmoking a cigarette, and
there was no other sign of activity among the stegmen.

Supporting the man with one arm around his waist #ue other
holding his good left arm, she started to lead intm the surgery, but
then she stopped to reconsider. Captain Varga isnddn would be
in and out all day, sometimes even in the middl¢hef night. He
obviously didn't want to be seen. There was anaek&droom
upstairs; she would have to get him up there someho

‘Do you think you can make it up the stairs?' died in a low voice.

He was leaning heavily up against her, and his é&@peared haggard
and full of pain. He gave her a groggy, dazed lao# swayed a little
on his feet.

'l can try,' he said at last in a weak voice.

Slowly, they began to climb the stairs, one agogisstep after
another. He was growing weaker, she could tell, ssgmed much
heavier, with at least half his weight on her fopgort. He was
breathing in short rasps by the time they reacheddp landing, and
she began to worry that he might have internaliegu

If so, she thought grimly as she led him into tmak back bedroom,
there was nothing much she could do for him outsiida hospital.
The closest one was in the capital, more than dregnmiles away,
and no way to get there.

Before turning on the light, she eased him dowraarhair by the
door of the bedroom and went to the one small winttbmake sure
the curtains were drawn shut. She pulled the hadorie spread off
the bed and draped it securely over the metaltua#fjng it in at the
bottom and sides to make sure not a chink of Iighild show on the
outside.



She turned on the bedside lamp, then, and went foalokr strange
visitor. Now that he was off his feet, he lookeldtée better, and she
began to hope that his injuries were not quiteesi®gs as she had
feared. He was sitting sprawled on the wooden chaithead resting
back against the stucco wall, his long legs bramedhe floor, and
still clutching his wounded arm. His eyes were ethsand although
his face still looked gaunt, his colour was notgso ashen under the
heavy tan.

'‘Will you be all right for a minute?' she murmurednding over him.
'l've got to get some things from my surgery.'

His eyes fluttered open, and he struggled to facuker. 'You're the
doctor?' he asked weakly.

‘Yes. I'll only be a minute. We mustn't make a shuhough. The
soldiers are everywhere.'

He nodded and closed his eyes again. 'l understand.

She ran downstairs to the surgery and picked ugst@an linen, her
instrument bag and a supply of penicillin. When g back
upstairs, she threw the clean sheet over the bedlad her
equipment down on the table. Then she went bathketonan.

'‘Come on,' she said. 'I'll help you to the bed.’

Somehow, she got him pulled out of the chair aret ¢ the bed. He
was a very large man, she thought as they stumbtggther across
the room, and quite heavy for her to support.

She eased him down on the side of the bed, andthkese, swaying
slightly, as she knelt in front of him and startetuttoning his torn
shirt. He looks strong enough, she thought aslghges the shirt off
his broad shoulders, not heavily muscled, but syinewd supple. His



chest and shoulders were damp with perspirationchwizould
indicate either exhaustion or infection or both.

She took off his heavy, mud-encrusted boots, tiedlhis legs up

on to the bed and eased him back into a proneigoside was

clutching his arm again, and although it didn'tegpto be bleeding
any more, there was still so much old blood antkkat she knew she
would have to clean him up thoroughly before sh@daccurately

assess the extent of his wound.

She went into the bathroom across the hall aneldfid metal basin
full of hot soapy water and found a clean flanféle sat down on the
edge of the narrow bed, leaned over him and begtring his upper
body, gently but firmly disengaging his hand frdme wwvounded arm
so that she could take a better look at it.

"It looks like a bullet wound,' she said. 'If thdlbt is still in there, I'll
have to take it out.'

He looked up at her. 'It's still in there," he sgiunly.

For the first time since he had come to her ddw,teok a good look
at him, and the first thought that crossed her mvad that she must
have been insane to let a strange man into herehélis eyes were
wild and bloodshot, his dark hair matted and tathgbend several

days' growth of black stubble covered his unshabeeks and chin.
His clothes were filthy, and he looked very mudtelione of the

outlaws who roamed the mountains preying on travell

'‘Who are you?' she whispered.
'I'm an American,' he mumbled weakly. 'They thilmk & spy.'

‘Who thinks you're a spy?'



He made a feeble attempt at a grin. '‘Both sideJ dke your pick.'

He closed his eyes then, with a grimace of paim, arsheen of
perspiration broke out on his forehead. She rireddhe cloth and
bathed his face. She remembered what Marshall dlddcher about
the two Americans who had been shot. This maniis lne thought,
and he needs my help. What should | do, turn hitvirda the street
and let the soldiers capture him and shoot him? [&henher fears
behind her and set to work.

T'll have to remove the bullet first,' she saidentshe had finished
examining the wound. She reached for her bag. lYoaed an
anaesthetic.’

His eyes flew open. 'No!" he said. 'No anaestHetic

'It's only novocaine,’ she said as she adjustedéhdle. 'l can't work
on you without it. You won't be unconscious, iftthavhat you're
worried about.’

He still wasn't satisfied, but was too weak to esofurther. She gave
him the novocaine, then, while it was taking effastte swabbed the
wound and the surrounding area with alcohol andlgerplored the
rest of his body for signs of internal injury.

As her fingers travelled deftly and expertly ovémhshe couldn't
help noticing how finely built he was. The musobésis chest and
arms were solid, but lithe and athletic, and haittiout being bulky.

‘A hen she undid the buckle of his belt and sliel shained trousers
down a little lower over his lean hips so that sbald examine him
further, the abdomen was flat and hard as a board.

When she was satisfied that he had no furtheriegushe cleaned the
wound on his arm again and set to work to extteetbullet. It hadn't
gone very deep, and in less than a minute, it wasShe took a few



stitches and bandaged the arm, then held the loyllsd that he could
see it.

But he was unconscious by now, worn out from theckhof his
wound, the fever from an obvious infection and lties of strength
expended in getting to her house on foot. He had kst a lot of
blood. She gave him two shots, one of penicillintfe infection and
another to make him sleep through the night. Ste'tivant him to
wake up and start raving in a delirium if his fegeew worse.

She covered him with a light blanket and then gatthe@p her things
and stood beside the bed looking down at him. Hiathing sounded
even and peaceful enough. He was a strong, haakimy not a boy,
but still young. She would guess at least thimgefialthough it was
hard to tell with the ravages of pain and the beartiis face.

She turned out the light and went back down testhigery, where she
cleaned up so that there would be no trace of hiywhere when the
soldiers came in the morning, even mopping up thedon the tile
floor of the entry hall and stairs.

When she was through, it was quite late, after thabock in the
morning, and she was totally exhausted from thg leventful day.
She had learned when she was in medical schoettt@lgng on very
little sleep, but then, she thought wryly as shelged wearily back
up the stairs, medical school was never like this!

She looked in on him once more on her way. to leeirdom. His
arms were outside the covers, his head turned ¢osade on the
pillow, and he was breathing deeply and evenly. fdishead was
still damp and quite warm to the touch, but by nmogrthe antibiotic
should start to take effect.

She went into her room, undressed and crawledbath She fell
asleep almost instantly, but in the few secondsree$she did, her



thoughts centred on the stranger in her house. Whbe, she
wondered, and how did he get here?

The next morning, she awoke to a strange silertoe s&t up in bed,
still half asleep, trying to figure out what it nmeaThen she realised
that there was no gunfire. She jumped out of bedl ram to her

window, hoping to see that the soldiers had left,when she pulled
the curtain aside and peered out across the siereould see that
they were still there.

She put on a robe and went in to check on herrmgati&e was still

sound asleep. When she felt his pulse, it was gtamal regular, and
although his face and shoulders were bathed irppat®n, he felt

definitely cooler to her. His colour was a littletter, too, and in the
light of day, sleeping so peacefully, he didn't seaearly as

menacing and dangerous to her as he had last night.

She went into the bathroom across the hall and srexly then got
dressed in her own room. In the year that she lesh bn San

Cristobal, she had been so busy with the nevemgndemands on
her time that she had paid no attention whatsaeveer appearance.
Her clothes were virtually interchange- and coesistf denim skirts,

light cotton blouses and sandals. For conveniestoe had given up
make-up entirely and worn her long, honey- colourail, bleached

almost golden by the sun, pulled severely back fleanface and

twisted into a simple loose knot at the back oftresad.

This morning, however, she looked into her cradkedroom mirror

for the first time in days, possibly weeks. She, wwas tanned by the
tropical sun of San Cristobal and had a good coloutr she looked
much thinner than she remembered and the girlsk s gone.



Then she thought, why am | doing this? Her greehetel eyes
stared back at her in amazement, and she turnegawaptly from
her reflection. She never bothered about her appeararound
Marshall, and he was the closest thing to a roroanterest she had
experienced since college days. She had to laugiraat The mild
flirtation had been entirely on his part, and hex fexcursions with
him into the capital for dinner or a party at tinebassy had generatec
in her nothing warmer than grateful friendship fian.

As she walked down the hall to check on her patbeat more time
before starting her daily rounds, she wonderea ih&d anything to
do with her sudden interest in what she looked. |Bet that was
ridiculous, she decided. She didn't even know hiranything about
him. He could even be a spy or an outlaw for adl lshew.

He was awake when she got there, but only justidesl propped up
against the pillows, the blanket down around hisstvaVhen she
entered the bedroom, his eyes fastened on herfpatide first time
she noticed the odd colour. They were a very datk-$lue, and they
were the coldest, hardest eyes she had ever seen.

Once more, she felt that small unmistakable chait ttold her this

man was dangerous. He menaced her in a waf shedntou
understand, and for a moment she hesitated inadbewvdy. Then she

recognised the signs of physical weakness, in hithe-haggard

cheeks, the lines of suffering around his thin meuth—and she

softened toward him. Thinking of him as her patigave her the

confidence she needed, and she walked brisklytovie bed.

'How do you feel?' she asked in her most professimanner.

He glanced up at her. '‘Better," he said curtly.



She shook down a thermometer and put it in his mdbéen took his
wrist to check his pulse. He closed his eyes andiday still while
she worked over him.

‘You are better,' she said when she was througiur'gulse is strong
and your fever is down.'

'‘When can | leave?' he asked, opening his eyes agdiglancing up
at her.

‘Not for several days," she said. '"You've losttafdlood and are still
weak. | had to put stitches in your arm, and thegéd to come out
before you can be fully active again.’

'l can't stay here," he said flatly. 'Not with Vaiggmen in and out all
day. I'll leave tonight.’

‘Where will you go?'

He shrugged his broad shoulders, then winced agadire of his
wound shot through him. He closed his eyes adadon't know," he
muttered. 'Maybe try to make it to the capital.'

‘You wouldn't last a mile in your condition,' shtated firmly.

He gave her a sardonic look. 'What would you suggfssn? Turn me
over to Varga and let them shoot me as a spy?'

‘Are you?' she asked hesitantly. 'A Spy?'

He laughed humourlessly in a short dry bark. 'Hardin a reporter.
I'm down here in this godforsaken place on a stdhe glorious
revolution. Surely you've heard of it?"



She found his mocking tone intensely irritatingesY she said coldly.
''ve heard of it. I've also heard that both side=n't too particular
about what they shoot at.’

‘That's right. It's open season on anything thatespeven American
journalists.' He gave her a hard, unsmiling loBkit'I'm going to get
my story, one way or another, and to do that l'gvetg get out of
here.'

She knew there was no point in arguing with a nienthis. He was
the kind of person who would simply do as he pldasegardless of
his safety or anyone else's convenience. She wasriieg to think
that he was probably the most cynical, hard-bittem she had ever
met. What did she care if he wanted to go out atchgnself killed
all for the sake of a stupid story?

'Suit yourself,' she said brusquely. 'You're saieugh here, so long
as you keep quiet and stay out of sight. The sddmever come
upstairs. As your doctor, | can only tell you tifatou leave before
your wound heals properly and you get your stregitk, you'll be
committing suicide.' She shrugged non-committafig gave him a
cool smile. 'But it's your life.'

For the first time, she felt that she had his &ttention. It was as
though her off-hand little speech had made an itnpadim that her
earlier concern couldn't. There was an almostlsthtbok on his
face, a fleeting glance of respect, then it clad@an again.

"'l decide that later,' he said. 'You must realibowever, that my
being here puts you in danger.’

'‘Possibly, but I'm getting used to that. Besidesy ineed me. I'm the
only doctor within a hundred miles.’



'I'd like to clean up,' he said. He sat up a lgtimighter. 'Do you have
a shower, or were you planning on giving me a batth?

She gave him a cold stare. 'The bathroom is rightss the hall.
There's a stall shower, and a razor, if you cashave.'

He raised one dark eyebrow and once again thedmaitd appeared
on his face. 'All prepared for male guests, | de¢ommented.

Anger rose in Jessica like a red surge, almostdiolgy her. She
crossed her arms in front of her and glared dowmnat

'l don't know who you are or what you want," shie sly, 'but I'd
like to remind you that | saved your life last riighrather regret that
now, but | did take an oath to preserve life whéed¢ame a doctor,
and | can't shake that off easily.'

‘Your bedside manner is charming,’” he murmured w$tes had
finished.

She put her knuckles on the edge of the bed anddeaver him. 'No,’
she said, 'it's not. It doesn't have to be. kl/tau stay here until you're
well, but that's as far as my bedside manner g8ég.'straightened
up. ‘While you're in my care, you'll follomyrules and do what / tell
you to do, or you can leave right now.'

Their eyes locked together for a long moment, He@zing with
anger, his cold and appraising. Then, to her astoment, he smiled,
a real smile this time, and one that lit up his letface.

‘You're right," he said. 'I'm sorry—I appreciataiybelp. | know you
saved my life last night. | was out of line. My nains Jason Strong,
and I'm really not a spy.'



She recognised the name immediately. His by-lire dg@peared in
newspapers and magazines for years as a foreiggspondent from
all the most dangerous trouble spots of the wdBlolith-east Asia,
the Middle East, El Salvador, Northern Ireland, Batkans. He had
written books, appeared on television, even woneskimd of medal
and several prizes, she recalled vaguely. She hdaovery hazy
recollection of what he looked like, but she newvewuld have
connected him with this gaunt, unshaven man irbdte

'I've heard of you,' she said. 'I'm Jessica Cagoent

He inclined his head gravely. 'Dr Carpenter,' hd.sBlow, | really
would like to clean up.' He rubbed his stubbly chith a grimace of
distaste.

‘Do you think you can make it by yourself?' sheeaisk

He threw the blanket off and cautiously moved &gslover the edge
of the bed. He was still wearing the dirty khalousers he had
appeared in last night, and, she noticed too, tbk was still
unbuckled so that they rode low on his hips.

As a doctor, of course, she had seen naked menebdfat had
learned early to detach herself from the individdddw, however,
the thought of those loosened trousers slippingrdaiven he stood
up gave her a brief moment's pause. It was gogaiekly as it came,
but the knowing look in Jason Strong's eyes toldinat he had seen
it and that he knew.

Casually, he rebuckled the belt, and then slidtlvéf bed on to his
feet. Immediately, he started swaying. His face suakdenly drained
of colour, and he reached out blindly for support.



She was at his side instantly, there to catch lsimesslumped against
her and she held him by the arms until the wawdizAiness passed.
He hung his head, shook it a little, then gaveahgrm look.

"You were right, Doctor. I'm weaker than | thought.

'You'll be all right,’ she said gently. 'It's gokd you to move around.
Just take it slow and easy. I'll help you.'

She put an arm around his waist and guided himlglout to the hall
and on into the bathroom. When she let go of heneglaned weakly
against the wall while she went to the medicinereztb She came
back to him with a sheet of plastic wrap and soraskimg tape.

'You must keep the dressing dry,' she said asabedtthe plastic
securely over his bandage. When she was throughosked at him.
‘Do you want me to help you?'

For one second, a malicious gleam appeared indhe drey eyes.
Then he shook his head. 'No thanks. | can managé no

She nodded. 'Don't try to rush things. There's isigagear in the
medicine cabinet, and I'll fix you something to waile...'

Just then there came a loud banging on the froat downstairs.
Jessica glanced at her watch. It was almost digivbuld be Varga
and his men. She darted a quick look at the sugdense man beside
her. The cold look of suspicion was back.

‘That's Varga,' she said. 'Goon. Take your shonllestall him and be
back in half an hour.'



CHAPTER TWO

WHILE Jessica was downstairs fobbing off Captain Vanga astory
about some blood tests she had to run, Jason Siidnganage to
shower and shave by himself, but when she got hgskairs,
breathless from the risks she was taking, he wels inabed with his
head turned away from her, apparently worn outhleyetffort.

She went into the kitchen and put on the coffeen tretrieved his

filthy clothes from the bathroom and the room whezavas sleeping.
She would have to wash them out in the bathtulhand them to dry
over the towel racks. She couldn't use the anewassher downstairs
off the surgery. All she needed was to have Capfarga come in

just as she was rinsing out a very large pair akkitrousers and shirt
and men's jockey shorts.

As she prepared breakfast back up in the kitches,remembered
that the previous tenant of the house, a Dr Brog/filem Texas, had
left some ragged clothes behind when he left. Sldestored them in
a box, shoved them far back in the cupboard ofettiea bedroom,
thinking to use them later for rags, then forgotibout them. She had
no idea what size Dr Brownlee had been, never gawviet the man,
or what the condition of the old clothing might bei it would have
to be better than nothing.

,She piled a tray with scrambled eggs, toast, jaru coffee, and as
she carried it back to the bedroom, she felt an ladd thrill of
excitement at the strange situation she found Hense It was
dangerous, she knew. If Captain Varga found outstseharbouring
what he considered to be a spy in her house, heywtes capable of
having them both shot.

It wasn't entirely the physical danger, howeveaf ttaused her heart
to beat a little faster, her knees to feel a Intieak. If Jason Strong
stayed out of sight upstairs and was quiet, th@a®no real reason to



fear for their safety. There was something abcgintan himself that
gave her this odd off-balance sensation. On thiaseyrhe appeared
controlled, and had even had the grace to apolagiker last night

for baiting her, but she still sensed real danganfhim. There was
far more behind those hard slate-blue eyes tharvealed, and she
had already seen flashes of the carefully leaslegepthat was in

him.

He was still sleeping. She set the tray down orb#uside table and
stood looking down at him. The transformation itmhirom the
shower and shave was astounding. He was not adraedsan in the
conventional sense. His mouth was too set and tismose a little
too long and his cheeks too sunken for that. Heahladg face with a
strong chin and prominent bones. His eyebrows Wweasy and dark,
his thatch of black hair unruly and far too long,taough he hadn't
bothered to have it cut for several weeks.

His only softening feature was the eyelashes, land thick and
coal-black, that lay on the sharply etched bonesisf cheeks.
Jessica's eyes moved down over the long neck,rtas Ishoulders
and wide upper chest, all deeply tanned, hardwsine looked like
an athlete, not massive like a weight-lifter oroatball player, she
mused, but more like a swimmer or a pole-vaulter.

Suddenly she became aware that his eyes had oprdd¢dat he was
staring at her. She couldn't read what was behiedteady gaze; his
expression was impenetrable. She quickly turned/and picked up

the tray.

'I've brought your breakfast,' she said briefly.

Silently, Jason pulled himself up to a sitting piosi. The thin blanket
fell loosely around his waist, revealing the reshis smooth tanned
chest, the muscled rib-cage and the beginning sf haird, flat
abdomen.



‘Can you manage by yourself?' she asked.

He only nodded. He picked up the glass of juice ranskd it to his
lips, his expression never changing, his eyesfstiily fixed on her
while he drank.

She turned and went over to the closet. 'I've gat glothes soaking
in the bathtub,' she called over her shoulder.r8 e some old
men's clothes in here somewhere you might be abigetr.' She
found the box stuck right at the back of the cupti@ad pulled it out.
'l don't know if they'll fit, but you can try thewn when you feel
stronger.’

She carried the box over to the centre of the ranthset it down on
the floor. He was eating now, slowly and withoutamuelish, and he
glanced down at the box.

'‘Good,' he said. 'It'll have to do; | want to ledawnight right after it
gets dark.'

She stood up, put her hands on her hips and watkealds the bed.
‘And just how do you plan to do that in yQur coioh®’

Totally ignoring her question, he took a swallowcoffee. 'Did you
pacify Varga?'

'Yes,' she said curtly. 'Listen, you can barelykwadt. How do you
expect to manage out there in the mountains bysgh® She waved
an arm in that direction.

He stared at her quizzically for a moment, theneui'You're very
pretty when you're angry,' he said.



She was about to utter a sharp retort, but theisegathat was just
what he wanted. Instead, she fought down her tioitaand forced
herself to smile back at him.

‘And you're a very devious man,' she said. Thenssinegged and
turned to go. 'lt's your life. | have to get downthe surgery or
Captain Varga will be banging on the door agaihth& doorway she
turned. 'l have rounds to make in the village tharning, but I'll be
back by noon.’

She nodded curtly at him and left.

When she finally let Captain Varga in half an htaier, he was not
only very annoyed at the delay, he also seemedcsuisg.

‘There is an American spy in the area,' he pronediias she stitched
up a deep gash in the forehead of one of his rHenmay come here
to your house.'

'l doubt it,’ she said calmly as she bandageddltkes's wound. She
looked up at Varga from her stool. 'I'm ready fog hext one, then |
have to go check on Mrs Morales' baby.'

The shooting had resumed again that morning. Thedgninmore
wounded for her to tend. The minute this battlever, she had
vowed to herself when she heard the familiar bognohthe guns,
I'm going to take Marshall's advice and get ousanh Cristobal.

‘Nevertheless,’ Captain Varga went on, 'l will istata guard near
your house just in case the American does showiaps wounded,
and may seek a doctor.’



Jessica shrugged. 'That's all right with me," skid sasually. She
stood up and went to the sink to wash her harfdgudlwant to waste

a soldier, that's your affair." She turned to faga. '‘But he won't

come here, your spy.' She dried her hands. 'lfga'sany sense, he
won't come anywhere near the village.'

Varga eyed her narrowly. '‘Perhaps not. | will gbstguard anyway.'

She finally got rid of him and his soldiers by edevo'clock. Then she
got her bag and went outside to make her roundkirnlg the door
carefully behind her. She had told Jason he woalddie. She only
prayed she was right.

When she finished checking on the new baby andnother, she
hurried back across the hot dusty square to heseholrue to his
word, Captain Varga had stationed a soldier thdeswas sitting on
top of the low stucco wall that surrounded the leousmnoking a
cigarette and holding his rifle across his lap.she passed by him,
she gave him a tight smile He grinned back at hdrnveaved.

The front door was still locked tightly, and aftére let herself inside,
she bolted it securely behind her and then sluniyzedk against it
with a sigh of relief.

Jason was sleeping when she looked in on him,doséamed to have
some sixth sense that alerted him to her preséecause when she
came back a few minutes later with his lunch, he wiae awake and
sitting up in bed. When she told him about the dutr her surprise
he took it quite well. He only frowned briefly, gtihat familiar
closed-in expression on his face, apparently thihkt over, then
nodded, as though he had come to an inner decision.

‘That settles it, then,' he said. 'It looks likeiye stuck with me for a
while.'



She didn't say a word. She only set his lunchdayn on the bedside
table and silently handed him a napkin.

‘Won't he mind?' he said then with a jerk of hiadhe the direction
of the box of clothing, still sitting on the floevrhere she had left it
that morning.

She stared at him blankly. "Won't who mind?'
‘The guy the clothes belong to. And the razor.'

They belonged to the doctor who lived here beforarhe. Why
should he mind?'

He gave her one of his thin smiles. 'l guess hétwiien," he said. He
took the tray from her and started to eat his lunch

She turned to leave. 'I'll go and have my own lymadw,"' she said.
‘Afterwards, I'll check your arm and put a cleaassing on it.'

He didn't say anything, and when she returned ¢okitcthen, she
wondered if she shouldn't have taken her own lunchkith his and

eaten with him. No, she thought, as she sat dowimeatickety table
and started in on her sandwich, it's better thig;vkaeep it on a
distinctly doctor-patient basis. He was a distugmman, and in a way
she couldn't quite put her finger on, but defiitehlike any other
man she had ever known before.

The trouble was, she thought as she rinsed ouwliblees at the sink,
he was indefinable, unfathomable, an unknown qtiarile gave
away so little. He wore a well-practised mask, @&wven his rare
smiles seemed calculated. She simply didn't knowatwi make of
him.



But, then, she thought as she went down to theesyitg get her bag,
it doesn't really matter. When the soldiers le&éred| be gone, and I'll
be going home.

He was just finishing the last of his coffee whée got back to his
room. She picked up the tray and set it back onahle, then pulled
the wooden chair over to the side of the bed abhd®an. Silently,
she set to work to remove the bandage.

'You're a woman of few words,' he said at last.

She darted him a quick glance. 'We're taught inica¢é&dchool to
give all our attention to our patients and conaartronly on the
problem.’

She had to admit, though, as she examined the waoliadshe was
finding this difficult to do. She could hardly faghe was a man
when everything about him was so overpoweringlyemal

He slept most of the first two days he was themd, after a long and
rather bitter argument that first evening, when shally ended by
threatening to turn him over to Captain Varga, inally agreed to
take a sleeping-pill at night.

The next night he was a little more docile aboutnig it, but only
just. He was a strong-minded man, and didn't tadiétev obedience.
She stood by the side of the bed, a determineid $&tr chin, holding
out the pill in the palm of one hand, a glass ofewa the other.

He made a face and reached for the pill. "Wouldrgally turn me in
if | didn't take it?'



She hesitated. She wouldn't, of course, but shes wary about
telling him that. 'l might as well,' she hedgedicing the glass of
water into his unwilling hand. 'You still have agsit fever. If you
were to wake up in the night and start shoutingrgmg out, the
guard outside would hear you, and we'd both beersbup."'

'l never shout or cry out in my sleep,' he saichify:

'I'm not going to take that chance,' she said, asstirmly. 'A sick
person does all kinds of things he wouldn't dceifere well.'

'I'm not sick,' he grumbled.

She raised an eyebrow. '‘No? Well, that's news taJust swallow the
pill and let's get it over with. I've had a longydand want to get some
sleep tonight for a change.’

By the third day, he felt strong enough to getaphis meals, and by
evening, when she locked up the surgery for the alay came
upstairs, she could see that he was getting resdisshe grew
stronger.

He was pacing around the living room when she Igetet, stopping
every once in a while to examine a picture on thal wr an

embroidered hanging Mrs Morales had made for Hex.s%ood in the
shadow of the upstairs landing, watching him. Shewk he would
Insist on leaving soon, and was surprised at tredl $oft of regret the
thought made her feel.

The clothes fitted him passably well. The doctait bpparently been
a smaller man across the shoulders and a littleeshdason was a
few inches over six feet, she thought, tall andgyawith a well-
defined muscle structure. The faded blue jeans waditte tight in
the legs, and the torn cotton-knit shirt hugged figgne tightly,
outlining his back and chest and rib-cage.



He turned just then and glanced her way. Shewalkedthe room,
suddenly uncomfortable under the steady gaze. &ed/again that
she wasn't so intensely aware of this man. I'tjlael when he's gone,
she said to herself, but knew a part of her ditelteve it for a
minute.

‘You look beat,' he said at last. ‘Hard day?"

Jessica ran a hand over her hair and gave hinetdmile. 'No more
than usual. You're looking fit.'

He was. His colour was good, and the haggard loak gone. The
blue-grey eyes were still stony and secretivelerte was a spark in
them now that had been missing before when he wasesk. He

walked more confidently, too, and held himself well

‘Are you hungry?' she asked, moving into the adjgikitchen.
‘Why not let me make dinner?' Jason replied, wglkawards her.
Jessica looked at him in surprise. 'You?'

‘Sure. | haven't been a bachelor for thirty-seveary for nothing. |
don't cook fancy, but it'll be edible." When shdrdi move, he put a
hand lightly on her shoulder and gave her a lgtleve. 'Go on. Take
a shower, put your feet up and relax.’'

‘Sounds good,' she said at last.

When she came back, half an hour later, showerddleessed in a
loose caftan of pale yellow linen, her freshly wedtand dried hair
hanging loose about her shoulders, he was jusingdisip a steaming
bowl of rice and tomatoes. A tossed salad was @rea the table,
which was casually set with the only unchipped essbhe owned,
also left by the previous tenant.



He looked up when he saw her in the doorway. Heethhis dark
eyebrows a fraction of an inch and stared for a g&eonds. A
momentary gleam flashed in his eyes, then was gdaeicked up
the tomato dish and set it on the table, gestuanger to sit down.

‘This is a real treat,’ she said as she filledpteste. 'l hate cooking.'
‘Ah,' he said, 'a truly liberated woman.'

The way he said it, it didn't sound like much @banpliment, and she
frowned. 'l don't even know what that means. | daislike domestic

chores because I'm rebelling against traditionairiée activity, but

because with my work, | don't have time for it.'

'l can relate to that,' he said, nodding. 'l fée same way myself.
Whether you're male or female, if you have workléothat absorbs
all your energy and attention, it's natural to résehatever interferes
with it." He gave her a thoughtful look. 'l wagmting to pigeon-hole
you or lump you into a category.'

They ate in silence after that, and when he hashfed, he pushed his
plate away and leaned back with a sigh of contentme

‘This is very good," Jessica said, helping hergelanother small
serving. She nodded at his empty plate. 'I'm giadee you've got
your appetite back. You're looking much better.’

'| feel better, too, but I'd give a lot for a cigte right now,' he said a
little wistfully.

She laughed. 'Sorry. | don't smoke, and Captaig&knows it. Even
if I could get you some cigarettes, he'd smelhiaiminute. He's a
very suspicious man.'



'Especially of American spies.' He leaned forwand aropped his
elbows on the table. 'Speaking of that, since ltdarow when I'll be
able to get out of here, I'd at least like to gehse work done. Do you
have any writing materials | could use? Anythingl vdo. I've
composed my copy on the backs of envelopes anahdingins of old
newspapers when | couldn't get something better.’

'Of course,' she said, rising from her chair.

'‘Not now. Tomorrow will do. Sit down. | made sonwdfee.' She sat
back down and let him wait on her. It was very péd, she thought,
not to have to do everything herself. He was a wemysual man,
apparently secure enough in his own masculinitymotsent serving
a woman or doing menial domestic tasks.

‘Tell me about yourself,' he said when he had mbtneir coffee.
'What's a beautiful young doctor doing in the witdsSan Cristobal
during a revolution?'

‘Well, there wasn't a revolution when | first can@ze a year ago.' She
took a sip of coffee. 'I'm not sure now why | dahte. | was fresh out
of my internship and wanted to do something usefalnething
besides setting myself up in a dull, lucrative pcacin Virginia,

anyway.'
‘That's where you're from? Virginia?'

She nodded. 'Yes, the northern part, a small togar MVashington
just across the Maryland border.’

‘Beautiful country,’ he commented. 'I'm very forfdvarginia. 1 live
in Washington when I'm in the States. Do you haweiliy there?'

'Only a brother. He teaches at Georgetown UniwensitVashington.
Our parents died when | was just a little girl. @és is quite a bit



older than | am, almost fifteen years, and he asavtie brought me
up.'

He stared at her for a moment. '‘Charles Carpestgyur brother?'

‘Yes. Do you know him?'

‘Just slightly." His eyes travelled over her. 'htieee much family
resemblance.’

She laughed. 'No one does. We take after diffesehds of the
family.'

He seemed to be about to say something, then ctidmgenind. He
sat drinking his coffee in silence for a while,rreaid, '"What will you
do now? When you leave here?'

'‘Go back to Virginia, | suppose.’

‘And set up that lucrative practice? You don't sbuvery enthusiastic
about the prospect.'

She shrugged. 'lt's sounding better and betterecafter my year
here. | think I've had my fill of revolution." Sheg/ed him over her
coffee cup. 'How about you? What are your plans?'

He got up and took his cup to the counter to regfiitanding with his
back to her. 'Oh, me—I never plan ahead. | justvbere the stories
are. When 1 finish up here, I'll probably head Rwland.' He came
back to the table and stood over her, smiling #mailfar tight, dry

smile. 'Or possibly Afghanistan.’

She looked up at him. His expression was unreadaidehad that
closed-in look again. She smiled thinly.

‘Wherever there's trouble,' she said. 'You re#ly dlanger.’



He thought this over for a few seconds, sippingviian his coffee.
Then he nodded. 'lI've never thought of it in qulitese terms, but,
yes, you're probably right.'

In the next two days, they established a routingadi life that kept

them pretty much out of eachother's way. She igsisted that he
take the sleeping pill every night, and he sti¢juead with her, but in

the end, perhaps to set her real fears for thétysat rest, he ended
by swallowing it.

She was as busy as ever with her medical dutiéis ,foothe soldiers
and the villagers, so was gone all day and somsetimach of the
night. She found him the writing materials he asKed and
whenever she was home, he seemed to be bent evidétdhen table
scribbling on the yellow legal pad she had unedrthe

He continued to cook their evening meal from thepdy of canned
goods she had stocked in the cupboard. There Wdsesh fruit and
vegetables to be had at the market stall in tHagal and even an
occasional loaf of home-baked bread or a chickerengto her in
payment for her services.

The gunfire continued throughout the day, and tred sentry was
still posted day and night outside Jessica's hdBganow, she had
become accustomed to the whole odd situation doittimad even
come to seem quite normal to her, and gradually, fears
diminished.

She realised, too, that it helped her morale inesoraxplicable way
to have Jason Strong living in the house with Hes solid, confident
and mainly silent presence reassured her, madefd®drsafer
somehow, as though she were not really so alotiesmlien country
any more.



Their conversation at dinner, the one meal theyesharemained
casual, barely skirting the personal, and she ézhlittle more about
him. He would give her "bare facts when she askeddbout his

background or his work, but she never came clogkdaeal man.

She learned that his parents had been divorcegefins, and that he
didn't hold either of them, nor the married stategeneral, in high
esteem. He was, simply, a loner, who gave awayimpibf his true

feelings, and there were times, especially whewae speaking of
his parents, when a cruel twist would appear ortlihremouth that

almost frightened her.

He was a hard man, she thought, as she watcheoemding over his
writing, totally absorbed in his work, or when ttieep eyes would
glaze over when he spoke of his mother's fourttb&nd. But she
also found him oddly compelling. He was so selfatamned, so
inward, and, she had to admit, so physically appgalthat she
longed to find a way to penetrate that cast-irorfase of his. His
eyes especially fascinated her. They seemed t@gehaslour almost
at will, going from a sparkling blue when he smitguenly, to a dull
slate colour when he hid behind them. When he wpsaally tired,
they turned a grey shade that reminded her of wraia.

There were times, too, when she sat under the ightpat night
darning his torn clothes or reading over her delilgrts and he was
working at the table, that she could swear he watg at her. This
generated a strange aura of tension in the veryaich, combined
with the gunfire, the guard outside, put her irahBnost constant state
of contained excitement, as though she were waitingomething to
happen—something important.

Once or twice, when she felt his eyes on her hie¢ in the evening,
she was strongly tempted to look up from her tashknid out if they
really were. But she never did. It was as though wshs afraid of
what she might see there.



He'll be gone soon, anyway, she told herself ate¢tiones, and I'll be
going back to Virginia myself before long. We'llopably never see
each other again, and I'll look back on this wheppesode as merely
an interesting experience of no real importance.

Nevertheless, on the fourth day of his stay, asnstsewalking home
early in the evening from her rounds, she realsi a sudden jolt
that Jason Strong was the main thing on her miedettdays. She
hardly noticed the gunfire any more, and the sadtlipresence no
longer gave her the uneasy feeling it had at first.

A storm was brewing in the nearby mountains, giving trees a
sickly greenish cast and darkening the sky witmtlauclouds. Those
sudden storms closed in quickly. Already she cadd lightning

flashes in the distance and hear the muffled adéiplsunder as they
approached the village. She quickened her stepttbame before it
broke.

As she hurried across the deserted square towarttbtse, her heart
automatically picked up its beat at the thought stee would be
seeing him in a few minutes. In a way, she thoaglghe swung open
the gate and started up the path, it will be bettezn he does go and
| can get my mind back on other things. But atshme time, her
spirits sank at the prospect.

She went inside the house, bolting the heavy daogfally behind
her, and ran lightly up the stairs to the livingagers. On the landing
she could already smell the food cooking in thehen, and she was
filled with pleasurable anticipation at anothermug ahead spent in
his company.

He was sitting at the kitchen table writing andiabdeard her come
in over the noise of the storm outside. She seblaek bag down and
stood in the doorway looking in at him, bent ovisrniiork. He had on
one of the thin cotton knit shirts that left hisarbare, and from time



to time he would reach over and rub a hand ovdrdmslaged wound,
as though it itched.

His face was in profile to her, the eyes downcast] she simply
stared, glad of the chance to watch him unobseiSkd.thought he
had the most interesting face she had ever seenvadefrowning
slightly, concentrating and totally absorbed inw@rk, a lock of the
too-long black hair falling over his forehead, mencil tapping
lightly on the legal pad as he groped for a word phrase.

Then he smiled, a secret, inward smile, as he apggrfound what

he was looking for, and began furiously scribblomgthe pad. She
still stood there, rooted to the spot, staring,blmdo tear her eyes
away from him. He was hunched further over thegtalslhe wrote, so
that the ill-fitting shirt rode up high at the baaker the waistband of
his faded jeans, revealing several inches of smiamitied back.

Suddenly, his hand stilled, and at the same tinseelyes darted
sideways to look directly into hers. There wasnietfor her to shift
her gaze, and although she was flustered at baingjt out staring at
him, a strange compulsion held her there motionless

A glowing warmth filled her, and she knew her cle@hust be

flaming by now. Still she couldn't move. Dimly, sheard the storm,
moving in fast now, and the whistling wind that al@ preceded it,
but the electric tension that crackled in the aim®en them was not
only from the storm.

There came a great clap of thunder then. It souaddtough it was
directly overhead, and shecried out in alarm, fedl between them
broken. She had been in many similar storms befmrenever one
that came quite this close or caught her in suahirgerable moment.



In the next second he was out of his chair anddstgnbefore her,
gripping her by the arms. 'Jess, are you all righ&? asked with
concern.

At his firm touch on her bare arms she came tshases. She starec
at him wide-eyed for a moment, then dropped hee gamd gave a
little laugh.

‘Yes, of course. | don't know what got into me. hwot usually
bothered by thunder." She laughed again nervolsimust be the
soldiers, the guns, the whole odd situation.’

He nodded, but made no move to release his holitkorHis touch
felt like fire on her skin. If | move a fraction ah inch toward him,
she thought with a sudden instinctive certainliyetid up in his arms.
Is that what | want?

In the split second that followed, she made heistat Of course it
was what she wanted, she knew, but then what? Stderhined

herself not to act impulsively, to choose a coanse then stay on it.
She never would have made it through medical scivtbbut that

kind of single-minded perseverance.

She gently disengaged herself from his grasp aedexV her eyes.
His hands dropped instantly to his sides, "-asksiesv they would at
the slightest suggestion of withdrawal on her p&te was a
determined man, but she was certain he would rfevex himself on
a woman.

'‘Dinner smells good,' she said lightly, walking ot@ the stove and
lifting the lid off the simmering pot. She sniffed it, then replaced
the lid and half turned in his direction, not quitecing him nor
meeting his eyes. 'You're going to spoil me. Wiatllsl do when
you're gone and | have to cook my own supper again?



'I'm sure you'll manage quite well," he said in e@ren tone, 'a
self-reliant girl like you.'

He understood immediately, of course, as she krewduld, that
her comment actually pertained to something farensgnificant
than food. In the swift by-play, she had madegtcihat she couldn't
afford an involvement with him, and he had bowealcgfully to her
decision.

Lying in bed later that night, however, she wondefeshe had made
the right decision. Every day that he was there gtev more
attracted to him, and now she knew that he felstmae way.

What would have happened, she wondered, if shetdiagh that

small step toward him? A great ache of longing g her as she
considered the consequences. It would be heavenkrsdw, to be

held in those strong arms, to feel that thin, n@bilouth on hers, to
be pressed up against that long, lithe body.

But then what? As soon as he could, he would be.gdine knew that
as a certainty. She didn't know him very well, shalised, and he
kept a good part of himself hidden, but she didvktizat he was not
the kind of man to stay in one place long or sdtitea steady, dull
life.

| did the right thing tonight, she thought, as shited her position in
bed for the tenth time. When the fighting stopsl| leave, and ['ll
never see him again.



CHAPTER THREE

THE next day, they went on as they had before thet ifgthe storm,
each busy with his own work, his own thoughts, thdre was a
distinct increase in the tension between them. Ve elaborately
polite to each other over the evening meal, spealanly of
inconsequential matters, and in the most disteagersonal tones.

After dinner, as they carried their dishes to timk &and washed up,
they both seemed to go out of their way to avoig possibility of
physical contact. While Jason was at the sink mopsiut dishes,
Jessica put food away in the small refrigeratoth@opposite side of
the room, and they worked silently, as though tha&g both run out
of trivia to discuss and just decided to give ypnyy to find a safe
subject.

When they were through, Jessica announced thatwvsisegoing

downstairs to work on her charts. In response,nJasty nodded,

apparently relieved to get her out of the way, aragdle no comment
on the fact that for the past several nights sloewaked upstairs in
the living-room with him.

The "following day was a little better. In the afteon, after she had
finished with the soldiers, one of the Morales @tgh came running
into the surgery to announce that her mother wamgagoains. It
turned out to be a false alarm, but Jessica staytadher until after
dark, deliberately prolonging her stay so thatwbaldn't have to go
home and face another strained dinner with Jason.

When she finally got home, he had already gonaestodom. He had
left a stew simmering low on the stove for her frppnd after she
had eaten, she showered quickly and got readysdr b

When she turned out the hall light, she noticechalcof yellow glow
coming from underneath his door. He must be readingorking in



bed, she thought, and hoped he had rememberekiethiasleeping
pill. Although he was recovering nicely from his wal and had no
more fever, he was still weaker than he realisechfall the blood he
had lost and the energy expended on the healirgepso She knew
from experience that people in that condition shapte deeply than
they would normally, and there was a real dangergift sweats, bad
dreams and crying out involuntarily. With the guaddigently
patrolling the front of the house, they couldnfoed to take that
chance.

She hesitated at the door to his room, remembehag nightly
battles over the sleeping pill she insisted he takd which he
stubbornly resisted. Should she knock and remint®?t$he wouldn't
even have to open the door, she could just callookbim.

Finally, she decided against it. He had been ghtriast night, and
somehow, at the moment, standing in the hall innigintgown and
knowing he was lying naked in his bed just on ttteeoside of the
door, she felt it was far less dangerous to rigktialg the sentry to his
presence in the house than it did to face ano#raet confrontation
with him. She turned and walked quietly down thé taher own

room and went to bed.

Much later, she was awakened out of a sound slgep $trange

noise. She sat bolt upright in bed, onlyhalf awakd filled with a

sudden fear. Was the gunfire coming closer? Waghangtorm on

the way? Calming herself, she listened and it cagaen. It seemed to
be something inside the house.

Then she realized that it was the sound of a niaalsse criesDamn
that stubborn idiot!" she muttered as she swundggsrover the side
of the bed. The one night she hadn't stood overtbimake sure, he
hadn't taken his sleeping pill and was having atnigire. As she ran
barefoot down the hall to his room, she grew amgvieh each step.
She had to get to him and wake him up before tlaecgeard him.



It was just like a man, she seethed, always t«thenknew best. She
had warned him and warned him, but no, he was doinigp what he
wanted to do regardless of their safety. She flippe the hall light,
threw his door open and rushed over to the sidaebed. He was
still crying out and tossing his head to and fralempillows. The thin
blanket had become disarranged in his strugglesveaasd tangled
around his waist.

She sat down on the edge of the bed and leanedhaweishaking
him. The skin of his chest and shoulders was la kithmp, and she
felt the powerful muscles tense and stiffen unartbuch.

‘Jason,' she hissed, bending her face close thdnisnouth at his ear.
She shook him again. 'Jason, do you hear me? Wakieon God's
sake, wake up!

Then, suddenly, he was still. He lay there quidlya moment. She
sat back and watched him. He blinked a few tinmasn topened his
eyes and propped himself up on his elbows, stairnger. The dim
light spilling in from the hall cast a shadow otlee lower half of his
face, highlighting the deep eyes, hooded now asdmee slowly
awake, and sharply etching the prominent cheekbdtisshick dark
hair was even more unruly than usual.

‘What is it?' he murmured groggily. 'What's happéhe

‘You were having a nightmare,' she whispered. 4 afeaid the guard
would hear you.'

Still angry, she was about to accuse him of ndbowahg her orders
and taking his pill when something in his eyes gaapher. He was
staring fixedly at her, first into her eyes, theomping lower, and it
suddenly occurred to her that all she had on wadkira cotton
nightgown. She had been so anxious to get to higuiteten him that
she hadn't even thought to put on a robe.



She drew in her breath sharply as the dark gazzlboto her. A very
warm, not at all unpleasant glow was beginning¢alshrough her,
and she edged away from him.

'I—I'd better go,' she said, and started to rise.

He sat up, then, the blanket slipping lower arohisdhips to reveal
the hard stomach and the fine line of hair thagteg down from his
waist. His arm shot out and he took her by the hand

'No," he said thickly. 'Don't go, Jessica. Stayhwaie.'

She couldn't speak, couldn't look at him. His hslidlup her arm to

rest on her bare shoulder. It felt large and wanoh strong, and she
shivered under the touch. He was pulling her genitging her

toward him now. She could smell the harsh cleap smahis skin as
he came closer. She knew she should get up rigihtand go back to
her own room, but it was as though she was helcethg some

powerful force against her will.

It was inevitable, she thought in a sudden bratilof insight. This is
what we've been building up to ever since he cafie other hand
came to rest at the base of her throat for a mometwo, then his
fingers. lightly traced the line of her collar borieesitating at the
strap of her nightgown.

'‘Jessica?' he murmured.

She knew what he was asking. She forced herselfetet his gaze.
The sleepy, hooded eyes were enquiring, but nqileaping. It was
her choice. She could leave right now and no haouldvbe done.
They would go on as before.

Barely, almost imperceptibly, she nodded, and wedds he rose up
further out of the bed and lowered his head toviaard She raised her



face to his. He gave her one last look, then cldéseceyes, and his
mouth came down on hers.

She had never been kissed in quite that way befftisemouth had
opened before claiming hers, then closed again beedips in a
gentle, highly sensual pulling motion that left ne¥ak and panting
for more. The next time, he left his mouth operggieg it pressed
tightly against hers and forcing his darting tonguaest her lips,
seeking and penetrating deep inside.

When at last he lifted his head, he looked dowmeat his hands still
on her shoulders, his breath coming in short gasps.

'‘God, how I've wanted you, Jess,' he said in angked voice that
seemed to be wrenched out of his throat. His haeveds kneading her
shoulders, and she felt as though her bones haaraéd to rubber,
totally pliable and responsive under his touch.

''ve watched you,' he went on in a low voice, &tlfior you, ever
since | came here. So competent, so stern, soA&ndIso beautiful.'

His right hand slid slowly downward now until shatfit resting,
trembling slightly, on her breast. He just letié there for a few
moments, perfectly still, as though silently stakims claim on her
body.

His near-black eyes bored into hers, asking anaphestion. She still
couldn't speak. Her tongue felt thick in her mouwthg there was a
choking sensation in her throat. She could onlywedkly and watch

while he moved both hands to the thin straps ofriigintgown and

slipped them slowly off her shoulders.

He gazed down at her for a long time, then raisscehes to hers
again.



‘You're exactly the way | knew you'd be," he mureaurFull and ripe,
every inch a desirable woman.'

He cupped one breast in his hand and lowered highrio taste the
soft tender flesh, little nipping kisses, until higs parted to take the
thrusting tip inside. While his mouth and tonguef@ened their
magic on her breast, his other hand slid the n@higlower, pulling
her up so that he could slide it down over her .hips

With a low groan, he raised his head and kissedgain, his hands
travelling feverishly over every inch of her badlp. He was on his
knees now, the blanket falling away entirely, anesping himself up
against her with one hand on her hips, pullingdiese.

‘Touch me,' he muttered into her ear. 'Show mewant me, too.'

She had touched his bare skin before, of courgenight he first

came and she had undressed him and tended his wowind had

been different then, nothing like it was now. Exbough she had
admired his lean strength from the first time shd been him, her
manner had been detached and professional.

Now, that seemed like another lifetime, as thougky twere two
different people. The muscles of his back and sterslwere firm
and hard as she slid her hands over them now, aed she allowed
her fingers to flutter on his chest and over hasrgtch, she could feel
him quivering at the touch.

Finally, he groaned and put his arms around heisdi& back down
on the bed, pulling her on top of him so that thegytightly clasped
together along the full length of their bodies. $ised her head and
looked down at him, her fingers trailing througle thick black hair.

'Kiss me,' he said.



As she pressed her lips eagerly to his, he rolkes on his side,
taking her with him, his long hair- roughened legsiging her on to
her back. Propped up on one elbow and with hisrfwatth devouring
her, he moved his free hand feverishly up and dbembody, until
she reached such a pitch of longing that she dud@jrigeernails into
his back.

She tore her mouth from his and murmured breatlyle®® his ear,
'‘Oh, please, Jason! Now! Please!

He slid his body on top of hers then, and for th& fime in her life,
Jessica knew what it was to respond to a man abd fmssessed by
him completely.

Some time later, they lay side by side under tirelilanket. Jessica
felt utterly spent, utterly satisfied and filledtivia deep contentment.
Jason had held her tenderly in his arms for a tong before he left

her, until the last ecstatic spasm had passed lanavas breathing

quietly again.

She could still feel the length of him beside methie bed and hear his
slow steady breathing. She wondered if he was ashdéhough she
felt drained and content, she wasn't in the ldaspy. She wanted to
stay awake forever, she thought, to savour agath again the
perfection of their lovemaking.

Then he spoke. 'You haven't had an awful lot ofeeiemce at this
kind of thing, have you, Jess?' His voice was kind,with a slight
undertone of amusement.

‘No, not a lot, she admitted. 'A few fumbling ftas in college when
| stupidly believed it was expected of me and thaant absolutely
nothing. After that, | was far too busy during ffears of my medical



training to have much time for romance.' She hesitahen asked,
'Did | disappoint you?'

'‘Oh, no, Jess, you didn't disappoint me. Far fromYbou were
everything I'd hoped you'd be: warm, responsivangi'

He shifted so that he was facing her and raiseddlinup on one

elbow to prop his head in his hand. He reachedooutn two fingers

along her mouth, then over her chin, her throat,valley between
her breasts. Jessica shivered a little at the Sensaroused in her by
his touch. Finally, the hand settled at her waist.

‘How do you mean?' he teased. ' "Fumbling fiastos."

‘Well,' she said smiling up at him, 'l don't wamtake you any more
conceited than you probably already are, but yod #ose two

fraternity boys that make up my lurid past couldohg to two

different species.’

'I'll take that as a compliment,’ he said, kisgieglightly on the nose.

You should." She laughed. 'l was convinced | wigsd, as a matter
of fact, until you came along. That's how wondetfidse two were.'

‘Well, you know what they say. There are no frigtdmen, only
insensitive men.'

"You made that up,’ she accused lightly. 'But yaghtrbe right.’

The hand on her waist started travelling, and toaneazement, she
felt desire rising up in her again. He threw ong ¢&er hers, and
when she felt his hard thigh pressing againstster,knew the same
thing was happening to him.

'Since the first act turned out so well,' he mumauagainst her
mouth, 'shall we try for an encore?'



The days that followed were the happiest Jessidaelar known.
She floated through her daily chores on a cloudfleal with the
pleasure Jason gave her that she lived in a cdrsteie of euphoria.

All her anxiety about the revolution, the preseatthe soldiers, the
danger they were in, was forgotten. The constanfiguno longer
made her nervous, even when it seemed to be cartosgr. In fact,
she almost welcomed it, because it meant he waeayd and she now
viewed the sentry still stationed outside her hauglk a positively
benevolent glow.

Nagging at the back of her mind, however, was tit@H#edge that he
would leave, ultimately. She had made up her mimaly right from
the beginning of their affair that she would natkcahead or try to
predict the future, or even to wonder if they wobéle a future. He
never spoke of it, and neither did she, but shédoduhelp nursing
the hope that somehow, when all this was over hay were both
back in the States, they would at least continuse®each other.

After all, he had said he lived in Washington, ahe& would be in
Virginia, just a few miles away. As soon as thdéfigg was over she
would write to her father's old friend in Tauntdrer home town,
telling him she wanted to accept his long-standifgr of sharing his
thriving medical practice with him when she camekba

Her plan, then, was to say nothing to Jason albwufuture until he
left. He seemed to be happy with her, as pleasddsatisfied with
their lovemaking as she was, but she also knevast mot enough for
him, that he would go as soon as he safely coidd e was anxious
to get back to his work. She would wait, she degidmtil then, and
just as they were saying goodbye, she would casuaintion the
hope that they would see each other again, may&e give him Dr



Weatherby's address in Taunton. For now, though wabuld keep
silent and enjoy what they had.

Jessica knew, of course, just two days after firsirnight together,

that she was madly, totally in love with him. Skaelimo idea how he
felt about her. His desire for her was unmistakadtel she knew he
liked her, but not one word of love was ever spolketween them,
not even at the height of their passion.

He was such a private man, she thought, as slefage his sleeping
form late that night, and so unpredictable. Sheneally knew what
he was thinking or feeling. This kept her constapfif- guard, but

that only seemed to enhance her enchant-ed stat.nfinute he
would be deeply engrossed in his writing and wo'tilewen look up

when she entered the room. The next, he would a¢h@gh he
could never get enough of her.

Only yesterday evening, the very day after they h@te such
passionate love all night and slept in each otlarss for the first
time, she had experienced this distancing qualitgim. When she
had come home late after a long day of missing &nd looking
forward to feeling his arms around her again, hé been at the
kitchen table bent over his yellow legal pad, dariig away. A pot of
beans was simmering on the stove for their supgmarhe hadn't
acknowledged her presence by so much as a glance.

Hurt at the way he shut her out, she had gone diogvhall to shower
and change her clothes. Later, while she was stgratiher dresser
brushing out her long honey-coloured hair, he hadec up behind
her, so silently that she didn't know he was tiieté she caught sight
of his reflection in the mirror.

Their eyes had met in the glass, but neither ohtbaid a word. There
was a look of such serious intensity on his fae #fl she could do
was stare into those dark, slate-coloured eyesyigépnow with a



contained, smouldering passion. He had put his armend her,
then, crossing them in front of her to touch heralsts under the thin
blouse, his eyes never leaving hers.

By then, she could scarcely breathe from the pgnélectric tension.
She could feel his body, hard and full, pressingiregy her from
behind, but still he hadn't-spoken. Then, he véowly unfastened
her blouse, button by button. When he was dongutied it apart
and let his fingers play lightly with her throbbjngrect nipples.
Watching him fondle her breasts in the mirror haouaed her so
erotically that it became too painful to bear ifyos few seconds.

She had groaned aloud, then, and whirled arouradinte at his
clothes, clutching at him everywhere. They had slechto the bed
and made love, quickly, impatiently, the dinner miening on the
stove in the kitchen forgotten.

They went on this way for a week. His wound washathled now,

and one night she removed the stitches. She hatediasd mended
the clothes he came in, but he still wore the fgdads and shabby
knitted shirts from the box in the cupboard. Hekled better and
stronger every day, and Jessica could see thahbgrowing restless
in his confinement.

She didn't blame him. It couldn't be much fun facts an active man
to be cooped up like that for days in a stranges@pwith none of his
own belongings around and nowhere he could satebelen. He had
finished his story, and now when she came homéearetening he
would be prowling restlessly around the living-rqolike a caged
animal or a small boy kept inside on a rainy day.

There was nothing she could do for him except tthieee when he
wanted her. Their lovemaking had become even nmbemse. There



was a frantic, almost frenzied aspect to the wayhlainds explored
her body, the way he thrust into her, that she kwaw related to his
growing impatience to be free.

And still, he hadn't mentioned how he felt about hadn't even said
he hoped to see her again. He lived entirely inpitesent moment.
The future apparently didn't exist for him. He netegked about next
week or next month or even tomorrow.

One night, as they lay side by side in the bedaested and sated,
she decided she could keep silent no longer. Stebbgun to feel
slightly used, as though she was only an objettitoon which to
vent his frustration. Her body was sore from hi@emt lovemaking,
and even though at the time she had met him joyowsltotal
surrender, now, in the aftermath, she felt judtle cheapened by his
attitude toward her.

She gathered all her courage and turned her headddim. 'Why
have you never married, Jason?' she said intoatmelss.

He was silent for so long that she would have thobg was asleep
except that she could feel his body tense besidé-hlly, he gave a
short harsh laugh.

'‘Why do women always manage to end up on that sttbjee said in
a bitter accusing tone.

Humiliation and rage flooded through her in hot esvShe moved
away from him instinctively, her body running fitsbt with anger,
then cold with despair. She didn't dare speak. Kplesv she would
end by either defending herself or accusing hind, @ither would be
a mistake. She willed herself to keep silent, teatite slowly and
evenly, to fight down the unpleasant emotions gsip in her.



'l was only curious,' she said lightly, when sheld&peak. She tried
hard to make her voice casual and pleasant, evearfch 'That

wasn't a prelude to a proposal.' She yawned audidlyturned her
back to him. 'Good night, Jason,' she said.

She felt him curl his long body against her therd &is arm came
around her waist. He brushed the hair away fronfdms and raised
himself up slightly to place his lips at her ear.

'I'm sorry, Jess,' he muttered. 'That was a stilgpnd) to say. | know
you're not like that." He continued to stroke harg hair. 'It's this
damned confinement—it makes me edgy. | was wrorigke it out

on you.' He pressed his lips to her cheek. 'Fongigg¢ he murmured.

She turned in his arms and laid her head back emptlfow. 'Of
course; there's nothing to forgive. | know how himd has been on
you. It can't last much longer, though, and them gan go.'

He kissed her on the mouth, a gentle, almost lokisg. 'l knew
you'd understand. You're quite a lady* Doctor.'l&leback and idly
ran his hand up and down from her shoulder to resads. 'l think you
already know the answer to your question anywaysdid sleepily.
'‘Marriage means a home, children. That's somethmayer had. All
my father was interested in was making money, andnother was
S0 anxious to keep herself attractive to the lateker long string of
men, that neither one of them cared anything abw@king a home.
As a consequence, | wouldn't even know where td. dtapent my
whole childhood with a series of housekeepersakdd safely out of
sight in boarding schools. What would | know abfamily life?

Although she was still hurt, her heart went ouhitm. Even though
her parents had died when she was very young, leh molder
brother and his wife, childless, had welcomed Iméo their home
gladly and lovingly. The thought of a sensitive gguboy, neglected
and lonely, left in the care of strangers, madeheart ache for him.



She put her hand over his, stilling it on her bregsthough to warm
and comfort him, and turned her head to press rartimto his

shoulder, tasting the sweetness of his bare fleéghrything in her

longed to tell him of her love, but she knew it Wbhbe a mistake. If
they were going to have any kind of future, it wbhhve to be on his
terms.



CHAPTER FOUR

THE next morning, Jessica awoke to an unfamiliar s#enThe
shooting had stopped during the night. In the distaa dog barked,
but that was all.

She jumped out of bed, threw on a robe and ran stawva to the
surgery window that overlooked the square. It wagtyg. The
soldiers were gone, leaving only the charred resah their
campfire. Just across the square in front of theath she could see
the local priest appear at the gate, the first sheehad even seen hinr
in two weeks.

Then, little by little, as she watched, the peagl¢he village began
creeping tentatively out into the square, firstiien, then, following
behind them at a distance, the braver of the ytnayg. The leader of
the men walked over to the abandoned campfire eufflesl the toes
of his boot into the dead coals.

Then he spat contemptuously in the dust and tutndzeckon the
others forward. Mothers with babies in their arm&] people,
toddlers and children, all came swarming out ofrthats into the
square. Soon she heard laughter and the criesildfesh as they
began running and jumping, overjoyed to resumer tbarefree
games once again.

She saw a group of men settle themselves in a mwhe long
wooden bench under a banana tree. A bottle of wia® produced
and passed around. The j women stood in a huddidyegossiping
and watching the children at their play.

It must be over, she thought—at least, this pddicbattle. Her
thoughts were in a turmoil. She was relieved, afrse. Now there
would be no more fighting, no more killing. Thelade could return
to its normal, dull routine. The men would go backwork at the



coffee plantation, she would have no more soldierstitch and
bandage. And Jason could leave.

She turned and went back upstairs, her conflictimgtions warring
within her. There was nothing she could do. Shesgduat the
bedroom door and looked inside. Jason was stépgtg, the covers
down around his lean hips, one arm flung over ar& tiead, the taut,
sinewy muscles of his shoulders and arms relaxed.

Maybe he won't leave right away, she thought. Astenow he could
go outside and move about freely. With the soldyerse, he wouldn't
have to hide in the house any more. That migh$fgetim for a week
or two. She decided to delay telling him. He wofitdl out soon

enough. For now, she would let him sleep.

She showered and dressed quickly. When she wasgireshe
looked in on him again, impelled by her fears aitg him to satisfy
herself that he was still there. The sight of bisgl body, just as she
had left him before, reassured her. He hadn't ehanged position.
Since they had had to keep the window so heavitamed, the room
was dim, even though the morning sun was shinirghtly.

Then she heard the sound of a motor and tyres loingnon the
gravelled road just outside the house. She ran stawa and
unbolted the front door. When she went out on thelp blinking
and shading her eyes from the glare of the sunsaleMarshall
Bennett just getting out of his jeep.

‘Marshall! she called, and ran down the path tetrhem. 'Is it really
over?'

He came towards her with a wide grin of relief os flace and held
his arms out to her.



'‘God, am | glad to see you safe!' he said, holdergightly. 'I've been
so worried about you.' He kept one arm around heulgler and

started walking toward the house. 'l couldn't getare through the
fighting, and | just kept hoping they'd need yowdical skill "badly

enough to keep you safe.'

'Is it over, then?' she asked again. 'The revaiGtio

‘Hell, no," he said disgustedly as they went insids just moved

back up into the hills.' He turned to face her.gdéhis hands on her
shoulders and gave her a stern serious look. "éayov to get out of
here right away. There's no telling when they migbine back.

Planes are still leaving from the capital, andr gat you on one, but
we've got to move fast. How soon can you leave.?"

Jessica's head whirled. 'l don't know, Marshatieé stammered. ‘A
week? I've still got patients in the village whaedany attention.'

‘A week might be too late,’ he said firmly. 'Makéwxo days. Today's
Tuesday. I'll be back up on Thursday, and | want packed and
ready to leave.'

‘Two days!" she murmured. She shook her head. Ab@it Jason?
Should she tell Marshall he was there with her? Ihdalye could get
them both out. They could leave together. Or mdkibg could both
stay.

She would do that, she decided. She would leate Jason. If he
wanted to stay in San Cristobal to cover the reiai) she would
stay, too. At least that way she would see him ameewhile, even if
he did leave the village. And if he wanted to galbto the States,
Marshall could get him on a plane, too.

For now, though, she decided, she would say nottoniglarshall
about it. She would agree to his plan, and wherdme back on



Thursday, she would either be all ready to leavid dason, or she
would tell him she was staying. She would be safaugh. Neither
side would harm her, even if they should come back.

‘All right, Marshall,’ she said at last. 'I'll beady. Can | fix you some
breakfast?'

He shook his head and put his hand on the door.I"NBgot to get
back to the capital. We're trying to get all the &rmoans evacuated,
just in case.' He smiled. 'Both sides are stilMuoced we're all spies.’

When he was gone, she ran back upstairs and saw stding at
the top looking down at her. He was dressed irfatled blue jeans,
his chest and shoulders bare, and Jessica's hegtitan her throat at
the sight of him, so tall, so strong, so necessaher now.

‘You heard?' she asked when she reached him.
He nodded gravely. 'They've gone.'

'It's still not over,' she said hurriedly. 'Mardredid the fighting had
moved into the hills, but they could come back amg.' She paused,
then made up her mind to tell him everything. 'Matkis coming

back the day after tomorrow. He wants me to leadeecbuntry, go
back to the States.'

He nodded. 'l think that's wise.'

‘You could come with me,' she blurted. 'He can ygetoth on a
plane.’

He cocked his head to one side and gave her anfile. 'We'll see.’

She knew that was all she would get out of him nSkae didn't dare
question him further or tell him that if he decidedstay, she would,
too.



'‘We'll talk about it tonight,’ she said, and turntm go back

downstairs. 'I'm going to have a busy day. Now thatsoldiers are
gone, | can move more freely in the village, aner¢hare several
patients | should check on.'" She smiled up at Hithbe starving

tonight when | get back. Cook me a good dinner.’

He smiled back at her and raised his hand in desalu

By nightfall, Jessica was so exhausted she coukelybdrag herself
back home. Really, she thought, as she trudgedssathe square
carrying her bag, if | do stay I'm going to haveget a car. Even a
bicycle would do. Some of the villagers lived mtran a mile away
out in the foothills, and she was hot, dirty, tigetl hungry from her
long day of rounds.

Only the thought of going home to Jason cheeredAnest a shower,
she thought, as she unlocked the front door, thgood dinner, and
then . .. Ah, and then, another night with the rsla@ loved.

The house seemed unnaturally quiet to her whemshaside, but
then she had become accustomed to the constard sbtime guns.
She shut the door behind her. No need to boltit wah the soldiers
gone and the fighting over. Besides, now that i wafe for him,
Jason might have gone out into the village. Theas avtelephone at
the church across the square, and she knew henxieia to get his
story in to the wire service at the capital.

She went upstairs. There was no sign of a meadi@kitchen stove.
Usually when she came home at night after her r@imthe village,
the smell of the spicy stews and bean dishes Jaspared from the
stock of cans in the cupboard would greet her theuta she had
climbed to the landing of the upper floor.



The kitchen looked very neat, she thought. The donaoden table
where Jason did his writing was wiped clean, thalloounter and
sink appeared to be freshly scrubbed, and the edaakoleum floor
shone with a recent mopping.

He was a very neat man, she thought with a suddge ®f affection
for him warming her, probably because he had |lehtodravel so
light in his work. The fewer possessions you hiad |éss there was to
take care of.

She would give him a piece of her mind, howeveeg, thlought as she
went down the hallway to her bedroom, for not hgwimnner ready
for her when she came home. In her own room, wéhehhadn't slept
in for the past week, she got undressed and patrobe. On her way
to the bathroom, she glanced briefly inside higbech. The bed was
neatly made, but he wasn't there. By the time isiighed showering,
he would probably be back.

She wished, a little wistfully, that she had sonmglsexy to put on
for him, to surprise him. Not that it was necess&he glowed inside
at the remembrance of the hungry light that woydgear in the
slate-blue eyes no matter what she wore; the clignbistween them
was extraordinary. All it took was a look acrose table during a
meal, or the slightest physical contact as theykeitogether in the
kitchen, and the same madness would grip them both.

Just looking at him, she mused dreamily as shedstowler the
shower, was enough to send her into a transpaltsife. She loved
everything about the way he looked. The fine, litloely, known as
well to her now as her own. The large competentdbafightly
sprinkled on the backs with dark silky hair, thaet al' the secrets
of her own body. Even the blank, detached look Wwitld glaze his
eyes whenever he withdrew mentally from her wasoarce of
fascination. She knew that at another time, the egés would flame
with desire—desire for her, she added with a satdsmile.



After she had dressed in her white caftan and cdrobeher hair, she
went looking for him again, but there was still sBm@n of him

anywhere in the house. A tiny seed of anxiety begamag at her.
Could he have gone out exploring and wandered antoand of
revolutionaries? She had a sudden vision of himglywounded and
bleeding out in those dry- desolate foothills. Mayven dead!

'Oh, no!" she cried aloud, clutching at her thrbaain't lose him, she
prayed silently, not now that I've found him attlas

She would just have to go out looking for him, sleeided. It was
quite dark by now. She would get some of the vélagen to help her.
Better change her clothes first. Then she went imsoroom and
switched on the light. If she could tell what heswaearing when he
left, it might give her a clue.

Then she saw it. Lying on the pillow of the neatigde bed was a
folded square of the yellow paper he used for higing. She
stumbled across the room, snatched it up, ancsat,drembling, on
the edge of the bed. A terrible dread clutcheceathleart, but still she
hoped.

She tore open the note. It was brief, only a favediin his neat,
print-like handwriting.

‘Jess,

It's safe for me to leave now. Thanks for evenghitil never
forget you, but it's better this way. Jason.’

She read it five times, hardly able to believeFinally, she had to
believe it. He had simply left, without even saymgodbye to her,
How could he? How could anyone do such a thingtoeeone he had
been so close to, someone who loved him?



She sat on the bed, dry-eyed, staring blanklyeatihite stucco wall
in front of her, the note still dangling from hemp hand. The
minutes ticked by. She couldn't move. Her mind ggited to
assimilate what had happened, but she had theemditid that she
was standing outside herself, as a spectator, wgtthe woman on
the bed from a distance, but not really involved.

What do | feel? she asked herself. Grief? No. Wwatld come later.
Right now | feel nothing, just this numb blanknesstate of shock
similar to what the victim of a terrible accidentperiences. She
couldn't feel, couldn't think. She could only &iete.

Finally, after what seemed like hours, she crawieder the covers
and closed her eyes, allowing herself to let géeébwhat was in her
heart. Then the tears came, racking her body,nigai her throat,
soaking the pillow.

'‘But | love him!" she wailed aloud, over and over again.

It was the cruelty of it, she kept thinking. Shel teeen willing to be
patient, to do things his way. She hadn't pushadntasked for any
commitment, any promises. Why couldn't he at |base stayed to
say goodbye, to talk to her, explain his planshDide owe her that
much ? Was it really necessary to hurt her likezhi

She slept at last, exhausted from the avalanclenotion that had
swept over her. She felt as though she was drowndiigg, and she
didn't even care. She wanted to die. Jason Stratgdvealed to her,
her capacity to love, then had taken it away. Siewkshe would
never be the same.

When she woke up, the light was still burning ie ttedroom. She
felt disorientated, confused, and even reacheddson, needing the



reassurance of his presence beside her in theMeeh she realised
he wasn't there, she remembered, and the awfulgbdass gripped
her again.

This time, however, she didn't cry. She dimly readi that at some
point in her agony the night before, she had toddiatom. Now all
that remained was to climb slowly and steadily afuhe pit she had
allowed herself to fall into.

She sat up in bed, blinking. What time was it? Sida't know if it
was morning or still the middle of the night. Shet gut of bed and
went to the window. Methodically, she removed tleeldpread she
had placed in front of it that first night for Jasoprotection.

Outside, the sun was just dawning. A rooster crowemm
somewhere in the sleepy village. A dog barked. Sbed at the
window staring blankly out at the empty square, ande again she
had the sensation that she was watching hersstingeherself to
determine her true feelings.

What she felt, she realised with some surprise,amg®er. The grief
was gone, and in its place, growing with each pagssioment, was a
cold fury, a sense of such outrage at what Jasorbiae to her that
she felt almost murderous. With it came a sparkthod old
determination that had seen her through all thasg gruelling years
of medical training, brought her to San Cristobahie first place and
kept her there, even in the face of danger.

With a renewed sense of purpose, she lifted hen, cbet her

shoulders, and turned from the window. She knewt sh@ had to do
now. She had been a fool, a blind, stupid, trusiied, had fallen into

the arms of the first man with an air of mysterpatohim who came
along. Perhaps she had even needed the experstrecld herself
as she made the bed. Like a painful vaccinatiomagdisease, now
she would be immune against ever falling into thegt again.



She picked up the note he had left, tore it deditedy into tiny pieces
and flushed it down the drain in the bathroom. €h&as no other
trace of him in the house. As far as she was coecehe didn't exist.
She could wipe him out of her mind and heart umdthing of him
remained to remind her of him.

Jessica spent the rest of that awful day in a mghe of frenzied
activity. Appalled at first at how much she haditato be ready when
Marshall came for her the next day, she soon satittivas better to
take one thing at a time and keep going than todséamd wring her
hands over it.

She made her rounds in the village first. Luckihere were no

emergency cases that needed her attention immigdiateat least

she wouldn't feel guilty about leaving these simpd®ple she had
come to love. Once their trust had been gaineg,ltbd accepted her
unreservedly, placing her second only to the vélggiest in their

reverent affection.

At first she had thought she wouldn't tell them slaes leaving. She

just didn't think she could face their disappointing the thought of

losing their only doctor within miles. Finally, thgh, she knew she
would have to face up to it, and it turned outecelen worse than she
had feared.

Mrs Morales cried bitterly when Jessica told hdre ied to explain
to her that her year was almost up anyway and adoetor would be
arriving shortly to take her place, but nothing sa&d seemed to
make a difference. She left the Morales' hut at, ldsjected and
profoundly moved.

In the afternoon, she packed. She had only brotnghminimum of
supplies and medical equipment down with her. Moktthe



Instruments and supplies in the surgery had beewided by the
previous government and had been there when sivedarAll her
personal medical paraphernalia fitted easily irdolilack bag. With
luck, there would be a replacement for her senhovillage soon.
Surely, she thought as she fitted the last oftd the bag, the agency
that had sent her would have another doctor waiting

By evening, she was worn out, but still in a cusiostate of
heightened excitement at the same time. Just opdaih brought
about so many abrupt changes in her life—gettiraglyeto leave,
Jason's disappearance, saying goodbye to theanflagthat it was
difficult to cope with calmly.

She went all over the house carefully, lookingday stray personal
possessions she might have overlooked. At the same she knew
she was also looking for some sign of Jason, satthe thing he
might have left behind that she could take withtheilemember him
by. She knew she was being perverse, but she cob&lp herself.

Of course, there was nothing. She had known thexddm't be. He
had come with so little, just the clothes on hiskya wallet with
some money, identification and personal papers that there was
really nothing to leave. He hadn't even had pearuil paper to write
on. Now that he was gone, the full force of hisklad personal
belongings struck her, and she wondered how angoule travel so
lightly that he didn't even possess the tools sttade.

She fixed herself a light supper of canned beaddrart. Afterwards,

as she washed up the few dishes she had used atiepuaway
carefully in the cupboard, she couldn't help reeglbll the pleasant
evenings she and Jason had spent doing those héittielghores

together, and the tears came unbidden, stinging elyes then
coursing down her cheeks until at last she leanedtbe sink racked
with terrible sobs.



She still felt jumpy when she got ready for bed thight. Wrung out
emotionally to begin with, she had found it a la&y, and she still
had tomorrow to face. She only hoped that Marska# right about
being able to get her safely on a plane out ottthentry. A sudden
longing for the safety and quiet of her home ingifira seized her,
and she finally decided to do something she haémeéone before,
purely as an emergency measure. Before she gotbedy she
swallowed a sleeping pill.

As the drug took effect and she began to grow dypslse found her
dazed mind turning again to thoughts of Jason. ds wound to
happen, she thought sadly. | can't expect to befridm, to get him
out of my system, in one day. She reminded herdelfis sudden
departure, the brutal rejection. That was all theras worth
remembering about him. The rest was like a dreaererdust and
ashes.



CHAPTER FIVE
'WELL, Jessie,' said her brother, 'now does it feektbdme?’
'It feels wonderful,' Jessica replied fervently.

She gave him a warm smile. He looked so solid andllifar sitting
there on the couch, his long legs stretched oditomt of him, his
arms crossed behind his head. Tweedy was the wodHarles, she
thought with affection. He was the typical collggefessor, with his
muted herring-bone jacket, grey flannel trousest fulittle baggy
and silvery hair slightly rumpled.

*You still look too thin to me, though,' said Lisa.

Jessica sighed. Her brother's wife was a frustratether, and she
thought once again what a pity it was they had niead children. All
Lisa's maternal instinct had been turned on her &wee her parents
died.

'I've only been home a month,' she said lightlyht® older woman.
'‘Give me time.'

They were sitting in the living-room of her paréndédd home in
Taunton. A fire blazed in the hearth. It was e@ttober, and already
there was a hint of frost in the air.

'‘How's the job going?' Charles asked*, straightgnip and reaching
for his-pipe.

Jessica brightened. 'Quite well. It's just the lohgractice | hoped it
would be. We get a little bit of everything, fromoken bones to
pregnancies. Anything we can't handle, we send $peialist in
Washington.'



'Old Doc Weatherby's getting on, isn't he?' Chaalesed, filling his
pipe. 'He must be over seventy. | know he's beawal for as long as
| can remember.’

‘He's still quite active, though, and I'm sure itemds to keep up his
practice for a long time yet.'

Charles sucked on his pipe and gave her a shreskdtfwough the
cloud of smoke that issued from it. 'Could workoirgt nice little
partnership for you in time.'

Jessica shrugged. 'It's a little too soon toltellnot making any plans
too far in advance. I'm satisfied with what I'mmipright now.'

‘Well," said Lisa firmly, 'l only hope that mear@ure not going to go
off to any more of those dangerous countries wheese's a
revolution every five minutes.'

'‘Don't worry, Lisa,' Jessica replied with feeliniue had my fill of
soldiers and shooting.’

‘You must have been terrified out of your mindsa.iexclaimed.

‘Not really," Jessica said slowly. ‘At the times{did what | had to do
and didn't think very much about it. | doubt if lag/in any real
danger.' She grinned mischievously. 'They neededomenuch to
kill me.'

Lisa made a face and shivered with distaste. 'Well,just glad
you're nice and safe back home where you belohg.'r8se to her
feet and held out a hand to her husband. 'Comeldnman. The
Priors are coming to dinner tonight, and we'vetgaet back.'

‘Tonight?' he exclaimed. 'lt's Sunday!'



Lisa rolled her eyes then gave her husband a waffactionate
smile. "Your brother thinks it's a law of naturattlpeople don't
entertain anyone except family on Sunday.' Sheetuitio Jessica.
‘Sure you won't join us, Jessica? The Priors wimyd to see you.'

Jessica shook her head firmly. 'No thanks. I'veegoly rounds at the
hospital in the morning and should get to bed €early

‘Well, maybe next weekend then. There's a partyhat Italian
Embassy...'

'‘No, ma'am,' Charles announced, rising to his deet knocking out
his pipe in the ashtray. 'No more Embassy partese.’

'‘We'll see, darling,' said his wife placidly. 'We'te.'

When they were gone, Jessica went back to theglinoom and sat
down in front of the fire to finish the Sunday pgpehich was spread
out over the coffee-table. She was glad Charleslasa had left

early. They had driven out from Washington aroumdmwith a

supply of groceries and home-made cakes, justaagthshe wasn't
capable of looking after herself. Jessica sighedles turned the
pages of the newspaper. She loved them both, asdyvedeful for

their concern, but at twenty-eight, they reallyddcstop treating her
like a child.

She looked up from the paper after a few minutes gawzed idly

around the familiar room. In one way, it still seshodd to her to be
back, but in another, it was as though she hadrrimen away. Her
year in San Cristobal seemed at times like a loafdtten dream, but
then, out of the blue, a sudden memory would rsether mind so

vividly that she had to make an effort to shakefitand remind

herself that it was only a part of the past.



She had lived in this house throughout all herdttabd, first with her
parents, then, after they were killed in the plarssh, with Charles
and Lisa. After she went off to college, Charlesl maceived his
appointment at Georgetown University in Washingtand her
brother and his wife had moved into a lovely modespartment near
the school.

Charles had wanted to sell the house then, butadssd begged him
not to. Her roots were there. She needed to knaiilibelonged to

her, even though she had agreed to rent it ouh#oyear she would
be in San Cristobal. Now the tenants were gonplamsed, and she
had come straight home after the harrowing plate fiom Central

America.

She had been lucky, too, she thought as she gobomthe couch to
put another log on the fire, that Dr Weatherbyferafo practise with
him had still been open. She had started worksatamily practice
office just a week after she had arrived homengkinly the time she
needed to get settled in the house again.

It was so good to be home, she thought as she avalker to the
window. She pulled aside the curtain and lookedidatat the long
line of enormous old oak trees, flaming gold nolgttrose up on
both sides of the quiet residential street. Dr \Weddiy's office was
only five blocks away, and she hardly used theigahe garage
except to drive into the city occasionally to stlwpisit Charles and
Lisa.

She turned and looked around the room with a desyses of
satisfaction and contentment. This was where shenged, the
blazing fire crackling on the hearth, her mothegsod maple
furniture placedwhere it had always been in thel-s&portioned
living room, the familiar Early American primitiveaintings on the
pale green walls, even the chipped Meissen platb@upoffee-table,
filled with Lisa's home-made cakes.



It was a brilliant autumn day. Across the whitekeicfence she could
see her nearest neighbour, old Mr Thorson, prumisi¢aul's Scarlet
climbing rose. A young boy rode by out in front bis bicycle,
ringing his bell at a dog crossing the street yazahd in the distance
she could hear the low roar of a power mower. Soavould be
winter, it would snow, and she would be safe indrerg house.

Yes, she thought, as she dropped the curtain amil beek to the
couch. This is where | belong. No more revolutitorsme. | need a
nice, secure little world where | can do the woikve and live in
peace.

The pot of tea she had made earlier was still warmd, she poured
herself a cup now, sipping on it as she leafeduthinahe newspaper.
So many advertisements, she thought, and nothihglibasters all
over the world.

Her eye was caught by a headline on the editoagép'Right-Wing
Military Government Established in San Cristob&he was only
mildly interested in the politics of that poor warn country, never
having really understood what they were fightingahin the first
place, but still, she thought, she should readctiiemn just to see
how the revolution had turned out.

Then she saw the by-line. Jason Strong. She slowlgred hf r cup

of tea back into its saucer, her hand tremblinthab the two pieces
of china clattered when they came together. Hertlesgan to thud
painfully, and she had trouble focusing on the maper. The print
seemed to be swimming before her eyes, and sheatdanhatically,

without understanding a word, just for somethingldato steady her
nerves.

Finally, she gave up. She leaned her head backemrduch and
closed her eyes. This had been bound to happenualignshe told
herself. She had been quite successful in obhiteyatl thoughts of



Jason Strong from her mind from the moment shetbiadup that

curt farewell note. At first, she had been too fiato get packed and
get out of the village to think about him. Then ltasne the bumpy
jeep ride with Marshall over the unpaved mountaiads from the

village to the capital. After that, it had beendbwand go right up to
the last minute whether she would even be abldetoogn a plane at
all, and when she finally did, thanks to Marshdilglying and, she
suspected, outright bribery, it had flown an ecatirbulent course
that seemed to cover all Mexico and half the Un8Bé&ates.

She had been so relieved to get home safely, thénsy getting the
house in shape and starting her job, that the wéxgberience in San
Cristobal had conveniently been forgotten. Thatlsatwshe had
thought, at any rate. Until today.

Now, the whole thing came flooding back into hendhiand the pain
of it was so intense that she could scarcely becalfter several
moments, she got to her feet and started pacing #o®living-room.

Why, she asked herself, does the memory of hirh l&ive such
power to hurt me? She searched her mind for anemsw

Surely it wasn't her blighted love, or missing hion,wanting him
back that caused the searing pain in her heartnand? No, she
decided, as she paced; it wasn't any of thoseghihgouldn't be, not
after he walked out on me so callously. What wasinig her apatrt,
what she wanted so desperately to forget, waswvithd aumiliation
of it.

She sat back down heavily on the couch and redohnder cup. The
tea was cold by now, but she drank it anyway, eally tasting it, and
stared into the flickering flames. A surge of dekthing swept over
her. She had given herself unreservedly to this,she thought
bitterly, just like a silly teenager with her firstush. She shuddered
with the self- contempt that filled her. She londgedash out, to hit



something, and had to resist the impulse to thr@w mother's
treasured Meissen cup up against the fireplace.

| can't even blame him, she thought sadly whenvge calmer. |
should have known what kind of man he was. He nbedrto me,
never made any promises. The lovely future | hadmed was all in
my own mind; he probably has had similar encoundirever the
world. It was no big deal to him, and it wasn't faislt that it was my
first experience with such a consuming passion.

She felt so cheapened, she thought disgustedlyt Winagined was
a transcendent love turned out to be only a cmgptihysical desire,
only sex, pure and simple. And if | feel used, &géd, it's my own
fault.

Jessica got up and walked to the window again. 3ke was
gradually becoming overcast, a sudden brisk wirlingua bank of
heavy rain clouds across the darkening sky.

'l made a stupid mistake,' she said aloud to thetyeroom. But, just
below the surface of her reasoned objectivity, akbd fire of

resentment smouldered against the man who hadchkudo badly.
Regardless of whose fault it was, she could ngdbthat, mistaken
as she might have been, at the time she had besinced that he
did care for her in his own way. What it boiled dotw, then, was that
he had deceived her about his feelings just thvgeinto bed.

She clenched her fists at her sides as anothemsphsage and
humiliation flooded over her. But it will never h@gn again, she
vowed silently.

As the days passed and she settled into a busypepudessica found
that the painful memories did begin to fade onceam8he still felt a
sharp stab of shame and resentment whenever shghthabout it,

but she knew it would be a mistake to let it festerd each time it



hurt just a little less. In time, she hoped, theolehshabby episode
would be forgotten.

Two weeks later, on another crisp October afternsba was out in
the front yard raking up the leaves that were dirgppast from the
maple trees when she heard the telephone ringsideirihe house.
She stood there, rake in hand, debating for a moméether to
answer it. She had wanted to get done before thevemt down so
that she could add her pile to Mr Thorson's bonfisich was
burning next door.

She knew she had to answer it, however; she wasatinthat
weekend, and it could be an emergency. She laidakerdown and
ran into the house through the back door. A litile of breath, she
picked up the telephone on the kitchen counter.

'Hello.'

‘Jessica, it's Marshall. Marshall Bennett."Mar§h&he sat down on
the nearby stool. 'Where in the world are you ? [Eisétime | saw
you, you had just shoved me on to that awful amplaand | was
waving goodbye to you.'

He laughed. 'That was quite a dramatic escape. &dglheered, too,
if | do say so myself," he added smugly.

‘Well engineered!" she snorted. 'That's a laughd Hauch did you
have to pay that soldier at the last minute?'

'‘We don't need to go into that," he said firmlgdt you out, didn't 1?*

‘Yes, Marshall, you got me out, and I'm gratefulw\ where are you
calling from? Zaire? Afghanistan? Iraq?'

‘Washington,' he said.



‘Washington? You mean, Washington, D.C.?"

‘That's right. After we got kicked out of San Gulsal by the new
military government, the State Department broughtoack here for
reassignment.’

‘And what lovely place will they send you to next?'

'‘Who knows? | may stay here permanently. At lghst's what I've
put in for. I'm getting a little too old for thes®uble spots.’

'Sure, Marshall," she said drily. "You must beoalhirty-five.'

‘Thirty-three, actually, but I'm very mature for nage. I'm not
kidding, Jessica, I've really had it with wild-eyex¥olutionaries and
trigger-happy insurgents. It's time for me to settlown, start
thinking about a permanent home, a family.'

'‘Why, Marshall, I'm surprised at you,' she teadddre I've thought
of you all along as a swashbuckling soldier ofdod.’

'Sorry to disappoint you, Jessica,” he said chierflBut it's
pipe-and-slippers time for me. | might even gebg.d

Actually, Jessica thought, smiling, the pipe-anighpers image fitted
Marshall far better than that of soldier of fortute was a large,
rather placid man, whose exploits on her behalf aw San

Cristobal had seemed out of character.

‘Well, I'm inclined to agree with you,' she salin'more than ready
to bid a fond farewell to life in the fast lane.’

'I'm very glad to hear that, Jessica," he saidlawamore sober tone.
He hesitated a moment, then cleared his throatichMrings me to

the reason for my call. How would you like to put gour most

glamorous party dress and attend a ball with me?'



‘A ball? My goodness, Marshall, | haven't been damsince ... Well,
it seems like for ever. | don't even own a pargsgt’

‘You do know how to dance?'

‘Well, yes, of course | do, but...'

‘There are dress shops out there in the wilds ohiften?' he went on.
‘Yes,' she said, laughing.

Well, then? What's the problem?' Then, on a mones note, he
said, 'Come on, Jessica. I'd really like to have gome.’

‘When is this great ball, Marshall? And where?’

‘Saturday night at the French Embassy, The fooldowisuperb, and
the vintage champagne will flow like water. I'lle@vcome all the way
out to Taunton and pick you up. What do you say?'

‘All the way out here?' she mimicked drily. 'Your gesgy
overwhelms me. What is it, a gruelling half-hounvdr from
Washington on the freeway?'

‘Well. . '

‘Never mind, Marshall. I'll drive in myself." Andide home alone,
she added to herself.

They arranged to meet at the Embassy on Saturdgnt at eight
o'clock and hung up.

She had mixed feelings about going out with Mails&dle liked him,
she thought, as she went back outside to finishr&lang, and it
would be fun to go to a real ball again. It hadrbgears since she'd
got all dressed up to go to an elegant social raffaot since her



college days, and she knew a lot of people in Wagbn she would
like very much to see again.

On the other hand, she didn't like the noises Marsias making
about settling down, raising a family. If he hasimenind as a likely
candidate, she thought as she drew on her glovepiaked up the
rake where she had dropped it, the situation cgetdsticky.

The firm conviction that she wanted no part of anaatic
involvement with Marshall surprised her a littlepth in its
suddenness and its intensity. There was simplyag@lbnce, no
question in her mind about it. It was as thoughdgerience with
Jason Strong had left her missing a part of hereedn emotionally
crippled. The thought of ever giving herself to ém®® man, of
allowing even the slightest move towards a relatgm of that kind,
simply left her cold.

It was out of the question, she vowed, attacking tbmaining
scattered leaves viciously. Not only did she faat she could never
trust her judgment about men again after the sgdmumiliation
inflicted on her by Jason, but, at bottom, she'tielren want to fall in
loye. She had her work, her home. That would beigino

The next day Jessica went about her daily roundsaal. She was
beginning to feel comfortable in the routine Dr Weaby had

established in his office, and now that she watebatquainted with
his procedures and the patients he had turnedover, she enjoyed
the work far more than she thought she would #fieexcitement of
San Cristobal.

It came as a pleasant surprise to her, too, tatfiadnot only was she
not mistrusted or avoided just because she washaawpas she had
feared, but many patients considered it a pos#ssget.



'l can talk to you,' confided old Mrs Columbo, asssica gently
examined her arthritic hands. 'l just feel more fmtable with a
woman doctor.'

It wasn't only the women patients who felt that waiyher. Children
were not nearly so frightened of her as they wkeesterner, more
remote Dr Weatherby, and there were even a fewwherhad begun
to call for appointments with 'the lady doctor.’

She had had a little trouble at first with Mrs Sehuthe doctor's
nurse of many years. The older woman was natuadilyle wary of
her, Jessica realised right from the beginning,amy because she
had never worked with a woman doctor before, &t dlecause she
was afraid Jessica might usurp her function as Batherby's trusted
right hand.

However, once Jessica recognised Mrs Schultz's,fehe went out
of her way to demonstrate to her that as doctomamske, their duties
would not overlap. As far as her efficacy as a m&dpractitioner

went, only time could prove to the rather stereygnaired nurse that
Jessica really was qualified and really did knovatvdhe was doing.

Even though Jessica had chosen a career largelydma by men,
she had done so out of a genuinesense of vocatmhnot to prove
anything to the world about the ability of a wontardo whatever a
man could do. She became a doctor because shedaanpeactise
medicine, period. Thus, she understood and accépeeckalities of
her situation, well aware that she would have tero@me some
prejudice against it. She had decided early tleb#st way to do this
was not to adopt a strident, aggressive attituded@mand universal
recognition of her 'rights' immediately, but simpdyput her energies
into being the best doctor she could be.

At noon, she had finished with her last morningapiment and was
sitting in her small office at the back of the blinlg, directly across



the corridor from Dr Weatherby's larger one. Dota hall were four
examination rooms, two on each side, a lavatosynall lab; then, in
front, the waiting-room and Mrs Schultz's domainhibd a

waist-high counter, where all the files were kepd @ppointments
made.

Today, Monday, was Dr Weatherby's day off, andidassondered
if she would have time to do a little shopping lefder first

afternoon appointment at half-past one. If sheiédyrshe thought,
and went without lunch, and there were no emergsnshe should
be able to make it.

After she had finished her raking yesterday ancegoside to make
dinner, it had dawned on her that she really hadlakely nothing to
wear to the baft>n Saturday night. She had been too poor to affc
many clothes while she was interning, and in heary@ San
Cristobal she hadn't needed them.

Making up her mind to chance a short shopping atipadshe put
on the jacket to her oatmeal- tweed woollen switinfl her large
leather handbag, and went out the back door abffiee to the street
at the back.

Taunton was quite a small town, with a businessidi©nly five or
six blocks long. As she walked down Main Streeerpwy into shop
windows, she wondered if the town even boasteessdshop, much
less one that would carry any selection at all all lgowns.
Washington was so close that the residents hadefbitime habit of
doing all their serious shopping in the city.

She did remember one rather nice shop where Liddduand some
good things when she and Charles had lived in Teunt was

expensive, Jessica recalled, as she headed abeostrdet towards
the place where it used to stand, run by two ejdgsdters who had



‘come down in the world', but who had a remarkahldéhes sense. It
was even doubtful if it was still there.

But it was, and just the same as she rememberBddte was just the
one discreet sign in the window, silver letters atblack enamel
background— Cabots—Ladies' Apparel—and what appetrdoe
the same two old-fashioned mannequins in the saitedsposture,
one blonde, one brunette. The brunette was weaimvgell cut,
conservative woollen suit in a soft reddish shaae the blonde a
perfectly plain but absolutely stunning long dressf
champagne-coloured silk. It looked like peau-de$oiJessica, quite
light-weight, but somewhat stiff, and she stooddeveral moments
gazing at it covetously.

Finally she went inside. A little bell tinkled diet top of the door, and
in a moment a white-haired woman, thin and ereshecout from the
back of the shop. It was one of the Miss Cabots.

‘May | help you?' she asked politely.

‘The silk dress in the window,' said Jessica. 'Wgolu have it in my
size?'

"'l have to see,' replied Miss Cabot primly. 'Alur garments are
one-of-a-kind. That one is a size eight.' She gkagsica a practised
appraising sweep of her eyes, then nodded. "iesK it might do.
Why don't you go into the dressing-room in the batkie | take it
off the mannequin.’

After she had undressed and Miss Cabot had retuonkeelp her on
with the gown, Jessica gazed into the full-lengilran, hoping the
dress looked as good on her as it felt.



It was perfect, she thought, as she examined Hectien. The wide,
low-scooped neck just skimmed the tops of her seadich filled
the bodice to perfection.

‘Yes, indeed,’ came Miss Cabot's voice from bebgte 'Ladylike,
but slightly suggestive. The colour is perfect you with your nice
honey-blonde hair.' She tugged gently at the waestlA little loose
here, but a tiny alteration will fix that.'

I'll take it," Jessica said at last.

When she heard the price she almost fainted, leat the thought, |
can afford it now, and it's a dress | can wear @vef over again. It
was cut so perfectly and in such a subtle stylecatwour, that people
would notice her in it rather than the dress itself

On Saturday night Jessica dressed carefully. Ibleath so long since
she had paid close attention to her appearancesiigahad a little
trouble even getting started. In the past few ysaeshad been too
busy to cultivate the art of make-up or to expentneith hairstyles,

outside of a dash of lipstick and keeping her leé@an and well

brushed.

Tonight, however, she wanted to do justice to geiful new dress.
At six o'clock, she sat in front of her dressingleain her robe, a
towel wrapped around her freshly washed hair, regadiown at the
array of cosmetics she had purchased that daygirhm the shop
had advised her what she would need and told leeortther in which
to apply the contents of each mysterious contalmérshe had been
practising for an hour and still couldn't use thaoperly.

There was foundation cream, blusher, liquid makglagse powder,
eye-liner, mascara, eyeshadow, eyebrow pencil desvadd little



boxes she couldn't even remember buying. She loagkahce at the
tiny jar of lip-gloss and the sable brush that bahe with it. She had
very steady hands, but when she had practised dsengprush to
outline the contours of her mouth, she had endeditipa smeared
mess that in no way conformed to them.

The eye make-up was a similar disaster. Her eyetasiere so long
that she had dripped mascara on her cheeks antieyast by
blinking a few times, and the shadow and liner miagielook like a
raccoon. The blusher never seemetlemdproperly, as the girl had
told her it should, and each time she had triacgwit, she had just sat
and stared at the two bright red spots on her &ieék the wrong
place, naturally.

It will come with practice, the salesgirl had preeil, and Jessica
believed her. The trouble was, she didn't have.tiva only that, but
she wasn't at all sure she wanted to learn. Sineggruefully at her
reflection in the mirror and made a face at thenfeal image that
gazed back at her. It was a profoundly depressgid.s

She glanced at her watch. It was six-thirty alredbdg'd have to leave
in an hour, and she hadn't even dried her haiicPa@gan to rise up
in her. There just wasn't time to perfect her magetechnique

tonight, and that's all there was to it. The dressld have to speak
for itself without any help from her.

Once she made up her mind, she felt much betten &\ittle silly for
having worried about it. After all, she mutteredherself as she
scrubbed off the botched-upaquillage've lived twenty-eight years
in total ignorance of the art of making myself bgali One more
night won't make any difference.

She ended by using only the foundation lotion,ghtlidusting of
powder, her trusty old tube of pale lipstick ane @entle swipe of
mascara for each eye. She blew her hair dry, bdusteelong golden



strands until they gleamed, then pinned it loosglyon top of her
head. There was enough natural curl to give ibtidy it needed, but
at the last minute she gave it one sweeping shiodiofspray.

‘Not bad,' she told her reflection when she haistied. Not exactly
glamorous, she added silently, but definitely pnéesigle.

She took off her robe and slipped into the dresssi@abot had taken
in the waistline so that it fitted her to perfeatioow. The low
neckline was not actually revealing, but did hinttlae fullness
beneath it. The stiff material was sewn into timpressed pleats at
the waist and flared into a long skirt just fulloeigh to appear festive
without making her look like Marie Antoinette.

No jewellery, she decided, at least not at her n8tle didn't want
anything to detract from the dress. She got outrhether's pearl
teardrop earrings and fastened them, then stodk doat surveyed
the overall effect.

The glamour girls of Washington society were in denger, she
finally decided, but for a small-town doctor, Et least pass. The
dress was wonderful, her hair shone, the earriteggyged, and if her
make-up job left something to be desired, she &ill she had

achieved a happy medium between a bare, naked &yak

over-painting.

She collected her handbag and gloves, put on loat glack woollen
coat, and went out to the garage, locking the haysgght behind
her. She had already practised driving Charles'sTbunderbird. It
was his pride and joy, but of no use to him in ¢itg, and he had
given her permission to use it.

As she drove towards the city in the early autuamkidess, she had to
admit that she was looking forward to the ball wgleasurable



anticipation. She even managed to laugh at hefselher earlier
worries over her appearance.

After all, she thought, as she exited off the fragwn to the beltway
that ringed the city, it's only Marshall.

He was waiting for her when she pulled up in frohthe French
Embassy, standing on the steps near the brightlgniirance and
looking tall and solid and handsome in his whigeaind black tails.

When he saw her, he raised a hand in greeting @me down to the
kerb to speak to her through the car window.

‘Just leave it here,' he said. 'One of the attelsdautl be along soon
and park it for you.'

Jessica glanced around. There were several peopléngm
about—couples in forma! attire—and it seemed safeigh. She got
out of the car and came to stand beside Marshah@pavement.

'l hope you're right,' she said. 'Charles will marrdne if anything
happens to his precious Thunderbird. | feel as gholive been
entrusted with the Crown jewels.’

Marshall eyed the powerful car covetously. 'A valeaantique, at
any rate. That model is worth a fortune these dayen he turned to
her, bowed stiffly and crooked his arm. 'Shall wake our grand
entrance?’

She dipped a mock curtsy and took his arm. 'Let's.

They started up the wide front steps. The entralooces were wide
open and Jessica could hear orchestra music driftitside through
them. Several other couples were moving up thesstdong with



them, greeting each other in loud voices, their veosations
punctuated with bursts of laughter.

As they walked, Marshall tucked her arm firmly untes and gazed
down at her. 'I'm so glad you came, Jessica. Yokivery lovely.' He
laughed. 'Quite a transformation from the last tireaw you.'

He gave the attendant at the entrance his inuvitatexd, and they
went inside. The music was much louder now, andfdlger quite
crowded.

"Il check your coat,’ said Marshall, slippingatf her shoulders.
‘Then we can go inside and find our table.’

She waited for him beside a wide curving staircasgching her
handbag and staring, fascinated by the crowdsaflpesurging past
her. The women were dressed in every conceivaple, $tom the
most elegant long brocaded ball-gowns to the shiprinkiest
miniskirt. As she surveyed the motley array, shenf®re and more
confident of her own choice of dress. The silk gowais exactly
right, just festive enough without appearing osgatis.

The men were all dressed pretty much alike, she aaeast as to
colour. They all wore formal dark dress suits, ané envied them the
simplicity of their grooming. No struggles with nelkip or hair
styles or fashion, just find a good tailor forditd that's all there was
to it. Funny, she mused, as she watched them, @amMer spoke
of'dowdy' men or ‘cheap' men. Fat, thin, short, t&rk or fair, in a
sense they all looked alike, protected by theifarmity of dress.
That very conformity seemed to provide them a gbfteedom just
to be who they were, without labels.

As she mulled over this paradox, her glance fethatriking-looking
couple just coming in through the entrance. As ¢jinoto prove her
point, her eye was caught first by the woman,lag¢dhead wearing a



bright emerald-green dress, cut extremely low, sk, ears and
wrists blazing with diamonds.

Well, she thought idly, if you dress to attractatton, that's what
you'll get. She shifted her gaze to the man bethedredhead, and
drew in her breath sharply as she instantly res@ghidason Strong.
There was no mistaking that proud carriage, thegdark face, the
secretive hooded eyes.

The shock of seeing him again when she least exgédtit her like a
physical blow. She closed her eyes and swayed weh&l blood

running first hot, then cold, her heart thuddingesmatically that it

pounded wildly in her ears. She clutched a hanlkeatthroat and
groped blindly with the other one for some suppbine one thing she
was terrified of was fainting, and she summonedaluper power of

will to get herself under control before Marshaliurned.

Her hand finally came to rest on the newel-postefianister behind
her, and she turned around sharply, leaning agdimestrailing.
Gradually, her breathing returned to normal. Sheead slowly back
towards the entrance again and glanced sidewahsatmlirection.

He was gone, probably carried along into the adjaballroom on
the tide of people moving toward it. He mustn't see she thought
fiercely. | couldn't bear that.



CHAPTER SIX
'‘ARE you all right, Jessica?'

Marshall was standing beside her now, a worrie lmo his broad,
bland face. She nodded and forced out a smile.

‘Yes. Of course. Just a little overwhelmed by tteemd. I'm not used
to civilisation yet, | guess. Maybe if you coulddithe powder-room
for me, I'll take a short breather before we makegyand entrance.’

She gave him a reassuring look, and after a mosnbesitation, he
grinned back at her and took her by the arm.

‘That, at least, | can help you with. | know these emiegsiske the
back of my hand. Just follow me.'

The powder-room was on the main floor. It was det=a in a
predictably elegant, very French style, with greyl avhite striped
wallpaper, graceful little white chairs in frontaflong tiled counter,
and lavish bright pink touches in the thick carped velveteen
cushions.

Several women were inside, standing around in grosmoking,
chatting or repairing their make-up and coiffuréesha wide mirror
above the counter. As Jessica walked past thencahid feel their
speculative eyes on her, carefully assessing lpsaspnce, as though
judging the competition.

Inside the grey and pink tiled lavatory, she raol ewater over her
wrists and tried to pull her scattered thoughtsetogr. It was the
sudden, unexpected sight of him, she thoughthiahit her so hard.
Somehow, she had had it firmly fixed in her mindttshe would
never see him again, and she realised that thigttidvad given her a
measure of protection from painful emotion, evemenaer feel safe.



Now, however, it all came rushing back—the loves gassion, the
total absorption in another human being. And, shded, the

humiliation, the rage. In a sense, Jason Strongokad dead to her,
and the sight of him tonight was like the suddepeapance of a
spectre from the grave.

She stared at her reflection in the mirror and vesaed how she had
managed to convince herself she would never seapam. He had
told her his home base was in Washington. Giveptusinence in

the field of political journalism, he would natusalmove freely

within the city's tight social circles.

It was time to get back. The one thing she wante@void was
alerting Marshall to any connection with this mblie. one knew they
had ever even met before. Chances were they waeldrmmeet
again. The painful memory had faded once, shelieldelf, and it
would do so again.

Marshall was standing by the door to the powdeonr@atiently
waiting for her when she emerged. The sight ofdrige, comforting
presence gave her that-last little bit of courage iseeded, and she
gave him a grateful smile as she took his arm.

'Feeling better?' he asked.
'Fine. No problem.’

'l have a surprise for you,' he said as he ledrerthe ballroom. ‘A
pleasant one, | hope.'

They threaded their way around the edge of theslal@nce floor
towards the cluster of tables surrounding it. Tiherfwas brightly lit
and filled with dancing couples. The music was miactier in here,
but quite danceable, with a steady, bouncy bea¢. fiinge area,



where the small tables were set out, was very tinonly by the
flickering candles in the centre of each one.

She wondered what Marshall meant by his surprisgas too noisy
for her to be heard to ask him now, and she onpetat wouldn't be
as unsettling a jolt as the one she had just exmpeszd.

Marshall greeted several people on the way to thble, introducing
Jessica whenever he stopped. He had been in gosetiservice for
ten years or more by now, and had made many adquags on his
various tours of duty. The diplomatic corps wae l&ksmall, tightly
knit fraternity, where the same people would crgpim different

places all over the world.

When Marshall stopped finally at a table for fowrth two people
already seated, Jessica could only stare. Sittiaget looking glum
and uncomfortable in his worn tuxedo, was her @Qt@harles, with
a smug, complacent Lisa beside him.

‘Surprise!' Lisa called, waving them forward.

Jessica stood over her brother, staring down at 'diharles! | don't
believe it! Just a few weeks ago | heard you cigom'd never go to
another embassy party.'

Charles untangled his long legs and rose slowlgigofeet. 'l have
Lisa to thank for my broken vow,' he said with &jef his head
towards his beaming wife. 'In case you hadn't edticthat
frail-looking exterior of hers masks a will of iron

Jessica glanced down at her sister-in-law withransed smile. Lisa
grinned back at her broadly andwaved them to ticamechairs.



'Sit down, sit down,' she called over the din & thusic. 'Don't pay
any attention to him,' she muttered in a low vomdeen Jessica was
seated next to her. 'He loves it, but just dod&e'tto admit it.'

‘You're sure about that?' said Jessica with molgkrsaty.

'Oh, yes. You wait and see. Two glasses of changagd a plate of
cog au vin and he'll even dance with me.'

Charles only grunted and began to fill his pipe.rdhall had
remained standing, and he leaned over the talgpdak to Jessica.

‘What'll it be, Jessica? Champagne or a dance?'

'‘Oh, champagne, please. | haven't danced for sptluat | need a
little fortification before | venture out on to tlsence floor.'

Marshall hailed a passing waiter, plucked two gtassTf his tray, and
sat down beside Jessica. 'Here,' he said, handng@ lglass. 'This
should be the real stuff. | think they bring itag diplomatic courier
by the case. No duty to pay.'

Jessica raised her glass to his and touched tiyligh

'‘Cheers,' she said, and took a long swallow ottie, bubbly wine.
'I'm no connoisseur, but it tastes wonderful to' me.

As the evening progressed, Jessica began to rethergoy herself.
Occasionally, as she danced with Marshall or Chadée would
imagine that she spotted the familiar dark headsacthe sea of
people on the dance floor, but it was so crowdetiramsy that she
could never be sure.

At precisely midnight, Charles knocked out the sldetng remains
of his pipe into the ashtray on the table, abrugbe to his feet, and



stood looking down at his wife with a look of firdetermination on
his long, normally mild face.

‘Time to go home, Lisa,' he announced with no pldam

Lisa, deeply involved in a conversation with Mattbaer the latest
marital scandal involving a high-ranking membeCaohgress, gazed
up at her husband with melting brown eyes.

'Yes, dear. Of course.'

Jessica, who had been contentedly gazing out ataheing crowd,
sipping her third glass of champagne and listeiohghe music,
stared at Lisa in surprise. She had never knowrndbe so docile.
Then, with an amused smile at Marshall, who had bef with a

half-finished sentence on his lips when Charlegrmpted, she
settled back in her chair to watch what promisebdeg@n interesting
insight into the workings of her brother's marriage

Lisa immediately gathered her gloves and handbgetiber and got
up from her chair. She gave Jessica one brief a@tspal glance,
then put her arm through her husband's and smaledtyy at him. He
looked a little startled at Lisa's sudden dociliyt then a slow,
self-satisfied grin began to spread over his facd he nodded
cheerfully at Jessica and Marshall.

‘Well, good night, you two. It's been a pleasamnavg, but it's time
to get these old bones to bed.’

'Oh, don't say good night yet, darling,' Lisa pdrrdessica, you and
Marshall will stop by, won't you? A few people am®pping in at our
place for a nightcap. In fact, why not plan to gspére night? There's
no need for you to drive back to Taunton at thisrharshall can
bring you to our place, and you can pick up yourtceorrow.'



When Jessica saw Charles's stricken expressidre girospect of a
continuation of the party, and at his own housdjdot, she could
barely stifle a giggle. He turned to Lisa with meirdn his eyes, his
mouth open, ready to do battle, but before he cealda word, she
stood up on tiptoe and planted a kiss on his cheek.

'I'm so glad you want to leave early, darling. [dteveryone to be
there at twelve-thirty, and now we can get to dedddecent hour. Just
a few people, and they won't stay long. Come om, wee'd better

hurry.'

With one last triumphant grin at Jessica, she begagwull Charles
away from the table. He gave Marshall a- grim lablen shrugged
helplessly and turned to follow his wife.

The minute they were out of earshot, Marshall ass$iga took one
look at each other, then burst out laughing.

‘That sister-in-law of yours has missed her cajliMarshall said at
last when he could speak. 'She'd be the directdhefdiplomatic
corps by now. Even Secretary of State.'

'‘She's a master at handling Charles, at any Jdatsica agreed.

Marshall shook his head. 'That was one of the segtbs of
manipulation I've ever seen.' He started to lawghr '‘Poor Charles
never knew what hit him.'

'You'd think after all these years he'd have cawghto her game,’
Jessica smiled. 'He must like it.'

'How long have they been married?’

'Let's see, our parents died when | was ten. Te@jftdeen years ago,
and they were newly-weds then. It must be almoshtyyears.'



‘And he's still like putty in her hands.’

‘Well," said Jessica with a shrug, 'he loves herd Ae knows she
loves him, in spite of her manoeuvring. That's rthally important
aspect of their relationship.'

Marshall leaned towards her, his gaze softeninpeiseyes met. He
reached for her hand. The gesture made her aditdasy. She hadn't
forgotten what he had said on the telephone abauting to settle

down.

"That's what matters most, isn't it, Jessica?skediin a low intimate
tone. 'Loving each other, building a life, a homdéyture together.'

‘Yes, of course,' said Jessica hesitantly. 'l ss@podoes. It depends
on the people, of course. They both have to wans#me thing.’

‘What do you want, Jessica?' he asked.

His hand tightened on hers. She noted nervoustytiieadook in his
eyes had become downright soulful. I've got togsitop to this right
now, she thought wildly. She gently withdrew hendiaand pushed
her chair back.

'Right now, | think I'd like one last dance. Do yieel up to it?'

She winced inwardly at the hurt look in his eyas, $he stood her
ground. Better to bruise his ego a little now, sheught, than to
allow him to plan on a future that couldn't posgivbrk out and end
up by really hurting him.

He held her a little stiffly as they danced, anth@lgh she did feel
sorry for him, she was determined not to let hincéoher into a
relationship that didn't attract her in the le&he liked him, she
hoped they could remain friends, but he would h@vanderstand



right now that an emotional attach-ment of any kivas out of the
question.

She began asking him about his work, always arasiog topic of
conversation for most men, she had noticed, anthéyend of the
dance he had thawed considerably. When the musitalvay, they
threaded their way off the dance floor and badk&ir table.

'It's almost twelve-thirty," he said, if we're ggiron to Lisa's
get-together, we probably should leave now.’

She gave him a dubious look, i don't know, Marshalhe said
slowly. 'Do you really want to go? It's alreadytguate.'

‘Do you have to work tomorrow?"
'‘No. This is my weekend off. Dr Weatherby's on.tall

He shrugged his shoulders. 'Well, let's go, thaea's parties are
always interesting. She knows everyone in Washmygto

‘As well as Virginia, Maryland and Pennsylvaniassica added with
a smile.

Her brother's apartment was in the Georgetown @ecwof
Washington, not far from the Embassy, and it oabktthem fifteen
minutes to get there. It was a quiet, tree-linedettof old brick
houses interspersed with modern apartment buildialjsof them
beautifully kept in this pleasantest of the citlistricts.

Klarshall found a parking space just a few doorsvidonot so
difficult at this hour of the morning. He pulledtanit, shut off the
engine and turned to Jessica. She sat stiffly bdsiah, waiting, an



unpleasant premonition already forming in her mihdt a sticky
scene was about to take place.

‘Jessica,' he said. 'There's something I'd likdigouss before we go
inside.’'

She turned to him. 'Marshall. . ." she began.
He held up a hand. 'Please. Just let me have nily say

There was a full moon in the dark night sky ovedhaaining directly

in through the front windscreen, casting a silvgtpw on the

deserted street. From the distance came the wailsafen. It grew
louder, then faded away into silence. Jessica diditer hands folded
in her lap.

Finally he spoke. 'Do you remember what | saidatier day on the
telephone? About thinking it's time | settled down?

She glanced at him. His face was solemn in the trgidinHe looked

big and solid and kind, and although she found ihsstence

exasperating after she had tried to warn him atiexashe began to
have second thoughts. If she ever intended to marake a home,
have a family, she couldn't possibly ask for adsetbindidate than
Marshall to share that kind of life.

‘Yes,' she said slowly. 'l remember.’

‘We've known each other for quite a while,' he wamtin fact,’ he
said with a grin, 'we've been through some pret&yrdwing
experiences together.' He frowned. 'What I'm tryimgay is that I'd
like us to get to know each other even better.' gd& a hand
tentatively on her shoulder. 'l like you a lot,slea,' he said in a voice
husky with emotion, in fact, | might even be halflove with you.



What do you think? Is there a chance you might ctanfieel that way
about me?'

She waited a long time to answer. Marshall wasaftkee finest men
she had ever met. Not only did she not want to hiant but it would

be foolish to reject him prematurely, just becabsedidn't set her
pulses racing or her blood singing—only one mandwte that, and
she had lived to regret it bitterly.

'l don't know, Marshall,' she said at last. 'l dohink I'm ready for
any kind of—well—serious relationship. This lastayehas been
chaos for me. You know that. I'm just beginningtabilise my life,
get moving ahead in my work, establish some kingherimanency
and security. To change it now ... Well, | just démnk | could face
it.

'l can understand that,’ he said hastily. ‘And hwoush you.' He
laughed drily. 'l guess what I'm really asking ieether you're so
totally against the idea that I'd be wasting myetipuirsuing it at all. |
mean, if you find me repulsive and | turn you ashpletely, what's
the point?'

She didn't know what to say. She wanted to beddarm. It would be
wrong to encourage him, when she was virtually aterin her
deepest self that the kind of relationship he seetmevant from her
was not possible, but on the other hand, she kiedhim very much.
He was reliable, thoughtful, and without a tracehsf arrogance or
cynicism she had seen in Jason Strong. With hieayabuld always
felt shut out, as though he had deliberately putnugsible barriers
she didn't dare cross, while Marshall was openradnade board about
everything.

'‘No, Marshall, of course you're not repulsive ta ftie not you at all.’
She shook her head sadly. 'l don't know. I'm pre#yl convinced



that the kind of relationship you're talking abpust isn't on the cards
for me.’

You mean right now? Or ever?'
‘Probably ever.' She smiled wanly. 'Maybe I'm pad.’

'l can't believe that!" he said warmly. 'l saw thay you cared for
those villagers in San Cristobal. Your feeling fllem was genuine.
There's a lot of love in you, Jessica; | can sdrise

'‘But that's just the point, don't you see? Perliagseason | can love
people who need me, my skills as a doctor, is éineesreason | can't
love an individual.' Not after Jason, she adddtetself. He cured me
of that kind of foolishness for good. She reaclwdhe door handle.
'‘Come on. If we're going to Lisa's party, we'd &egfet moving.'

She knew he wasn't satisfied with her responsejtbuas all she

could give him right now. He followed her reluctgnap the front

steps of the apartment house, neither of them gagimord. She
suddenly felt very tired. The agonising preparaitor the ball, the
hours of dancing, the conversation with Marshait] aeeing Jason
again—especially that— had worked on her nervethabshe felt

drained of energy.

Charles and Lisa occupied the entire ground fldaheir building

and had their own private entrance. The front deas slightly ajar,
and through it Jessica could hear music and thedsoaf laughter
and conversation coming from inside.

‘There's no point in knocking,' she said. "Theydar hear us. We
might as well just go on in.’

Marshall reached in front of her to push the dquerg and they went
inside. There was a small foyer with a black andtevtiled floor.



Coats were hung on an ancient clothes rack, asaseitrewn over a
small settee placed in front of an ornate gilt-fealnmirror.Jessica
placed her coat on top of the pile, then gave leasguick glance in

the mirror. It was slightly damp outside, and a tewdrils of blonde

hair had escaped the pins. As she was tucking tigemisa appeared
in the archway that led into the sitting- room.

There you are,' she called. 'Come inside. Evergige is already
here." She put her arm through Jessica's and lecamay with
Marshall right behind them. '"What kept you so Idng?

Jessica could feel herself reddening. '‘Oh, we dhackttle more,
then we—er—talked for a while.'

Lisa's eyebrows flew up. 'Ah, | see,’ she said lova voice. 'That
sounds interesting."'

Jessica turned to her, about to deliver a shagstydiut before she
had the chance, they were inside the long, higlmged
sitting-room. It was quite a large room, but stiseemed to be filled
with people. She gave Lisa a wry glance.

‘Just a few people?' she murmured.

But Lisa had darted off by then. Jessica glancedrat the room. She
recognised several old friends, some colleagu&hafles's from the
university, and a few faces she had seen in thespepers. She
turned to Marshall.

‘Shall we get a drink? | think we might need one.’

A harried-looking Charles was tending bar at thheetd of the room
near the fireplace, which crackled with burningdogs they moved
towards him through the crowd, Jessica spoke ewagpeople, some



of whom she was genuinely glad to see after hey &ysence from
home. Gradually she felt herself relax and evert &iaenjoy herself.

‘Lisa has a talent for collecting just the righintmnation of people at
her parties,’ she said to Marshall as they appeshthe bar. 'I've
never yet known one to fail.'

Marshall smiled warmly down at her. 'As | said efshe's a lady of
many talents.'

Charles was busily mixing drinks and trying to smdis pipe at the
same time. Jessica perched herself on a highisté@nt of the bar,
leaned her elbows on top of it and cupped her ahiher hands,
staring at him until he looked up from his chores.

'Hello, Charles,' she said with a grin. 'You lodtelthe proverbial
one-armed paperhanger.’

He only grunted and set down his pipe. 'Well," hil,s'she did it
again. Manoeuvred me not only into attending andimsbassy Ball
when | swore I'd never do it again, but into malkainigpks for another
houseful of people. That woman will be the deatmef' He gave her
a morose look. 'And you think it's funny,' he aeaiglumly.

'Oh, Charles, don't be an old grouch." She wasdryiard not to
smile. 'In your heart you know you love it.'

He raised his eyebrows at her. 'Oh, do I, now? 'haws to me.
Now, what will you have to drink?'

'Let's see,' she said, furrowing her brow. 'Somethdifficult and
fancy, | think. How about a Pink Lady? Or maybe earigly
Alexander.'



'You get Scotch or bourbon, and that's it,’ he faitly. ‘Marshall,
what'll it be?"

‘Well, hell, Charles, | was hoping for a Grasshapeait if your
talents only reach as far as simple highballs, nmaike Scotch.'

Even Charles had to smile at that, and as he niixen drinks,
Jessica swivelled on her stool to faceMarshall, wias standing
close beside her, grinning down at her.

it seems a shame,' she said with mock resignatiat,we can't even
get the drinks we want. Some bartender he is.’

Marshall opened his mouth to reply, but then hizegshifted past her,
and in the next moment she heard Lisa's voice agifingm directly
behind her.

‘Darling,’ she said to her husband, 'you're doisgrply marvellous
job. I don't know what I'd do without you.'

Charles only glared at her and handed Jessica rimé(. As she
reached for it, she felt Lisa put a hand on her amoh bend down to
speak to her.

‘Jessica, there's someone here | want you to oesat, Jessica turned
then to face her, a polite smile on her face, badierself for yet

another introduction to one of Lisa's many frientlsen she went

rigid as she recognised the tall dark man behisd.Li

‘This is Jason Strong,' said Lisa. 'Jason, myrsigtdaw, Jessica
Carpenter.’



CHAPTER SEVEN

Jessicafelt as though all the breath had suddenly beechked out
of her. The smile on her face seemed pasted atlineie only by the
sheerest reflex muscular spasm. Her hands grippeddink so
tightly she was afraid she would break the delicaystal, and her
mouth felt so dry that she simply couldn't speakoad.

"You two should have a lot in common,' Lisa wasgigpprattling on.
‘Jason was in the revolution at the same time yene wWessica. They
thought he was a spy. Can you imagine? Actuallg, dnaite a famous
reporter. Well, much more than a reporter, a jolisnaeally. Surely
you've heard of him.'

Jessica could only stare, mesmerised, as Jasameacd¢lis dark head
briefly toward her. 'How do you do, Dr Carpentdr@'said gravely.
'‘Charles and Lisa have told me so much about yaultfeel we've
already met.'

Thank God, Jessica breathed, he's not going toiomeour past
relationship or that we knew each other at all dolare. She could
feel her tight shoulder muscles unclench themsedwelsher fingers
relax their hold on the glass, as the tension sid&gan to drain out
of her.

‘How do you do, Mr Strong," she said politely. &firse, | know you
by reputation.’

You two will have to get together,' Lisa went and compare notes
on your harrowing adventures.' She glanced up asiédl. 'And, of
course, you, too, Marshall. Isn't it an amazinghcmlence that all
three of you were down there at the same time?"'

Marshall, as though sensing Jessica's distresgputaal hand on her
shoulder during the introductions. Although she nitatbo pleased



with the way the possessive gesture implied a motenate
relationship between them than actually existede shd feel
profoundly grateful for his solid presence justibdher. It gave her
not only a sense of security, but a measure oeptioin against the
disturbing man who stood before her.

'How are you, Strong?' she heard Marshall say asdwhed an arm
out past Jessica to shake Jason's hand. 'Judrbackebanon, aren't
you?'

‘That's right," Jason replied. He darted an enignggéince at Jessica.
'l went there right after | left San Cristobal. Ihame on a sabbatical
for now. | only arrived back yesterday.'

The two men began discussing the political situnaitndSan Cristobal,
technicalities and personalities that Jessicadraely ignored during
her stay there. As they chatted, she felt her skakylibrium slowly
returning and couldn't resist a few tentative gémnat Jason. She hac
been so startled to see him here in her brothpddraent, the last
place she would have expected, that she hadnly a&len in his
dramatically changed appearance at first.

The man she had known in San Cristobal had seeoneaigh to her,
almost like an outlaw. She remembered the firshinglhe had seen
him at her door, his filthy clothes stained witldad from his wound,
unshaven, wild-eyed. Then, later, during his coeseénce, he had
worn only the tattered rags she had found in tipboard, left by the
previous tenant. The man who stood before her bwatting with
Marshall so casually, was as different from the sime had known as
it was possible to be: a polished man of the waakl confident in
society as he was hiding out in the mountainsddrk suit fitted him
to perfection, and the white dress shirt was dagzhgainst his
deeply tanned face. If anything, she thought, witinge of regret, he
was more devastating than ever.



It was then that she noticed the redheaded womaheiremerald
green dress whom she had seen with Jason at theShal was
clutching his arm tightly and holding herself cliysap against his
side. She eyed Jessica with patent distaste and anfte.

'‘Were you down in that terrible country, too?' sis&ed in a husky
drawl.

Jessica gazed at her coolly, in full possessiohenelf once again
now that Jason had made it clear he had no intenfieesurrecting
their past connection.

'It's not a terrible country at all,’ she saidttdelimore sharply than she
had intended. 'lt's a very poor, very troubled ¢oyrbut it's quite
beautiful, and the people are wonderful.’

Jason's eyes glinted briefly in amusement, anduheed to his
companion. 'Dr Carpenter wasn't there as a toldmtpthy,' he said
indulgently. 'She was working.'

Jessica couldn't miss the note of intimacy in li€& as he spoke to
the beautiful redhead. She wondered who she was. |&ked
familiar, but she couldn't quite place her.

'Oh, I'm so sorry,' Lisa broke in. 'l've forgotterly manners. Jessica,
this is Dorothy Davis. | don't believe you've mé&te turned to the
redhead. 'My sister-in-law, Dorothy—Jessica Carpefithe two
women murmured polite acknowledgments of the intotion. At
the mention of her full name, Jessica recognisednstantly as the
daughter of a prominent cabinet member and, shalledc the
heiress-presumptive to a vast Oklahoma olil fortuier. photograph
appeared regularly in the society pages of Wastbimgewspapers.

While Lisa introduced Marshall to Dorothy DavissSea took a
grateful sip of her drink and just sat listeningth@ conversation



buzzing around her. Apparently, Marshall knew Doyt# father
quite well from one of his previous diplomatic pogs, and they had
several acquaintances in common.

Although she couldn't bring herself to look at hghe was intensely
aware of Jason's dark gaze fastened on her. Tis iwaver, she told
herself. We've met as strangers. | can leave sowh]'ll never have
to see him again. She found that if she held ahabthought firmly,
she could keep her balance and stay calm, atdedabie surface.

'l understand you've set up practice already,hslaed him say to her.

He had moved in a little closer and spoke in a tome. Still, the
sound of his voice made her jump a little. She Btaaised her glass
to her lips again, took another sip, then lookedaupim, not quite
meeting his eyes.

‘That's right,' she said.
‘Just as you'd planned.’

She gave him a sharp glance and nodded curtly," '8tes said in a
clipped tone. 'Just as I'd planned.’

He leaned over and reached in front of her to iseb\wn glass on the
bar, almost touching her in the process. She mbaed slightly on

her stool to avoid contact with him, but he waskse to her now,
his face turned in profile to her, that she couftel his distinctive

clean masculine scent, see the long dark lash&éegem his high

bony cheeks. A sharp jab of sudden longing caughaheart, and it
took a real effort to stop herself from reaching aod touching that
familiar face. He needs a haircut, as usual, sbegit crazily, and
yearned to run her fingers up into the thick blaek that fell across
his forehead.



Then he turned, his face quite close to hers, aro@fl her to meet his
penetrating gaze. As her eyes met his, she notined again how
variable the colour was. Tonight they were so daskto appear
almost violet, and she winced inwardly as she ledalhat they
always turned that colour under the pressure oftiemo

'I've got to talk to you, Jess,' he said in a vaigcdow that she could
barely hear him.

For a moment she was tempted, but only for a momérm hurt was
still too fresh in her mind. It would be madnessasume any kind of
involvement with this man, and she knew it.

'l don't think so, Jason,' she said calmly. 'Wélyd®ve nothing to
say to each other.’

He frowned, his eyebrows knitted together, andhsetmouth in a
hard line. He gave her a long appraising look, theher surprise, he
smiled thinly and the gaze softened.

‘You're angry,' he said. 'l was afraid of that.’

'‘Why, Jason,’ she said through clenched teeth.t'Yéaaon do | have
to be angry?'

'‘Why don't you tell me?' he shot back at her.

She was about to elaborate those reasons, butshatderself just
in time as the meaning of his sudden smile dawmdako. Of course.
He was pleased to see her angry. It was an emobties@onse, and if
he could still arouse emotion in her, it meant tinastill had power
over her.

She managed to smile at him then. 'But | have ngtho tell,’ she
said. 'I'm just very busy these days.’



He gave her one swift disbelieving look, but shie her ground, kept
smiling, and in a moment was intensely gratifiedae his face fall.

'l see,' he said grimly. He laughed, a short dnk.b&/hat happened
between us in San Cristobal meant nothing. It wsisg pleasant way
to pass the revolution. Is that it?"

She lost it, then. How dared he accuse her of auleimg when he had
meant the world to her and then had abandoned tleronly that
brief, cruel farewell note? She felt her tempeingsout of control.
Her face grew hot, her hands started to tremble.

‘You bastard!" she said in a voice throbbing witho&gon. ' You
walked out orme,if you recall"

When she saw the slow, self-satisfied smile spegadss his lean
face, she realised instantly that she had madeadfid mistake in
letting him goad her into admitting her anger. ldely hope was to
get him out of her life, her mind, her heart, foee

‘You're very clever, Jason,' she said at lasttteaclever for me.' She
slid off the stool and stood before him. 'But whatid before still
goes. | don't ever want to see you again. Makewhat you will.'

She whirled around then and walked over to Marshsille. He was
still in the small group speaking with Lisa, Dorpdnd Charles. She
put her arm through his and clung to it as thougtvere a life
preserver thrown to a drowning person.

Pleased, he glanced down at her with a smile amdred her hand
with his. 'Are you ready to go?' he asked. 'Or hantedecided to stay
the night?'

'‘No," she said firmly. 'l don't want to stay. Letfeeak out now before
Lisa notices.’



A quick glance showed her that Lisa was still deemnimated

conversation with Dorothy Davis, her back turnedafes was

standing alone with his hands in his pockets, logkiored and tired.
As Jessica walked quickly to his side, she couddaé of the corner
of her eye that Jason was still standing at thentbeare she had left
him.

'‘Charles,' she said when she reached him, 'l tHilggo on home after
all." She raised her head to give him a quick packhe cheek. 'Tell
Lisa, will you, so she won't worry about me.'

‘You're sure?' he asked with a worried frown.
She gave him a reassuring smile. 'lt's only a dirore.'

‘Well, all right, then." He yawned deeply, then eed it with his
hand. 'Sorry," he muttered, 'but I'm beat. Thihkuin in myself.'

‘They'll be leaving soon,' she consoled him. 'Guiglit, then. Thanks
for everything.'

Without a glance towards the bar to see if Jasos stidl standing
there, she hurried away from Charles towards Mdrswao was
patiently waiting for her at the archway that led imto the foyer. As
she made her way through the dwindling crowd, smilher brief
good nights, she had the overpowering sensatioh ahpair of
brooding dark eyes was following her every stefhefway.

It wasn't until she had retrieved her car and gmdd night to
Marshall at the darkened, deserted French Embassdywas driving
home alone that she allowed herself to ponder thexpected
encounter that night with Jason Strong.



As she reconstructed the events of the eveningimtind, she was
aware of only one consuming emotion, and that wasngense,
all-encompassing rage. She found her hands gripihiagsteering
wheel so tightly her fingers ached, and she wasdlity grinding her
teeth at the thought of the man who had hurt héxasly.

‘The arrogant, conceitdzhstard' she cried aloud as she swung on t
the beltway.

What did he expect? she asked herself, seethirg. [Tlould fall
into his arms at the first sight of his irresistitpresence? That we
would just resume an affair that gave him evergte wanted, but
would leave me hanging again the minute he dedinlgd off on one
of his stupid stories?

She knew she wasn't being quite fair. She herselfdiiowed Jason
his freedom all through their short liaison. It lss@®med important to
her then not to try to pin him down, to take ong dga time and not
to worry about tomorrow.

The trouble was, she thought, that tomorrow neaerec She would
have let him go—not happily, but with grace andhdig—if he had
given her the chance. It was the way he had sneaktedn her that
was unforgivable, as though he was afraid she wmalkie a scene or
cling to him if he said goodbye to her.

As -she got off the freeway and began driving sjothrough the
silent streets of Taunton towards her house, ihgisg tears finally
came. Her fury spent, a profound sadness and sd#rsss swept
over her. No matter what he was, she thought, gipier eyes with
the back of her hand, | loved him. And he knew it.

By the time she had parked the Thunderbird in Hragge, gone inside
and got ready for bed, she felt much better. Gealishe got into bed



and switched off the lamp. As she settled baclodhe pillows with
a deep sigh of relief, she felt she had passethpartant milestone.

It was bound to happen, she told herself. | domvkwhat made me
think I'd never see him again. It's better thatll & was bad, but I did
live through it. Now | can let him go for good.

She spent the next day raking the last of the keawd pruning back
the sprawling shrubbery just outside the bay win@ddwhe front of

the dining- room. The house looked a little shalbdlye thought.

Maybe in the spring she would have it painted. Gfrtbe rain gutters
in the back was leaking, too, and would need regzon.

That afternoon, she built a fire in the living-roomade herself a pot
of tea and settled down to glance through the voloos Sunday

paper. It had been a quiet, productive day, shagimiowvith a glow of

satisfaction. The few times she had found her thtaugtraying to

Jason Strong she had refused to allow herself &ladw them. She
had been quite firm with herself and managed tt pnsm away. In

time, she was convinced, they would vanish altagreth

Before she had taken her first sip of tea, theptedae in the hall
started ringing. For a moment she was temptedrertswer it. When
she first came to Taunton, Dr Weatherby had advssdo get an
unlisted number. All professional calls went thrbufe answering
service, who wouldn't ting her unless it was anrgeecy.

It rang again, and still she debated. Dr Weathevhay on call this
weekend, so it shouldn't be a patient. She hadgiabn her private
number to a very few people. Marshall had fourtditt but then Lisa
would have given it to him, knowing how helpful had been to her
in getting out of San Cristobal.



On the fourth ring, she decided she had better angw It was
probably Lisa calling to scold her for ducking aitthe party last
night without saying good night. Grumbling a litle herself, she
went out into the hall, wondering what it was thais so compelling
about an insistently ringing telephone. One feth@dt obliged to
answer it.

It was still ringing when she picked it up.
'Hello.'
‘Jessica? It's Jason.'

She couldn't speak. Her hand gripped the teleptigimer and slowly
she sank into the chair next to the stand. Ther® avaunpleasant
tight sensation in her throat, and a most peculiging in her ears.

‘How did you get my number?' she said curtly.

'l have ways of finding out those things. I'm aader, remember?'

'‘How could | forget?'

'‘Look, Jess, I've got to talk to you. | need tolaixpwhy | did what |
did in San Cristobal, why | left so abruptly. Ifiyt just give me a

chance ...’

‘Listen, Jason, | said it last night, and I'll saggain. | don't want to
see you or talk to you, not ever again. Leave mralGo and play
with Dorothy What's-Her-Name.'

'‘God, you're stubborn,' he said in an exasperates tI'm coming out
there, and you're going to listen to me if | have t.'

‘Now, you listen to me, Jason Strong, and listel. Wieyou come
here, | won't open the door. If you persist, Ellche police. | know



it's unbelievable to a man of your conceit, bubh'tiwant any part of
you. I'm going to hang up now. Goodbye.'

There, she thought with satisfaction, as she cdatihe receiver
quietly back in position. That should do it. Theves she thought, as
she went back to the fire, the utter, unbelievalgdese of the man!
Before she could sit down, the phone rang agaie.8ade a face,
hesitated, then decided to ignore it. He would ggek of it before

long.

For the next hour it rang regularly every fifteemutes, until finally,
exasperated, she marched back out into the hattermg along the
way that this was harassment, and wondering ifveiild have to
change her number again.

‘Listen," she snarled into the receiver, 'thisd@atso stop!

‘Jessica?' came Lisa's voice. 'Stop what? I've taéng and calling.
Are you all right?'

Jessica had to laugh. She sat down on the chak wih relief. 'I'm
sorry, Lisa; I've been getting some crank callslyatwWhat's on your
mind?’

'l just wanted to make sure you got home all righsa said in a hurt
tone.

'Yes, Lisa, of course | got home all right. You shim't worry about
me so. After all, if | can survive a revolutionrsly | can make my
way to Taunton from Washington.'

‘Well, I do worry about you. | was telling Charlest the other day
that you don't seem like your old self since youseen back.'



'l was gone a year, Lisa,"' she explained patieftBople do change in
a year.'

‘Yes, but. . ."A lot happened to me down thersallishe interrupted.
‘It was a pretty exciting and harrowing experierarg] it will take me
a while to settle back down into a normal routigaia.'

'‘Are you sure that's all? | thought you seemedequiitset last night
when | introduced you to Jason Strong.'

Jessica gripped the phone tighter and slowly rodeet feet. At all
costs, she had to keep her past relationship Wk man buried.
Could Lisa have guessed something?

‘Upset?' she asked weakly, stalling for time.

‘Yes, upset,' came the firm reply. 'l talked it owgth Charles later,
but you know men, especially your brother. They ‘Daomwtice
anything really important. Anyway, we finally deedl that he must
have reminded you of something awful that happedean there,
something you've buried in your unconscious. Evesugh you'd
never actually met him before, still he was dowear¢hat the same
time, and meeting him may have triggered off a mgmmu've
repressed.’

Jessica had to smile. A few years ago Lisa, withnmich time and
energy on her hands, had taken a course in psyphoid
Georgetown. Ever since, it had become a hobby rsfteeanalyse all
her friends' idiosyncrasies, and her favourite ©omis was a
repressed trauma wreaking havoc in the unconscious.

Jessica decided the safest course was to play a&adhgher. 'You
might be right, Lisa.' Actually, even though sheswaay off base in
her reasoning, there was a grain of truth in 'it. dive it serious
thought.’



‘That's good, dear,' Lisa said, apparently motlifiand if you ever
need to talk it over, I'm always available to Iisté&She hesitated, then
said. 'ldoworry about you.'

'‘Honestly, Lisa, there's no need!" Lisa could baseerating, she
thought, but still, her concern was clearly genuine

‘Charles and | both like Marshall very much,' hstes-in-law said.

Jessica knew that this apparently abrupt changsubfect was
misleading. Somehow, Lisa's concern and her appaivdarshall
were connected.

'l do, too,' she said cautiously.
'He's obviously smitten with you, dear.'

‘Now, Lisa, don't go building anything in your mimder a casual
friendship.'

‘My intuition tells me it could be more than thiagou wanted it to be.
He's a marvellous catch, Jessica, just ripe falirsggdown.’

Just then, the doorbell rang. Saved by the bedkida thought. The
conversation was getting sticky.

‘There's someone at the door, Lisa,' she saiddulyri'l'll talk to you
later.’

It wasn't until she'd hung up and started towahesftont door that
she remembered Jason's threatened intention to @onte Taunton
to see her. She hesitated. Would she really callpblice if he
wouldn't go? Finally, she decided to peek out tglotine living-room
window, which offered a clear view of the front dodéf she hid
behind the curtains, he wouldn't see her. If it d@&son, she decided,



she just wouldn't answer the door. And if he pé&gdisshevould call
the police. It would serve him right.

But when she pulled the curtain aside to see wivast she was taken
somewhat aback at the sight of Mr Thorson from m®dr. 'That's
good,' she muttered to herself, as she went tavsaehe wanted, but
even so, she couldn't deny the little jab of disapionent the minute
she'd realised it wasn't Jason after all.

It was while she was standing on the steps talkonlylr Thorson,
who wanted her to sign a petition for a local leésh, that the
strange car pulled up at the kerb. It was one €tk rfever seen
before, dark silvery-grey in colour, and it lookedeign.

Somehow she knew, even before he got out and dtaréeching
determinedly up the front path, that it would beaia She couldn't
escape now, even if she wanted to, and to telirthl, her curiosity
was aroused by his single-minded pursuit. It migbe
interesting—entertaining, at least—to hear whahtde to say.

With half her attention, she listened to her nealrb angrily
expounding on the depredations wrought by the wamglelogs of
the neighbourhood to his petunia bed, but the dtladrwas fixed
firmly on Jason.

He had stopped halfway to the door to examine piles of leaves
she had raked, just as though he owned the pldee trought
furiously. It would serve him right if she ran idsj bolted the door
and called the police, as she had threatened.

On the other hand, what, really, had he done thatceuld accuse
him of? 'Please, officer, arrest this man for biregkny heart.' Put
that way, it sounded pretty.. silly. Besides, héndiseem nearly so
threatening to her today as he had last night.stinevas shining, the
cool air clear and crisp, and above all, she walsesrown territory.



'‘Well, Jessica,' Mr Thorson was saying in an andadagee, 'will you
sign it or not?'

‘Yes, of course, Mr Thorson. Just show me where.'
Anything, she thought, to get rid of him.

As she signed her name in the place on the petittbere he
indicated, she was aware that Jason was slowlyintomg on

towards the house now. In just a few seconds hddmoe there,
confronting her. Certain now that she could hamde,' she wished
only that she wasn't dressed in her worn blue jeadspaint-stained
sweatshirt. She feit at a slight disadvantage kngwehe didn't look
her best, especially when he was so well turned out

She still couldn't get over the change in him frédm unkempt,
shabbily dressed outlaw hiding from the soldierSam Cristobal to
this confident-looking man in the dark grey flannegbusers,
navy-blue blazer and crisp white dress shirt.

Just as he reached the door, Mr Thorson, his obgeattained at last,
turned to go, and the two men almost collided. Timegded briefly at
each other, then Mr Thorson hurried down the pathhe street,
obviously anxious to get his precious petitiorefilloefore nightfall.

'Hello, Jason,' she said when they were alone.

He stood before her, unsmiling, his hands shovedisntrousers
pockets. The setting sun was behind him, castinghbrglints

through his thick black hair, and for a moment lgenfidence
wavered. Why does he have to be so darned atte&csive thought.
Why do | still, after all that's happened, find hsm appealing?

'‘Can | come in?' he said at last. 'I'd like to talkou.’



She thought a minute, then, reluctantly said, right, Jason. For a
few minutes.'

As he followed her in through the front door ana shut it behind

her, she had a brief moment of panic at the thotlugit now they

were inside the house alone together. Yet, sheneriskelf, she'd have
to face it sooner or later, and she might as wadllitgover with now.

Jason Strong was not the kind of man to give upedne had

determined on a course of action.

She would be polite, but distant, she decided v&hdd listen to him
calmly, hear what he had to say, then send himipgckhe wouldn't
get emotional. No anger, no accusations, no thrBatsvhen he was
through, she would make it absolutely clear to that that was it,
that she never wanted to see him or talk to hinmaga

‘Would you like a cup of tea?' she asked when tleaghed the
living-room. 'I'm afraid it's cold by now, but | alal heat it up. Or |
could give you a drink. | don't usually stock mwtbohol, but...'

‘Nothing, thanks,' he broke in abruptly.

They were standing in front of the fire, some thiest apart. While
she was chattering on about the tea, she had Ialegwhere but at
him. Now, however, his sharp tone startled her, ande-eyed, she
met his gaze.

'l came to talk,’ he said in a gentler tone, 'odbé entertained.' His
glance travelled around the room, taking it all ifhis is quite
pleasant,' he said at last. 'Very homey. Just ywhatvanted.'

What | wanted, she felt like screaming at him, wa®e with you.
Anywhere in the world. He was making it sound asutfh she had
left him because of his dangerous life-style indtefithe other way
around, and it was on the tip of her tongue to tagiat him, to point



out the actual facts of their parting, but she géapherself just in
time, reminding herself of her vow not to get erondl.

'l like it," was all she said. 'Why don't we sivado?'

He made an impatient gesture in the air, frowned @ok a step
forwards. It was all she could do to keep herselinfshrinking back
from him. The civilised man in the conservativeticks suddenly
appeared to her to be reverting to the outlaw efnlountains.

I didn't come here for polite chit-chat or a teayahe said in a harsh
tone.

Her heart caught in her throat at the sight ofwhider Jason, but she
stood her ground, and although her hands were loéehmto tight
fists at her side, she managed to give a proudolifter chin as she
faced him.

'‘Why did you come, then, Jason? What do we hawayoto each
other?'

He stared at her for a long time, the heavy lid§lbaered over his

steely eyes. The tension in the silent room wastrete Jessica had
the eerie sensation that something far more sagmfi than her
relationship with Jason Strong was at stake hemaething about his
tone, his whole attitude towards her, seemed tdlesige and

threaten the very depths of her being.

'‘How can you ask such a question?' he said in atoge. 'After what
happened between us, do you seriously suggest veertathing to
say to each other?'

Her heart gave a great leap in her breast. He eadlylserious. Was
it possible that he really had cared about her &i® Then she



remembered that awful farewell note, the beaufifatothy Davis
clinging to him last night, and a surge of resemthssvept over her.

'I'd like to remind you, Jason,' she said in a @aimost trembling
with suppressed anger, ‘that you were the one vanedcso little
about what happened between us that you left nfewieven saying
goodbye. That touching note you left me could Hasen written to a
mere acquaintance or even a servant.’

To her horror, as the whole humiliating episode&anshing info her
mind again, she heard her voice break and felhtlidéears sting her
eyes. She hated to have him see her weaknesdiduabaldn't help
herself. She watched, unable to move, as he sprigadands in a
helpless gesture, then moved swiftly forwards.

She immediately sensed the danger in him, and d&ficould reach
her or touch her, she stepped back, her mind fimdge up that not
to resist him now would be the end of her secdatgver.

'No!" she cried. 'Don't come near me! Don't touakl hhat won't
work any more.'

He stopped short and stood glaring down at herinakes away. She
could tell that he was struggling to control hismotemper, but she
would not allow her gaze to falter. Finally, withliti of his broad
shoulders, he turned and walked over to the firk dazing in the
hearth. He stood there for a long time staring daivthe flickering
flames, then slowly turned to face her again.

‘All right, Jess. Have it your way," he said wearil'll speak my
piece, then if you still want me to go, | will." gave her an enquiring
look, but she remained silent, and in a momentdgab to speak in a
low voice. 'l guess | handled my departure badigking back on it,
but at the time it seemed like the only thing |Idodo. I've been in
enough internal squabbles in countries just like Gastobal to know



that the lull in the fighting was only temporaryhad two things on
my mind: to get you safely out of the country white cease-fire was
in effect, and to get my story.’

He stopped for a moment and looked at her questyyni The
flickering firelight cast shadows on his lean, d&a&e, and the sheer
beauty of the man almost took her breath away. W4ten didn't
speak, he took a breath and went on.

'l was afraid that if you knew | was staying in tt@uintry to get my
story, you wouldn't leave. What was | to do? Yol nee. Maybe |
was wrong. What if | had stayed to say goodbyeoio 3nd told you
to leave without me? Would you have gone?’

She still didn't trust herself to speak. She fekdutely torn in two.
Part of her yearned to throw herself into his artassesume their
relationship where they had left off, but anothartpthe sensible
part, told her that to do so would mean no turiagk. She would be
set irrevocably on a dangerous course she could havhope of
controlling.

He stood just inches away, waiting for her to spéaken she
remained silent, the concerned look on his facelglohanged into a
puzzled frown, then a red flush began to spread lmgeneck up into
the flat planes of his cheeks.

"You don't believe me," he said at last in a fhaiet

Do | believe him? she asked herself. She didn'wknbdidn't even
seem important any more. Her one thought was tdérd®e of his
disturbing presence. Even now, watching him, shédcteel desire
beginning to well up in her, and if she were toegiv to it, she knew
beyond the shadow of a doubt that she would be lost



'It doesn't matter,' she said dully. 'Perhaps yewewonly thinking
about my welfare. I'm willing to give you the bemef the doubt and
say you were. But it doesn't change anything.'

‘Would you care to explain that?' he asked carefull

She raised her chin defiantly. 'l don't have to&xpanything to you,
Jason. | have a perfect right to tell you simpitthdon't want you in
my life.’

'l don't believe you.’

'‘Believe what you like. I've let you in my houseellistened to you, |
probably believe you're telling me the truth abatiy you left the
way you did. Now | want you to go. | don't eyer wda see you
or hear from you again.’

She saw his shoulders slump, then a look of inkdfateariness
descend on his features, and for one brief monteEnésnted to go to
him, to tell him she didn't mean any of it, tha¢ still loved him and
was willing to accept him on any terms.

He shook his head slowly. 'l had no idea I'd hott go badly,’ he said
sadly. 'l thought | was doing the right thing.'

'‘Please go,' she whispered.

‘All right, I'll go now.' He turned and strode awfagm her towards
the front door. Before stepping into the hall, kepped and turned
around and fixed her with a long look. 'But I'm goting up.'

With that he was gone.



CHAPTER EIGHT

WHEN Jason was gone, Jessica stood there in the naotitie room,
her body rigid, her fists still clenched at heresidlistening to the
front door open and close, his footsteps fadingyaagahe went down
the path, and finally the roar of his engine asltoyve away.

Then she stumbled to the couch, put her head inhbeds and
groaned aloud. The tense emotional scene hadde&hattered and
drained of energy.

After a while, she switched on the lamp besidecthech and reached
for the untouched pot of tea on the table. It wases cold by now.

She stood up and carried it into the kitchen, timgkshe would heat
it. Instead, when she got there, she poured itrdatthe sink and

reached for the bottle of sherry up in the cupboard

She filled her teacup with it and took a long saall The wine
warmed her, and slowly her frayed nerves began ¢émdnShe
finished her wine, rinsed out the cup* then learsgghinst the
draining- board to gaze out of the window at thekelaing sky.
Heavy clouds were blowing in from the south, obs@ithe moon
and stars. It would rain before morning.

I've either done the stupidest thing in my lifeg ghought, or the
wisest, and | simply don't know which. [ still wamim, she had to
admit to herself. Oh, how | want him! And | do lesie him. He was
thinking of me. Of course | wouldn't have left ifhought | could be
with him.

And then what? He had said himself at the partyraht that he'd
gone straight to Lebanon from San Cristobal. Whatlld she have
done then? Stuck in that war-torn country, possiigsing her last
chance to get out—and without Jason anyway.



No, she told herself firmly as she switched onkhehen light and

took down a can of soup for her supper, | did tgktithing, the only

possible thing. My life is here, now, where I'mesaflhere can't
possibly be a future for me with Jason Strong.liHeVer change. He
thrives on danger and adventure. | was right tal $&m away.

She was so busy during the following week thatehtre episode
began gradually to fade from her mind until shel@é@most believe
it had never happened, that he hadn't reappeafest ilife at all.

At first, she half expected him to pursue the nma#ted was surprised
when she heard nothing from him. She was also, epsely,
disappointed. His parting words to her were thawas not giving up.
Apparently he had changed his mind. It wasn't hika to let go of
something he really wanted, and she could onlylcolecthat he had
decided she wasn't worth the bother, especialljp witvoman like
Dorothy Davis—rich, beautiful, obviously adoringnii-to soothe
his wounded masculine pride.

She-still thought about him. She knew she alwayslevduch a man
was not easily forgotten, but as the days passeddmwiction that
she had acted wisely in sending him away only gsganger.

Her practice picked up dramatically as Dr Weathbyebegan
referring more and more of his patients to hertaegt overcame their
initial reservations about being treated by a womactor. She was
especially pleased to find that more and more merewoming to
her for help, bypassing Dr Weatherby entirely.

What really marked the seal of acceptance to hes wiaen, on
Friday, a brawny young construction worker allowest to set his
broken leg. It was touch and go at first. Even giole was in terrible
pain from the multiple fracture, she couldn't ntleslook of alarm on



his face when she entered the small consulting-redrere his
friends had laid him on the table.

‘Where's Doc Weatherby?' he barked at her betwexams.

‘Today's his day off,’ she said calmly as she beat him and started
examining his leg. She turned to Mrs Schultz, tteyghaired nurse.
"'l need some scissors and an ampoule of Demerol.

‘What do you need scissors for?' the young mauul cag though his
very masculinity was threatened. He raised himggkbn his elbows,
then gave a yelp of pain and flopped his head bagkn.

She put a hand on his damp forehead and brusheddpeof curly
blonde hair back in a soothing gesture.

'It's just to cut off your trouser leg,’ she saidhwa smile. '‘Don't
worry. | really do know what I'm doing. Now, I'migg to give you
something for the pain, then take an x-ray sckhibw better what
you've done to yourself.'

He looked up at her, wavering, but still wary. "feusure you're a
doctor?' He forced out a crooked grin. 'You're poetty to be a real
doctor.’

She nodded firmly and picked up the hypodermic leeédlbsolutely.
That's the way they make them these days. Youglest, now, and in
a minute you'll feel better.’

She deftly jabbed the needle into his vein, thdant@saevork to cut
away the torn dirty jeans that covered his leg.\&8twked quickly and
efficiently, and a half-hour later his leg was ircast, and he was
practising with his crutches.



'Don't get the cast wet," she said sternly asri@sds ushered him out
the door, 'and don't put any weight on it. It'keaabout six weeks to
heal, but I'll want to check that cast once a wé&@lu can arrange it
with Mrs Schultz.'

'‘Okay, Doc,' he said cheerfully. At the door henat and grinned at
her. 'And thanks. For a lady doctor, you're okay.'

'l take that as a compliment,' she said drilyp@ing him off.

And why not? she asked herself as she watched difolé off down
the hall toward the reception- room. Medicine waeehl that was
ideally suited for a woman. Unlike the law or besis, where it was
necessary to adopt a more ruthless spirit in ordle@@ompete with
men, all it took to be a good doctor was an edanaind a sense of
caring.

'What's next?' she asked Mrs Schultz when shenedur

The older woman gave her an appraising glance. ‘&t you take
a break, Doctor? Have a cup of coffee. It's bekmg day for you;
you must be tired.'

Jessica gave the nurse a grateful smile. 'I'migiit+but thanks
anyway.'

Mrs Schultz shrugged her heavy shoulders. 'Suitsgiti But if you
don't mind a piece of advice, you've got to learpdce yourself. You
don't have to prove anything. You're a good doctbe added stiffly,
‘and | should know. I've worked with the best @melworst of ‘em for
thirty years.' She nodded abruptly. 'You're okay.'

Ah, Jessica thought with satisfaction as she watthe nurse move
on to the next examination- room and pull the cleéipped to the



door. High praise, indeed! She really had arrivietie taciturn Mrs
Schultz finally approved of her.

Her next patient was a young pregnant woman irfil@rmonth who
only needed a routine check-up. This was Jesseadsirite kind of
patient, one bringing life into the world. It gagereal lift to her
spirits, and when she was through, her tirednesmese to have
evaporated.

Next was poor arthritic Mrs Columbo, who had depeld a severe
anaemia that had Jessica seriously worried. Sheswdmsa thin, frail
little thing.

'You must eat properly,' she told the shrunken latty patiently.
'Liver, fish, lean meat.’

Mrs Columbo made a face and shook her head sauftydide to side.
'l can't, Doctor.' She patted her stomach. 'Thioisg$ make me sick.'

Jessica sighed. 'All right, I'll write you a prdption for some
high-potency iron tablets, but just to get youtstrI'm going to have
Mrs Schultz give you a shot. She's very good aslite rushed on
when she saw the frightened look on the old ldthesl face. 'Nurses
are far better at it than doctors.'

She went out into the corridor and called the nufdter she had
explained what she wanted her to do, she glandeeratatch. It was
after five o'clock.

'Is that it for the day, Mrs Schultz?' She suddéeliyvery tired again.
Poor Mrs Columbo had depressed her profoundly.

'‘One more, Doctor,' she said briskly. Then you gamome and get
some rest.' She handed Jessica the chart. '#\s patient, in number
four. A possible heart problem.’



Jessica glanced briefly at the chart as she walkagly down the

hall to the number four waiting- room. She only édpt wasn't a
serious problem. Most people who worried aboutrthearts were
actually suffering from indigestion, she had foubdf you never
knew until you checked it out thoroughly. There gvalso the people
who thought they just had stomach cramps only feesa severe
coronary a few hours later.

She stepped inside the small examination room. Awas sitting on
the edge of the table, stripped to the waist, htkliowards her. She
started to read his chart more closely.

‘Well, Mr Smith, | understand you're having a psshlwith your
heart. What seems to be the trouble?'

'l think it's broken,' came a low, familiar voice.

She could feel the blood rushing out of her facé& dawned on her
that the man sitting there was Jason Strong. Sisedrdher eyes
slowly from the chart and stared at him. He hadstied his upper
body around to face her, a quizzical half-smilehanface.

‘You!" she breathed, hardly able to believe heseVhis was the last
place she had expected to see him. '"What are yiog Here?'

He shrugged. ‘It was all | could think of. | kneawd only hang up if
| called you and wouldn't let me in your houseshbwed up there. |
figured you'd have Jo talk to me in here.'

Her first impulse was to lash out at him furiousind she even
opened her mouth to do just that, but the angrge/dred on her lips.
He looked so wonderful to her, sitting there whik sinuous grace of
an athlete, his tanned chest and shoulders baae,stie simply

couldn't help herself, 'Oh, Jason,' she said wiligh. 'What am |

going to do with you?'



He slid off the edge of the table and strode towdrer. "Why don't
you take me home with you? | purposely asked far Lhast
appointment of the day so that you could do juat.th

She bit her lip and frowned up at him. 'l don'twndason. What's the
point? We don't really have anything to talk about.

'I'm not going to let you go,' he said firmly. Hiaged one palm flat
on his smooth chest. 'As a doctor, would you warlid responsible
for a broken heart? That could kill a person, yoow.'

She had to smile. He looked so comical standingethelf-naked, a
pathetic look on his face, and so totally, compyeteesistible. It
suddenly occurred to her for the first time sinbe bad let him into
her house, and her heart, that night down in thagé, that she had a
measure of power over him.

The thought stunned her. From the beginning, sttt been so
bowled over by the sheer magnetism of the manysonelmed by
the dormant passion he had awakened in her, that hsd
automatically assumed that all the power in thelatronship lay in
his hands. She had given it to him gladly, evennigaall her future
plans on his. It had simply never occurred to hat he might bend to
her will. The thought elated her, but in the needad, when she saw
the responsibility of such a power, she soberedadhately.

'‘What do you want from me, Jason?'

A light appeared in the deep-grey eyes. 'Right hawant to get my

clothes back on. Then | want you to let me comedatith you so we

can talk. Will you do that for me, Jess? It's imipot to me that you at
least listen to what | have to say. Then, if yolllwant me out of your

life, I'll go, and | won't bother you again. Wilby do it?'



She crossed her arms in front of her and gave Hatara look. 'Well,
since you've gone to so much trouble, nith,| guess that's the
least | can do,’'

‘Thank you," he said.

'Why don't you get dressed and wait for me outontf I'll only be a
few minutes.'

‘All right," he said. He turned and reached fordhst, hanging over a
chair.

'Wait a minute,' she said.

She put the stethoscope hanging around her nechisorthest,
adjusted the earpieces, and listened to his thgdadaartbeat for a
few seconds.

‘It sounds all right to me, Mr Smith. | don't thig&u have a thing to
worry about. That's a good strong beat.'

'‘We'll see,' he said with an enigmatic smile, aathed his arms into
his shirtsleeves.

It wasn't until he was gone and she was alonearbthlding that it

struck her what she had done. After Jason leftsaitegood night to
Mrs Schultz, then went back into her own tiny offto take off her
white coat and collect her suit jacket and handi&dg Stood there
now listening to the quiet. No telephone rang, nghtened child

wept, no suffering patient complained, just a dedie silence.

She walked slowly into the lavatory to wash herdsamd repair the
ravages of the hectic day on her hair and maké&sighe gazed into
the mirror over the sink, she had the odd, unsgtdensation that she
was looking at a stranger.



‘Are you out of your mind?' she muttered alouddorieflection.

God, she thought, as she dried her hands, if oalywkren't so
appealing to her! Sure, she added, me and prolsablyndred other
women! She combed out her shoulder-length blondeahd added a
quick slash of lipstick to her mouth. With the immpement in her
appearance, her confidence began to return.

She slipped on her jacket, snapped her bag shwalkéd down the

hall to the front entrance, turning out lights &g svent. When she
stepped outside and saw his car at the kerb, #bkecih again. It was

already starting to get dark, and she could barelite out the dim

form sitting in the driver's seat. Then there wasd@den reddish glow
as he struck a match, lit a cigarette and drewt,aand his lean face
was briefly illuminated. The moment the familiaaferes came into

view, she knew with a sudden certainty that it widag madness to be
alone with this man in her house at night. He kalll too much power
over her,

Hurriedly, she turned and locked the front doothaf office, then set
her shoulders high and walked down the path tovdi&ng car, her
heels tapping lightly on the pavement.

If I had any sense, she told herself as she wehtuh as fast as |
could in the opposite direction. She'd listen tm hihough, as she'd
promised, but that was all, and she vowed she wsiddl herself
against any personal involvement. Her life was h8he liked it just
the way it was. She was not going to allow Jaseangtto turn it
upside down and then vanish again.

He had the engine going before she reached tham@drvhen she got
inside, she turned to him before he could makeltharn that led
back to her street.



'l've changed my mind, Jason,' she said firmligton't think it would
be a good idea for you to come home with me.’

He raised an eyebrow. 'Afraid of what your dog-rtaneighbour
might say?'

She flushed deeply. 'Of course not. | just woulel fenore
comfortable in a public place.'

He released the handbrake and the car moved forwérd mean
you'd feel safer, don't you?'

'‘Don't flatter yourself," she said curtly, but bisservation had come
too close to the truth to suit her. Then inspiratnit her. 'l just don't
think it would be prudent since you're so involwedh Dorothy
Davis.'

He only darted her a brief sideways glance as heomavred the car
out into the sparse flow of traffic. As usual, l@gpression was
unreadable, but something in it made her regretdki®er juvenile
comment.

‘Well, where to, then?' he asked easily as he drove

She searched her mind for a likely place that waddip yet quiet,

where they could have the talk he seemed so eagantl perhaps
one quick drink. At the moment, a drink soundee l& very good
idea, indeed. Taunton didn't offer much in the whyight life. Then

she remembered The Willow Inn.

'l know a place,' she said, and told him how tothete.

They drove the few blocks to the inn in a stiff busken silence.
Glancing covertly at him from time”to time, she ltbeee only that
he seemed relaxed as he drove, but stared ahdad wincentrated,



brooding expression on his face, as though deeghaught.
Manufacturing a good tale to tell me, she decidrd,in the next
moment she had to ask herself why he would bothvry was he
going to so much trouble?

The close intimacy of the car, along with the tesiknce, only added
to her discomfiture. She wondered what he was thg)kou never
knew with him. Probably mulling over his latest rspaper story, she
thought, and not thinking of her at all. She opelnedmouth once to
make an inane comment about the weather, then hihdagter of it
and turned her head to gaze blindly out of the amnd

She was so relieved when they reached the innsttabpened her
door and jumped out on to the pavement the momepuled into
the parking lot in front and shut off the enginéef, of course, she
had to stand there awkwardly and wait for him whigegot out of the
car on his side and strolled in a leisurely marameund to join her.

She was beginning to feel really annoyed. Why @idllways manage
to put her on the defensive like this? He madefdrlike a naive,
gawky schoolgirl. | am a responsible adult, sheinded herself as
they walked wordlessly towards the front entrareced a qualified
doctor. People entrust me with their lives. Thishnes no power
over me except what | choose to give him.

He was the one who had hounded and tricked herthimganeeting,
after all. Why didn't he say something? Why goltdhas trouble to
seek her out and corner her if he was going to iremate?

By the time they were seated at an isolated tablkea very dim and
near-deserted dining room, she was really angrg. i&ms tired and
hungry, and she didn't even want to discuss theva#s a man who
had no future to offer her, so what was she doitimg here? The
thing to do, she decided, was to tell him what la@ted to hear, that



she believed every word of his cock-and-bull stdingn ask him to
take her home.

The waitress came just then to take their orded, lsefore she left,
she lit the candle in the centre of the table. Whea Was gone,
Jessica glanced at Jason, ready to follow throngheo decision, but
the look on his face as the soft candlelight hstdpped her. He was
staring intently at her, and what she saw there wasaked
supplication. The dark eyes were pleading, andete liis shoulders
rigidly, as though in anticipation of a life or diedattle.

'‘God, I've missed you, Jess,' he said.

It was a simple statement. He didn't reach actussable for her, he
didn't move at all, he hardly seemed to be bregthier own breath
caught in her throat as they sat there silentlysireral moments,
their eyes locked together.

He looked so wonderful sitting there across from ke strong and
determined, yet at the same time so vulnerablésti@couldn't bear
it. All her brave resolutions simply flew out ofettwindow, and a
great yearning, almost maternal in its intensilied her being. She
could feel the tears welling up behind her eyed, l@fore she could
stop them, slowly trickling down her cheeks.

‘Don't cry, Jess,' he said in alarm. 'Please don'tYou're my strong,
brave girl.'

'I'm not crying,' she sobbed.

He only smiled at her, his eyes softened and dattk @motion. He
pulled a clean handkerchief out of his jacket pocked reached
across the table to wipe her eyes.

'Of course you're not," he said.



Her mind was thrown into total confusion. The ldshg she had
expected from him was this gentleness. The teads been bad
enough, especially when she had been so confilentauld remain
cool and detached. Now she didn't know what toktleinhow to act,
and she was certainly in no condition to make ast®t

‘Jess, the last thing in the world | wanted wasuxt you,' he went on
earnestly. 'You must believe that. What we had ttoggethose few

short weeks in San Cristobal meant the world to lReghaps | did

wrong to leave the way | did, but at the same finseemed the best
thing to do for both of us. Can you honestly sat frou would have

left the country when you did if I'd stayed thengwyou?'

'‘No,' she whispered. She had to smile. 'In falcgd it all planned out
that you would leave with me, but | had also detideat if you
wouldn't go, I'd stay, too. Then, when | thoughti'dowalked out on
me . . ." Her voice trailed off.

"You left,' he said simply. 'And that's what | wadt Your safety.’

The waitress brought their drinks just then. Jessias grateful for
the interruption, and while she set down the cakkégpkins, then the
glasses, Jason silently handed Jessica the hahdiersShe took it
gratefully and blew her nose as unobtrusively asine.

While Jason was paying, she recovered herself éntmuthink more
clearly, and she watched him across the table.lihewas so dim
that she couldn't accurately read his expressiocas We telling the
truth? If so, he had cared far more deeply for than she had
imagined. Why would he lie?

Just to get her into bed again? That didn't makeesehe obviously
had his pick of women. Not only that, but the way lived, his
dedication to his work, his love of danger, no eenan would ever



mean so much to him that he would go to so muadhbteojust to
resume a meaningless affair.

He was an enigma to her. She had never known arljanleim. So
self-contained, so determined, almost ruthlessisnplrsuit of his
vocation, totally unconcerned about the risks Ime yat, on the other
hand, so gentle with her just now, so anxious tkereer understand
why he had acted the way he did.

The waitress was gone now, and he turned his loeiaeét her gaze.
'Do you believe me, Jess?' he asked.

His low, urgent tone told her it was really impaorttéo him. Still she
hesitated, not so much because she thought heyimgstd her, but
because she knew that much more hung on her atisavethat.

‘Yes, Jason,' she said at last. 'l believe you.'

The bluish-grey eyes deepened. An almost fierde ginted in them
as he gazed at her for a long time. She had thenmycsensation that
they were back in the village, that once again theye the only two
people in the universe and time stood still.

He raised his glass in a salute, then took a leradisw. Then he gave
her a stern look.

'‘Now, what's going on between you and Marshall Bé&f?h

She sipped her drink slowly, stalling for time vehghe debated her
answer. Her first instinct was to assure him imratdy that
Marshall was only a friend, but then she remembeladon's
appearance at the ball with Dorothy Davis, the wvéay after he
arrived back in Washington from Lebanon, and detittelet him
stew for a while. It would do him good.



'‘Why, Jason,' she said, setting her glass dowm't@&ll me you're
jealous?’

The dark eyes gleamed. 'You're damn right I'm jeslohe said
promptly and firmly. 'l didn't like the way he wpawing you.'

She raised her eyebrows in mock surprise. 'l dee'twhy that should
bother you,' she said sweetly, 'when you had sureaatiful redhead
to console you.'

He frowned and gave a slight snort of disgust. dilor's father is an
old friend of mine,' he said in an annoyed tone.c¢dlled me the day
| got back and asked me as a special favour toitek® that damned
ball. | had planned to start tracking you downwvey next day. Then,
when Lisa asked us to her party and | knew you dibelthere, | just
couldn't resist the opportunity." He shrugged. dday is not only
spoiled rotten, she's also an empty- headed pattyShe means so
little to me that | didn't even think how it migloiok to you to see us
together.' He reached out and took her hand. '®@ll care about,
Jess. Only you.'

She felt as though she were melting inside, evefgrite shattered.
This was what she had longed for. Jason cared df®yutNothing
else mattered.

'Oh, Jason,' she said in a shaky voice, and cawgdron.

The dining-room was beginning to fill up now as twper crowd
drifted in, and was growing noisier. In the backgrd soft music was

playing.

‘Let's get out of here,' Jason said abruptly. Kiser was gruff and
slightly choked.



Without waiting for her reply, he released her hgngshed his chair
back and stood up. He picked up some of the chimegeaitress had
left and put it in his trousers pocket, then redaat his hand for her.
She took it without a word and slowly rose from beat.

It was quite dark out by now, with no sign of a mod@here was a
definite nip in the damp night air, and as theytethwalking towards
the car, he put his arm around her and held heeltap against him.

The minute they were inside the car, he turnectahd reached out
for her. As his strong arms came around her, skldaa herself up to
him gladly, and when he kissed her hair, her foadhd&er face, her
throat, she realised just how much she had missadlbnged for
him, in spite of her anger.

Then his seeking mouth opened over hers, and amédame down
to settle possessively on her breast. At the todesire rose up in her
like a consuming flame, and she reached out blifatiyim. All her
senses were alive to him, the taste of his mobéc¢kean scent of his
hair and skin, the touch of his hard body agaies$ land the warm
hand on her breast.

He tore his mouth from hers and gripped her by gheulders,
holding her away from him a short distance andrgadown into her
eyes. 'Let me come home with you, Jess,' he sadséaly. 'Let me
make love to you.'

There was a sudden blinding glare just then ashanatar came up
behind them. It was only a momentary flash befoeectar pulled into
the slot next to theirs, but enough to startle ihty pulling away

£rom him, out of his arms.

Several people emerged from the car alongside ttarghing and
joking loudly. Doors slammed, and the voices fadedhey moved
off towards the inn. It was all over in a few sedsnbut in that time,



Jessica realised, in a brief flash of insight, thath as she still loved
this man and as desperately as she wanted him¢ahdn't just

blindly hop into bed with him again. There couldodssibly be a
future with him. To resume their affair now wouldlyp mean more
heartache for her later. He would leave her agamtinute another
dangerous assignment came along.

‘Well?' he said when the others were gone. 'Shalyo?'

‘Yes,' she replied. 'l think we'd better.' She édrto him. '‘But | can't
let you stay.'

He gave her a long, hard look. 'l don't understdrasaid at last in a
flat tone. "You said you believed me, and | knowndad well you
want me as much as | want you.'

‘You're right,' she said sadly. There was no pioititying to deny it.
He had seen for himself, just moments ago, how ¢etely she had
responded to his touch, his kiss.

‘What's the problem, then?'

‘Try to see it from my point of view for a momedgson,' she said
gently. 'Suppose we do start again where we léfhddan Cristobal.
What then? Where do we go from there? | see nothivead for
us—for me, at any rate—except another bitter disagpment when
you leave me again.'

He didn't say anything for a long time. She serfsedmove away
from her and slump back in his seat, heard hint legbigarette and
saw the deep frown on his lean face as the flasheomatch briefly
illuminated it.

'Still concerned about all the tomorrows?' he saidst.



'l have to be,' she said quietly. 'I'm the one ghts left. Your life is
out there in the world,' she went on, waving an aaguely in the air.
‘Mine is here. It's not possible for me to have king of life if you're
going to he bouncing in and out of it all the time.

'You want someone nice and safe, like Marshall B#rirhe said
bitterly.

'I have no interest in Marshall Bennett,’ she shiokhw was not the
time to play games. She had to be absolutely wlthf

He crushed out his cigarette in the ashtray, tharmesl the car and
drove out of the car park into the street. Neitbfethem said a word
on the way to her house. There was nothing to shg, thought
miserably. It was an impossible situation.

When he pulled up at the kerb in front of her hobseswitched off
the engine and turned to her. There was a strlethgfront of Mr
Thorson's house, directly in front of them, and wkbe shifted her
gaze to look at him, she could see his face gleezly. He didn't look
in the least angry, she saw with some surpriseftandark eyes were
kind.

‘All right, Jess," he said pleasantly. 'l can ustierd your point of
view.' The thin mouth turned up in a brief smilanight even agree
with it, in principle.’

'I'm glad to hear that,’ she said in a tight vojaet a little annoyed
that he'd given up so easily.

‘But not in practice,' he went on. 'I'm simply going to give you up,
Jess, and that's flat.'



'‘But what's the point?' she said. 'I'm not goinpdoe an affair with
you, and | won't change my mind. | simply can'oatfit. What else is
there for us?'

He spread his hands wide and lifted his broad sleosi ‘Hell, how
should I know? Maybe nothing, but I intend to fimat.' He took her
hand in both of his and turned it over, his ey&sdion hers in an
intent gaze. 'l like you, Jess. | have since tinstt ight, when | came
crawling under your window and you took such goact®f me.' He
raised her hand and placed his lips on the palmfédlings for you
go far beyond sex.' The smile quirked again. 'Mash enjoy that.’

She didn't know what to think, what to say. Wasehwepe after all?
Maybe she wouldn't have to give him up, not entirBlid she dare
allow this man to fill even a corner of her lifegling the way she did
about him?

‘What are you suggesting?' she asked weakly.

‘Just that we see each other, get to know each log¢tier under more
normal conditions.'

'l don't know,' she said, shaking her head sloWiy.afraid.’
His hand tightened around hers. 'Hell, Jess, sb'am

She gave him a swift glance of disbelief. "You?add® | didn't think
anything in the world frightened you.'

'Only you, Jess,' he said softly. 'Only you.'

She had to laugh. 'I'm no threat to you, Jasorel$you know that
by now.'

He raised one dark eyebrow. '‘Oh, no? I've livedwhyple adult life
pretty much as a loner. Oh, I've had friends aflidhdve to admit,



several women not quite as scrupulous as you aret ahort-term
affairs. But | saved the best part of myself for mgrk. Do you
understand?'

'Oh, yes. | understand perfectly. As a matter of, fih you eliminate
the part about the casual affairs, you've prettghmdescribed my
own attitude.'

'‘Right,’ he agreed. 'And, like you, this way oélgatisfied me. Then
along came this wisp of a honey- haired doctor tanded that life
upside down. And that scares me.'

Her heart leapt into her throat. In effect, shautid, he's telling me
he loves me. Or at least that he could. Can Iyéatithat chance slip
by? She made her decision.

‘All right,' she said with a sigh. 'Let's try it yoway. For a while,
anyway, to see what happens.'

'‘Good,' he said with feeling. Then he added, 'Bubed?
'‘No,' came the firm reply. 'No bed.’
He sighed. 'All right. I'd better get you insideen.’

They got out of the car and walked up the dark pagkther towards
the house. When she had unlocked the front doosaitdhed on the
hall light, she turned to say good night to him.

'I'll call you in a day or two,' he said. 'We'll domething sane and
sensible and normal.’

He put his arms around her then and kissed hetethas the mouth.
There was no urgency in his embrace, and he dadolong it. She
was grateful for his restraint. The strong musdehis arms, even
under-the woollen jacket, felt too good under hands, and the



pressure of his mouth on hers too tempting, fortbdrave resisted
him if he had pressed her further.

He Left her, then, and she stood in the doorwayghvag) him as he
walked down the path away from her. When he reathedar, he
turned and gave her a little wave before gettingnd driving off.

She went inside, shutting and locking the door helier, and sank
back against it happily, the taste of his brietlgsll on her lips.



CHAPTER NINE

IN the weeks that followed, they saw each otherastlevery other
night. Jessica would cook dinner for him occasilgnak they would
go out to eat, either driving into Washington orlkiay the short
distance to The Willow Inn. At weekends, they wotdde long
drives through the countryside or just spend theataher house in
front of the fire.

It was early November now, and the spectaculamantioliage was

almost gone, leaving only a few gold or red leasesttered among
the barren branches of the oaks and maples. Seanit be winter,

and the ice and snow would appear.

True to his word, Jason had not pressed her intenb@king, and
although he was attentive and affectionate whewy Wexe together,
he still limited himself to one good night kiss. $pite of her own
good resolutions not to jump into a casual affathviaim, she was
finding his restraint more than a little frustragirAlthough she had
learned a lot about him in the past few weeks—Iaskwthe book he
was writing about his experiences in San Cristolbad, lonely
childhood—she still didn't feel she really knew hide always kept a
part of himself in reserve, a part she couldn'tihe@and sometimes
she wondered if she would ever really know this man

It was beginning to dawn on her that the barrier©idd so carefully
erected around his inner self had only been tramsze during their
lovemaking, when they were in San Cristobal. He feadly come

alive then, but she didn't know whether this was tutheir physical
intimacy or the fact that he was only really in elsment when he
was hot on the trail of a story and in a situabddanger.

The fact that they were together almost constatitn't escape the
notice of the ever-vigilant Lisa, who confronted kath it one night
on the telephone. Jason was due any minute, anstifiead some



last-minute preparations to make for dinner, betlshdn't spoken to
Lisa for several days and didn't like to cut hesrsh

After a few minutes of small talk about the weatted the health of
each member of the family, there was a pregnanseaiessica
steeled herself, her instinct and knowledge of $ister-in-law's
methods warning her what was coming.

'l understand you're becoming involved with Jastartg,’ Lisa said
at last.

Jessica laughed. 'Involved? I'm not sure what yeamby that, Lisa.
I've gone out to dinner with him a few times, thail.'

This was not quite the whole truth, but she didwint Lisa to know
the full extent of the relationship. It was too sobdleither she nor
Jason was sure just what their their status waghat kind of future
they were heading for. At this point she wasn'irelytsure they even
had a future.

'How long has this been going on?' Lisa persisted.

'Oh, just a few weeks,' Jessica replied airily!sH@od company and
an interesting man.'

‘A dangerous man,' said Lisa drily. 'He's an adweni Jessica. He'll
never settle down.’

Jessica's cheeks burned. 'Well, Lisa, can't | gevidh a man without

planning to settle down with him?' She was growangry, but she
was honest enough with herself to realise that @dgmart of the

reason for her sudden irritation was that Lisa viglst. Jason was a
dangerous man, an adventurer, and this disturbethbee than she
liked to admit.



'Of course you can, darling," said Lisa in a softere. 'l just don't
want to see you get hurt." She paused for a momathtat about
Marshall Bennett?'

Jessica sighed. She felt guilty enough about M#ngithout having
Lisa bring it up. He hadn't called since the nighthe ball at the
French Embassy, more than a month ago. If Lisa lstemwwvas seeing
Jason, so would Marshall.

‘There was never anything between me and Marslshlg' said
weakly.

'‘Well, Jessica, it's entirely your own affair whgmu go out with.
You know | don't like to interfere.' Jessica roltest eyes heavenward
at this patent untruth and waited. 'But you're tyexight years old,’
Lisa went on inexorably. 'lt's time you startednking about
marriage, a family. Marshall would make an idealband, and | hate
to see you wasting your time on a man like Jasom§t who.

Just then the doorbell chimed. 'Sorry, Lisa,’ d&asdiroke in.
‘Someone's at the door. I'll talk to you later. Gloge.'

She hung up the phone and ran to the front dobadtbeen raining

all day and was sleeting now as the temperaturegpll lower after

nightfall. The front porch was covered, but st she opened the
door, he stood there huddled into his tan trendt, chivering, the

collar turned up, his hair glistening with dropstied icy rain.

As always, the minute he appeared, her heart wegnodim, and she
literally glowed from head to foot at the mere $ighhim. He held
out a brown-paper parcel.

'l brought some wine for dinner.’



'‘Come in. It's awful out there." When he was insidd she had shut
the door, she took the parcel from him. 'Sorry ¢efk you standing
there,' she said, 'but | was on the phone with gisang me some

more of her maternal advice.'

He shrugged out of his coat and handed it to Néhat was she
warning you against this time?'

'You,' she replied without thinking.

As she turned to hang up his coat in the hall caphothe
implications of her off-hand remark were borne mleer. The last
thing she wanted was to make him feel she was bgdkim into a
corner. What she longed for, prayed for, was tleatbuld give up
his dangerous life so that they could build somedkof future
together, but such a decision had to come fromkitinout even a
hint of pressure from her.

'l was going to build a fire,' she said brightlyevihshe turned to face
him again, 'but then | got stuck on the phone add'dhave time.'
She looked at the serious, brooding expressionsoiate with a little
thrill of alarm. 'Maybe you'd like to do that whilefinish in the
kitchen.'

‘All right,' he said and followed her into the Ing- room.

In the kitchen, as she checked the roast and pusdlad she had
made earlier into the refrigerator, she cursed dilerr her
thoughtless comment about Lisa's warning. He haiited it, that
much was clear. Maybe it would be all right, shautjht, as she took
down the wine-glasses from the cupboard. I'll hete to be more
careful.

She put the glasses and the bottle of wine he tadjbt on a tray and
carried them into the living- room. He was standmith his back



towards her, his arms braced against the mantelpgtaring down
into the flames of the fire he had built.

Once again, her heart went out to him in a yearmetpless love. He
had dressed casually in a pair of black trousetgtewturtieneck
sweater and a heathery-grey tweed jacket. His ldairkcurled over
the edge of the sweater at the back of his necksha longed to run
to him, to plunge her hands into the thick hairptess herself up
against the long, lean body.

Then he turned his head. Their eyes met. Jessudd teel the tray
shaking in her hands. He raised a hand and rarerttbe back of his
neck in an impatient gesture.

'Can the dinner wait a while?' he asked in a lamtiolled voice.

‘Yes,' she replied. She set the tray down on tlffeetable. '"We can
have some wine first.'

Silently, he uncorked the wine, poured it out ithe glasses and
handed one to her. She took it from him and satndomwthe couch.
He drank his down quickly, still standing theregriipoured himself
another.

'I'd like to talk to you,' he said gravely.

Fear clutched at her heart, and she took a sipn&.yje was going to
leave her again, she knew it. The newspapers hefo# of stories
lately about fighting in Nicaragua, another one tfose
incomprehensible internal battles in war-torn Canf&kmerica that
seemed never to end.

He sat down beside her then, leaning forwardsgrimis resting on his
thighs, slowly twirling his wineglass around in hesig fingers.



'l've been doing a lot of thinking lately, Jess,'Said, without looking
at her.

Here it comes, she thought, and braced herseHeél’ she said
carefully. '"And what was your conclusion?'

"There was no conclusion,' he said. 'Until tonigHe turned to face
her then, his dark eyes hooded, unreadable. 'Thenwou let it slip
that Lisa was warning you against me, it all fetbiplace.’

‘Jason, | never meant. ..'

'l know that," he broke in. 'But she was right, &andeded to hear it. It
made me understand how unfair I've been to you.'

She took a deep silent breath. 'I'm not complaihsige said.

'I know you're not, and | appreciate it.' He paygkdn looked into
the fire. 'The paper wants me to go to Nicaradwasaid shortly.

There it was, then, what she had feared. She toesteel herself
against the sudden wave of despair that sweptloelt meant the
end of everything, all her hopes, all her dreamstfe future. The one
thing she was certain of was that if he went offiago more danger,
it was over between them. She couldn't bear afifeonstant dread
for his very life whenever he was away from hewaduld be better to
cut it off now. It was his decision, but he woulavie to accept her
position, too. She tried to make her voice casual.

'‘When are you leaving?'

He ran a hand distractedly through his hair. 'loy'he said, turning
to face her. 'I'm going to turn them down.’

Carefully, she set her glass down on the tray.roben had begun to
whirl as his words sunk in, and her hand was sigalkncontrollably.



‘You're going to turn them down?' she repeatedvimiaper.

He reached out for her then and gathered her ianms. She sank
against him gratefully and clung to him. His hamigved up and
down her back in a frantic, possessive gesturehanaut his mouth
at her ear.

'l love you, Jess,' he said in a choked voiceevien thought it would
happen to me, but | suddenly realised that no stotlge world was
worth losing you for.'

'‘Oh, Jason, | love you so much,' she breathetivdys have.'

He put his hands on her face and looked down atMarry me, Jess.
| don't know a damn thing about settling down, mgka home,
having a family, but you can teach me. Say youdimme.'

Beside herself with joy, she replied simply, 'Anpé¢. Anywhere.’

He buried his face in her hair, stroking it, andwgjed into her ear,
You know what | want, don't you?'

She put her hand inside his jacket and presseg iagainst his
pounding heart. 'Yes,' she whispered. 'l know. htwga too.'

He kissed her then, tenderly, lovingly, tasting, Isgyping at her lips
as though he could never get enough of her. Hehbdusne hand
lightly across her thrusting breasts, then, wignaan, gripped her by
the shoulders and levered himself away from her.

'‘But I'm not going to do it,' he said shakily. 'VYéegoing to do this
thing right. Forget what happened in San Cristolaald march
sedately to the altar like two normal people.'

She wanted to cry out to him that she didn't wanforget what
happened in San Cristobal, that that's where sha feve with him,



but she stopped herself. He was giving up an inapogart of his life
for her, and she would have to let him do it hiywa

‘Yes, darling,' she said demurely. 'Whatever you sa

Jessica floated through the next few weeks on a&wéagheer bliss.
Jason was leaving all the wedding decisions to dneil, only asked
that it be as soon as possible. Lisa was ecstatibeanews and
welcomed Jason into the family with open arms, pstthough,
Jessica thought with wry amusement, she had nesered the
warning against him.

Even the phlegmatic Charles seemed delighted avel lga sister a
hug and an admiring glance when she told him aibowith the dry
comment that he had to hand it to her, he didimiktthe woman
existed who could tame Jason Strong.

Several times in those blissful weeks, however, whlee caught
Jason off-guard, she thought she could see a tisiamst haunted
look in his eyes. This made her wonder uneasiheifvas regretting
his decision to give up his exciting life for hBhe never mentioned it
to him, however, and always, when he became aviateshe was

watching him, he would smile and reach out for I&re felt safe,

then, as he held her in his arms, kissed her dddhér how much he
loved her. She believed him. There was no mistalkieggenuineness
of his feelings for her, and the moment would pass.

The only real unpleasantness in those halcyon dags the
phone-call she received from Marshall Bennett amed8y afternoon
just a few days after the announcement of the esrgagt appeared
in the society page of Jason's newspaper.



'l thought I'd call and offer my congratulationgsdica,' he said
stiffy. He gave a dry, humourless laugh. 'Althoughhink it's

considered more proper to offer the bride best egsland to
congratulate the groom.’

‘Thank you, Marshall,’ she said uncomfortably.
‘It was rather sudden, though, wasn't it? You just a month ago.'

‘Well, it was, rather,' she hedged. 'He's a vergysesive man.' There
was a dead silence on the line for a few awkwarcherds. ‘Marshall,
I'm sorry. .."

'Oh forget it, Jessica,' he said with a long sibu never made me
any promises or held out any hope.' He laughedagguess I'm just
a sore loser.' He hesitated. 'l only hope you kadwat you're doing.

I've known Jason Strong for some time, now, araltikn personally,

as well as respecting his ability and courage.yButsurely know by

now that he's not cut out for domesticity. Do ybunk you'll be able

to tolerate the long absences while he's off onadrtas harrowing

adventures?'

'He's not going to do that any more,' she said ptlymiHe's giving it
all up.'

'l see,' he said. 'l thought..." His voice traitét]
You thought what, Marshall?'

'‘Oh, it's nothing, really," he said uncomfortablywas probably
mistaken.'

‘Come on, Marshall, it must be something.’



'‘Well, | was just going to say that | thought Heedgoing to Nicaragua
shortly. Under the circumstances, that is. Butesymu say he's given
that all up, | guess he's decided not to go.’

'‘What "circumstances" are you talking about?'

‘Jessica, | think you'd better discuss this wittodal've already said
too much. I'm sure it's nothing, only a rumouhéftold you he wasn't
going, you can believe him. I've never known thg gulie.’

His voice was so firm that Jessica knew it wouldpoitless to
persist. She wouldn't get another word out of Bmsides, it made
her feel vaguely disloyal to Jason to discuss hemrd his back like
this. Marshall had heard a rumour, but he was rigason would
never lie to her.

‘You're right, Marshall,' she said, trying to getreeerful note into her
voice. 'Well, it was nice of you to call, and | lgaam sorry. You
know I'm fond of you, but it just wasn't on the asit

'Sure, Jessica. | understand.' Then, just as slseabaut to say
goodbye, he said, 'Oh, by the way, | almost forgjbe director of the
overseas medical relief agency called me the athgrlooking for
you. It seems they still haven't found a doctarfaace you down in
the village and wondered if you'd consider goingkda

She laughed. 'Not on your life," she said withifegl

‘That's what | told her. Well, once again, bestwss | hope you and
Jason will be very happy. He's a lucky guy.’

When she had hung up the phone, she stood in theittaher hand
stil on the receiver for a long time, still disbed over the
conversation. The first winter snow had fallen lagght, and she



could hear the muffled sound of tyres crunchinghenstreet outside
and the occasional clank of chains as the caredsiowly by.

Something was going on that Jason hadn't told beuta She
remembered those odd moments when she had surfiregdthunted
look in his eyes, the way he had covered it upwdeldn't lie to her,
she thought fiercely. He wouldn't be planning toajbagain after
they were married* not when he had promised hevdwddn't.

Whatever it was, he was probably only trying totpecb her. Should
she let it drop? Or should she confront him? Buatwiith? A vague
rumour, that's all. Nothing substantial in the tedst was anything
important, he would tell her about it.

She drove into Washington early that evening toehdwner with
him at his apartment as they had planned earliee. Weather had
warmed considerably by then, and the last vestidesnow were
gone from the roads. Still, when he opened the thrdner, he gave
her a worried look.

You shouldn't have come out in this weather,'did,sushering her
inside and taking her coat. 'l tried to call yowt b guess you'd
already left.'

'It's all right now," she said. 'Besides, a litfeow doesn't bother me.
I've been driving in it all my life.’

He put his hands on her shoulders and turned lbendrso that he
could kiss her. ‘Mm,' he said. 'You taste good. Yuir hands are
freezing. Come in by the fire.'

They walked together into his study, their armsuatbeach other. It
was a spartan room, lined with books fipm floorc#ling. A huge



globe stood in one corner, and a large roll-tokdggh a typewriter
on top was set against the window wall. At the ibig4ire, she turned
Into his arms and put her hands up against hisdcbast.

‘You know what they say,' she smiled up at hiftdlti hands, warm
heart." "

The blue-grey eyes deepened as they gazed dowmenso and he
reached out a hand to place it lightly on her dresise drew in her
breath sharply at his touch.

‘Just checking,' he said, amused at her reactisngtdsp tightened.
‘You do have a warm heart, Jess.'

He lowered his head to kiss her. She put her arownd his waist
and pressed up against him, then ran her handsdex tnis dark
sweater to feel the soft warm skin of his back drelhard muscles
underneath.

‘Are you trying to seduce me?' he murmured agaeismouth.
'I—I think so," she said breathlessly.

He lowered his hands to her hips and pulled hétlyigip against him
so that she could feel his hard arousal and knew his desire
matched her own.

'If you try hard enough,' he said softly, 'l guaesnyou'll succeed.'
His open mouth descended on hers then in a debmprkiss. Then
he stepped back and patted her playfully on thendehBut not

before dinner. I've got a gourmet treat on theestand I'm not going
to let anything spoil it.'

Flustered, and still highly aroused, she ran a tstuadtily through her
hair. 'You're a tease, Jason Strong. Do you knai?th



He gave her a long, tender look, still standingwa feet away from
her, his own breath laboured. Then he smiled.

'l know | love you, Dr Carpenter.'

She put a hand on his lean bony cheek. 'That'siaéd to know.' She
dropped her hand. ‘Now, let's go see what's coakitige kitchen.'

His gourmet meal turned out to be a rich tomata steth beans,
highly spiced,a la San Cristobal, with a salad of greens and crus
sour-dough bread.

' hope this doesn't make you homesick for thelrgian,' he joked as
he dished up the stew.

'It's good, but not that good,' she said, samptin®h, that reminds
me. Marshall Bennett called this afternoon.’

He gave her a sharp look over the table. 'Whahdidant?'

‘Just to wish me well and to tell me that the ageasked him if I'd
consider going back to the village. Seems they miaveund a
replacement for me yet.'

'‘What did you tell him?' he asked carefully.

'‘Why, | told him no, of course. | informed him thaiu and | were
both going to settle firmly into the domestic ld&er we're married.’
She waited, but he only kept eating in silence. aMge aren't we?"'

He gave her a quick smile. 'Damned right we aresdid heartily.

But the heartiness rang false in her ears, ancahie tell from his
downcast eyes that there was something in thendiné d/ant her to
see. She thought about Marshall's surprise thanJassn't going



to-Nicaragua. There was trouble all over the wowhat was so
special about Nicaragua?

She realised then that she had to know. Whateverag, Jason
obviously wasn't going to tell her. She would hawerise it out of
him. She set her fork down on her plate, put heows on the table
and leaned forward to catch his eye.

'What's going on in Nicaragua, Jason?' she sa&tlgui

His hand stilled in mid-air. 'Another revolution bklieve,’ he said
wryly. "They never end. You should know that.’

'It's more than that,' she persisted, forcing lurhdld her gaze. 'How
are you involved? What does it have to do with you?

She could hear the note of panic rising in hereaicd see the sudder
look of alarm in his eyes. He shoved his chair bawt looked away
from her for several seconds. He seemed to be pogde decision,
and she waited, really frightened now, hardly brieeft.

‘All right," he said at last with a weary sigh. Ejhwant me to go to
Nicaragua. It seems the leader of the guerrill@dsrhas finally
agreed to give an interview, but he insists on oipglit. In fact, it's a
firm condition.'

She stared at him. 'And you're going,' she sattyfla

He banged the palm of his hand down flat on theotoitne table so
hard that the dishes rattled. Jessica was soestatttiat her heart
jumped into her throat, and she watched, speeclasdee jumped up
from his chair and began pacing the room.

'‘No, damn it,’ he ground out at last. 'I'm not goihturned them
down.’



Instantly, a flood of relief washed over her Sherggxl her mouth to
tell him how glad she was, but snapped it shut vdiensaw him grip
the back of his chair and lean over the tablejmyeat her with a look
that was close to hatred. She shrank back in taar,dter hand at her
throat.

'l promised you I'd give all that up,’ he snarlethd, by God, I'm
going to do it.'

His face was twisted as though in an agonisingrmadestruggle.
Then, suddenly, it crumpled. He came swiftly to kiele and knelt
down beside her chair.

'‘God, I'm sorry, Jess.' He took her hand and raigedis lips to kiss
the palm. 'I'm sorry,' he repeated. 'Forgive ntkdih't mean to take it
out on you.' He buried his head in her lap.

Numbly, she reached out a hand and began to stiekthick dark

hair. Her heart was so full of pity and love fomhihat tears welled up
in her eyes. It's costing him too much, she thowsgtilly. Forcing

domesticity on Jason is like putting a magnifiogiitl panther into a
cage. | love him too much to do that to him. It wast very

untameable quality in him that had attracted hehanfirst place.

What should she do? Have an affair with him? Mé&ing and sit in
Taunton waiting for him to come back to her, sigkhwdread every
time she read a newspaper, never knowing if hedead or alive? Or
give him up now, let him go, release him from higrpise?

They sat there like that for a long time, his heeatlled in her lap
while she stroked his head, the back of his neck,soothing, gentle
rhythm. Finally, she knew what she had to do. Herds stilled.

'‘Jason,’ she said in a low voice.



He looked up at her, calmer now, the strength ehed back in his
face, his eyes, the set of his chin.

'l love you, Jess,' he said.

She smiled. 'l know. And | love you. That's whgan't work between
us; surely you see that? It would tear you apagiie up your work.
You'd come to hate me for it." She shook her haaitlys'l can't do
that to you, to us.'

He started to say something, to protest, thenadstee got up and
stood with his back to her for several seconds.nfkimg in her

longed to go to him, to feel his mouth on hers iagtie long lean
body pressed against her, to tell him she wantedom any terms.

Slowly, she rose to her feet. 'I'm leaving nowpdas

He turned, then, his face haggardidlove you. You know that. And
I'll never forget you.'

With a little sob, she whirled around and ran duhe room.



CHAPTER TEN

JessicA followed Jason's reports from Nicaragua in the spaper
intently during the next several days. They wergoaliely brilliant,
What's more, his interviews with the leader of tuerrilla forces
seemed to be a powerful factor in resolving thewis between the
two warring factions.

Of course, what he was doing was very dangerousvdsdébehind the
lines, deep in the mountainous guerrilla territ@yd there was the
constant threat that they might decide to hold inastage or imprison
him, or even kill him if they got the idea he waspy.

She was so well disciplined that she managed to atidbe demands
of her normal life during that trying time. Her &truction worker's
cast was almost ready to come off, the broken bohes leg knitting

nicely; on the first of December, the young predwvamman became
the mother of a healthy baby boy; and Mrs Columbo@emia was
showing a slight improvement with the iron shots slas receiving.

Still, Jessica thought late one Friday afternoorstas stood at her
office window gazing out at the blanket of snowtthad fallen
during the day, something vital was missing fromlife. What had
she really gained, she asked herself, by sendisgnJaway? How
was she better off without him? He was still on iménd constantly,
her fears for his safety as agonising to her nothasgh they'd still
planned to marry. Perhaps more so, she added Isueful

It would be Christmas soon. They were to have bearried then.

What would have happened if she had released loim fis promise

yet gone ahead with the wedding? Would that rdelye been worse
than this constant, dull ache in her heart, thisohlte void at the
centre of her being? At least then she would hatedomething to
look forward to, something tangible.



The last patient of the day was gone. Tomorrow Satsirday. It was
Dr Weatherby's turn to be on call. She thought dHleathe blank
weekend ahead of her. How could she fill those évwipty days that
once were filled with Jason's vibrant, exhilarajongsence?

That was it, she thought. He was so alive! In spithis dangerous
life, perhaps because of it, he had a certainaastit him that was
missing in the other people she knew with theiersafe normal
lives, an almost animal pleasure and joy, justibye of the fact that
he was alive and doing the work he loved, imponark, significant
work.

| felt like that once, she thought sadly as sheedtalindly out at the
bleak winter landscape. She hugged her arms irt fwbriner and
shivered a little as memories of the village in $&rstobal came
flooding back into her mind. Mrs Morales with hénd brood of
beautiful, liquid-eyed children, the new baby;ldttPablo Silva,
hobbling around with his one crude homemade crustbic old
Manuel, who never flinched when she had to sewsipdnd without
an anaesthetic.

She thought of the village square, the childregiptain the dust, the
women gossiping under the banana trees, the makimiin the
taverna, chickens and dogs roaming freely. She thought ef t
soldiers, brave young boys, most of them, whoseslndepended on
her medical skills.

Then she heard footsteps coming down the hall wsvhaer office, a
heavy tread, and the squeak of rubber-soled shogkeopolished
linoleum floor. She turned away from the windovse® Mrs Schultz
standing at the doorway.

‘That's the lot of them, Doctor,"' she said brisKi}.be on my way
now. Looks like we'll have more snow tonight.'



'‘Good night, Mrs Schultz,' she said with a smild. see you on
Monday.'

After she had gone, Jessica collected her things.Had walked to
the office that morning. With the snow packed oa skreets, it was
quicker, and probably safer, than driving. She veaed down the
hall, looking into each of the examining rooms, #mall lab, the
restroom, to make sure everything was in order.

She needn't have bothered, she thought, as sheysdrweach
spotlessly clean and orderly room. Mrs Schultz \aademon at
keeping the office neat and tidy. All the chartgevput away in the
filing cabinet in the reception area, every instemtin the steriliser
and the laundry put in a large canvas bag readhetpicked up on
Monday morning.

What a difference from the way she had had to d¢pera San
Cristobal! There she had done it all herself everrunning the
laundry through the ancient washing machine downsst&he had
been lucky to have a steriliser at all, and hertshizad been kept in a
cardboard carton.

I'm getting maudlin, she thought, giving herselitte shake. She
marched back to her office to get her coat ancdhpuboots on. Who
would ever have dreamed, she mused, that | would thith such
affection of that awful place? How could | forgetsoon the fighting,
the fear, the constant booming of the guns?

She sat down to pull on her fur-lined boots. Shevkrof course, that
her sudden burst of nostalgia for the village waigrely due to the
fact that that was where she had met and falldove with Jason.
Well, not entirely, perhaps, she amended, but & eextainly a good
part of it, and once again the weak tears appeanbdiden in her
eyes at the thought of him.



Angrily, she wiped them away and stood up, puslhegfeet more
firmly into the boots. I've got to stop that, shdmmnished herself
sternly with a loud sniff. All | do lately is cryVill it never end?

She slipped into her heavy coat and had just gorleet door when
the telephone rang. She hesitated. All she wantesl tov take her
misery home and sit in front of the fire broodingep it. Jason's
articles had stopped abruptly two days earlier,slredwas anxious to
see if they had reappeared yet in the evening paper

The telephone kept ringing, and finally she shragaed decided to
answer it. She was still technically on call uigdturday morning.
She walked over to her desk and picked up thevecei

'‘Dr Weatherby's office,’ she said.

‘May | speak to Dr Carpenter, please? Dr Jessicpe@ter.' It was a
woman's voice, firm and businesslike.

‘This is Dr Carpenter,' she replied, praying it waan emergency.
'‘Dr Carpenter, this is Anna Pruett. Perhaps yolereber me?'

Jessica recognised the name instantly as thateofliector of the
agency which had arranged to send her to San Gaistand she was
immediately on guard.

'Yes, Mrs Pruett. 1 do,' she said stiffly.

'I'm sorry to bother you like this,’ the woman agm$ed, 'but I'm
desperate. Marshall Bennett told me he'd spokelyoio about
returning to San Cristobal.’

‘Yes, he did,' Jessica answered firmly. ‘And | talth that | couldn't
possibly consider it. I'm just getting establislhe@ practice here in
Taunton. It's out of the question. I'm sorry.'



Mrs Pruett sighed. 'That's what Marshall told mat, lbwas hoping
you might reconsider.' She paused for a momeocan' say | blame
you after what you went through down there, butl agay, I'm

desperate and decided to give it one more shot.’

' take it you're still having trouble finding aplacement for me.’

Mrs Pruett laughed drily. "That's hardly the wdrdpossible is more
like it.'

‘Well, I truly am sorry, Mrs Pruett, but, as | saiefore, it's out of the
question.’

'l understand, Dr Carpenter, and I'm sorry, toou ¥an't blame me
for trying, though.’

‘Not at all,' Jessica said politely. 'l hope yawdfsomeone soon.'

Ater she hung up, she found that her knees werklibgcher hands
trembling, and she sank down into her chair. Thisnsane, she
thought, to get so upset over a phone call! So tiesd a doctor
desperately. Why pick on me? I've already servedimg. Why can't
they leave me alone?

‘This has got to stop,' she said aloud to the emguyn. I've got to
harden myself against this awful pity, she vowdensly. Between
that and losing Jason, I'm going to end up a baskst if I'm not
careful.

That evening she scanned the evening paper thdsougbm
beginning to end to see if Jason's series of astithd been resumed
but ail she found was a short news item that dadcease-fire was
still in effect.



She had made a fire as soon as she had arrived &otnghed her
damp clothes. A light snow had started falling twe tvay, and
walking into the cold empty house was like walkingp a tomb. The
fire had helped thaw her body out, but her head stél frozen with
apprehension as she searched through the padespaer again for
some news of Jason. There was nothing.

She stared blankly into the fire, sipping a glas®iaoe and absently
nibbling on the cheese and biscuits she had boGglethadn't had a
decent meal since he had left. Her stomach singdglted against
anything more substantial than an occasional saabkwl of soup.

Something has happened to him, she thought blebkhow it. Her
anxiety threatened to rise out of control as shguzed up visions in
her mind of Jason lying wounded and bloody on sdistnt, alien
mountainside, all alone, without even the thoughher love to
comfort him.

'Oh, God, what have | done?' she wailed aloud.c8kiered her face
with her hands, in a real panic now, and sobbekidmiy.

Finally, when she had herself under control, sluedgel she had to do
something. She couldn't just sit there, helpleasght in a web of
horrible fantasy, not knowing. But what? What calo?

I'll call Marshall, she decided. He knows everyththat's going on
all over the world with his connections. He hadWwnabout Jason's
assignment from the beginning. With renewed hope,ran into the
hall, fumbled in the book for his number, then léidl it with
trembling fingers.

He finally answered on the seventh ring.

'‘Marshall, it's Jessica,’ she said breathlessly.



‘Jessica? Is something wrong? | was just on my oudyand almost
didn't answer the phone. How are...?'

‘Marshall,’ she broke in. 'What do you know aboagoh? There
haven't been any more of his articles in the nepspaHas
something happened to him?"

She waited, hardly daring to breathe, but he wastdor so long that
she began to think the connection had been broken.

'‘Marshall? Are you still there?'

'Yes,' he replied at last. 'I'm still here. Listdessica, there's really
nothing | can tell you.'

‘You mean because you don't know anything, or scgau won't?’

‘It's not that simple,’ he hedged uncomfortablye'lheard some
rumours, but nothing definite, nothing official.’

‘Well, tell me the rumours, then!" she cried. Oragain, panic
threatened. | must be calm, she told herself. delddarshall. I've got
to know.'

He sighed wearily. 'All | really know is that foome reason, he's
incommunicado. It could be anything. You know witiatlike down
there. Communications are haphazard at best. @ui§ia few cities,
it's a pretty primitive place.’

‘All right,' she said calmly. 'Now tell me the ruare.'

'‘Good Lord, Jessica, take your pick. I've heardrgheng from
stories about his having joined the guerrilla fert¢e...'" His voice
trailed off.



To his death, she added silently. "Will you tell mieat your honest
opinion is, then, Marshall? Off the record.’

Again he hesitated a long time before replying.apklessica, I'll
give it to you straight. The most persistent rumaund the one I'm
inclined to believe, knowing the risks he takes dhd volatile
situation down there, is that they've probablyekilhim. | could be
wrong, you understand,' he added hastily. 'Thesedlean no official
word. But if they were going to hold him hostages surely would
have received their terms by now. If he was onlymaed, or ill, they
would have got him out for medical attention.’

'l see,' she said in a tight, controlled voice aifk you, Marshall. If
you do hear anything definite, will you pleasentet know?"'

'Of course | will. I'm really sorry, Jessica, botsil have to admit that
he knew what he was getting into. Are you surellyba'all right?’

'Yes. I'm fine.

They hung up then, and Jessica walked unseeindyinkirtg,
unfeeling, back to the fire. She just sat thereh@ncouch, staring
blankly into the flames, until they faded into as®seof charred
embers, then died entirely.

Hardly moving, she dozed fitfully on and off allathnight on the

couch. By morning's first pale light she was stifid cramped. She
felt exhausted, evenmore tired than she had beemight before,

drained of energy, of will, of hope.

He's dead, she said to herself, as she slowly tmdeer feet and

stretched painfully. She walked over to the windowd gazed out at
the snow-covered street. There was no sign of Nf. a car, not a

living soul, not even a bird in the barren tredsndw he's dead, she
repeated soundlessly.



She could still find no news of him on Monday ore$day, even
though she scanned the newspaper more thorougystie ever had
in her life. On both days, she made her early nmgyhiospital rounds
and saw her patients in the office as usual. Theessary

concentration helped get her mind off him duringday, but she still
had the empty evenings to fill and slept fitfully.

The snow had miraculously melted, leaving a soddargy mess
behind, and it had rained steadily since Sunddgpaessing constant
drizzle that lowered her flagging spirits to therpavhere she could
hardly bear it.

She was becoming so distraught, she realised tattled she was
afraid she might start making mistakes with hergod$. She couldn't
risk that for a moment. Finally, on Tuesday nigihte called Marshall
again, just to be doing something.

‘There's still no official word," he replied cautsby to her request for
information. '‘But the rumours are still flying.'

'What rumours?'

‘Well, there's some talk in diplomatic circles abthe possibility of
government intervention.'

‘What does that mean?' she asked in a tight voice.

‘Very little, actually, except that we would insmh some concrete
evidence that he's still alive.'

‘Wouldn't that rouse some response?' she askedutigpe



'It's hard to tell, and you shouldn't get your hopp. It's really just a
token gesture, with no real muscle behind it. Wietregoing to go to
war with Nicaragua over one American journalist."

'l see." Something in Marshall's tone of voice rakdl her. He was
speaking of Jason as though he were already déad.don't think
he's still alive, do you, Marshall?' she askedydull

‘Jessica, | just don't know. | do think, howevégttyou should be
prepared for the worst. I'm sorry to have to tell \this, but you've
been pretty adamant about wanting to know. And rebez, there's
no solid evidence one way or the other. It juskibad, that's all.'

After she had thanked him and hung up, she stodddarhall for

several moments staring down at the telephone ayebithg the

depressing and inconclusive information he hadrgher. When she
raised her eyes briefly, she caught a glimpse ofdfeection in the

mirror hanging on the wall opposite her.

I look like a wreck, she thought with a jolt of disst. She had hardly
glanced in a mirror for the past three days, and stecked at the
pathetic, woebegone expression on her face, trexteée] slump of
her shoulders, the dark circles under her eyes.

She gave the unpleasant image a hard look. I1shiigirl, she asked
herself, who fought her way through medical scharadl kept her
head in a revolution? More to the point, she addedhis the girl

Jason Strong had fallen in love with?

'‘No, damn it!" she cried aloud. She stamped herend her heartbeat
picked up its tempo as an idea began to form imrhied. She started
pacing through the house from one room to anoteecjitement
building inside her with every step.



She found herself in the kitchen and absently redalp into the
cupboard for a can of soup. As she opened it antd@ethe stove to
warm, she mentally considered where her line ofarimg was
leading her.

What good is it doing me to sit here in Tauntontingi for word,
wringing my hands like some Victorian maiden whiaser has gone
off to battle? Is that really the kind of persoarh? There must be
something | can do.

When the soup was heated, she stood at the kistbea eating it out
of the pan, her thoughts still racing madly, ufitiblly, by the time
she was through, her idea had become a firm resolve

She set the pan in the sink and ran water intbety marched back to
the telephone in the hall. As she dialled Marshallilmber, she gazed
once again at her reflection in the mirror. Alredtyr eyes looked
brighter, her shoulders straighter, and the pathetpression was
gone.

‘Marshall, I'm sorry to bother you again,’ she safter he had
answered. 'Do you know how to get hold of Mrs Rrdetm the
medical agency?'

'You mean tonight?Yes.'
‘Uh, | think so. Let's see.’

She waited silently while he looked for the numisine felt oddly
detached from herself, as though observing hergiisuand actions
from a distance.

'‘Okay, I've got it,’” came Marshall's voice. Aftee lgave her the
number, he paused for a moment, then said, 'Doel ask why you
want to talk to Mrs Pruett?'



'‘Why, I'm going to tell her I've decided to go baokSan Cristobal
after all,’ she said calmly.

'You what!' he roared. 'Jessica, are you out of yand?'

'‘Possibly,’ she replied cheerfully. 'l only knowel'got to do it. | can't
just sit around here moping and waiting any longesides, | want to

go.’

For the first time since she had actually decidedher rash course,
she realised that this was true. Jason's troubdegnzen her the
impetus she needed, the momentum to take the egesgion, but
the desire to go back to a place where she wassmedately needed
had been building for months. She just hadn't geen

'l don't believe you,' said Marshall. 'What abootiypractice?'

She laughed. 'Marshall, there are literally hordegoung doctors

just waiting in line for an opportunity to stepand practice like Dr

Weatherby's. It's an intern's dream. He could éimgbod replacement
for me tomorrow.'

‘And you're going to give it all up to go chasinff o Central
America looking for Jason Strong? That's crazysidas You can't
possibly hope to find him.’

'Oh, of course not, Marshall,’ she said impatieridpn't be silly. |
have no intention of trying to find him, but | wile that much closer.
I'd appreciate it very much if you'll let him knd#n down there as
soon as you get word where he is.'

‘Jessica,' he said softly. 'What if he's dead?'



She shut her eyes tight and took a deep breatie'dfdead,' she said
slowly, 'my life will be over anyway. | might as Wepend what's left
of it where | can do some good.

Two weeks later, she was back in San Cristobal.oftepyoung
attache from the embassy met her at the airportdemde her up the
dusty mountainous roads to the village in what éxbkke the same
jeep Marshall used to drive.

There had been along lull in the fighting, he mfed her on the way,
and they were hopeful the dispute had been saitidalst, but you
never knew, he added. There was always the passithiat the

fighting would break out again any day.

The word had spread quickly among the villagerd #tee was
coming back, and when the jeep pulled up in franthe house,
several of them clustered around it laughing ar@ushg out their
welcomes to her. Her heart warmed towards themtlandisplay of
genuine affection only confirmed her decision.

'You were here once before, weren't you?' the yattaghe asked as
he helped carry her luggage into the house. 'Theypnsawfully glad
to see you back.' He shook his head. 'You're aeblialy. You must
like it here.'

‘Yes,' she said with a smile. 'l guess | do.’

When he was gone, she unpacked her belongings aenddewn to
start putting the surgery in some kind of order. she worked, it
seemed to her as though she had never left, taahtimths she had
spent in Virginia were the dream and this the tgdliven now, some
of the children were standing outside with theise® pressed up
against the surgery, window staring in at her.



She had had only one moment of doubt, three dalgsdoshe left,
when, suddenly, Jason's articles had reappeardueimewspaper,
and she knew he was still alive. Not only that, iatinterviews with
the qguerrilla leader had been instrumental in argata real
breakthrough in negotiations for a permanent trwaéh the
government. She wondered then if she hadn't ddoeliah thing to
give up her practice and go back into almost certleinger. Jason
was safe. Was there any more reason for her to go?

Yes, she had decided at last. A compelling rea@oite simply, she
was needed. Taunton would always be provided witbdgnedical

service. In San Cristobal she was all they had.kdlegv, too, that it

was even more than that. The safe life she hadedastd badly had
begun to pall even before the break with Jasorhdpst, after all, she
craved life in the fast lane as much as he did.

Later that evening, she stood on the front stefn@fhouse looking
out at the familiar square and listening to the keys high up in the
banana trees as they started their nightly chdttevould soon be
dusk. She felt very peaceful, and had to smile ¢csélf as she
recalled her final conversation with Charles anshlwhen they had
driven her to the airport just that morning.

'‘But, darling,' Lisa had wailed, 'Jason is perfeatl right. There's no
need for you to go now.'

To Jessica's intense surprise, Lisa had takendhs that she was
going back to San Cristobal with astounding gradeue romantic, it

seemed to thrill her to the bones to think of d@ssiinning off to be
close to the man she loved while he was in petilisiife.

Once it became known, however, that he was notaliig and well,
but was doing his job effectively, she saw no radso her to leave.



'l wantto go back,' she had explained patiently as thaydsaround
waiting for the plane to arrive. 'lt's where | beyd She had given her
brother a pleading look. 'Charles, do you undedstan

He had puffed on his pipe and shaken his head.ridly, Jessie. |
do know, though, that we all have to follow thetdies of our own
hearts.' He had patted her fondly on the shouldéigazen her cheek
a light peck. 'So long as you do that, you'll deight.'

There was work to be done here, she thought fieathe last rays
of the setting sun sank behind the tall mountdttsswhere | belong,
where | want to be. If Jason still wants me, Heitbw where to find
me.

That night, just before she went to bed, she saidtle door to the
bedroom where he had slept while he was recovdriog his
wound. As she looked inside at the bare room, daglyymade bed,
just as he had left it, a host of memories camedilogy back into her
mind. Jason lying there wounded and feverish in fiiy,
blood-stained clothes; the night she had awakemedftom the
nightmare and stayed with him for the first tim#;the succeeding
nights on that same bed wrapped in his arms.

Would he come back to her? Would he understand Wwhdaund out
where she was that she had made a fundamentaleirahgr views,
that the conflict between them had been resolvedeast in her
mind? All she could do was wait.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

WHEN he did finally come, it was when she least expkittdt was a
week after she had arrived back in the village, sinel was in the
surgery early in the morning before her first pattias due, setting
out her instruments and looking over her chartserwhe simply
appeared in the doorway.

At the sound of the front door quietly opening aridsing, she
glanced up from the chart she was reading, ane therwas, tall,
deeply tanned and splendid. Their eyes met and toglether for
several moments, as great waves of relief andlmydéd through
her.

'l was in the neighbourhood,' he said, ‘and | tindig stop by.’

She put one hand over her heart, as though to isilviolent
pounding, and sat there, stunned, staring at hmaple to utter a
word. He looked wonderful, she thought, in his rigdpkhaki and
heavy jungle boots. His hair was too long, as ysua fell in a dark
wave over his forehead.

He seemed self-composed, a half-smile quirkinghie mouth, his
head slightly tilted to one side looking at herhwa faint air of
amusement. But the eyes, a deep smoky blue, tolthhehe, too,
was moved by the meeting.

He seemed to be waiting for something. He stootkqubtionless,
one hand propped against the doorway, the othevesho his

trousers pocket. Then she remembered. She hadheene to send
him away. He was waiting for her.

Blindly, she stumbled to her feet, heedless ottieats spilling on to
the tiled floor.



‘Jason,' she breathed. 'l knew you were alive.t&lea step towards
him, but stopped when she saw the sudden frownedalhis lean
face.

'Is that why you came back?' he said quietly.

She knew immediately what he was asking her. Hadwsthed down
to San Cristobal out of a feeling of guilt, of cena for his safety, or
had it been a rational decision based on her owsopal needs? The
tension flowed out of her, and she smiled.

'‘Not entirely,’' she said, walking toward him. "Yauticles had begun
to reappear in the newspaper before | left Virgisia 1 was fairly
certain you were all right. But I've been here &kvevith no news at
all, and | knew you were still in danger."

She was standing before him now, so close that@hle see the fine
lines around his eyes, the faint stubble on his,cdmd the pulse that
beat at the hollow of his throat.

'l think we'd better have a talk,' he said.

He ran a hand over his hair in a weary gesturelodked hot and
dirty and worn out. He was probably also hungry.

She glanced at her watch. 'My first patient isoé dor a couple of
hours. Why don't you shower and shave, and I'll engpu some
breakfast.'

He nodded briefly. 'Sounds like a good idea.'

As they walked up the stairs together, she thoalgbut the first night
he had come here, wounded and bleeding, and shbduatb help
him climb these same stairs.



'How Aid you get here?' she asked when they reatinedipstairs
landing.

'‘By plane from Managua, then | borrowed a jeep ftbenEmbassy.'

She noticed that as usual he carried no luggadgwirat he had on
his back, and she wanted to ask him if he planoestay. But now
was not the time.

She turned to face him. "You know where everytlgrighe said with
a smile.

While she cooked his breakfast, she could heammiwing around in

his old bedroom, then the sound of the shower ngyrand she was
filled with a vibrant happiness. She didn't knowettter he would go
or stay or even how he felt about her. For nowugfip he was here,
and that was all that mattered.

He appeared in the doorway just as she was sdtisnglate on the
table. He had shaved, and his hair was still d&fepyvas dressed in a
pair of the shabby jeans from the box in the cupdohis broad,
tanned chest bare. Her throat closed up at thé sfghm.

'‘Perfect timing,' she said.

As he crossed to the table and sat down, she cooddl his clean
soapy scent and see the drops of water he haddsskelinging to
his shoulders. She drew in her breath sharply, goemed herself a
cup of coffee and sat opposite him, hardly abl@ake her eyes from
him. He ate silently for a while, then set his fddwn and raised his
eyes to her.

'‘Why have you come back, Jess?'



She thought for a minute, choosing her words clyefucame back
because | wanted to,’ she said at last.

‘That's no answer. Why did you want to?'

She was suddenly shy under his penetrating gazseéteed so cold
to her, and she began to wonder if she had bedakaisto think he
would understand. Still, she had to try. 'At firshe said, 'it was
probably sheer instinct. | didn't know if you wexlese or dead, and |
guess | had the wild idea that if | were down heteser to you,
somehow | might be able to do something. Oh, | kitomas crazy,'
she rushed on when she saw the incredulous lodlsoiace. 'Don't
laugh. | wasn't thinking straight at the time.'

'I'm not laughing at you,' he said. '‘Go on.’

She put her elbows on the table and took a sipoffee. 'Then,
gradually, it began to seem the right thing to lbyaitself, simply on
its own merits.'

'‘What about your nice safe life?' he asked, hisevaising. 'What
about your longing to settle down? That's why yeatame away,
refused to marry me. Remember?’

He seemed almost angry, and she began to shrsideias a little
knot of fear formed at the pit of her stomach. Hel la right to be
bitter, she thought sadly. Maybe it was too latet e had come to
her, she thought fiercely, and plunged on.

'Yes,' she said, 'l remember. | told you | woulthe'table to tolerate a
life of constant worry over your safety. | thougihtvould be better,
easier, safer for me if you were out of my lifeiexly.' She set her cup
down and gazed into his eyes. 'l was wrong.'



A gleam appeared in the dark-blue depths. 'Aresyma?' he said in a
low voice.

She nodded her head vigorously. ‘Absolutely. Mg li§ nothing
without you, Jason,' she said, her last vestigeide gone.

Her voice cracked then on a strangled sob. Shelbdtainto her feet
and ran to him, kneeling beside his chair, anddouhier head in his
lap. He stroked her hair "and murmured her namethstg her,

gentling her, until finally she raised her head gaded up at him.

‘Jason, | thought you were dead,' she wailed.

He put his large warm hands on her face and wipedears with his
thumbs. 'What would you have done, then, Jess? Gacleto your
safe life?'

She shook her head. 'No. Without you | have ng titesafety. | had
decided before | left that I'd go through with migns no matter what
happened to you.'

He smiled then. 'What about all those tomorrowswete so worried
about?' he asked softly.

‘There may not even be a tomorrow,' she repligdlyir 'Today is
what counts, and today you're here, with me.'

The hands on her face stilled as he gazed dowreratTinen the
fingers of one hand brushed lightly over her motid rose slowly to
his feet, bringing her with him, and they stoodrigceach other.

'l love you, Jess,' he said in a deep voicellvgdint to marry you, but
| can't give up my life, my work.'



'‘No, darling,' she said, her heart singing. 'Anthae can |. My work
IS here. Yours is wherever it takes you. | love yotiin spite of who
you are, but because of it.'

His arms came around her then and he pulled hselgl®o him. He
pressed his face against hers and began to munnher iear.

'l want you so badly, Jess. Say you want me, too.'
'Oh, I do, Jason. It's all | want.’

She felt as though she was floating mindlesslye airily to give

herself up to the present moment, and she sanksigam. His hand
was moving up and down her bare arm in a soothygnotic

rhythm, and she laid her head on his shoulder avgigh.He slowly
lowered his head. She closed her eyes, waiting,vareh his lips
touched hers, a deep joy- filled her. His mouth waff, brushing
lightly over hers in a slow, sensuous motion &t filrhen, suddenly,
as though they both burst into flame at once, tetched blindly at
each other and clung together in a frantic embrace.

Wordlessly, still locked together, they moved slpvdut of the
kitchen and down the hall to Jason's old bedroomeMthey reached
the side of the bed, she turned into his arms aised her face. Their
lips met again, and as they sank down on the eflgeedbed, his
mouth opened over hers in a sudden urgency.

Under the force of his kiss, she lowered her heat lon the pillows.
He leaned over her, his hot tongue probing andtest, demanding
entrance. With no thought except for him, she sweeed to him
totally. As his tongue explored her mouth, his lsamebved over her
body possessively, from her shoulders over herstsgthen down to
her thighs and back up under her skirt. It wasiasadgh he wanted to
memorise every inch of her.



He tore his mouth away then and pressed his chgmks hers, so
that she could feel his hot rasping breath in hertde was lying half
on top of her now, their thudding hearts beatingnison.

‘God, what you do to me, Jess!" he breathed harbldyraised his
head, his dark eyes boring into her. 'There h&®®nh a day that |
haven't wanted you.'

With their eyes still locked together, he brushed band lightly over
her breasts, then slipped it underneath her tlonda to rest on her
bare midriff. His touch on her skin sent a shafiiapdid fire coursing
through her bloodstream. She moaned faintly ansecder eyes as
his hand moved slowly upwards, then she sighed lgegpen it
closed around her breast.

'Sit up,' he whispered, guiding her to an uprigbgifpon so that she
sat facing him.

He tugged upwards on the loose blouse, and shedrhisr arms so
that he could slip it over her head. When she weesdf it and he had
dropped it behind him at the foot of the bed, Hd her arms in place
with one hand, while with the other he trailed lloisg fingers down
her upraised arm and bent his head to lay his dipsher bare
shoulder.

‘Touch me,' he said, pulling back from her andasleg her arms.

Eagerly, she reached out both hands to run thdrtiyjgantalisingly,
over the lithe sinewy muscles of his strong arntlamoad chest. As
her fingers trailed lower, fluttering on his fldidomen, he sucked in
a deep breath, and she could feel the muscles ripngvander her
touch. He reached behind her then to unclasp laear slip it off.

‘You're as beautiful as | remember you,' he saiti wonder in his
voice.



He placed his large hand over one bare breasttlieesther, moving
back and forth slowly, first kneading, then bargyching, until she
threw her head back groaning at the sheer plea$uire

He bent his head then and opened his lips overtaurte thrusting
nipple, drawing on it, pulling it inside the warnorst interior of his
mouth, his tongue flicking over it, while his harslisl lower, beneath
the waistband of her skirt.

She was filled with a wild elation, a mindless asgt and could
barely suppress a glad cry of joy.

She clutched at the dark head at her breast, g8 raking through
the crisp dark hair. His greedy mouth shifted to dtber breast, his
hands slipped down lower, and she arched her bpdwnas to feel
the full force of his own arousal.

With a low groan deep in his throat, he left heaingo pull off the

worn jeans. Before he came back to her, he undifastening of her
skirt and slid it down over her hips, his fingeirsgering along the
way on her stomach, her thighs, her legs. He cavieee body with

his, his breath coming in great racking gasps réle put her arms
around his neck and ran her fingers through hckthair.

He raised his head, hovering over her for a monstating down at
her, clasping her face in his hands.

'l love you, Jess,' he ground ouit.

With a low moan, she pulled his head down to kiss, land then,
once again, they became one, joined together in diepest
expression of love.



Some time later, Jessica lay beside the man sleel atching him
sleep. He was exhausted from his long journeyv&hed have to get
up soon, get dressed and go down to the surgewmaitdor her first
patient. It was beginning to look as though therghinbe another
little Morales on the way.

Listening to his deep steady breathing, she gaeedilhat the long,
lithe body lying next to her, half- covered by tiamgled sheet. His
dark head was turned slightly away from her onpilew so that his
strong features were in profile, the long thickhles resting on the
high cheekbones, the persistent lock of hair fglatmost to his eyes.

A great surge of love for him rose up in her, sae@dul that she
could barely contain it. She didn't know how loregyvould stay or
where he would go when he left or what kind of fatthey would
have together. All she knew was that it had to kb faim.

They would marry, of course, she thought dreamilst as they had
once planned. That was understood. Maybe evend¢fakkren. She
would like that, and she imagined tall sturdy regdi of the man lying
beside her. She knew there were times when his woukd take him
from her and he would be in danger, but a lovetlietrs would have
to be a lifetime commitment, whatever the price.

He was here with her today, and whether they wegether or apart,
all her tomorrows would be his.



