


LAND OF ILLUSION

Kay Thorpe



They were alone in the world

The night Ross rescued her, Nicola knew that naikiatl caused her
abduction. Furthermore, it was self-doubt aboutoting ability that
had made her accept a nanny position in the miofdheVenezualan
jungle in the first place.

As for Ross King, her extraordinary hero--HollywdoHottest
director--even being falsely accused in the deflinscex-wife wasn't
reason to hide his talents in this isolated bac&wat

And Nicola, despite Ross's bitter shell, just calildear to leave him
alone -- whether he liked it or not!



CHAPTER ONE

THEY would know she was gone by now. Stumbling alomgidwrow
dirt road, clothing plastered to her' body by theming rain, Nicola
fought to contain the fear mounting inside her fas light swiftly
faded. She had gambled on reaching the small taprtiinough
which they had passed earlier, but it was provimther than she had
thought. The idea of spending the night in the aopas daunting, yet
rather the Venezuelan wildlife than the plans thivge back there
had for her!

The sound of an engine brought her heart into hartmbefore she
realised it was coming towards her, not after Heradlights cut twin
swathes through the rain as the vehicle roundedbe¢ine up ahead.
Frantically, she waved both arms, light-headed welief when the
Land Rover screeched to a halt.

There was a clearly audible curse from within, arfeead was thrust
through the open window.

‘What the hell do you think you're doing?' demandedugh-toned
male voice.

'l need help,' Nicola said urgently, hoping she wgamping from
the frying-pan into the fire. 'There are two meteame!'

The head was withdrawn, the passenger door shgwed. 6You'd
better get in.'

She did so gratefully, slumping into the buckett seigh a quivery

exhalation of pent-up breath. It was already tod da see much of
her rescuer. She had a vague impression of haredbi@atures and
black hair. 'Thanks,' she got out. 'You just savgdife!’



Dark brows lifted a fraction as he studied her.eYte out to Kkill
you?'

'‘Or worse." A shudder ran through her at the thbofhat would
have happened had she not seized her chance awggt '‘Can you
take me to the town back there?' she asked. 't loarar.'

He made no immediate move. ‘You've got friendsant& Elena?'

'‘No,' she admitted. 'l don't know anyone in Vené&zuk's the only
place Icango for the moment.’

He seemed to come to some swift decision, reaaungp thrust the
gear lever into first, 'l doubt if you'd find muskcurity back there. |
live a few miles away. You'll be safer.’

'l can't impose . . .' she began automatically, veece fading into
silence as he slanted an ironical glance.

‘True-blue British,' he observed. '"You'd sooneft you to fend for
yourself?'

'‘No." She gave a wry little laugh. 'l suppose tdt sound stupid,
considering.'

‘Very,"' he agreed drily. 'Anyway, I'd be interestedhear what a girl
like you is doing way out here on her own in thetfplace.'

Nicola sighed. 'lt's a long story.'

'It will take us twenty minutes to get where wajang, in this,' he
returned, 'l can listen while | drive. Fire away.'

It was her turn to slant a glance. 'You're Amerjaen't you?'



'‘Every inch.' There was a pause before he added;r&¥evading the
issue.’

‘Not really,' she acknowledged. 'Just gatheringeifitegether. It's
been pretty much shock on shock these past cotigleys.' She drew
a sharp breath as headlights sprang into view aligsathem! It has
to bel'

'OK,' he said. 'Get down out of sight until we'esp'

Nicola did so, her heart thudding as the other alehslowed on
approach. There was a terrifying moment when sbaght some
challenge was going to be made, then the engireaitdred again,
picking up speed as the truck pulled away.

‘You can get up now," advised her rescurer. 'Tleeybne.'

'It was an effort to raise herself upright. Nictladn't realised just
how exhausted she was. The hands gripping the sidése seat
showed white at the knuckles.

‘Thanks,' she said again. 'Do you think they'll edmack when they
don't find me further along the road?’

'If they do, we're not going to be here,’ came rémesonable and
comforting reply. 'And unless they know the didtrpretty well
they're unlikely to stumble on El Milagro—espegzah the rain.’

‘That's the name of your house?"'

'‘Rancho,he corrected, it belongs to a friend.' This tilme pause was
lengthier. 'Feeling up to it yet?'

She wasn't feeling up to anything much, but it teelole gone through.
Sitting back, trying to relax taut nerves, she smikily, They
promised me a lift back to Caracas. | didn't haweather choice.'



‘There's always a choice,' he said. 'Like yes andan instance. And
suppose you start at the beginning. A name miglpt'he

‘Nicola Sanderson." She made another uncertalae gttsture. It's
difficult to know where to start. | arrived in Vdh expecting to find
the Crossmans waiting for me, only they weren'teh&hey'd only
provided a oneway ticket and | didn't have enougheay of my own
to get back to the coast, | . . .

‘Hardly the beginning,' came the dry interrupti@ive me the whole
scenario, from day one.’

Collecting her thoughts was difficult. Nicola triéd cast her mind

back to the world she had left those three longdap. 'l answered
an advert for an English nanny to look after a @afyold boy for a

year,' she said at length. 'l was out of work atter desperate, you
see. The salary sounded excellent, and a yeaseslonhg. | thought it

might give me a breathing space.’

‘You're a qualified children's nurse?'

'‘No," Nicola admitted, and then, on a faintly defga note, 'As a
matter of fact, I'm an actress.'

He shot her another of those swift, appraising @gan 'Anyone |
should have heard of?"

'‘Not unless you happened to catch the play | Hatpart in'. She was
too weary to be bitter, it folded out of town. Irdosuppose you've
any idea just how many drama school graduates #rerloking for
work?"'

'l could take an educated guess.' He was silerst fboment. 'So you
took the first job you could find?'



'‘More or less. Qualifications were unnecessargaitl. Applicants
had to be English, and capable of teaching a six-gkekbthe basics,
that was all.’

"You were interviewed?"

'‘By the agency handling the job." Nicola shrugdedias lucky—if

you can call it that. It seemed there were very. fe@ople willing to
spend a year in a place as remote as Velida. loffased the post
almost immediately.' 'lIt never occurred to you heck the details
with any authority before leaving England?’

She shook her head. 'Everything seemed very muotieaboard.
They even showed me a photograph of the familigd'diving with *

'‘English themselves?'

'So they said. He—Mr Crossman, | mean- managed caoca
plantation. They'd been out here for seven yeaysaikfare was paid
through to Caracas.'

‘That's more than a hundred miles away.'

'l know. | expected some kind of transport to hbgen arranged, but
the local buses were cheap enough.’

He shook his own head as if in disbelief. 'Didnduysuspect
something wrong right then?"

Nicola bit her lip. 'l suppose | should have ddmg, | just assumed
there'd been some mix-up over my arrival date. Aryywdidn't have
a return ticket.'

‘You could have gone to the Consulate.'

'In retrospect, | could have done a whole lot afigk'.



He accepted that without comment. She supposed thas little to
add to what he had already intimated. She had &éeol. That went
without saying, anyway. Only anyone could be witerahe event.

'S0 you put your trust in your two friends backréhehe prompted.
‘Where did you meet them?’

'In a cafe,' she acknowledged. 'They looked deseouigh.'
His laugh was short. 'Face values aren't worthreeti

'So | realised.' The tremors were starting againyrddeep, at the
memory. ‘They said they knew where they could ggiad price for
a blonde-haired European. | didn't know that kifhthang still went

on!

'It still goes on. A white girl on her own must leeseemed like manna
from heaven to their kind.' He didn't look at HBrd they harm you?’

There was no doubting what he meant. 'No, thank'God

‘Unspoiled goods fetch a higher price. How did yoanage to get
away from them?"'

‘They stopped to make camp for the night and |efttied up in the
back of the truck while they went hunting.’

'‘None too well, by the sound of it.’

'‘My wrists are very supple, and | was soaked inspedation. |
managed to wriggle free. | knew we'd passed thr@ugimall town a
while back. | hoped | could reach it before thescdivered I'd gone. If
you hadn't come along when you did . . .' She bafkeswallowing
painfully on the hardness in her throat. 'They kale all my things.'

'You've seen the last of those.'



‘But my passport!’

‘That might present a problem, but nothing thattdaenfixed, given
time and patience.' He trod on the brakes as somn@aaran across
the road in front of the car, swearing under hesaldr. 'First thing we
have to do is get you to Caracas.’

Nicola looked at him swiftly. "Tonight?'

'‘Hardly. There's no way I'm driving that distandengght in these
conditions. | guess you'll just have to sit it alitmorning."'

She waited a fraction too long before voicing thesgion. "You're on
your own?"'

‘Apart from the staff. Carlos went on a trip." Hipper lip had a
visible tilt. 'Don't worry, I'm not about to add your problems. Right
now, you need a bath and a change of clothes. Malidind you
something.’

Another woman. Reassurances withstanding, Nicolddconly be
thankful. She needed badly to sleep. It seemedjarsiace she had
seen a bed. It had taken two days to reach Velida days of
bumpy, muddy roads, with the only chance of slespediched couple
of hours here and there in a village rest hut. K the horror and
despair of reaching her destination, to find hérabhndoned. She
had long since given up trying to work out what kerployer had
been thinking of. Obviously, it had not been of.I&nce meeting up
with Rodrigo and Juan she had run a whole new gafmermotions.
Right now, she felt drained.

"You didn't tell me who you are yet,' she murmuaédr a while.

just for a moment he seemed to hesitate. 'The safmag,' he said.
'Ross King.'



Somewhere at the back of her mind a thought cardewamt, too
fleeting to grasp. She said thickly, 'l owe yowg Mr King.'

‘Glad to be of service.' He slowed the car, peesimgad through the
streaming windscreen. 'There should be a turniagtianow. There it
is! Hold tight. It's not much more than a tracknfrbere.'

He wasn't exaggerating. Around them the lush tedpiorest
crowded in, dank and odorous. The rainy seasorswagosed to be
over, according to what Nicola had understood. lreptngland in
the grip of a foggy November, she had anticipated bkies and hot
sun, but she had seen little enough of eitheris@iace she got back
home to England, she was staying there for sure!

When she got back. Right now, that seemed far distAnhew
passport wasn't going to be obtained without ogttimough a whole
lot of red tape. Time and patience, Ross King lzadl $Vhich was all
very well, only time meant money—somewhere to stagd to eat,
clothes to wear. She had nothing except for theksland shirt she
stood up in; her lightweight pumps were mud-soakegohd
redemption.

They forded a river, the water already half-waytlp axles. Nicola
knew a momentary concern, swiftly swamped by trex-@wreasing
tiredness. The forest thinned, giving way to cldageound. Lights
showed ahead. They drove through a gateway and taraehalt
before a single-storeyed building, fronted by aeweranda.

Already soaked as she was, Nicola saw little paihiurrying to gain
the shelter of the house. Ross himself paid sdgmtaon to the rain
as he led the way inside. The main doors gave atoeslarge living
area, walled in white, roughcast plaster and flmeasSpanish style
with ornately carved chairs and tables, the tiledrfscattered with
rugs. An archway led through to other -regionsthis appeared an



olive-skinned woman of indeterminate age, clad long black skirt
and white peasant blouse.

She spoke in Spanish, her dark eyes appraisinggtveomer as Ross
apparently explained her presence in the same dgeguNhen he
had finished, she held out a hand, her smile stiggesympathy in
any language.

'‘Come,"' she said.

Ross nodded as Nicola glanced his way. 'Maria sak you OK.
We'll eat after you've dried off.'

Nicola would have preferred sleep to food, but sbeldn't bring
herself to say so. The temperature had dropped th@honset of
darkness. She felt shivery—although that was asyliko be from
reaction as chill.

Maria took her to a bathroom that had every coreiee one might
expect, if not exactly sumptous in its appointmeifitgning on both
taps of the large white bath, she indicated to Mid¢o take off her
sodden clothing, departing with the garments heldran's length.
Thick Turkish towels hung ready over a rail. Nictdaned off the
taps when she judged the water deep enough, logveerself into
the comforting warmth with a sigh of sheer reli#here was a
hand-shower attachment, too. She used it to waghiase her hair,
content to settle for soap in lieu of shampoo. Glieass was next to
Godliness, her mother had always said. It certédeigt smelly mud!

Maria returned, bearing an assortment of garmeurtite Nicola was
drying herself, depositing them on the wooden steith another
smile and an encouraging nod.

There were no underclothes, Nicola realised onrgpthrough the
things after the woman had departed again. SHedéttthe end on a



pair of white cotton trousers and shirt which musibng to a boy, as
they fitted her slender shape without undue tucking pulling in. A

pair of espadrilles only a size or so too large gleted her outfit. If

she shuffled, they might stay on. Her face lookeawn in the

damp-spotted mirror, blue eyes darkened by fatigue. she was
safe. That was what counted. She had escapedtitmatel horror by

the skin of her teeth.

Ross was waiting for her in the living-room. He hathnged his
beige bush shirt for another of the same stylehiteyshe noted. He
was even taller than she had first imagined, brfashoulder and
lean of hip. Grey eyes held a speculative exprasasche took in the
drying cloud of pale gold hair.

‘Better," he approved. 'Less of the drowned rat!

He was deliberately lightening the atmosphere, Idicealised,
catching the inflection. The happenings of theastdays could not
and would not be easily forgotten, but they wereay receding
from the forefront of her mind. Looking now at tlean, intelligent
features, she felt a tingle of awareness along bpine.

Attractive—no, more than that, arresting—that wasdRKing. The
name seemed somehow familiar, yet she could conureemory of
having heard it before. How could she have, anyway?

‘Maria is bringing supper through here,' he saidp# you like
paella?'

'l don't mind what | eat,” Nicola told him, addirdiffidently,
‘Actually, I'm not all that hungry.’

‘They fed you?'

'No,' she admitted, 'l couldn't have stomacheldant either.'



'Reaction,’ he stated. "You need something onstaunach, if only to
stop it playing you up later. Fancy a brandy?’

She grimaced. 'Not right now.'
‘Later, then. It will help you sleep.’

Short of that commodity though she was, the imntediege seemed
to have faded. At his invitation, she settled héliseone of the big

cushioned chairs, watching him as he took a sqai)fe. He seemed
so much at home here, yet he had stated himselfitaglace didn't
belong to him. Carlos was away on a trip, he hadl $&ho Carlos

was still had to be ascertained.

'‘Have you been here long?' she asked. 'At EI Milagmean.'

'‘Some months." The grey eyes had acquired a sushklettered
look—Ilike a steel curtain coming down. 'We're gotogheed a plan
of campaign if we're to get you back to where yelohg. First thing
in the morning, we'll drive into Santa Elena angomt the abduction.
They're unlikely to catch those two now, but atsteae can try.
You'll need something in the way of clothing, tdtose things are
hardly fit for a visit to the Consulate.’

'‘My own things should be all right after they're shad,’ Nicola
responded. 'lI've already put you to a lot of treubl

‘Suggest an alternative,' he invited with an edgeoay. "You might
be all kinds of a fool for coming here, but youmidchoose to be
landed in this mess. If | had a daughter your ddeljke to think
somebody would do the same for her.'

Nicola's smile was involuntary. 'If you had a datgghmy age, you'd
need to be a lot older than you look!



One eyebrow rose. 'And how old do | look?'
She shrugged, sensing ridicule. 'Thirty-five, pgda

'I'm thirty-nine," he acknowledged drily. 'That giveme a good twenty
years' seniority, I'd say.’

'Eighteen, actually.'

'Sure.' He sounded sceptical. 'What did your faimélye to say about
this wonderful job of yours? Or didn't you botheltihg them?

Something inside her closed up. 'My mother die@ar yago. | never
knew my father. lllegitimate is the polite word.’

'Stop feeling sorry for yourself,’ he came backdhgr 'There are
plenty of others in the same boat.’

She gave a faithful imitation of his own sardon $lant. "You
included?’

His grin was as sudden a it was unexpected. 'Qundke draw, aren't
you, honey?'

'Firing as | go,' she agreed wryly, already regrgtthe retort, 'l
suppose | am pretty sensitive about it.'

'‘Only you feel the need to get it out in the opeonest.'

She hadn't thought of it that way, but he was righe was forced to
admit. Tell the truth and shame the devil, as hether had so often
said. She had been full of advice like that. Makipdor the one great
sin she had committed, Nicola supposed now witidendnsight.
Having a daughter eager to make a career of tige stauldn't have
been easy for her to accept, yet she had moveckheawd earth to
provide the wherewithal to help her through dractzosl.



'I'm a bundle of neuroses,' she claimed with asddmgktness. 'That's
only one of them!'

"You wouldn't know a neurosis if it ran over yolg' scoffed. 'Quit
dramatising. I'm not impressed'.

She eyed him sourly, 'l expect it takes a wholédompress you, Mr
King.'

‘Some,"' he agreed, unmoved by the sarcasm.

Maria arrived bearing a loaded tray which she setrdon the lower
table close by. 'Eat,' she commanded.

Thepaellawas delicious, Nicola had to concede.
Despite her protestations, she found herself fingslevery morsel.

'‘Recovery is fast at your age,' Ross observed hvag@s she chased
the last grain of rice around the plate with a &rig. 'There's more if
you want it.'

She shook her head, her smile spontaneous. 'En®egbugh. I'm fit
to burst already.'

‘You don't look it." There was nothing particulacymplimentary in
his inflection, he was simply stating a fact. "Thiyou might sleep
without nightmares?'

Nicola hid an involuntary shudder. 'l can but try.’

‘The brandy might help." He was moving as he spolassing to a
carved cabinet to take out bottle and glasses. s@vad one, and then
bed.’

She said sharply, 'I'm not a child!



‘That's true.' He didn't turn. 'You'd rather | toaku to bed than sent
you, maybe?'

'‘Don't be ridiculous!" She was doing this all wraangd she knew it,
yet some perverse instinct refused to let go.

‘Hardly ridiculous. You're female, I'm male. Thatlkit takes.'

He was laughing at her, Nicola thought painfullydahe had asked
for it. What had got into her, acting this way?

'I'm sorry," she said on a subdued note. 'I'm the who's being
ridiculous.'

‘You're under strain." Ross brought across thedyraplacing the
glass on the table at her side. It was difficultted what he was
thinking at that moment. He was obviously a passteraof the
Inscrutable expression. 'Things will look bettethe morning. They
always do.'

He was saying that in the manner of one offeriragsarance, rather
than with any great belief, Nicola reflected flegty. Nothing would
have changed in the morning. She would still béhansame mess.
Yet, with Ross King to help smooth the way, it ntigbt be too bad.
She had to put her faith in someone.

‘You're very kind,' she murmured, and saw histist.

'It depends on the viewpoint. Short of keeping kete, | don't have
much choice.’

‘Some might have simply put me on a bus back tacarand left it
at that,' she pointed out. 'After all, if I'm capmbf getting this far on
my own, I'm capable of getting back.’



'‘Always providing you didn't run into any more hieliccharacters on
the way.' He made a dismissive gesture. 'Drink yavandy. I'll get
Maria to show your room."'

The Venezuelan woman came at once to his call. llibad the
feeling she might have been hovering somewhere clasorder to
appraise the situation. Perhaps there had beem fahmles here
before her, if in somewhat different circumstandesss didn't give
the impression of being a complete recluse.

He was drinking whisky when she took her leave. 8bedered if it

was a nightly ritual. His presence out here inwlhieerness of the
Venezuelan jungle was 'a puzzle in itself. A manpofpose, she
would have thought, yet there could be little ahithis neck of the
woods. Perhaps he was hiding from something —oresoi. Not
that he looked the criminal type, either—if therasasuch a thing.
Tomorrow, she might even ask him. He could onlihel to mind

her own business.

The room to which Maria took her had the same fonel
appearance as the rest of the house. WhoeverdhessGvas, he lived
a fairly simple lifestyle. A voluminous nightdresd plain white
cotton was spread ready across the bed. One o&&lanvn, Nicola
gathered from the former's beaming pantomime. Riggguherself in
the mirror after donning it, she felt hystericalighter welling up
inside. No man seeing her in this shapetesswould find himself
remotely tempted. She looked like some waif analystr

At least the bed was comfortable. Lying there betwthin cotton
sheets listening to the rain still teeming dowre sfed to switch off
her mind, without success. Even if and when shateadly got back
to England, there was going to be little enouginettier her. She had
given up the bedsit she had called home on leati@gountry, and
would have a hard time finding anywhere else te iwth no job to
go to. Why, oh, why hadn't she stayed where shesades and at least



reasonably secure? This job had been too good tbganyway.

She should have known that. Viewed in retrospeuog éntire

happenings of the past few days were almost untadlie—like

something out of a book, or a film. In fact, it Wdave to be a great
director who could make her situation Seem feasiblen on

camera.

It was there and then that it came to her at lasiging her sharply
upright in the narrow bed. Ross King! No wonder treme had
seemed familiar! Little more than a year ago it baeén on all the
placards, his photograph plastered across douhiencs.

The newspaper account had made little lasting isgioe at the time,
it was true. The kind of people it had been writibout lived lives far
outside the normal sphere. The headline came bdukrtwith clarity
now: 'Film Director Suspected of Wife Killing'.tlad caught her eye
mainly because she had shortly before seen a filected by Ross
King; the last in a line of three that had madewifg into a star.

Arlene Carol had been a complete unknown beforaraeriage, yet
within months of it had shot to overnight fame wtile leading role in
a film that had owed the greater part of its susdesthe superb
direction. Nicola remembered her as a strikinglauigul brunette
who projected a sensuality that seemed to reath ogt from the
screen to embrace every male in the cinema audieoceo she had
gathered from those whose opinions on the subgetbken imparted
to her. Death had cut short that career on a Caido road when her
car had gone over a cliff. Within hours, Ross Kimgd been in
custody with a first-degree murder charge hanginger ohis

head—charges later dropped due to lack of con@usiidence,
although too late to stop the media from making fsth his marital
problems. His wife's passions had not, it seemeenhbconfined
solely to himself and to the screen. Her affairthvather men had
been breaking up the marriage long before her déatline himself
had been reported as saying, if he'd been goirkgltber at all, he



would have done it the first time. But the mud fsaack. Many, it
seemed, had believed him guilty.

Did she? Nicola asked herself now, hugging her &raseshe gazed
into the darkness. She could visualise those strate] features in
her mind's eye. He didn't look like a murderer,thet who could tell
what a man might be driven to under certain cirdamses—or a
woman either, if it came to that? If his wife's theaas the reason he
had shut himself off from the world this way, hesnbhave loved her
a great deal. Certainly he had made no films siBaewhat a waste
of a talent such as his! The hottest property iflymod, they had
called him.

Considering that by this time tomorrow she wouldénsaid goodbye
to him anyway, she supposed it scarcely mattereat glie believed.
If the truth were known, the thought of leavingdnbeld little appeal.
In Carcacas she would be on her own again, deperaterthe

slow-turning wheels of officialdom. Whatever sum wa@aned her in
order to get her home again, she would be expeoteay it back,

which meant that, even if she did manage to fijmbaof some kind,
the debt would be a millstone round her neck flong time to come.
Yet what other way was there?



CHAPTER TWO

THINGS will look better in the morning, Ross King haddsabazing

from her bedroom window at the broad expanse oémspreading
out from the overflowing river, Nicola thought wyylthat the

prophecy had been somewhat optimistic. The hogsé iwvas built

on slightly higher ground, so it seemed safe endaglhe present.
Judging from the foliage still protruding above theface of the new
lake, the depth wasn't all that great as yet. Wdrathwould remain

that way, with the rain still coming down in stamrdis, was something
else again. If she was going to get away from ptese at all, it

needed to be fairly soon.

Dressed in the same shirt and trousers she hadth@mght before,
she went in search of her benefactor. Ross wakidgroffee out on
the veranda, viewing the flood with unthrilled eyes

'‘Could be worse,' he observed in answer to Nicolasy. 'The car's
out, | guess, but we might get through to Santad&tmn horseback.'

'l don't ride,' she said nervously, and receivédef glance.

'So we'll tie you on and use a leading rein. Marxing you some
breakfast. The coffee's fresh, if you want to pgaurself a cup.’

He was different this morning, Nicola reflectedigaying with the
suggestion: more brittle. The weather? Or wasnp$y her presence
here that was disturbing him? Most likely a comboraof the two.

Knowing who he was made her own position difficidhe felt
constrained, unsure whether to bring the subjetcindo the open or
leave well alone. For the present, she opted ®iatier course.

'‘Does this sort of thing happen often?' she asked.



'Only in the rainy season,' came the dry reply.
'l thought that finished in October.'

'It's not an overnight switch-off, although | guésis going on a bit
longer than usual this year.'

‘Just my luck." She tried to keep the comment lighd you think the
roads back to Caracas will be open?’

‘That's what we're going to find out, once we'vemal told Maria to
prepare ham and eggs for both of us. OK?'

Nicola's laugh sounded false even to her own &wands good. Not
what I'd have expected way out here in the jurthl@igh!

'‘Carlos keeps pigs and cures his own,' said Rds#ss, too. With
goats for milk, and a variety of crops to draw de's pretty
self-sufficient so far as food is concerned.'

'He's a farmer, then?"

Grey eyes retained their present outlook over ltteded landscape.
'He's a man who prefers his own company.'

'‘Except for you,' she ventured, and saw broad sleosillift in a brief
shrug.

'‘We respect each other's privacy.'

Perhaps this Carlos, too, had a past, Nicola teffecand found
herself wondering once more about that of the neatesl opposite
her at the plain deal table. No matter what thel®uoicarried, shutting
oneself away from the civilised world was surely the best way to
handle it? She stole a glance at the firm proditeglling for a fleeting
moment or two on hard male cheekbones and cleajawline. His



nose was thin, almost aquiline, his mouth cynioalepose. A man
who had seen too much of everything; a man whokeued her
pulses with his very presence. Physical attradioark little note of
who or what a person was, that much she already.kRess King
stirred something in her that she'd rarely expegdrbefore.

'"You're safe enough,' he said with irony into thense. 'Even if I'd
been tried and convicted, it wouldn't necessarilgken me a
homicidal maniac.'

The directness of the attack momentarily stunnedihwas the last
thing she had been expecting, 'l don't know what'rgotalking
about,' she floundered. 'What on earth . . .’

'‘Don't take me for a complete fool.' His glance w@assive. 'You've
been watching me as if I'd sprouted two heads gimeeninute you
came on the scene!’

'‘Perhaps | was simply admiring the one,' she rdiortallying with an
effort. 'After all, you're an attractive man, Mrrig.'

He made an impatient gesture. 'Do me a favour &opul @aying
games. The name meant something to you last roght,you were
too tired to realise why.'

There was no point in further denial, Nicola had¢&nowledge. She
tried to look him straight in the eye. 'All rigisp | know who you are.
There's no need to get paranoid about it.'

He looked at her for a long, still moment, eyesrowaed, then his
mouth relaxed suddenly into a faint smile. "Youight, that's what |
am. | thought | was over it. Just goes to shown $orry," she
ventured. 'l wasn't sure whether to say anythingobr| only realised
after I'd gone to bed last night.’



'Did it keep you awake?'
'‘Not so as you'd notice. As you said, | was tired.'

'With reason.' There was a pause; his expressi@auwvder control
again. 'How mucldo you know exactly?'

'‘Only what was reported in the newspapers at the.tiShe attempted
the same unemotional delivery.

One newspaper, that was. There was a photogragbuefand your
wife.'

‘The wife | was suspected of killing.'
‘Yes.' It was almost a relief to hear him sayBitit'you were cleared.’

‘That's right, | was cleared. But neither soon ghawor well enough
to convince you, apparently.’

Her head snapped up. 'l didn't say that!

‘You don't have to say it. I've long learned tcogruse that look.'
She said softly, 'Is that why you're here in thecp?'

'‘Part of it, maybe.' Ross shook his head. 'Letgdioit. We'll be in
Santa Elenain a couple of hours, and hopefulltherway north soon

after that.'

Nicola looked down at her cup. "You'll come bacletdilagro after
you drop me in Caracas?"'

'‘Sure."

‘To spend another year in isolation? | can't seve that will help.’



'You don't understand the situation,’ he said. "fan't be expected
to.'

But she could, Nicola thought. Knowing the factse <ould well
understand. What she couldn't do was condone ithasd existence
as a solution. Turning one's back on a problem'ditiake it go
away.

There seemed little she could say, and certaindying that he might
listen to. One didn't go interfering in someoneslprivate affairs.

Maria brought the food. Fried in olive oil, the hamd eggs were too
greasy for Nicola's taste. She had to force hetseét a fair portion.

'I'm not as hungry as | thought,' she excused Hgcstching Ross's
eye as she pushed away her plate.

‘There's no penalty." He sounded indifferent. dti'yve ready, we'll
make a start.’

It had at last stopped raining, Nicola saw in feldot that it was
going to be a dry journey, by any means. Wadingugh floods on
horseback sounded hazardous. Yet, even if thenedehoff, it might
be days before the water went down. Days which FRosg was
obviously not prepared to wait. He wanted her ayt.n

Her own clothing had been washed and ironed, heesshendered
wearable again, if badly stained. At Ross's sugmesta

plastic-wrapped package was made of all itemshab ghe would
have something dry to change into when they rea8aeda Elena.
Tied on with string, the espadrilles would sufffoe now, providing

she wasn't called upon to walk very far.



The horses were stabled across a dirt-floored yaigl: powerful
animals both. Used for pulling ploughs as well agygng people,
Nicola judged, eyeing the pair of them in trepidati

A small, wiry man, dressed much as she was hetseld, them in

check with a hand on each set of reins. Nicola woedl if he was the
one whose clothes she was wearing. She attempéastt tum, only to

be met with a blank, uncomprehending stare.

‘They're his son's,"' Ross replied. 'Ramon is MahaSband.’
An incongruous match, she reflected. Maria wasdwis size!

Ross gave her a leg up on to one broad back. Ehsnsglf gingerly

down into the saddle, Nicola was grateful for tbens fore and aft to
which she could cling. No attempt was made to fasier into her

seat. He simply clipped on a length of rope, tlee #nd of which he
kept in his hand as he swung himself astride thercanimal. The

package containing all she had left in the world w&apped across
the back of his straddle. Ross himself looked @#sfeat home on

horseback.

They left without ceremony, making their way rouhe house to
reach the track down to the water's edge. Nicalaglon like grim
death to the swaying saddle. Initially the wateacireed no further
than the animals' knees. Only as they approacteedMr itself did it
begin to deepen, the current sending waveletsimgpcross the
surface. Nicola could not have said where the tbegan or ended by
then, but Ross seemed to know by instinct—or hiséndid. There
came a scary few minutes of swift- running watacheng half-way
up her own legs as the riverbed was negotiatedamimeals took it in
their stride, never once stumbling. By the timeytlmeached the
shallows again, Nicola had begun to feel she migstt make it to
Santa Elena without falling off.



The flooding stretched for perhaps a quarter ofla before slightly
higher ground provided a respite. Clouds of mos@gitmade every
step a torment. The humidity was enervating. Saddie already
from the constant friction against her inner thigdgola could only
hold on and wait for an eventual end to his drelaurney. How
Ross proposed to get her to Caracas without aheahad no idea.
Perhaps, after all, he would have to settle foingegker on to a bus.
That would leave her to negotiate a new passpdneoown, but that
couldn't be helped. He owed her nothing.

They ran into further flooded stretches along thé, talthough none
as extensive as the one they had left. Conversatas kept to a
minimum. It took all of Ross's attention to keeprthheading in the
right direction. Santa Elena came into view at lafier more than an
hour of hard trekking. Even smaller than Nicola ihradgined from
her passing glimpse of it through the small reardeiwv of the truck
in which she had been kept prisoner, it consisted few narrow
streets edged with tin or thatch-roofed buildirgest,around a central
square. The church was the most well maintainedepia the
immediate township, walls gleaming white in theuraed sunlight.
The bell tower looked the highest focal point ahun

Their appearance aroused little interest amongtpeilace, few of
whom were in evidence anyway. Ross made for onédibgi
distinguishable from its neighbours only by thensigpiled to an
outside wall, tying both horses to a convenient bafore coming
round to help Nicola dismount.

From that height, and stiff as she was, the only was to throw over
a leg and allow herself to slide down into his arf@er a brief
moment, she felt his lean muscularity at her b#uk warmth of his
breath on her cheek. The hands spanning her warst fivm in their
grip. She wanted suddenly for him to go on holdueg this way, to
lean her weight against him and know the safetysaadrity he could
provide. It was Ross himself who moved abruptlyawa



'Let's get to it," he said.

Consisting of a single room, with a door at the teat might lead to
the cells, the police station was manned by ar@ffivhose uniform
had either been made for a' thinner man or wascafrem the days
when he himself had been of a lesser girth thaphaisent rotundity.
Dark eyes flickered from Ross to Nicola and bachimagvery few
seconds as the former explained her predicamewhat sounded, to
Nicola at least, very fluent Spanish. There folldwa series of
guestions and answers, then the policeman leanedrid and rang a
small bell on the battered wooden desk, barkingransand at the
boy who popped his head around the rear door. ®Rosed back to
look at Nicola.

'‘Seems they might have your suitcase. It was faudped at the
roadside early this morning.'

Her eyes lit up. 'And my papers, too?'

‘Doubtful. Passports can be doctored to fetch gbag on the black
market. Did you have any currency?'

‘Barely enough to be worth stealing.’

His smile was brief. 'Depends on the viewpoint.etvfbolivars will
buy a loaf of bread.’

The official said something in Spanish, drawinghake of Ross's
head. Nicola wished she could understand the lagegeven a little.
It was frustrating having her affairs discussechaiit being able to
join in. She had been carrying her shoulder bagente suitcase for
convenience. If her abductors had been panickedtimbwing out

her belongings, there was a chance that her passmbother things
might prove to be intact. It would save so muclildte if they were.



The boy returned bearing a damp and dirty pieteggfage she could
only just recognise as her own. It had been opesied;could see
right away that the locks had been sprung. The kagsesided in the
pocket of her slacks, lost during that mad flightaswt really only

last night? Fatalistically, at the policeman's iation, relayed

through Ross, she went to inspect the contentkiigan dismay at

the water-stained disarray of garments within. gslvageable, she
supposed, with a little care and attention, butifems were instantly
wearable. Her heart leapt as her probing fingemecato contact

with leather. Drawing out the brown shoulderbag, sbnt up a silent
prayer.

The passport was gone. So was her wallet. Sinkisgly indicated as
much to the Venezuelan. To her surprise, he opartkdwer to take
out the missing items, carefully comparing the pgoaph inside the
passport with its owner, as if still in some fadoubt as to the validity
of her claim. A pen was proffered, and she wasaskeign for the

return of her belongings. After that, it seemed/tivere free to go.

Outside again, Nicola screwed up her eyes agdnagttong sunlight
as she looked at Ross.'Is that all?"

He shrugged. 'l told you there was probably notimmugh they could
do. Those two will be miles away by now. Be gratgfu got your
stuff back. Whoever picked it up must have an hostesak'.

'l am grateful,’ she said. 'l can't tell you what aakit is." She
hesitated before tagging on, 'So what next?'

Grey eyes remained veiled. 'Seems like it's batkaaanch for the
present. We're cut off.’

‘For how long?'



'‘As long as it takes to clear the roads. Maybe yg daybe two.
Providing we don't get any more rain, it shoul@e'tonger than that.'

'l could stay here in Santa Elena,' she ventured saw his lips thin.

'‘No, you couldn't. We'll grab a coupletoftillas, then head for home
while the going's good.’

'I'm sorry.' She scarcely knew what else to sagadlise you'd rather
be on your own.’

'l survive." He wasn't giving an inch. "Your bsggoing to be
something of a problem. I'll need more rope.’

"You could use the leading rein,' Nicola suggestadng to make
amends. 'I'll be OK going back.'

‘Sure you will." He turned away. 'There's only @tece to eat. Just
don't expect too much.'

She had given up anticipating anything, thougholiavryly. From
now on, she took everything as it came.

The bar was on a back street, dark and dingy anidwsly not much
frequented by the women of the town. That Ross &limsas no
stranger there was made evident when the barmaategrédim by
name. That antlortillas' were the only words Nicola understood i
the resulting conversation, although, judging frim speculative
glances cast her way, she was the main topic ufhslenssion.

The food turned out to be not only edible but exiely enjoyable—if
one toned a blind eye to the somewhat suspect rgutlEhe
accompanying coffee was pre-sugared to a sweetnestaNound
cloying, but she drank it regardless and felt sampgly better for it.



Ross was the one off his food this time. After ape of bites he
pushed the plate away, contenting himself withasglof what she
assumed to be whisky. He seemed abstracted, hightsfar away
from this place, this time. His whole attitude whetached, as if he
had given up living and settled for just existing.

‘At least there isn't going to be any need for tmeome right through
to Caracas with me,' she ventured at length, urtalidear the lack of
communication. 'All I'm going to need is a loannfrthe Consulate to
get me home.'

He studied her for a moment before replying. "Yilaak it's going to
be that simple?’

'‘Why not? Others have done it. After all, I'm atBh citizen.’
'‘Who has to reach the people she needs to reath fir
Blue eyes darkened. 'You're saying | might not maka my own?"

'It happened once, it can happen again. I'm nohgaywill, but the
chance is there. I'm not likely to rest easy tduye safely tucked
away on a flight home. If you want to pay any bbdgk, you can pay
me.'

She drew in a breath, 'l can't accept money from'you

His smile was faint. "You were willing enough tacapt it from the
Consulate.'

‘That's different.’
‘Sure is. It will take longer, for one thing. Stdluit yourself.'

Biting her lip, she said wryly, 'l shouldn't lookggft horse in the
mouth, should I? Thanks, Ross. | really do apptedtze offer.'



'It's only money.'
‘And your time.'

'I'm hardly pushed for that, either.' He drained glass and put it
down with a decisive little thud. 'We'd better get back before it
starts again.'

Nicola glanced towards the window where the sunhgas making
valiant efforts to break through the grime. 'Theéoesn't seem much
chance of that.'

'‘Not right this minute, maybe. I've learned notdke anything for
granted.' He was standing as he spoke, reachinthdosuitcase he
had lodged under the table while they ate. 'l B&ille to stow this.'

She trailed after him reluctantly. Returning to kimeise was the only
possible course to take, out that didn't make yt @asier to accept.
Ross resented her presence, that much was obaugrobably

regretted ever having got himself involved. Notttha'd had much
choice in the matter, considering the circumstanttesould have

taken a hard heart indeed to abandon her to reer fat

There was little appreciable drop in water levelshe way back, but
the sun kept on shining. The heat was oppressive.

'‘How have you stood this climate all these monthis@'asked at one
point, when they were able to ride abreast on ainyg lfor a while, it
has to be different from California.'

His laugh had an edge. 'That has to be the untamstat of the year!
The rains haven't worried me any. | haven't beenggout in it all
that much.’



Nicola slanted a glance, taking in the hardnesshmjh muscle
beneath the tight-fitting jeans, the easy famiyaoif his hands on the
rein. 'You haven't exactly been letting yourself to seed, either,’
she commented. 'Do you work on the farm?'

'‘Not noticeably. Hardly my style. There are otherys of staying in
good physical shape. Riding, for instance.’

She said ruefully, 'The only thing it seems to leéeng for me is
making every muscle feel as if it's been kicked!'

'Only because you're using ones you've never uséatdr They'll
feel worse tomorrow.'

"Thanks!'

This time, the laugh held amusement. "You'll ge¢rat. The next
time we make this journey it will be by car.'

1l cling to that thought.' She waited a momerdfdre adding
doggedly, 'So howlo you pass the time?"'

Ross didn't answer right away. She had almost seddipat he wasn't
going to answer at all, when he said, 'lI've beerking on a film
script.'

'Oh?' She scarcely knew what comment to makedii'diealise you
wrote as well.'

His lips twisted. 'As well as what?'
'‘Directed.’ She kept her tone level. "That isnittalsit is?"

'It isn't unknown to have the same person writeeatiand take the
lead in a film," he returned. 'But for me, no,gn't usual. Call it a
therapy.



'You mean it's autobiographical?'

He gave her a swift glance, eyes suddenly narrowédat makes
you say that?'

Her shrug was overcasual. 'l took a basic psyclyologurse in
school. Writing down one's thoughts and feelingp$elear the
mind.'

'Is that right?' There was cynicism in the linehed mouth. ‘Maybe
you'd better stick to acting. An amateur shrinloh'tl need!

'l wasn't offering an analysis,' she retorted. "ésked me a question,
| gave you an answer. End of session.’

‘You're too smart for your own good,' he advisecdaurt note.

'For yours, perhaps.' She wasn't about to be puhd@he trouble
with men like you is you see all women as mentaifgrior—no
matter what their age!

Up to that point she had experienced little troubi#h her mount.
The sudden whinny and rearing motion caught hatlyodff balance.
One minute she was sitting in her saddle, the siextvas lying in the
dirt with all the breath knocked out of her and $bend of galloping
hooves drumming in her ears. She had a brief anfyteg glimpse

of something long and sinuous disappearing intouhéergrowth
edging the trail, then Ross was at her side, conoethe grey eyes.

'Don't move for a minute. You took a bad tumble'tdn his hands
quickly over her limbs, watching her face for amnsof pain. 'OK?’

'l think so.' Nicola was only just beginning to tsout her jumbled
thoughts. 'What happened?’



'‘Basking snake,' he said. 'Your horse scentedfarde saw it. Can
you stand up?'

She accepted the helping hand he held out, rismgedy to her feet.
Just bruising, she reckoned, although she was plpbgoing to be

stiff and sore later on. The arm ne was using ppstt her weight for
the moment felt good. She would like to keep it¢h&/hen he let go
of her, she only just stopped herself from clutghat him. Fear, of
course, she told herself. He represented a mea$wafety—from

snakes, at least.

‘My fault," he acknowledged. 'l should have beetchiag the road
more closely.’

'‘How do we catch him?' she asked.
'‘We don't try. He'll be OK. The cats don't huntday.'
Her eyes lifted sharply to his face. 'Cats?'

‘There are a couple of pumas in the area, at Bastt worry about it.
They rarely attack humans.' He went to secure \nis laorse, which
was standing quietly by the roadside. 'You're gdmdpave to ride
with me. Think you can make it back to the house?'

'If it's a choice between that and staying heréh) @od knows what
around, I'll make it,' she said unsteadily. 'l mugte been mad even
thinking about spending a year in a place like!'this

"You obviously didn't do too much homework,' Rogsead, it's no
country for the faint-hearted. There are sevenispeaf cat alone, to
say nothing of the snakes and crocodiles. Caraadgistioe only a
hundred miles or so away, but it's light yearsnret If you want a job
in Venezuela, that's the place to be.' He was waidter as he spoke,



assessing her state of health. "You'll be OK. Yealour's coming
back.'

Which was more than could be said for her nerveught Nicola
wryly as he swung himself up into the saddle. Whk suitcase
fastened on behind, there was only one place forlleaning down,
Ross proffered a hand. 'Stick your foot in thergfirand I'll do the
rest.’

Obeying with some difficulty, owing to the distancéthe stirrup
from the ground to start with, she found herséiéd and hauled into
position across his thighs, held securely in placthe arms stretched
either side of her to the reins. Her head was deaval with his
shoulder, her eyes within inches of his jawlineisTd¢lose, she could
see the shadow under the skin that would becomertom's beard,
catch the male scent of him. His mouth was firmaed cut, his chin
just slightly cleft. She knew a swiftly suppressigsire to touch a
finger to it. Whatever else this man might be, lkeeswo murderer.
Her instincts couldn't be that far out.

'Relax,' he said as he put the animals into motievon't let you fall.'

She was half-way there already, Nicola reflectedyyny only on a
physical level. She wanted to penetrate those deeaf his, to find
the man he really was. If there was danger indghatl, it was only to
her own inner emotions.

They reached the house without further mishapinit the runaway
there before them and Ramon about to set out nclsehthe missing
element. He accepted Nicola's return with indifee

Maria was more voluble, haranguing Ross in no uagetone.



'‘She warned me earlier that we'd be unlikely totgedugh for a
couple of days,' he admitted when the housekeegebigbne. 'Like
most women, she couldn't forgo saying | told yoli so

‘Well, she did," Nicola returned mildly. 'And, likmost men, you
choose to ignore the advice. | appreciate whypofse.'

‘Do you?' He gave her an oblique glance. '"You'debgjo and sort
your stuff out. See what can be salvaged.’

Maria had taken the suitcase with her. Nicola fomedalready in the
process of unpacking the contents, giving vent tattened

exclamations at the state of the garments. EvewythiNicola

gathered, would have to be washed before becomeagable again.
That left her with the shirt and slacks she hackriawith her this
morning by way of a change from her present salefit.

Ross was not in evidence when she eventually madedny back to
the living-room. A faint tapping sound drew her towandow
overlooking the side of the house, where some attdrad been
made to cultivate a bit of a garden. The tappingndeemanated from
a small, thatch-roofed hut set some distance away fihe main
building. Nicola identified it as coming from a w®yriter.
Therapeutic or not, Ross appeared to be in fullfishe would have
dearly loved to know just what weaswriting.

There were books aplenty on floor-to-ceiling shslie one of the
chimney-breast alcoves, some of them in Englisholdiselected a
paperback copy of a James A Michener epic ancedattbwn on one
of the overstuffed sofas to read, but her mindsedito make sense of
the words. Eventually, she gave it up and allowedthoughts to
range back over the past days, reliving the haoofat all. If Ross
hadn't come along when he did, they would have [tawg with her
for sure. Either that or she might have fallen pi@yne of those
seven species of big cat he had spoken of. Hovhdidtand it day



after day in these surroundings? Even when theskane, it was no
paradise.

He was still typing, almost non-stop. ldeas mustdoming thick and
fast. For a moment, she wondered if perhaps hetraigm be using
the last twenty-four hours' events as backgroundemad, then
dismissed the thought as unlikely. Her head thrdbbelly. She
thought of trying to ask Maria if there was anyigsgn the house,
but it all seemed too much trouble. The headachddgo off if she
stayed here quietly and just rested her eyes . . .

Ross was sitting on the edge of the sofa at herwlten she awoke.
He was holding her wrist, a finger on her pulsat ttame look of
concern on his face.

'l thought you'd passed out,' he said. "You wenenpkd across the
arm like a sack of potatoes. How do you feel?"

Terrible, she wanted to say. Her skin was burnioig her throat so
dry it rasped when she swallowed. 'Not too godag' siurmured
weakly. 'l think | might have caught a chill, omsething.’

'Let's hope that's all you've caught,’' he said grira note. 'Anyway,
you'll be better in bed.'

Nicola made a small sound of protest as he gonhdphaisted her in
his arms. 'l can walk!'

‘Maybe, but this is quicker. You've got a fever.'

She didn't need him to tell her that, she thouglkt/shly, feeling too
ill to protest any more. It had come on so suddefpart from the
headache, she had felt all right when she had goskeep.



Reaching the bedroom, Ross set her down carefulth@bed, taking
another narrowed look at her before striding bacthé door to call
for Maria. The woman came at once, drying her hamdker calico
apron. A few words from Ross were all that was ssagy to put her
in the picture. After that, she took charge, snawtime former out of
the room and closing the door before coming badietp Nicola out
of her clothing and between clean sheets. No nighgdthis time. It
was probably in the wash, along with her own things

Ross came back, carrying a glass of some cleadligat looked like
water and smelled horrible.

'‘Quinine,’ he supplied. 'Apart from aspirin, it'®oat the only
medication available. You'll manage it better itiy@man sit up a bit.'

The sheet slipped down as she did so, but she eysnt caring
overmuch. A wave of nausea almost overcame hesadtwith relief
that she lay back on the pillow again. Ross stoo#lihg down at her,
chewing on his lower lip as if contemplating whatitse of action to
take next.

‘The nearest medic of any use to us is in Velltdasaid at length. 'l
could send Ramon to fetch him, but it's going t®tsome hours.'

'I'll be all right," Nicola assured him, putting arfalse front. 'It's just a
chill.’

'Let's hope you're right.' His hand rested fledyinggainst her
forehead. "Try and get some more sleep.’



CHAPTER THREE

NicoLA did sleep, although it was fitfully, her mind tidad by

nightmares she couldn't remember on waking. Herlevhody was
soaked in perspiration, her head pounding fit teb'he door must
have been open and Ross hovering somewhere clesause he
appeared almost at once in answer to her croaleadfpt water, lips
tautening when he saw her. Water was brought, lmutrvsas allowed
only sips. The room swam about her when she attsdnpt lift her

head.

Time dissolved into a series of fleeting impressiafter that:
disembodied faces floating above her, voices eghisom some far
distance. She was lying in a cool stream, the watekling
deliriously over her breasts and thighs, then solydéhe coolness
was gone and fire was sweeping through her, buimeéngip, making
her cry out. She was trapped in some dark plaahlario break free,
her mind struggling against the horror that thneateto overwhelm
it.

And then at last, at long, long last, a total ale$$ed oblivion.

It was dark in the room when she finally awoke. &ephysically
weak, but her mind was clear again. Sitting up ioasty, she
switched on the bedside lamp, conscious of thawmlighrobbing of
the generator as she looked at her watch. NinerthAlimost five
hours since Ross had put her to bed. Whateverdtsha had been
suffering from, it had run its course in a relalyvshort time. She
even felt ready for food.

The door of the wardrobe across the room stoodlysgér, revealing
a full row of hanging garments. Maria must havenbeewhile she
slept and brought back her things, she realisedthis climate,
nothing would take all that long to dry, of coursd.the same, the
woman must have worked like fury to get everythimack into



spick-and-span shape so quickly. She must remembigrahk her
when she saw her again. That was one Spanish werdaild use
with confidence.

Ross came into the room without knocking. Only treenshe met the
grey eyes, did she suddenly recall her lack oftwghr earlier. The
cotton pyjamas she was wearing now were her ownglofor
practicality rather than aesthetic appeal. Marigthave put her into
them.

'‘How are you feeling?' he asked. 'Fancy some food?'

'l wouldn't mind. She attempted a laugh, surprizgdhe tinny little
sound. 'l feet as if | hadn't eaten for days!

‘The day before yesterday, to be exact,' he sé&idi've been through
a bad time.'

Two days! She could scarcely believe it. Yet heamely had no
reason to lie to her. 'What was it?' she asked.

‘Not what | was afraid of, or you wouldn't be outeso quickly.' Ross
shrugged. 'Could be any of a dozen different buiggolo. We broke
the fever this morning. You've slept like a logcgrihen.'

Nicola looked at him from under concealing lasha&?'

'l helped Maria from time to time sponging you dowde said it
levelly. '‘Don't concern yourself. You don't haveytimg | haven't
seen before.'

'I'm sure.' She tried to look at it rationally. 'Er. thanks, anyway.'

His lips twitched. 'No hassle. I'm just thankfulue OK. We
couldn't get hold of the medic. He was visiting sopatient up
country. I'll see about some food.'



Left alone again, Nicola attempted to get out efltled, only to sink
back into the pillows with a murmur of frustrati@ the lack of
strength in her limbs. It would soon pass, she khacself. She was
young and healthy. This was no more than a tempaetrback. By
tomorrow . . .

By tomorrow, she needed to have some plan workédRass had
been landed with her long enough. After two dalys,water should
have receded far enough to allow her passage thtouQaracas. His
offer to fund her journey home to England still hadbe thought
about. It was going to be a long time before she iwany position to
pay him back. He was virtually a stranger, aftértddw could she
borrow such a sum from a man she was never evety lth see
again?

That latter thought alone brought despondencysiwéke.

She was sitting propped up on the pillows when Regsned with a
steaming bowl of thick vegetable soup.

‘There's chicken in it, too," he said, depositihg tray across her
knees. 'Can you cope like that?'

T think so.' Nicola eyed him a little uncomfortaldg he took the
chair nearby. 'You don't need to stay.'

'l thought you might like the company,’ he returieedan easy note.
‘Tell me if you'd rather be on your own.'

'No.' The denial came out a little too quickly; shade some attempt
to temper the impression she might have given. dé&utell me what
the weather's been doing the last two days. Arstifeut off?'



'‘Not to any great extent. | got the car througlSemta Elena this
afternoon without too much trouble. The main roads clear
anyway, so we can leave as soon as you're fiat@kr

Nicola concentrated on the spoon she was raisigtdips. Wasn't
that exactly what she had been thinking herselfigetminutes ago!
Yes, came the answer, but there was a great dediffefence
between thinking and doing. Back home lay the shamel-to-mouth
existence—the same struggle for recognition. Shentvaeady to
face it again. Not yet.

'‘Have you heard from Carlos yet?' she asked, oot &ny great need
to know, but because it was something else to say.

'No," he admitted.

‘You're not worried about him?'

‘Not unduly. He'll be back when he's finished wiathas to do.’
'So you know where he's gone?'

‘Caracas. He makes the trip once a year to keegffhiss in order.’

Her glance encompassed the simple furnishingfahewhite walls.
'l couldn't have imagined him a man of very greaains.’

Ross said evenly, '‘Never judge a man by his sudiogs. Carlos
lives this way by choice. Escaping the twentiethtgry, you might
call it.'

'Life isn't that grim," she defended, and saw titme mouth pull into a
faint smile.

"You haven't lived it long enough to make unquedifstatements.'



'l've lived long enough,' she retaliated, 'to knitnat you can't just
turn your back on it because things haven't wokgdhe way they
might have.'

The lean features tautened a fraction. 'If it's@lwe're dishing out,
you'd be better off concerning yourself with yowrofuture. What
are you planning on doing when you get back home?'

| don't know," Nicola admitted. ‘Without a job, Igoing to have to
rely on the State for somewhere to live. That meansostel, |
imagine.'

‘Sounds grim.' The pause was brief. 'If it's jusase of money...’

She shook her head, hair falling forward over laeef "You're doing
enough. | can't accept any more.'

'Pride's an indulgence at times,' he stated. '‘@oecgn't afford right
now. How good an actress are you?'

Blue eyes came up to meet grey, lit by sudden uwésal 'Good
enough not to give up without a fight. I'll findpart if it kills me!'

'Rather defeat the purpose, wouldn't it?'

Her smile was reluctant. 'I'm better at speakimgwiords than writing
them.' She took a final mouthful of the soup, thatthe spoon down.
'I'm sorry, | can't finish this.'

‘You've done pretty well.' Ross got to his feetdame and lift the tray
from her lap, looking down at her with an unreadad{pression. 'Try
and get some more sleep. Tomorrow we'll start sprdomething
out.’

It isn't your problem," she said, sinking down dieatly into the
pillows again.



‘True, but I'm better equipped than you are to leaiitd He was
already turning away to the door. 'I'll be in eatsi you want
anything.'

Like comfort? she thought in sudden aching need.f8lh so mixed

up, so unsure of herself. She would find a pattkilled her, she had
told him. A brave statement indeed when it was tlouber ability as

an actress that had driven her into applying ferjtb in Venezuela
in the first place. There was so much competitsanmuch talent out
there—and so much hardship'. To face it at all, needed total
commitment to the belief that success lay just agiahe corner. She
wasn't even sure of her own mind any more—not whegeacting

profession was concerned, at any rate. There hiael ¢éasier ways of
making a living.

She slept again, waking some time after midnighd tcouse which
was silent and still. What noise there was camm ftioe insect life
outside, with the occasional cry of some animaififar. Listening,
Nicola wondered if it could be one of the pumas<uad spoken of,
although it seemed unlikely that a hunting animabld make any
sound at all.

The weakness was still there when she sat uprighhot as
pronounced as before. It took her a moment or tvgdrtiggle into her
light cotton wrap. The bathroom was down the enthefcorridor,
almost opposite the room she knew Ross occupidg.ddremerging
again did she note that the door to the lattercstgar. The generator
had been switched off long since, making moonligktonly source.
One glance into the room was enough to reveal iptgmthe
bedclothes tumbled, as if shoved back by an impiakiand. Nicolas
hesitated only a moment before giving way to tlgeewrithin her, not
even sure what her intention really was.

She found him sitting out on the veranda, appayatilivious to the
relative coolness of the night air. He was weaargglf-length white



towelling robe and little else from what she cosse, his feet pushed
into raffia sandles.

‘You shouldn't be out here," he said as she panskd doorway. 'Get
a chill on top of what you've just been throughd sau'll finish up in
hospital rather than on a plane home.'

'I'm not cold,' she denied. 'l saw your room wagigmand wondered
if you were working on your script again.’

The excuse sounded lame, even to her own ears.Rdsat heard it
the same way was evident from the sudden slanisdfh 'If | had
been, I'd hardly be in the mood for company.’

Nicola was glad of the concealing darkness. 'Olshqu shouldn't
have intruded on you in that case. | needed tacktray legs for a
minute or two, that's all.'

He was silent for a moment or two, studying herewhe did speak,
it was with the same flat intonation, it's finiskied

Her response was instinctive. 'So you don't haydather excuse to
stay on here?"

His mouth straightened. 'You take a lot of charices.

'l don't think so. As you told me the other morniegen if you had
killed your wife, it wouldn't mean you had homicdidandencies
towards every woman.' The pause was timed. 'l doglieve it,

anyway.'

Grey eyes held blue for a long, tense moment, ¢gakim some new
expression. He said softly, 'l really think you mehat.'

'l do." She was anxious to convince him. 'You'ré¢ the type to
commit murder.’



The laugh was short. 'Back to psychological prefégain, are we?
There is ndypewhen it comes to crimes of passion, honey! Wdlre
of us capable of the worst. God knows, | wantekiltdher. She . . .’
He broke off abruptly, shaking his head. 'Forgdt'd¢ all water under
the bridge."'

Something in her couldn't let go. Not now, when Bad come so
close, it might help to talk about it.'

‘To you?' The derision was meant to hurt. ‘Whatgomuld a kid like
you do me?'

'l could listen, ' said Nicola, refusing to takéeoice. 'l bet you never
discussed it with anyone.'

‘Apart ‘from the law, you mean? | spent thirty-soubs in custody.
Believe me, they examined every angle. If it hade&n proved that
the brake cable hadn't been tampered with, | mioghthere yet,
awaiting trial.’

‘That has to take some forgetting,' Nicola agréd&ak it's over now.
Time to get back to work. Are you planning on usitigat
screenplay?'

Something flickered in the grey eyes. 'There's sackhing as
backing.'

'l know that. But you could get it—if the scriptasy good, that it.'
‘Thinking of offering an opinion, by any chance?'

'‘No." She kept her tone level. 'There's a worlditierence between
film and theatre.'

‘You're hardly qualified in either sphere.' He miabruptly. 'Let's
drop it.’



This time, the rebuff was too pointed to ignoreort$ | disturbed
you.'

She was turning back to the door when he said, fomed, 'So what's
new?'

Her heart beating suddenly faster, she glanced aabkm. 'l don't
think I ...

*You understand OK. You're no dumb blonde. You®erbdisturbing
me since you got here. If you were five years gltderknow what to
do about it.’

'If | were five years older, | probably wouldn't ethis situation to
start with," Nicola responded, abandoning her stari8he added
softly, 'l didn't realise you felt the same way.'

'"You still don't.

'‘Meaning it's so different?' Her head was up, ly@sechallenging.
‘How would you know?'

He smiled at little. 'I'm a good guesser.'

'‘But a lousy judge.' She was letting instinct de talking. 'l told you
before, I'm no child. I'm as capable of being atld to a man as the
next.'

He studied her for a long moment, his expressiffierént to define
with any accuracy. 'OK,' he said at length, 'sociwiioom do we use?'

'‘Neither." She refused to rise to the taunt. 'l'at ane of your
Hollywood bimboes, ready to jump into bed at thepdof a hat.' A
flush stained her cheeks as she realised whatahsedid. 'Oh, lord,
I'm sorry! | didn't mean it to sound as it . . .'



‘As if you were referring to my wife?' he finishit her as her voice
petered away, it's only the truth.’

'‘But not always?' she ventured.

'‘No."' There was a pause. When he spoke again sitowaa rougher
note. "You come from a different world. Arlene weey little older
than you are now when [ first met her, but younkep apart.'

'‘She was very beautiful,’ Nicola murmured.

'She was more than that. Beauty on its own carobdady especially

in places like LA, where it's commonplace. Arlersdthat extra
something that set her out from the rest. Notshatknew how to use
it.'

‘Until you taught her.'

'Yes."! He was hooked now, the identity of his hstie probably

forgotten as he looked back into the past. 'Shermasreation, in a
sense. | taught her how to walk, how to speak, toodress, how to
project. She had enough acting ability to reallykenampact in

certain chosen roles, only the studio had otheasd&hey wanted to
use her as another sex queen—a modern-day JanellRuss

‘But you still agreed to direct her?'

'If | did it was in the hope of salvaging somethofghe career | had
planned for her.' He added flatly, 'l failed.’

‘The public didn't seem to think so.'

‘The public!" he snapped, on a derisive notesinBiashing, that's all.
Selling refrigerators to Eskimoes is child's playtblicity guys.'



Nicola was leaning against the back of one of trars, not wanting
to interrupt the mood by moving to sit down. 'Howt dhe feel about
it herself?'

'‘She revelled in it. Trouble was, she started plgythe same role
off-screen as well as on it.'

She said tentatively, 'Perhaps if you'd loved henight have been
different.’

The dark head jerked. 'What makes you so surenit@id

‘The way you just talked about her. If you'd loved, she would have
been right for you the way she was, not the waywanted her to be.’

It was a moment before he responded. 'Did it otewou that she
might have known what she was doing, too? | sagdtin't know
how to use what she had, | didn't say she wasmdteawof having it.'
He got abruptly to his feet. 'There's no pointaltking about it now.
I'm going in. If you've any sense, you'll do thensd

'Ross.' She hadn't meant to say it; the words denen from her by
some instinct beyond her control. ‘Don't make na@égtomorrow.'

He paused to look at her. '"Who said anything abmuabrrow? The
day after, maybe.'

She returned his gaze with what equanimity shedcoulster. 'I'm
asking you to let me stay for a while.’

His lips twisted. 'I'm a visitor here, t0o0.’

‘Until Carlos gets back, then.' She was tryinglest not to plead. 'A
breathing space, that's all I'm asking.'



His eyes dropped to scan her slender figure, cotvaag to the cloud
of pale hair, the pure, fine features, and a musmiracted alongside
his mouth. 'I'm not cut out to play the avuncutdey he said. 'You're
a very lovely girl, and I've been a long time wiltha woman. | might
lose my head.'

'l don't think so.' Her tone was soft. 'Anywaytaikkes two, and I've no
intention of losing mine.'

Ross's smile was not without humour. "You takermah on trust.'
He paused, studying her, the hard lines of his fadsly softened.
‘What difference is a few days, or even weeks, ggtonmake? You
have to go back some time.'

'l know that." Nicola lifted her shoulders, 'ltsf as | said, a breathing
space. When the time comes, I'll take you up ondffar to finance
my return home.'

'If you do stay,' he said after a moment, 'l thirkshould make some
attempt to contact these people you were suppodeel jpining.'

She gave him a straight look. '"You think | was ¢yabout them?'

'‘Why on earth should | do that?' He sounded gehuisrprised.
'‘Don't you want to know what happened?’

'Yes, of course.' It was impossible to admit theg 8O longer cared.
At best, the job would have been a stop-gap, astwarprison. To be
here in the Venezuelan jungle for a few days abkear choice was a
different matter altogether from being forced tolsit out for a year.

'‘We'll go tomorrow, if you feel up to it,' he salBetter get back to
bed, before you finish up with a chill.’



There was no point, she acknowledged, in furth&sudision. He had
said all he was going to say for now. But the smdnkwarmth in the
grey eyes had not been imaginary. That in itsef avareakthrough.

The river was back to normal flow after the flosdarcely covering
the lower part of the tyre treads where they fortted stretch. The
sun's heat was palpable, the humidity overwhelmDgspite the
open window, Nicola could feel perspiration sprimggifrom every
pore. Ross exhibited no obvious discomfort, altliodige white
T-shirt he was wearing had a damp patch acrossatie bhe noted,
when he eased himself away from the seat for a mbme

This enquiry they were to make aroused mixed fgslisupposing
the family had turned up again when they reachedptantation?

Supposing, even, that the man she had paid topanser from the

town had taken her to the wrong place? She had lnesbple to find

anyone who could speak English, and her few woir&panish could

so easily have been misunderstood. Unlikely, pexhlapt if the job

should still prove to be available what should db& More to the

point, what would Ross expect her to do? His atéttowards her
might have altered a little, but she could hardketadvantage of his
financial help under those circumstances.

She was crossing her bridges before she came o, thiee told
herself at that point. There would be time enowgstart worrying if
and when it was proved necessary.

In the cramped and squalid confines of the truckimich she had
been imprisoned, the journey that evening had se¢o@ke an age.
In reality, it turned out to be a little more thaalf an hour from Santa
Elena to Velida. The latter was a considerablydatgwnship, with a
thriving population. Driving through the throngeadanarrow streets,
Nicola recalled her mounting desperation as skd to find someone



who could understand and appreciate her predicartteimad been
sheer relief that had blinded her to the possihigogse behind
Rodrigo's and Juan's approach, she realised tiaat no

Ross stopped to ask directions out to the Cord@araation. At least
she had got that much right, thought Nicola, vigwithe
white-walled house when they drove on to the priyp&ihe last time
she had been here the windows had been shutteeedpors locked.
Seeing the man who came out onto the veranda psltees up, her
heart sank like a stone.

'If you're looking for Velida, it's about five kitoetres,’ he said
pleasantly, addressing Ross, who was nearest. 'Gontgave you?'

‘Some," Ross acknowledged. 'lIs your name Crossman?’

'‘No, I'm his replacement. Only got in a couple ayslago.' The other
man paused. 'Why did you want him?'

'It's for me, really,’ Nicola put in. 'l was suppdsto start a job here
last week, looking after their little boy.'

He shook his head. T wouldn't know about that. Ghky story I've
got is that Mrs Crossman took off with the boy drewent after
them. Left a load of stuff here, so he might bekb@draid | can't tell
you anything else.'

‘Thanks, anyway.' Nicola was hard put to it to sbproperly rueful.
‘Sorry to have troubled you.'

'‘No trouble. Only sorry | can't be of more help.uyoould try the
company offices in Caracas. They might have mdgnmation.'

'Right,’ she said. '‘And thanks again.’



'‘Sounds like something blew up in their faces,' c@mted Ross
when they were on their way again. '‘Maybe you're@sout of it.'

Nicola was sure of it. 'So what now?' she asked.

‘Same as before, | guess.' He was watching theajoead. 'Back to
the house for starters.’

'Raticho;, she corrected, trying for a light note.

'Rancho,then. The glance he gave her was tolerant. 'Yonoee
adaptable than most.’

'l've had practice,' she said.

'‘Maybe as well, considering.' There was a paus#aage of tone.
'‘What do you plan to on doing when you get backéf®m

'l don't know,' she confessed. 'Look for a jolypose.’
'In the theatre?'

'If possible." Her smile was wry. 'lIt's difficultagning experience
without the experience, if you know what | mean.’

‘Catch twenty-two.' He was silent for a moment befadding, 'l've
contacts in British television. Maybe | . . '

‘Thanks, but no thanks. If | make it at all, it ha$e because | have
talent, not because | happen to know the right le€op

Broad shoulders lifted in a shrug. 'Laudable, lmitikely to take you
far. Get the part first, then prove how good yoe. &or every role
going, there are a few hundred hopefuls out thgnmegvfor it. You
use whatever pull you've got, if you've any sense.'



'l can't help the way | feel,' she stated stublyordven if that does
make me a fool.’

'l didn't say you were a fodtoolishat times, maybe.' He cast anothe
glance, the smile lacking in mockery. '‘Are you kethenty-one?’

'‘My birthdate is on my passport,' said Nicola, séging the sudden
quickening of her pulses. 'If | appear younger ¢al,)it's probably
because I've led a sheltered life up to now.'

‘Unlike the twenty-one-year-olds I've been useditoshed Ross on
a dry note. 'Fair comment.'

‘There must be some normal, well adjusted peopkn & your part
of the world," she protested, and drew anotheresmil

‘Sure there are. | even know a few myself.'
‘You actually live in Hollywood?' she ventured.
‘Not by choice.'

Arlene's, of course, thought Nicola. He must haaeed enough to
indulge her in that sphere, at least.

'l suppose you closed the place up when you carag.ashe said.
He shook his head. 'There's a married couple wkedare of it.'
‘Can you trust them?'

The shrug came again. 'lt's a bit late now to #tdmking about it.’

She gave him an obligue glance. 'You have to g& same time,
too.'



'‘Maybe." He added on a more brusque note, 'You aaskt of
guestions.'

'It's the only way to get answers.' She put outngpulsive hand to
touch his arm, feeling the muscle contract benkatHingers. 'It isn't
just idle curiosity, Ross.'

He pulled in suddenly at the side of the road, hesnds
white-knuckled on the wheel. 'l was doing OK ugitl dropped in,’
he said with sudden savagery.

'You mean, you'd driven it under.' Her voice waft, smothing, her
every instinct reaching out to him. 'You didn'tl Kiler. You can't
spend the rest of your life shutting yourself awmcause some
people who don't know you very well think you midyatve.'

He turned his head to look at her, searching hee faith an
expression so intent, it seared her brain. "Youtdorow me at all.
What makes you so sure | was telling you the ttuth?

'l suppose you'd have to call it a gut feelingg shid.

There was feeling now as she looked back into tley gyes, a
stirring of emotion that started way down deep. Tiesk had been
stripped away, the vulnerability exposed. She s&@dname softly,
not even sure what it was she wanted until shetsavflame spring
alive.

His kiss shattered every defence she had in itsl joieeking passion.
She moved closer to him, arms curving about hisilslens, fingers
winding into his thick, dark hair. It felt so goodhis arms, so utterly
and completely right. She wanted to stay there¥@r, not thinking,
just being.



It was Ross himself who broke it off, but he didetther go, his face
buried in the fall of her hair.

"You should have let me take you back to Carabassaid thickly.
'Have you any idea what I've been going throughelast few days?'

'‘No,' she whispered. 'But that's only because youlan't let me in.’

'| dared not.' His tone was rueful. 'l thoughtdtt it licked until just
now. | was kidding myself.' He put her away frormiwith an abrupt
movement, straightening in his seat. "You're legwihe declared,
reaching for the ignition. 'We can make Caracaseregafightfall.’

'l don't want to go.' If it had been true beforayés doubly so now,
Nicola thought blindly. She had glimpsed a différRonss, a man she
wanted desperately to find again. She couldn'thab in Caracas. 'l
won't go,' she added. 'Not unless you can tell me wathebty that

you don't want me here.'

His gaze lingered on the fullness of her mouthinglon a look of
resignation. 'l can't do that.'

‘Then I'm staying.' She added huskily, 'Not just your sake, for
mine, too. | don't have anything to go back for.'

One lean brown hand came out as if of its own wuolito gently
smooth her cheek, the touch alone sending trentong der spine.
'‘What about your career?’

' don't have a career. I'm not even sure | wamhi@er—not in
theatre, at any rate. What ambition | had seerhsite vanished.'

‘That isn't the impression you gave yesterday.'

'l was trying to convince myself as much as you.'



The hand had moved round beneath the fall of bainé nape of her
neck, his thumb lightly caressing. 'So, what otilans do. you have
for the future?'

'l don't know," confessed Nicola. Her senses wernenswng, her
whole inner body concentrated on his touch. Theg gges had lost
all their coldness, their aloofness. 'l hadn't fiduhat far ahead.'

‘You can't stay here for ever.'

‘Neither can you.' Her own hand lifted to traceshape of his mouth
with a forefinger, feeling his reaction with a seais thrill, it's
decision time for both of us, isn't it?'

‘You're not making it easy.' Ross caught the hamdjng it over to
press it to his lips. 'When | came out here, | a@afar down as | could
get—and most of it my own fault. You were rightdidn't love
Arlene. Not enough, anyway. It was my pride she mast. | didn't
kill her, but | wanted to. Enough to give me ondl loé a guilt
complex when she went over that cliff. | couldaté the publicity,
the sense of being still under suspicion even &ftexs released. I'm
not sure I'm ready to do it even now.'

'It would be a nine-day wonder if you went backeg said. 'Probably
not even that. You have a talent most people wane their
eye-teeth for. You can't let it go to waste.'

He said softly, "You could try taking your own acki
‘Except that my talent hasn't been proven.’

'For acting, maybe not. For everything else .e driew her forwards
and kissed her again, cherishing her mouth. 'Y dikeanobody | ever
met before,’ he murmured against her lips. 'l wantake love to
you, Nicola.'



'l rather thought,' she whispered, 'that's whatwete doing.'
‘You may be young,' he said, 'but you're not tiaaen'
'I'm not that young, either,’ she denied. "Whayears matter?'

'‘Right now, not a lot." He was smiling, the ausyegone from his
features. 'Live for today, is that what you're sg#

'l don't know what I'm saying,' she confessednly &now | want to
be with you, Ross.’

Just for a moment, there was cynicism in his el because |
happened to be around at the right time?"'

'l suppose that had some bearing, initially," stlenawledged, trying
to be honest about it. 'l had to put trust in someed’ou seemed a
good enough candidate.’

'‘Even after you realised who | was?'

'‘Even then. If you'd been calculating enough ta gleat accident,
you wouldn't have been here in the first place pRewho do things
like that don't normally feel anything outside betfear of getting
found out, and you'd already been cleared.' Hecevtiiemored a
little. 'If you hadn't come along that night..."

'‘Don't think about it. It didn't happen.' He hdidr close for a
moment, releasing her with reluctance. 'We'd bejétrback to the
house.'

They neither of them said very much on the way.ohidelt oddly
detached from reality, as if all this was part afraam. From time to
time, she stole a glance at the lean profile, wandevhat Ross was
thinking. He had opened up to her back there—bhaigedery soul.
Did he regret it now?



And what of herself? Did what she felt for this ns@m from within,
or had she simply been carried along on the crestscown need?
Was what she felt for him love, or merely empat®yysically, she
wanted what he wanted, but not on its own.

It wasn't until they had drawn up at the house tedignition had
been switched off that Ross made any referencentd hhad passed
between them.

'If you want to change your mind,' he said, 'trees#ill time to make
Caracas.’

She looked at him then, for a moment seeing ordyotd Ross, cold
and shuttered, then her vision cleared, her emstooystallising. 'l
haven't changed my mind," she said. 'I'm staying.'

The flash of relief in his eyes was all the confitian she needed.
Whatever came of this relationship of theirs, itswa mutual
understanding they were sharing right now.



CHAPTER FOUR

NicoLA had never been as happy as during the followingdays.
The outside world had become a distant country,sRosiself a
different person. At some point, they were goingriake love, and
they both knew it, but he made no attempt to htireymoment.

Under his instruction, and with a careful dampiogvd of her natural
caution, she learned to ride a horse, althoughe &smself said, these
were not the ideal animals on which to learn.

'l never found much time for it back home,' he athdi on one
occasion when they were returning from a late aften ride. 'Too
busy working.'

It was the first time he had made any casual reterdo the life he
had left behind all those months before. Nicolatkiye question
casual, too.

‘Don't you miss it?'
‘The job maybe. The people?' He shrugged. 'Some than others.’
'l expect,' she said, 'you know all the big stars.'

Ross laughed. 'I'm acquainted with a few. | wasenegally part of
the Hollywood set. | guess that was half the pnoble

She glanced at him swiftly. 'With Arlene, you mean?

‘That's right." There was nothing in his tone tggast he objected to
this line of discussion. 'Every night was partyhtig couldn't stand
the pace. Not with work, too."'

'So she started going alone?' Nicola hazarded.ldGbwou have
stopped her?'



The smile had an element of irony. 'Short of logkner up every time
| was out of town, no. What | should have doneitished her. Let's
speed it up, shall we? It's going to be dark befeeayet back.’

Nicola followed suit as he urged his mount into anter, too
immersed in her thoughts to worry about falling. @fy his own
admission, he hadn't loved his wife, yet he haditémpted to
dissolve the marriage. It didn't make sense.

One thing she was sure of was the way she felttdbou That there
was probably no future in it was something shetbddce. When the
time came to say goodbye they must, but for nowvgd® going to
make the most of what they had.

Supper was another of Mariagfmellas. Afterwards, they played
records on the old wind-up gramophone, laughing tive strange
sounds emerging when the mechanism ran down. Natierew

discreetly to the rear quarters after clearing awagsing the
connecting door with a smiling, meaningful glanceero one

comfortable shoulder.

'‘She thinks we're lovers," Ross murmured softiytchiag Nicola's
face. 'Maybe it's time we lived up to our image.'

Her heart was thudding against her ribcage, hetenady tingling.
'Here?' she whispered.

'‘No, not here." He was smiling. He came over to re/hghe sat,
drawing her unresistingly to her feet and holdieg there in front of
him to look into her eyes. 'l want to take you &mlpNicola.'

‘It isn't even nine o'clock,' she said, and sawsthde widen.

'So it's going to be a long night. Getting coldtfee



She shpok her head, going up on her toes to persiiphk to his. 'l
want you,' she said fiercely. 'Does that answeqgthestion?'

He picked ner up and carried her through to therdwed—her
bedroom. Watching him stripping off his clothindnescould only
think now fine his body was, so lean and smoothigaed, the skin
unblemished. When he took her in his arms, it vea§laer whole life
had been geared towards this moment in time.

His lovemaking was all she had anticipated—all sbald have
hoped for. He didn't rush her, kissing her frortirsgss into quivering
awareness of her own sensuality, drawing ner aadpond in kind.
There was no need for words, no need for anythiegoid his
tangible emotion. The way it should be, she thoughstily,
abandoning herself to her body's demands: two pdopdlly in tune
with each other. She wanted to give him so muchmd&e up for all
the agony of mind he had suffered in the past. Wheyslid together
it was a union of earth-shattering moment, a clithax took her over
the brink into a whole new world.

Awakening with that strong, warm body by her sidaswan
experience in itself. Nicola lay motionless for sl minutes, gazing
at the features revealed by the dawn light. OdHitdk that just over a
week ago she hadn't even known this man existedndtauite true,
she had known of his existence; what she could never ha
anticipated was finding herself in this situati®he could find no
element of regret in her soul-searching. What shtefdr Ross went
far beyond the deep-down restrictions instilled bymother over the
years. Eight days was long enough to know one'slwant—even if
she had spent two of them on the verge of consoesss

He stirred restlessly, as if somehow aware of beutsy, opening his
eyes to look directly into hers.



'Hi," he said softly. 'Sleep well?'

She nodded, suddenly shy of him. They had sharedtiamacy her
body even now recalled with a tremor.

In the cold light of day, he might well regret taet himself.
'‘Sorry now?' he asked with a tilt of a lip.

'No."' She could say that with certainty at ledstanted you to make
love to me, Ross.'

He smiled a little and kissed the end of her nidé&® more than | did.
You're a lovely, warm, wonderful creature, Nicolan8erson! Did
you know that?'

'‘No,' she said, snuggling closer. 'But keep omgglne!
There was a spark in the grey eyes. 'l can shovbgtter.'

She made no protest when Ross drew the coverireg alay from
her, thrilling to the look in his eyes as he stddier shape. Hers was
no voluptuous starlet's figure, but it seemed éapé him. Her breasts
fitted the palms of his hands as if made for th&hme shuddering
grew from inside her as he moved his thumbs gentty her nipples.
She seized his wrists, wanting the touch, yet wnablbear it. He
laughed, and bent to put his lips to the same plasetongue a
torment in its flickering passage.

He was too experienced for her; Nicola knew thegaaly. But she
could learn. She released her grasp in order thienmands over the
strong back, tracing the muscular structure ofshisulders with a
feather-like lightness, moving on down the lengthhz spine to

follow the firm curve of buttock, hearing the swatitch of his breath
as she trailed her fingers across the hard maleohg He was



everything she had ever dreamed of in a man; évag/any woman
might dream of. For the moment he was hers, buy éml the
moment. She must bear that in mind.

This time he made it last, intent, it seemed, @agihg her as much as
himself. At no point did he lose control; it wadtle® Nicola to do
that. Wrapped in his arms, she fell asleep agaenahrds, the smile
on her lips an echo of the bliss in her heart.

He was gone when she awoke for the second time.slihewas
already high enough to raise heat mist from thestr&he washed and
dressed swiftly in a bright cotton skirt and blousem her
rejuvenated wardrobe, sliding her feet into raffiales. There wasn't
much point in using make-up in this climate; it plynslid off again.
A quick dash of lipstick was her only concession.

She found Ross already eating breakfast on thengardn the full
light of day she was hard put to keep a cool heagha met the grey
eyes.

'‘Had a good sleep?' he remarked.

'You already asked me that once,' she reminded thiem blushed
fiercely as memory caught up.

Amusement widened his lips, but there was no matidhe smile.
'Have some coffee.’

Nicola sat down, reaching for the coffee-pot witlhand that was
creditably steady. Difficult to believe she had matbve so
passionately just a couple of hours ago with the s@ated opposite.
It had been wonderful, though; she felt her botyadtesh at the very
thought.



'How long do you think it will be before Carlos gdback?' she
gueried.

‘You've askednethat before.' His tone was light. 'l can only gyae
the same answer—I don't know.'

'‘How long has he been gone?'

‘Nearly five weeks." Anticipating her next questidre added, 'He
said a month.'

So he was overdue. She said slowly, '"You don'tktl@nything's
happened to him?'

'It's always possible. Though | think they'd hawntacted Santa
Elena before now.’

‘Unless he was caught in the floods.'

'In which case, it's too late anyway.' He shook ead at the
expression in her eyes. 'lt's the way Carlos wingé at it himself.'

‘Tell me about him.' she begged. 'What kind of a m&he?’
‘The kind you can put your trust in, and they'ne éand far between.'
'‘Not so far between.' Her voice was soft.

His eyes kindled suddenly. He reached across te et hand,
turning it over to gently smooth the palm with themb. 'Nicola . . .’

Maria's arrival with the food forestalled what hedhbeen about to
say. She gave them both the benefit of her widedesobviously
approving of what she saw. Ross let go of Nicdlalsd and sat back
In his chair to receive his loaded plate, leaviegtb fight frustration
the best way she could.



She waited a couple of minutes after the houseksedeparture
before saying tentatively, "What were you goin¢gelbme, Ross?'

He didn't look up. it wasn't important.’

She had a feeling it might be, to her, but sheabatdly force him to
say it. Whatever it was, he had obviously thougditdy of it.

Despite the rising heat, she ate a good breal8agtmust be good for
the appetite, she reflected. But it wasn't just&@ex had shared with
Ross. It went so much deeper. The man revealegt tihbse past, few
days was far removed from the case-hardened stramigerhad
picked her up from that jungle track. Exactly hoeegly his own
emotions were involved it was still difficult to lsere. More than lust
for certain, but how much more?

'So what do you want to do today?' he asked wheal&lpushed the
empty plate away, mouth quirking at the suddenafucolour under
her skin. 'Not practical—on my side, at any ratattéring, though.
Unless you don't have much grounds for comparison.’

The colour came again. 'Are you asking me how nedhgr men |'ve
slept with?'

Amusement was replaced by something less easilyeagkfit's none
of my business.'

'l want it to be,' she insisted. 'There's only béwnone before you.'

‘Moral codes, or lack of opportunity?' He shook hesad, mouth
curling in self-deprecation. 'Forget | said thatellived too long in
the wrong places.’

'‘We were planning on getting married,' she saieratmoment, eyes
on the liquid in her cup. 'Only it fell through.’



'Your choice, or his?’
‘Mutual agreement. We'd no money, no jobs—no future
'‘Another actor?'

‘Would-be." Her smile was wry. 'I'm not the only otwefind it
difficult.’

'‘Not by a long way.' He was quiet for a momentggtog her. "Were
you serious when you said you weren't even suratahe vocation
any more.?

'Yes.' The shrug was defensive. 'l just don't hvalvat it takes to make
it.

'If you feel that way, then | agree, you don't.' pised again. 'So
what else might you think of doing?’

'‘Anything else I'm qualified to do, | suppose. Nwt it amounts to
much.’

'‘Don't run yourself down,' Ross admonished. 'Y aweentelligent to
be stuck for long.'

Her laugh held irony. 'Not intelligent enough tecagnise a set-up as
obvious as that one the other day must have been!

'You were under considerable strain at the timecdtild have
happened to anyone in those circumstances. Aneéscaped.'

'I'd have been captured again if wasn't for you.'

Lean features hardened a fraction. 'Was it graithdt got you into
bed with me?'



'‘No!" She said it swiftly, emphatically, eyes blagblue. 'And if you
don't know better than that, then you haven't lkedmnything about
me!’

'I've learned one thing," said Ross on a softer.ndhat I'd need to go
a long way to find your equal—in any sphere. No&l, tne what
you'd like to do today.'

The lump in the throat made it difficult to answiEint a declaration
of love exactly, but as close to it as he wouldpldy ever come. She
loved him; she could acknowledge it now. If onlyntis had been
different.

They went riding again when the day began to ddakia watched
them depart, a look of satisfaction on her broaeé fa

‘Do you think she suspects we spent the night heg@tasked Nicola
when they were clear of the yard.

'‘Probably.' Ross sounded unperturbed. 'She's fegrfiading me a
woman since | got here.’

Something tautened ominously in her chest. 'Shéoably thought
you needed someone.’

'‘Not then, | didn't. It was the last thing | needétis tone shortened a
little. 'Can we find some other subject?'

*You're right, of course,' she retorted with sudfitgndity. ‘None of it
has anything to do with me!'

She dug her heels in her mount's sides, causingdleap forward
Into a canter. Ross caught up before they readiediver, seizing
her rein to bring her to a halt.



"That was foolish," he remonstrated. 'You couldehaeme off. |
wasn't telling you to mind your own business, pagking you to leave
it alone for a while.'

'l know." She was already ashamed of the outbOfsu want to
forget, and | won't let you.'

'"You helped me get itinto perspective,’ he s#ilhot forget that.' He
leaned over to pull her closer, planting a kishienupturned mouth.
‘You're good for me, Nicola. More than you'll ekeow.'

So tell me, she thought desperately as he movedhead.

By tacit consent, they avoided Santa Elena, chgosistead the

narrow trails leading south. Ross carried a riftafged to his saddle
for emergencies, although he had never been caligd use it, he

had said. The wildlife in these parts was wary ahmApart from the

multi-hued birds, the occasional glimpse of a mgnkigere was little

enough on view. Filtered by the trees, the suif ig&s just a vague
golden glow.

The sight of the Land Rover standing outside thesemn their return

meant little at first, beyond the suggestion tham&n must have had
it out. It was only on coming closer that Nicolalrsed this vehicle

had a different registration."'

‘Carlos is back,' Ross said flatly, confirming lgeless and sending
her heart plummeting.

‘Two Land Rovers,' was all she could find to say.

‘The other's mine," he returned. 'l bought it im&as to come down
here.’



She said huskily, 'How is he going to react whekrmvs about . . .
us?'

'If he's been here longer than a couple of miniesia will already
have told him the details, so we'll find out whee gee him." His
glance was cursory. 'He had to come back some'time.

Yes, shéehadknown that. She had even tried to prepare heiwetlfie
event. She should be thankful for Carlos's sakehbaiadn't been
caught in the floods, she reflected. This was hmnédy, not
Ross's—and certainly not hers.

The man who awaited them in the living-room waslak as Ross,
but much more swarthy of skin. Stocky in build, a@s wearing a
lightweight suit in which he had apparently tragdll to judge from
its creased appearance.

‘The wanderers return,’ he greeted them in exdeltarly slightly
accented English. 'I've been waiting an hour orentormeet our new
guest!'

Seeing the twinkle in the black eyes, Nicola fak tension in her
relax a little. 'I'm Nicola Sanderson,' she saifidéntly. 'l imagine
you already know why I'm here?'

His glance went from her face to that of the maneaitback. ‘Maria's
version, yes.'

'It should be close enough,' Ross sounded offhdtwly was the
trip?’

The shrug was expressive. 'As anticipated. It'sdgmo be home
again.' He paused a moment before adding softlyd 'pou, my
mend? How comes the script?’



'Finished." The younger man was moving as he spBkgone else
want a drink?'

Carlos lifted an enquiring eyebrow in Nicola's diren, saying when
she shook her head, 'I'll have a whisky with yanNicola, he added,
‘Shall we sit down? It's been a long and tiringnay.'

Ross brought the two glasses across, handing ¢werome and
remaining standing himself. "You came straight tigid?'

'Of course. The roads have been clear for sevesa dow.' Carlos
gave a sly little smile. 'Or didn't you notice ttia¢ rain had stopped?’

Grey eyes revealed no flicker of discomfiture. &ur

He was checking on the route out, thought Nicolsyduntil Carlos
got back had been the original arrangement. Thasene reason to
suppose anything had changed. She caught Carlobingther, and
tried to conceal her emotions. It wouldn't do fdher of them to
guess how she was really feeling at this moment-sfesst of all.
They had enjoyed a brief interlude of companionsthpt was the
way she must learn to look at it. Loving a man o thing, eliciting
the same emotion in him quite another. She wouemnfrget him,
that much she could say with certainty. If she ddwdlieve that her
presence had in some small way helped to bring back to life
again, then it would be something.

The subject of her thoughts tossed back his whisky couple of
gulps, and put down the glass. 'I'm for a showerannounced. 'Give
you two chance to get acquainted.’

To what purpose? Nicola wondered, watching hindstfrom the
room. Looking back at the man opposite, she felgte-tied. What
was she supposed to say? What might he want t@ I&er was here



without invitation—an intruder in his home. Rosgghti be able to
view the situation with equanimity; she couldn't.

'I'm sorry," she said at length. "You must be timgkof me in the
worst possible terms.'

'‘Why should | do that?' His tone was mild. 'Accaglto what Maria
tells me, you've made Ross very happy while yobeen here. For
that | should thank you, not condemn you. He ne¢ddd taken out
of himself. He was a man too much involved in tastp

'‘How did the two of you meet?' she asked after eerd.
'In Caracas, some years ago. He was on location.’
'‘And you've kept in touch ever since?'

'‘From time to time. I'm very proud that he chosedme to me in his
time of trouble. He knew that here he wouldn't uwlbed by the
media.’

'l suppose not.' She hesitated before voicinghitbaght. 'l more than
half expected you to be an older man yourselfpgvso far away
from everything like this.'

He smiled. 'By everything, you mean the so-calledised world?'
'‘Well. . . yes.'

'‘One month a year is all | need to have my filltloé fleshpots. El
Milagro is where I'm happiest.’

You don't miss having a wife and family here wrthu?'

'l've yet to meet the woman who would be contetit wie life | lead
here.' The dark eyes were quizzical. "Would you?'



She kept her tone light. 'Probably not.’

'‘But then you don't have to,' he said. 'Ross wltdady soon to return
to his homeland.’

Nicola swallowed on the sudden lump in her thrd&t don't have
any permanent arrangement. In fact, I'll most {iked leaving myself
in the morning.'

'‘Because | came back?' He sounded surprised. 'Thaweneed, |
assure you. You're welcome to stay as long asigeu |

'l doubt if it's going to be up to me,' she ackrexged. 'l knew what |
was getting into. | can hardly start complainingwndly mother
would have said it was all | merited.’

*You are not your mother,' Carlos rejoined. 'Amlbubt if this kind of
affair is one you often indulge in. Ross underwamiexperience he
isn't likely to forget in a hurry. It will take tiemand patience to
convince him into believing wholly in anyone againthink you
could be the one to do it—if you feel enough fanhi

‘What 1 feel forhimisn't the point,' she declared. 'l just happewed
turn up at a time when he was beginning to needraam again. But
basically that's all | am to him.’

'How can you be sure?' Carlos insisted. 'Has he yau have to
leave?'

'‘Not yet. There's hardly been time.'
‘Then at least wait and see. Give him the oppdsttoithink about it.'

It wasn't going to make any difference, she thowlghly, recalling
the change in him when he had seen the Land Raoneide. She had
been deluding herself in imagining he felt anythimigher that really



mattered. It would be both easier and face-savispe announced
her own departure. He might insist on driving leeCaracas, but he
would probably be relieved to have the matter takarof his hands.

Carlos shrugged when she made no reply. 'You kreaw gwn mind
best.' He added curiously, 'I'd be interested o hew you came to
be so far from the regular tourist centres yoursatfs a long story,’
she said, and set out to tell it.

He listened without comment, other than a nod fsoan here and
there. Only when she reached the end of the tdlbalsay succinctly,
'You were fortunate." There was a brief pause. "$ay you're an
actress?'

It was Nicola's turn at the philosophical shrugpAing to be. It's an
overcrowded profession.’

'So | understand.' His eyes were on the glasssrhand. 'Perhaps
Ross might be of some help.'

'‘No!" The negative was too forceful, drawing hiargle. Hushing a
little, she made some attempt to temper her raactitnat isn't the
reason | stayed with him. I'm not sure | have ampition left in that

direction.’

'It's called disillusionment,’ said Ross from tihehavay. '‘Comes to us
all in time.'

'‘Some sooner than others,' returned their host gitlyodHow was the
hot water?'

'Still coming when | left it." Ross took a seattbe same sofa Nicola
was using, crossing one leg comfortably over tlineot Talking of
leaving, | think it's time | went home myself.’



It was a moment or two before Carlos replied. Wherdid speak, it
was levelly. 'If you feel that way, then you'rehigWhen did you
have in mind?'

‘Tomorrow. There's no point in prolonging thing$e glance he sent
in Nicola's direction was fleeting. 'Can you bedethat soon?"

She nodded, not trusting her voice. Killing twodsiwith one stone,
she thought achingly. And why not? As he had saidsélf, there
was no point in prolonging things any further.

They left soon after dawn. Carlos was awake tdlssm®a off, the only
farewell between the two men a firm handshake anelxahange of
glances.

'l had little opportunity to know you,' the Venelaresaid to Nicola
as Ross preceded her out to the waiting car, 'gH you luck for
the future. Perhaps,’ he added with a smile, 'l @evay see your name
In newsprint one day.'

‘Stranger things have happened,” she agreed ligldgodbye,
Carlos—and thanks.'

He spread his hands, mouth wry. 'For what?'

Ross was already behind the wheel with the engumming. He
scarcely waited for her to close the passenger loefmre putting the
vehicle into motion. It was left to Nicola herstlfturn in her seat and
wave to the man standing on the veranda. Thenwieeg out of the
gate and the trees were closing about them, hithiaghouse from
sight.

'‘How can he bear it?' she said, thinking her théaught loud, it has to
be lonely!



'If he found it so bad, he wouldn't choose to lilkat way," Ross
responded briefly. ‘Don't worry about it.'

It was none of her concern; she had to agree hah Her own future
looked less than bright right now. Better, perhapken she was
actually on the plane home to England and could gtdting all this
behind her. She might never forget it, but sheddtesrn to live with
the memories. When it came right down to it, sheeri@other choice.

'‘How long will it take us to reach Caracas?' sHeedstrying for a
practical note.

'‘About four hours—providing we don't run into angldrups.' He
changed down to take the ford, and added reasqrdlity don't you
get some sleep? There might not be too much cHateseon.'

Meaning, if he could get seats on afternoon or iexeflights, he
would do it, reckoned Nicola. By this time tomorroste could well
be back on home ground again. It was hardly Rdasl if she
viewed that prospect with little enthusiasm.

He had not come to her room last night. She hadally expected
him to. While not retreating into the cold shek, Wwas staying aloof,
keeping her at a distance. Whatever these lastiégis had meant to
him, it was over. He had his life to lead, she hack.

Regardless, she couldn't find it in herself to ee@ny part of their
time together. Meeting Ross had Drought her a netunty—a
realisation of what loving a man really meant. 8aén't loved Barry.
Not in the same way. Had they married, she mighénkave known
the despair she was feeling at this moment, buh@ewould she
have experienced the heights to which Ross haedlifter. No
pleasure without pain, wasn't that what they said?



She dozed eventually, wakening again, stiff andrégatated, to find
the Land Rover halted at some wayside petrol stafibey had left
the forest belt and were out on the cultivatedrgrdand, south of the
capital. Another hour and a half, she calculatetth wiglance at her
watch, and they would reach their destination. WRas$s intended
doing with the car, she had no idea. Certainlyybeldn't be taking it
with him. It had to be worth several thousand pcuad the open
market. More than enough, she thought with an efiggnicism, to

see her on her way.

He got back into the car, glancing her way beftaeting the engine.
‘Hungry?'

Nicola shook her head. 'l can wait till we get tar&tas.’

‘Maybe as well. This place doesn't have much terofHe fired the
ignition, sliding smoothly into first gear. 'Anothigour or so and we'll
be there. First thing is to get rid of this, thesilxfind an agency to fix
tickets.'

'You don't waste any time,' she murmured, and dréaint smile.
''ve done enough of that these past months.'

She was silent, not trusting her voice too much.hibé everything
mapped out, it was evident. The past was behind Hishe had
helped him put it there, she could only be glad.

Caracas was reached mid-morning. Driving along theewand

lovely boulevards, Nicola could only wish that skas seeing the
city under happier circumstances. There had beertime for

anything beyond a fleeting glimpse on the incommgyney—how

long ago that seemed! Her South American adveritacke proved
rather more than she could comfortably handle enetind.



Ross pulled in at the first used car dealers tlasy, ficcepting the
price offered without argument. Piling their redpex suitcases into
the cab summoned by the salesman, he asked tokée ta the

nearest travel agency—or at least that was whatl&li@ssumed he
said. It took no more than two minutes, anyway.t Isgting in the

vehicle while he went inside the building, she $jplea time watching
the passing traffic and listening to the driveteerfully tuneless
whistle, stifling the growing urge to yell at him $shut up.

Ross was back in what seemed like only moments.grag eyes
gave nothing away.

"Consulate Americano,He commanded the drivélPronto!'

Nicola didn't look at him as he slid into the skaside her. 'Having
trouble?' she asked thickly.

‘Nothing that can't be sorted, with a bit of luckiere was an odd
note to his voice. 'We have roughly three hourixtithe paperwork
and get out to the airport. There's an LA flightveo.'

The breath caught suddenly in her throat. Shedtrieim, unable to
believe what her senses were telling her. 'I'msooé | understand,’
she got out.

'l bought two tickets to LA," he said. 'There's @nton flight out
tonight if you'd rather say goodbye now.' He stddmer face, his
smile hinting just a fraction of cynicism. 'If I'taking too much for
granted, just say so.'

Nicola was glad of the closed anti-mugging partiti@miween them
and the driver. She felt dazed. 'Why wait till nost?e heard herself
asking. 'We just spent four hours on the road!



'l wasn't sure enough of you to give you too muete tto think about
it," he said. 'This seemed the best way.' He madattempt to touch
her. 'l want to take you back with me, Nicola.'

'‘As what?' The anger and pain were mingled ineadthc "Your
mistress?’

'‘My wife." His lips twisted at the sudden darkenwigher eyes. 'It
won't be any picnic, | realise that. The media gdlto town on it. 1
know you feel something for me. Is it enough?’

It took every bit of control she had to damp dowver mstinctive
reaction, to say softly, 'lt takes more than one.’

Something flickered deep down in the grey eyesedogfore she
could put a name to it. 'If you're asking me dovd you, I'd have
thought the answer obvious.'

She wanted to laugh suddenly at the memory ofialitisery she had
endured these past hours. Hysteria, she told hei&eter hysterial
'How can someone with your gift for sensitive dineg be so

completely obtuse?' she demanded. 'How was | sepptws know

unless you said it? What am I, a mind reader?'

His face relaxed. 'So | placed too much trust mifene intuition. To
me, it seemed obvious.' He put cut a hand and clupee chin,
smoothing a thumb over her lower lip. 'You're etiinygg Arlene
wasn't. How could | help but love you? From the mamyou
stepped out in front of the car that night, | washoy way up again.’

‘It didn't show."' Her voice was low, her eyes liken sapphires. 'l
despaired of ever getting through that armour. Rargsyou sure this
Is what you want?'

'Couldn't be surer.'



The kiss sealed it for her. He couldn't pretendrt@motion like that.
He had no reason for pretence, anyway. Why evgrestg?

‘Three hours', she murmured against his chest.Weado it?'

'‘We're not going to try." His voice was roughenétl,change the
tickets, take a couple of days here—do the thimg@nly. It's been a
year; a little longer isn't going to hurt.'

Nicola felt relief flood through her. She neededdj not to make up
her mind, but to assimilate this new developmensds wife! Much
as she loved him, she knew it wasn't going to Isg.e%s he had said,
the media alone would make sure of that. But slddace it. They
could both face it. Ross had a career to go badh®had a new one
to start. This was one marriage that was goingitcesed.

The contract was signed and sealed the followirgriadon, the
witnesses duly rewarded. Emerging once more irgchtit sunlight,
Nicola wondered why she felt no different. Lasthtithey had slept
together as two single people; could a mere chahgame improve
on what they already had? Mrs Ross King. It soursdesktrange.

Their hotel was large and luxurious and catereevery need. Ross
had booked a suite looking towards the Cerro ddaAWrom the
balcony one could see the cablecars ascendingesmteiding, catch
a glimpse of the white tower at the summit whendhging clouds
obliged. There were two bedrooms, two superbly ol
bathrooms, a sitting-room big enough to hold a lmalleven a tiny
kitchenette for the guest who fancied a little $ip.

Too much, Nicola had thought on first sighting. ¥heould have
managed perfectly well with an ordinary double rodtoess hadn't
worked in more than a year. No matter what hisiagahhad been in
the past, that had to have had some effect onraiadial bearing.



Yet if there was cause for concern he wasn't acledying it. He
had taken her out yesterday and insisted she lisplaer wardrobe.
Considering where she was going to be living, sitelieen unable to
argue with that expense. Some of her own thingsvsis&keeping, the
rest she had given to the maids who daily servibedsuite. Poorly
paid, the latter were grateful for any gift, bembney, clothing,
cosmetics, even soap. The comparison between theme
environment and this must be ludicrous, Nicola gidy but it
seemed to matter little to them.

The dress she had worn for the wedding was blke. her eyes, Ross
had said when he'd chosen it. In the pale grey beitlooked a
different man. Only when he took her in his armd kissed her did
the strangeness begin to dissolve. Husband and shie thought
joyfully, exultantly. MrandMrs Ross King!



CHAPTER FIVE

THE King homestead was reached via a winding canyad,ro
affording superb views at every bend. Pure modalifdCnian in
design, the house itself was built on several wffelevels to follow
the contours of the mountainside on which it stquotected from
the passing public by stone walls and double irates)

Ross got out of the cab to open a small box set ame of the
gateposts and take out what looked like a telephieneiver. He
spoke rapidly into it for a moment, then replackd instrument,
coming back to regain his seat as the gates swouapthly and
silently open.

'‘Cosy little place, isn't it?' he commented, draywiip before the wide
frontage of one-way glass.'

Nicola stayed silent, not yet sure enough of hérgelmake any
judgements. The first-class flight here, the obvioesognition of
Ross's name both by the cabin staff and the rewgigificer on
immigration, the city itself, so huge and confustagone of it
helped. She was out of her depth by a mile andfadmal it showed.

One portion of the glass opened to reveal a womdrer mid to late
forties, clad in a pale lilac dress. Her dark haas beautifully
groomed, her make-up expertly applied. The smil@e@mlips failed
to reach her eyes, Nicola noted, following Rossafihe cab.

'It's good to have you home again, Mr King," theman said
smoothly. "You should have let us know you were iogmnJudd
would have brought the car to pick you up.'

It was a sudden decision,’ Ross returned, ignotivg implied
criticism. ‘Nicola, this is Mrs Graham.' The pausses brief enough to
be almost non-existent. '‘My wife.'



The older woman retained her smile as he turnekl toapay off the
cab-driver, though her eyes had registered shoek. dwift and
comprehensive survey belied any welcome. Nicolavweighed up
and found deficient in every sphere. Oddly enoulat knowledge
served to put her on her mettle. No doubt she handitched up to
the Hollywood standard of beauty, but she was Ragd®ice. She
would stand no patronising from this woman.

‘How do you do?' she said politely.

The cab was already on the move again, scrunchmgavel as it
turned in a wide sweep to head back down the dideposited

alongside Ross's supple, well travelled leather,saécase looked
glaringly new. The clothes inside them were for thest part

unworn. The suit in which she had travelled wakalta woven from

a mixture of silk and cotton in a shade of creama slould have

considered totally impractical back home. It hadtdbe earth, but it
made her feel like a million dollars. Fine featherske fine birds, she
reminded herself with irony.

‘Judd will be out in a moment,' said the housekee&®eRoss bent to
lift a bag in each hand. 'He was in the groundsnaoal rang.'

'‘No problem,' returned her employer. 'l can manddis. smile was
directed at Nicola. 'Lead the way.’

She did so, to find herself in a huge light areavimch plantlife

proliferated. The ground floor was built on the oyan design, with
steps and archways providing the only division leemrooms. From
where she stood, Nicola could see through to waewhole wall of

glass gave on to a wide terrace and swimming @o&nother level,
off to the right, an inset pool discharged a waii&rfvhich in turn fed

a second, lower pool complete with flowering lileesd fish.



Ross watched her face as she took it all in, aosardilt to his mouth.
‘You haven't seen anything yet!

Nicola had seen enough already to know why he loafé@ling for
this place he called home. It was like somethingadwne of those
glossy magazines; soulless was the word she waud applied. If
not his own choice, then it had to have been Atseh®ve her or not,
he had obviously been able to deny her little. @aeto be talking in
the hundreds of thousands when it came to reakeestdhis part of
the world.

"‘Which room will you be using?' asked Mrs Grahaomfithe rear. 'I'll
need a little time to prepare.'

‘South side, | think,' said Ross, dropping botlicaises to the floor.
‘And can you rustle us up something to eat? A sasiowill do. We'll
be on the terrace.’

He took Nicola's arm to lead the way, the presgeassuring.
Whatever material the floor was made of, it wasndrble, she
realised at once when their footsteps failed to enadore than the
faintest sound. The furnishings were pure space-agélly
expensive, she had no doubt, but lacking warmthve@idome. It
took the golden light of the Californian sunshiree dreate that
Impression. There was a panoramic view over thg ttie smog line
like a skid mark along the horizon.

Better?' asked Ross at her shoulder as she stoib@ &ialustrade,
drinking in the scene. 'l'd forgotten just how degsing the place
was!'

'If you dislike it so much,' Nicola murmured difédtly, 'perhaps you
should think about selling it.'

‘Always providing | can find a buyer.'



'If the price is right, there's always a buyer.’

‘You could be right at that." He ran a finger dolmer nape, added
softly, 'Sorry you came?’

With his touch still tingling her skin, the answeas immediate and
easy. 'Of course not.'

'‘Good.' He moved away from her to take off his gcknd sling it
over a lounger. 'Want a drink?’

She started to shake her head, then abruptly cdahge mind.
‘Something long and cool, please.’

There was a walk-in bar built into a side wall. Rd#led two tall
glasses with ice-cubes taken from some store bendath
counter-top, poured measures from a couple ofdsoitito each and
topped up from a third.

'‘Will the refrigerator have been running since {&itl?' asked Nicola
on a bemused note when he brought the drinks atmoskere she
had taken a seat.

He looked blank for a moment, then shrugged. 'ltdoragine the ice
Is that old.’

It wasn't the age of the ice she had been thin&n¢ Mrs Graham

had been running the house as normal for the paat, ythe

accumulated bills were surely going to be enorméisRoss seemed
unconcerned by any such thought, she could onlynasghat her
fears regarding his financial status were groursdldhis was a
different world from the one she was used to, gmimded herself
drily. High-income people were usually pretty shdewhen it came
to investments—or their advisors were.



The drink tasted good. She didn't bother to asktwiaes in it. Mrs
Graham came out, carrying a loaded tray, deposilages and
coffee-pots on the nearest of the low tables. Tmeican version of
a sandwich was in the nature of a full meal, timglsi round of rye
bread piled high with wafer-thin slices of cookeedeb and
surrounded by salad. The aroma was mouth-watering.

I'm preparing the guest suite,! declared the Haegmer
expressionlessly. 'Is that all right with you, Mink?'

‘Sounds fine," agreed Ross, already laying intcdmlwich.

Why the guest suite? Nicola was about to ask, Hieiner tongue as
realisation hit her. Ross would probably want toalsefar away as
possible from the room or rooms he had shared wighwife. It
seemed likely that the guest suite would be o gp®site side of the
house. A tremor ran through her at the thoughhafiag a bed with
him. Hardly the first time, of course, but it felirange all the same.
The difference being that, back in Venezuela, tmey both of them
been in neutral territory, while here he was on @gmound.

There was so much more to the whole situation gh@had allowed
herself to think about in depth this past coupledays. As Ross's
wife, she could hardly remain aloof from the pedmpéeknew—the
people who had known Arlene. She knew enough ath@upublic
appetite for scandal to realise that all hell wksly to break loose
once the media got wind of his return with a newng wife.
Speculation would be rife, her feelings the lasisideration. At least
with the security system in operation here thers litle chance of
any news- hound reaching the house. That was sowécmfort.

Mrs Graham was not in evidence when they eventuafige their
way up the open staircase. Corridors branchingt ragid left held
more doors than Nicola could count at a glance. guest suite had
its own sitting-room in addition to bed and batle thole decorated



In shades of apricot and white and sumptuouslyished. The bed
was a brass four- poster draped in filmy sheers.

'‘Lovely,’ she commented automatically, wonderingvshe could
possibly live up to such surroundings. 'And lookhait view!"

"The same one you saw downstairs.' Ross pointedHeuturned her
towards him, looking down at her with a smile is biyes. 'l prefer
this view.'

She responded with reticence when he kissed hietpstmuch the
stranger here to relax. He released her withoutnoemt, his voice
casual as he said, 'I'm for a shower. Want tonoa?'

She said swiftly, 'l have to unpack.'

Already moving away, he spoke over a shoulder. digss Mrs
Graham already did that for us both. Take a look.'

Nicola waited until the door had closed behind bafore moving the
width of the room to the dressing area containinghale wall of
wardrobes and drawers. New and old, the contenteepfuitcase
looked miserably inadequate among the row of enhalygers. A
second wardrobe was full of suits—she counted tyvemthile yet
another held sports and casual wear. It still dei empty. Arlene
could probably have filled it twenty times overneathe thought. For
herself, it was going to be necessary to enlistesbeip. She had to
look the part, even if she didn't feel it.

Ross was wearing a white towelling robe when hergetefrom the
bathroom. His hair was damp, curling a little a #nds.

'l've a couple of calls to make,' he said. 'Takeryone.'



He sounded a little abrupt. Nicola wondered if@#stecause she hac
refused to take a shower with him. Different roomno, she felt
restricted by the very knowledge that Arlene haarsti his days and
nights in the same house. How could he not conparévo of them
in these surroundings?

Needing time to relax and think, she ran water thiosunken bath,
throwing in a generous handful of fragrant saltse Tvalls were all
mirror glass; she could see herself reflected femary angle. The
lighting made her skin look golden, her hair lilgus silk. Land of
illusion, she thought with an edge of cynicism.

She had been lying in the warm, fragrant watersereral minutes
when Ross came into the room.

'‘Nice," he said appreciatively as she jerked uprigfou look like a
startled nymph!’

'l never had a man walk in on me in the bath befshe rejoined. 'Did
you finish your calls?'

‘The essential ones, yes. We're invited to a paright. Sam Walker.
He's head of Magnum Studios.’

Nicola stared at him, forgetful of her nudity fdret moment. 'So
soon?'

'‘We have to face it some time,' he said. '‘Mightval§ be sooner as
later.'

"You told him about . . . us?

He gave her a thoughtful look. 'l can hardly keep @ secret! What
are you afraid of?'



She drew a deep, steadying breath. 'Everythinggediime, Ross.'
Sne attempted to laugh. 'I'm not even used to bemgied yet!

‘That's something you can do in private; this isisthing we both
need to do in public.'

'‘Not tonight,' she appealed desperately. 'Rosa't.dt's too soon! If
you have to go, can't you go alone?'

A line appeared between the dark brows. 'l could,I'm not going
to. You're an actress. It shouldn't be too diffieupart to play.'

‘You don't put anyone centre-stage without adeqredtearsal,’ she
came back. 'You're expecting too much.’

There was a pause, a sudden softening or expreSéan're right, |
am. Why shouldn't | keep you to myself for a while?

He came up the step on to the low dais in whichbiih was set,
bending to slide his hands beneath her armpitslifinider bodily
from the water, totally disregarding the wetnesspsegg though his
robe as he kissed her long and hard.

Desire rose in her, swift and sweet, bringing hgmoua her toes the
better to reach him. She felt his hands cradlinghips as he brought
her to him, the pulsating surge of his own needenTine was

swinging her up in his arms, bearing her down wellground to lay

her on the thickly piled carpet, slipping off hizbe before coming
over her. For the first time that day, Nicola fislé doubts and fears
fade from her mind, replaced by a deeper, moraicegmotion as

their bodies joined—became one. Whatever Ross kad in the

past, whatever he might become in the future,®ed him now, this

minute, as no man had ever been loved before.



It was a long time afterwards before she was capablthinking

clearly again. They had progressed from the bathrom the bed,
lying replete in each other's arms as day turnednight. Ross was
the first to stir, albeit with reluctance.

'If I'm going to make my entry, I'd better prep&oeit.'
‘Do you reallyhaveto go?' she asked, already knowing the answel

'If | want to work again. Sam has a screenplay aets/me to look at.
He's been keeping it on ice since .. . He brokgjaff tensing a little.
‘Anyway, it sounds right up my alley.’

'‘What about your own screenplay?' Nicola ventursd} that the
main reason you decided to come back?"

"The excuse, maybe.' There was a pause before ded ddvelly,
You were right the first time. It was more of atapy than anything.
| don't plan on using it.’

Nicola put up a hand and touched his lips with firegertips. 'Best
not,' she agreed on soft note, it's behind you mtwgs—all of it. Let
it stay there.’

He made a sound in his throat, half-way betweeropargand a sigh,
drawing her close again to kiss her temple. 'Dahange,' he
murmured into her hair. 'Don't ever change!

'l won't,' she promised, her heart overflowingvduldn't know how.'

He left the house alone at eight. Had he made antlyelr attempt to
persuade her to accompany him, Nicola knew shedvoat have
been able to hold out, but he hadn't. She hadttthgewhole thing
Into perspective, she acknowledged ruefully, listgnto the car
engine fading into the distance. Ross needed aostingppartner, not



a cringing little ninny! So people were going tikfdo speculate, to
compare. Let them! She had his love, his nameyinss$ to back her.
What more could she ask?

Mrs Graham came back around nine to collect thaatitray Ross
had ordered for her. Nicola had eaten and enjoyedyescrap of the
beautifully prepared duck k l'orange. She said ashhmow, half
anticipating the other's total indifference. Thei$ekeeper saw her as
an interloper; she was making that all too cleacoM schooled
herself not to care too much. Either the woman @teckthe situation,
or she and her husband found other jobs. She caunldhe house
herself if it came to that.

She had not expected to sleep without Ross inttaege bed, but the
first she knew of his return was when he slid isitbe her in the
darkness.

'‘Go back to sleep,’ he murmured when she stirred.

‘What time is it?' she asked, smothering a yavwaited up till gone
one.’

'It's almost three." An arm came over her waisiwilng her back to
rest against him. 'l missed you tonight.’

Warmth curled through her. 'How did it go?'

'‘Predictably.’ He sounded a little uptight. 'Fewng)s change in this
town.’

She rolled over on to her back, trying to see btures in the
darkness. 'They gave you a bad time?"

'Not on the surface. That's all it is with mostltdm—a veneer.'

'Sam Walker included?"



'‘No. He's one of the few. Sam gave me my firstwadiod job. | owe
him a lot.'

She said softly, 'His faith was repaid.'

'‘Maybe, but it's that initial gamble that countsw&s a complete
unknown out here.'

It wasn't the first time she had wondered aboubhiskground, just
the first time she had felt able to ask. 'What mgde decide to
become a director?

His hand had lifted to her breast, not moving, jbetding her.
'‘Amateur dramatics in high school is where it stéhr guess. That
was back in Boston- more than twenty years ago.'

‘You still have family there?'

'‘Not any more. Dad died when | was nine, my mashk&dd three
husbands since. Latest one is an Australian.' Hehigulips to the
point of her shoulder, brushing them softly actossskin. 'If you're
not going to sleep...'

Her arms were ready for him. 'I'm sorry | was sachidiot about
tonight,' she murmured thickly.

His smile was just discernible. 'Who's complaining?

Not her for one, she thought as his mouth found.né&thatever she
might have to endure, this made it worth while.

Life settled into a pattern of sorts over the falilog few days. Ross
was out of the house by ten each morning, returlateafternoon,
still mentally immersed in a world into which Nieohad no insight.
It was a fairly low-budget film, with comparative kmowns in the
leading roles, she learned, but it had box-officteptial'.



'‘We'll be doing the studio shots first,' he sai@rlreakfast on the
terrace some five days after their arrival in Gahfa. "That should
take around three weeks, then another four onittatp north.

Guy's looking to bring it in by the end of January.

Guy Grayling was the producer—a name with whichoNicwas
already acquainted through screen titles. She sardfully, 'He
produced your last film, didn't he?'

'‘And the two before it." There was no apparentaiten in tone. 'l
think we've the makings of another succes¥he Spoilersit's got
the right ingredients. Not that there's any cetyaiil it hits the
circuits.' He finished his coffee, added levelBorry I've been so tied
up. | didn't anticipate getting back into harndss guickly.'

'It doesn't matter,’ Nicola lied. 'l preferred i® low till the heat was
off, anyway. At least they've stopped hanging adotlve front gate.’

‘We're old news. There was nothing The Timesyesterday.' He
sounded relatively unmoved. 'There may be anottee-tip of
interest when you make your first public appearabaéthe worst is
over. Svengali can do his manipulating in peace.'

Her laugh was just a little forced. 'That reallysana bitch of an
article!

‘Written by a bitch.' His lip curled cynically. 'Arthere are few more
bitchy than Arlene was!" A shrug dismissed the scibj\What would
you like to do today?’

Her heart leapt. "You don't have to go to the steidi

'‘Not essentially. There's a detail or two stillsmrt out, but nothing
that can't wait. Just say the word.'



Happiness flooded her, sparkling her eyes. 'lI'd tike whole tourist
bit,’ she declared. 'All the places I've heard &bdike the
Hollywood Bowl, for instance, and Graumann's Chin€keatre."'

'‘Mann's," Ross corrected, it's just called Manhssé¢ days.' He
sounded resigned. 'l guess | asked for it.'

‘You sure did!" She wrinkled her nose at him.attminor sacrifice.'
"You reckon?' His regard was indulgent. 'I'll needhpensation.'
'‘As much as you like.'

‘Now, there's an offer!" He got to his feet, rumnénhand over her hair
in passing. 'Give me ten minutes to make a call.'

‘That's all right,’ she assured him. 'I'll needhange, anyway.'

A pair of her own slacks and a matching shirt wosidfice for
today's jaunt, she decided in the bedroom. Theg welikely to meet
anyone who might know who Ross was on the touirstiits. Not for
the first time, she wished they were still at Elddgro. She might not
have had Ross's ring on her finger, but at le&st Would have been
free of the pressures that beset them here.

Ross made no comment on her appearance when steel jbim
outside at the car. He appeared abstracted. Prolslblthinking

about the film, Nicola told herself, trying not tet his lack of
response detract too much from the occasion. Hesteating time to
be with her. That was the main thing. She had &onle¢o take the
rough with the smooth in more ways than one.

He loosened up during the course of the afterntmarant of her
naive delight in things which were, to him so faanil Strolling the
length of Hollywood's Walk of Fame, where the gseaf the



entertainment industry were emblazoned in the pamwenmatching
hand and footprints with those etched in concrettside Mann's
Chinese Theatre, standing at the very top of teatgiurving hollow
that was the Hollywood Bowl and looking up to deeworld famous
sign spelling out the name of the city in lettemsty-five feet
high—she enjoyed it all.

'l never learned how to be blase,' she excusedlhefsen they were
back in the car and driving along Sunset Bouleyzast the pink
splendour of the Beverly Hills Hotel. 'I've seehtlis so many times
In magazines or films, | just never expected tthhée, that's all.’

Ross smiled. 'Don't apologise. It makes a refrgshirange.’
She slanted a glance at the lean profile. 'Doés it?

‘That's what the man said. If I'd wanted anothphsticate, I'd have
put you on that plane back to Heathrow.' It wasthrs to glance
across. 'How much convincing do | have to do?'

There was just the faintest edge to his voice. [ditat her lip. He

was right, she lacked confidence in herself. Teréain extent, if she
were totally honest, she still lacked it in him. ie&ht love her now,

but would it last? That article the other day hadeimore than hint at
his own infidelities.

He hadn't bothered to deny it, simply tossed thgepaside with an
exclamation of disgust. If it was true, then peshépere had been
some excuse for Arlene's behaviour. By his own #dnge, he
hadn't loved her. She must have known it.

'Where are we going?' she asked, trying for adighote.

'‘Up the coast a bit,' he said. "We can take a walthe beach.’



'‘Sounds great!" Nicola really meant it. Later, wistre was alone
again, the uncertainties would return to plague feemow, she was
keeping them well damped down.

They drove out towards Malibu along the coastalhway, the
scenery spectacular with its long stretches of@olsand backed by
Pacific rollers. When Ross pulled into the drivewafya house
fronting one of the beaches, Nicola was unableteeal her dismay.

'I'm not dressed for visiting,' she protested. "sbould have warned
me!'

'‘We're not visiting,' he said, cutting the engihéhought you might
like to see the place.’

She gave him a swift glance. "This is yours, too?"

He smiled a little. 'It was where | was living whigiirst met Arlene. |
never got round to getting rid.’

'She didn't like it out here?"

'Out here was OK, the house wasn't. Too small aodld, to name
but a few. She designed the other place. She aacthitect friend of
hers.'

One of her lovers? wondered Nicola fleetingly. Aloshe said, 'Is
this the first time you've been back?'

"The first time I've felt like it," he admitted. &Mt to go inside?’

She felt suddenly buoyant, uplifted by the knowkedbat he had
waited until she was with him to return to his blume. 'Of course!'

The front door opened straight into a wide hallwapm which
arches on either side gave on to well proportidnaadg areas. The



furnishings were dust- sheeted, the curtains seavixtliover floor to
ceiling windows. Sunlight flooded in when Ross pdlthem back.
There was a wide wooden deck outside, with stegding down on
to the beach itself. From here, the sea lookedléss in its blueness.

'It's lovely,' Nicola exclaimed softly. 'Just rigiht

'It used to be.' He was looking out towards theewatyes narrowed
against the glare.

'It could be again.' She was trying hard not tanslbover-eager. 'You
hate where we're living now—why not move back here?

His glance held appraisal. "You'd like that?'

'It isn't up to me," she insisted, it's what yountvawhere you feel
most comfortable. | suppose the only drawback wbelthe distance
from town.’

Ross laughed. 'Twenty miles is no great hassle.’

"Then you'd consider it?'

'‘Maybe.' Grey eyes took on a new expression. 'Dofgocy a swim?'
It was her turn to laugh. 'l don't have a suit wité.'

'‘No problem. There's sure to be something lyingiiagloupstairs.'
Her jaw contracted. 'Of Arlene's?’

'l guess so.' He didn't appear to have noted liection. 'She spent
the occasional weekend out here.'



With whom? came the thought, swiftly discarded d&s no
consequence now. Arlene was in the past; she hiadte her there.
So what did it matter who the swimsuit might haeéhged to?

'Let's take a look," she said on a light note.

The staircase gave on to a broad open landing,deitins leading off

both sides. Ross opened the first one on thedeéveal a large room
dust-sheeted like the ones down below, and dimnyethd slatted

shutters over the windows. The carpet underfobstdt and springy
to Nicola's tread. A faint perfume seemed to lingehe air—or was

it in her mind? She shook off the sense of intmuswth an effort.

‘Try the chest over there,' Ross invited, makingdother draped
shape closer to the windows. 'l know | left sonumks in here.'

The chest in question was made of solid mahog&ndrawers lined

in a paler wood, smooth as satin to her fingerfipe first one she
opened was half-full of silk underwear, carelessgsed around, as if
riffled through by an impatient hand. The sameyned tantilised her
nostrils, emotively expensive. Nicola had a sudganure in her

mind of that darkly beautiful face and smouldergrgen eyes, the
body so slender and yet so sensual. She closedr#veer again

abruptly, doing the same with a second containihgtvappeared to
be articles of nightwear.

It was almost a relief to find a couple of bikimgh matching wraps
in a lower drawer, although they were both of thamefer than she
would have chosen for herself. She selected tleelpaé one, turning
with it in her hand to find Ross watching her fraeross the room.
He had stripped ready to don the trunks he heldh&d not yet done
so. His body was slatted in tiger stripes by tgatlifiltering through

the window shutters at his back, his face shadowed.

'‘We'll swim later,' he said thickly. 'l want youiddla.'



Her own voice sounded strange. 'Here?"

'‘And now.' He was moving towards her as he spdkang her to life
despite herself in his vibrant masculinity, 'l néedeel you with me.’

Laying his ghosts? she wondered with a cynicisrhasfown, but it
made little difference to her responses. Need waaraof love—a
very vital part.

Passion flared through her at his touch, sendindgdne/ards into his
arms, her mouth feverishly seeking. The practisese @vith which he
divested her of her clothing might once have msantething; right
now, she was as eager as he was to know the teetsation of flesh
against flesh, to have his hands exploring her ptmlpe possessed
utterly and completely by this man she had married.

They made love slowly and deliriously, oblivioustbé dust-sheets
still covering the king-sized bed. Without air-comaiiing, and with
all the windows closed, it was hot in the roomglshg their bodies
with perspiration. For Nicola, the taste of salttwer tongue was a
stimulant in itself. She couldn't have enough ofigouldn't bear for
this long and lovely afternoon to end. Even wheairskd at last, she
lay quiescent in his arms, the fire still smouldiedeep down within,
needing but a breath to fan it into flame again.

‘Wonderwoman!" murmured Ross against her cheekatWidppened
to all that English reserve?’

'It gave way to American aggression!" She tookltie of his ear
between sharp teeth and nibbled, smiling at hisamvd breath. "The
sun's almost down.’

'‘And we still haven't taken that swim.' He rolledag from her to sit
up, his features obscure in the dimmed light. "€lseime yet.’



The bikini was on the floor where she had droppefhe didn't look
his way as she drew it on. Arlene's breasts had &®aller than hers,
she realised with some surprise. Yet on screen hiaglylooked so
voluptuous. So that was Hollywood, she remindeddiérLittle was
as it seemed.

Ross led the way downstairs again. It was cool&side on the deck,
with a faint breeze coming in off the sea. The w@as a soft golden
globe touching the horizon. Darkness would be oemthwithin
minutes of its going down.

‘Do you think we should?' she asked in suddendetjoin as he made
for the steps leading down to the beach. "What tedtoarks?'

His grin was unexpected. 'More on land than seadtretch of the
coast! Don't be faint-hearted. Life's nothing withdaking a few
risks.'

Always providing there was a fair chance of commg on the
winning side, reflected Nicola, driving herselfvi@rds to join him.



CHAPTER SIX

THEY spent only ten minutes or so in the water, warougfh it was.
Returning up the beach, Ross's arm across herdgrsuNicola felt
at peace with the whole world. Even the darknessfmendly. There
were other dwellings to either hand, some occupssane unlit.
When asked about his immediate neighbours, Rosdioned a
couple of familiar names, amused by her awed resgpon

‘They're just people, like you and me.’

'Like you, perhaps.' They had reached the steg®ldfollowed him
up. On the deck, she said tentatively, 'Have yaught any more
about moving back out here permanently?"

‘Not yet," he admitted. 'l've barely had chance!téined his head to
look at her, his expression hard to define with aocguracy. 'Are you
pushing me for a decision?'

Bearing in mind what he said earlier about confagethere was only
one answer to that. 'Yes.'

His laugh was low. 'I'll have somebody clean treeplup.’
'l could do that," she offered eagerly. 'I'd liké t

"You can supervise.' He leaned against the ralyoig her to him to
hold her between his thighs while he kissed the @nter nose.
‘You're going to need a car, for starters. An ofmgn- think.'

Her senses were drowning. She said weakly, 'Ahaagsming | hold
a valid licence, of course.'

'You don't drive?"

' meant valid over here.'



'‘No reason why it shouldn't be." He ran his fingghtly down her
spine to take a hip in each hand and gently rdtatgelvis. "You feel
good!

'l feel anything but,’ she moaned, eyes closedh® dxquisite
sensation. 'Ross, we're on public view!

'So let's go inside,' he suggested on a rougher not

They didn't make it as far as the bedroom this tixieola didn't care.
The thick, soft carpet was more than adequate stuppshe gave
him nothing else, she could give him this, she toddself as they
came together, then all thought faded into the evhdt heat of
consummation.

It was later, on the way back, that he droppedtmbshell.’
'‘We're going to be giving a party,' he said. 'Nexek. You won't
have to worry about planning it,’ he added, turnimg head and

catching her expression. "The caterers will takes @ the whole
thing.'

‘It wasn't the planning | was thinking about,’ N&ca@onfessed. I
could cope with that.’

Dark brows lifted. 'For two hundred?'
The sinking of her heart was no imaginary sensatismo hundred?'

'It's time you met some people,' he stated unegallyo 'And they
you, if it comes to that.'

‘Somepeople, perhaps,' she rallied. 'Not the whole gaddity!'

His grin almost melted her. 'You're even leaningswiear like an
American.'



'With just cause.' She was silent for a momentngryo rationalise
her emotions. 'Why not wait till we move out to theach, and then
make it a smaller affair?' she asked at length.

'‘Because it's better this way. Let them all geb@dgook at you, then
we can forget it." He waited for some reply, glagcher way when
she failed to make one. 'As | said before, theylg people.’

'‘People who knew you when Arlene was alive,' shamed huskily.
'I'm not sure | can take the comparison.’

He gave an impatient sigh. 'You're two totally eifint types.
Anyway, it's settled. Invitations already went but.

'l see." She was suddenly, furiously angry. 'THesre's not much
point in discussing it, is there?'

'‘Not a lot." He sounded like the man she had kingtwn, his voice
coolly controlled. 'l warned you what to expect lbdere. If you
didn't think you could handle it, you should haeé&lsso then.'

The anger died as swiftly as it had arisen. Nisaa hollowly, 'l
wasn't given time to think about anything much.'

'‘Does that mean you regret it?'

She made an effort to pull herself together. 'Nador't regret it. Just
don't steamroller me, that's all.

His laugh was short. "You think | make too many dads?'

'‘No.' She was miserably aware that they were comloge to having
their first real row. 'Can we talk about sometheige for now? It's
been too good a day to spoil.'



A pause followed her appeal; he seemed to be maante effort
himself. When he spoke again, it was on a neuttd.nYou're right,
let's forget it.'

The party wasn't mentioned again, but the arrangestayed. Nicola
discovered that much two days later, when the icatéirm sent out a
couple of front- men to look over the premises. Slwild have

nothing to worry about, she was assured. Everyldesald be taken

care of, even down to the flower arrangements. Bsx#ere was a
good chance of rain at this time of year, it wasidied to erect a
marquee around the pool area. Watching the twbevhtmeasure up
for size, she wondered drily if they were catefimgtwo hundred or

Six!

By the time Ross arrived home that evening, she gexduaded
herself into a frame of mind whereby she couldabtualk about the
coming event without wanting to stab him in thekofor his lack of
understanding. It was ridiculous, she concedeéxpect him to keep
her under wraps just because she lacked the giasd@ few curious
eyes. As an actress, she had the ability to pteytaHer performance
on the night would be a measure of just how goodcaress she was.

As it turned out, the evening in question was and dry and warm,
but by then the marquee was already up, the drsaigd lining and
glittering chandeliers an incongruous extensioth&inner regions
of the house. At least they had left the pool iteatside, Nicola was
glad to note from the bedroom as she prepared &b thneir guests. It
would be somewhere to retire to for a cooling-afipd if the going
got too tough.

She was wearing a long and simple sheath of blike its only
decoration a collar of tiny pearls set snugly aliartthroat. Her hair
she had scooped up to the top of her head to damgleascade of
little curls down the back, semi-Grecian style. Maigeshe kept to a
deliberate minimum, but she still felt ready foe thtage. Perhaps a



good thing in a way, she told herself in an attertgtinstil

self-confidence. Waiting in the wings was always thest

nerve-racking part of any production. Once outehan the boards,
she would find her character.

Ross came out from the bathroom, pursing his hps a soundless
little whistle as he looked at her.

'‘Like a million dollars!" he said.

Her smile was only slightly forced. 'A bit differerfrom the
bedraggled creature you picked up that night ineéZeela.’

‘Very.' He turned to a mirror to adjust his tieotNdnly in appearance,
either.'

‘Compliment or complaint?' she queried lightly.
‘Just an observation. Circumstances govern behaviou

‘That's the director in you coming out." She fieidlscrewing in the
small pearl ear-rings, taking a last fleeting glaimcthe cheval-glass
before firmly relegating her appearance to the baicker mind.
'‘What time do you think they'll start arriving?'

'‘Any minute, I'd say.' Ross left the tie alonefning back to face her.
'‘How does this look?'

Magnificent, she wanted to say, only she wouldrdiveh been
referring to the tie. In the slim-cut black trousarsl white tuxedo,
Ross was a king among men. He had seemed a littlana these
past couple of days, enough so to make her hesitayting to him
now. 'I'm sure you've tied one often enough to kiitsAfine,' was all
she allowed herself. 'Do we go down now, or wait tloe first
arrivals?'



'Now,' Ross decided. 'l need a drink.’

He wasn't alone in that, she thought. Taken in maiaba, alcohol
would at least give her a boost.

The drink was not to be forthcoming for half an houmore. They
had only just reached the foot of the stairs winendiborbell chimed,
heralding the first of an influx of arriving guests

The caterers had provided a whole uniformed stafthe evening,
leaving Mr and Mrs Graham free to make their ovanpl There was
even a butler to open the door and take wraps @ sStanding at
Ross's side while introduction after introductiomswvperformed,
Nicola could feel her smile growing stiff, her targgfreezing into an
ungovernable lump. There were faces she recogroieel’s to which
she couldn't relate the names that filled her h@&didscreen, many of
the former looked less than life-size. One stapanticular, a man
whom she had hero-worshipped from an early ageyeprdo be

almost bald and suffering from a bad" case of bsikt The blonde
clinging to his arm was one of the most beautifiulsgNicola had

ever seen, although she did little but giggle.

'Dumb as they come," Ross muttered in cruel asidenwhe couple
had moved on.

For herself, Nicola felt like a goldfish in a bovhe could sense the
speculation behind every glance, catch the occakiamispered
comment. She wasn't what anyone had expected Wiahshe could
gather. She wondered just what they had expectadth&r sultry
brunette, perhaps—a substitute for the wife Rosklbst? Couldn't
they see that the last thing he needed was anyden He had been
drawn to her because of that very difference, umsitin colouring but
in total personality. She might lack Arlene's stagrbeauty, but she
could give him something hitherto lacking from hiis, and that was
genuine love. It was a thought worth clinging ghtinow.



Sam and Velma Walker arrived around ten. Both efrttshort and
dark and fiftyish, they looked more like brotherdasister than
husband and wife. Nicola liked Velma instantly, thobecause the
other made no attempt to conceal her feelings.

'l must say, you're a relief!' she exclaimed. 'h‘tiblame Ross for
keeping you away from this degenerate lot as I@geacould. Good
bones, wouldn't you say, Sam?'

'Sure has,' agreed her husband. 'Ever thoughtio§ @oscreen test?'

'She's not interested.' Ross was smiling, butrtkegidn't reach his
eyes.

'‘Supposing you let the girl answer for herselfyineed the older man,
neither put out nor off. He lifted salt-and-peppgebrows to Nicola.
'How about it?'

Nicola smiled herself, and shook her head. 'I'tidtad, but Ross is
quite right. Getting into films isn't an ambitiohmine.'

'So what is?' he demanded.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ross tugnget a new arrival,
saw a pair of white arms slide around his neck laeard a low,
mocking voice purring, 'You never did waste anydjndid you,
darling?'

'| prefer live theatre,' she said, trying to keep &itention fixed on the
Walkers. 'Not that I've done a lot of that, either.

Sam looked interested. 'Stage school?’

'RADA,' she acknowledged.



Someone called Sam's name, waving to him througtthifong of
people between them. He waved back, then saidrailgi'Get Ross
to bring you down to the studios.'

'He's impressed,’” murmured Velma as she movedlimnvfon his
wake. 'Looksandbrains—that's really something!

She was gone before Nicola could find any ansveayihg her to
turn slowly back to where Ross and the newcomee \sgit standing
so close. In her four-inch silver kid heels, thenvem was almost as
tall as he was, her superb body wrapped in shinmgdame. She
wore diamonds at her throat and on both wrists,irieet emeralds
almost exactly matching her wide-set eyes. Haircleur of rich
dark burgundy was layered about her arresting fBldeola knew
who she was, of course. There could be few peopie wouldn't
recognise Paula Reddington. From the length of sheehad been a
star of the silver screen, she had to be in her tlatties, yet she
looked no more than twenty-eight. Not a single Imarred the
smooth perfection of her features.

'So introduce me to your wife, darling!" she satvnlooking over
Ross's shoulder to where Nicola stood waiting. ldagh was low
and husky, tinged with malice. "You mustn't neglgmir bride.’

Grey eyes met blue as he turned, the former devbekpression.
Nicola seized the initiative, switching on a snolfeher own. 'Paula
Reddington hardly needs an introduction,' she saidyone would
know who you were.'

Finely drawn eyebrows lifted a fraction. "You'réaa of mine?'

'My mother was for years.' It was a downright bat she was in no
mood to care. Childish or not, the shaft had stiuzine. She could
tell from the sudden intake of breath, the leammder in the green
eyes.



'How nice," she said. 'Ross, darling,’ putting adhan his sleeve, 'I'm
gasping for a drink!" Without looking at Nicola,esladded lightly,
‘You don't mind if | borrow him for a few minute€hly Ross can
mix a Martini the way | like it.'

'He's a free agent,’ Nicola retorted, conscioub®faint compression
about his mouth. 'Borrow away."'

Left alone, she abandoned any further late-comerthéo own
devices and forced herself to move in among thenthiof people.
Over the following hour or so she was put througiminamounted to
a third degree, some of it subtle, some of it wotShe fended off the
more intrusive questions with a smile and a vagissvar. Where and
how she and Ross had met was their business, nelsgis.

She kept catching glimpses of him through the crevatlvays, it
seemed, with Paula Reddington in close proximityatTthere had
been something between the two of them in the ghstwas fairly
sure, but it was the here and now that concernethbst. Paula was
of Ross's world; she talked the same languageapsrishe thought
dully, he was already beginning to realise the akisthe had made in
marrying someone from outside it.

She had to get out of here, if only for a few mewjishe told herself at
that point. Both body and mind craved a breathnoonditioned air.

It was pleasantly warm outside. The noise from wvitbst its edge as
she moved around the pool to the outer curve otdirace and the
magnificent view. Ross hadn't mentioned the movwet@the beach
house again; she could only hope that he still ihaal mind. She
wanted badly to leave this place. There were naqgnaphs of
Arlene around that she had seen, but her preseasewerywhere.
This house was her creation, the other was Rogsis Despite the
evidence left there, the atmosphere had been djffiseent.



'Why don't you join me?' asked a voice from somewlbehind and
below her, and she turned with a start, her baekiagthe rail as she
looked at the still, clear water. The floodlightmuners were in
operation, creating shadows across the surfatmKther moment to
pick out the head bobbing a few feet from the ndarsanother to
recognise the young man she vaguely recalled eirggiuced as the
male lead iMThe Spoilersalthough she had taken little real note of h
blond good looks at the time.

‘The water's fine,’ he added. 'Perfect night teatpee. You'll not
catch cold.’

Without moving, she said, 'l gather you're not wearanything
yourself?'

'Right on."' White teeth flashed. 'Shocked?'
'‘No. Just not about to play follow-my-leader.'

'l give it another half an hour at the most bemwenebody else gets
the same idea. Renata's bored. That means trodeldwad come to
the edge, hooking an arm over the rim to hoist blmgp a little.
Darkened by moisture, the blond hair was sleekddbad. He was
well built, Nicola noted, his shoulders and armssoular without
being heavy.

Honesty was the only way out of her dilemma. 'lfraid," she said, 'l
can't quite remember your name. There were so paogle . . .’

His grin was attractive. 'l haven't made the bigetiget. It's Keir
Lawson." is that your real name?' 'No," he admitt€dat's Bobby
Bailey.' 'Doesn't have the same box-office appshk' agreed. 'I'll
stick to Keir. You arrived with your co-star, didpbu?’



'Renata Morant. She's the one | was talking abNitdla regarded
him with her head tilted. "You didn't sound teryibhpressed.'

'I'm not. If you want the truth, she's a bitch. Tmdy reason we came
together tonight was because it's expected. Shiestamd me, either.'

'‘Doesn't it affect your performance together &' &llicola asked, and
the grin came again.

'l just imagine I'm with someone else during theel®cenes. It's a
love-hate relationship, anyway. We sure don't Havact the hate!
His head was tilted back, showing the clean linkisfthroat. 'That's
enough about me. How come Ross found you first’*8peher tone
light. 'We met in Venezuela.'

'‘Was that where he disappeared to? Nobody knewld@obelieve
my luck when | heard he was going to dir€be Spoilers.

'Is this your first film?' she asked.

Keir nodded, 'l had the luck to be in the rightgelaat the right time
when they were casting. If it doesn't make it,igsk to the sidelines
again. Second chances don't come easy.'

‘It will make it,' she assured him, smiling. 'Om®k at you and the
female population will be clamouring for more!'

Keir laughed. 'l like it!" Pale sparkling blue inlour, his eyes rested
on her face. 'You know,' he added on a softer ndtea real treat to
be with a female who isn't bitching about everyghand everyone.
You're out of another mould, Nicola. | could eagdil in love with
you.'

She laughed, taking him no more seriously thanwgag sure he
meant to be taken. 'l can bitch with the best, @ive incentive.'



'‘And Ross doesn't provide it?"
Her throat went a little tight. '‘Not in any measure

'‘Guess he knows when he's well off." There was usgaanother
change of tone. 'Are you sure you won't come oh in?

She shook her head. 'l have to get back. 1 onppatl out for a
moment.’

'‘Escaped, you mean.' The blond hair was springau o life as it
shed moisture. 'These affairs are all alike—sansesfasome old
gossip. | used to see Hollywood as some kind ofienkmpgdom

where dreams could come true. It might have beer,anly not any
more. That lot in there would stab each other enlibck and smile
while they were doing it!'

'‘Disillusionment at such an early age?' Nicola kégtr tone
deliberately light, if it's really that bad, youudd always give it up
and go back to being what you were before.'

'‘No, thanks." Keir was grinning, unabashed by tbetlg dig. 'I'll
suffer for my art.’

The muted sound of voices and music grew suddenigldr as the
sliding doors through which Nicola herself had egeerwere opened
to emit a laughing group. Renata Morant was at thead, long dark
hair swinging abut her bare shoulders.

‘Last one in's a dummy!" she shouted, strippindhadfstrapless dress
as she made for the pool, and kicking the dresdassly to one side,
along with her stiletto-heeled sandals. She waschb&aeath, except
for a pair of flimsy Tanga-style briefs, her bodyldgm in the soft
light.



The others followed her, some stripping down assitedone, one or
two not bothering to remove anything at all. Thiaspes as they rut
the water were accompanied by screams and shdwdsndise
deafening. Renata had to be the youngest among, thirola
realised, too stunned to move as she watched thegavort, but she
was certainly the ringleader.

Keir was making his way around the edge of the pmalhere he had
left his clothing when his co-star spotted him, tvaole face lit by
sudden malice as she called attention to his pces@&efore he could
heave himself from the water he was dragged ineo thidst, with
Renata teasing him, taunting him, calling his masity into
guestion with a turn of phrase Nicola could scarceédit.

Goaded beyond restraint, he went for her, the tWothem
disappearing below the surface in a welter of aantlegs.

The noise must have penetrated through into thedhibself, because
people were coming out to see what was going anedaughing at
the spectacle, others patently disdainful of tFeraiff in their midst,
a few revealing the same disgust Nicola was feeliNpen Ross
appeared the way was cleared for him right to thed pdge.

Without apparently raising his voice more than actiion, because
Nicola could barely hear it from where she stood, drdered
everybody out of the water. He was furious; shdall that from
the taut line of his jaw. And rightly so. This slyrevasn't his kind of
scene.

At first it seemed no one was going to take anydh#een slowly the
noise began to subside, the partakers becomingishgeaware of
what fools they were all making of themselves. GRénata retained
her initial exuberance, kicking up a clean paihetls as she went
after Keir who was swimming for the far side of greol. He reached
it ahead of her, drawing himself hastily from thater to snatch up



his clothing from the lounger where he had leftaind retire to a
darker corner.

Two of the hired staff appeared, arms full of tasv&obered by now,
the people in the pool began getting out, wrappignselves in the
towels and vanishing indoors. Renata was the (aste unashamed
of her nudity, she pulled herself up the laddercsimat Ross's feet.

'It was just a bit of fun,’ she said with a lookttklefied him to make
anything of it. 'It livened the party up, anyway!

'‘And some," he agreed, disarming her far more &g than any
amount of invective. The towel he took from onetlté hired staff
was large enough to swamp the girl's slender figluse one of the
bedrooms, if you can find one empty. Someone witidoyou your
things.'

With the fun over, the rest of the party beganiterfback indoors in
Renata's wake. Ross stayed where he was, gaziogsdbte pool to
where Nicola still stood against the balustrade.

'‘Enjoying yourself?' he asked.

‘Not so as you'd notice,' she said, borrowingdmet 'l just happened
to be out here. And, to set the record quite dttaigeir Lawson was
already in the water before they came out.'

‘Talking to you?"'

‘Yes.' She pressed herself away from the rad.tltie we went back
inside.’

‘Stay where you are,' he shot at her. 'I'll comer dhere.’



She watched him coming—tall, lean, and at this munas utter
stranger to her. She had never seen him in sucbwwayed anger
before. This wasn't the man she loved; this wassom else.

'‘Before you say anything,' she stated when he sshbler, 'you're
going to listen. I'm not taking any blame for sohmeg that had
nothing to do with me—nor should Keir, if it contesthat. He didn't
instigate what happened, Renata did.’

"You mean, she stripped him?'

Nicola bit her lip. 'If you're going to take thatitude, there's not
much point in talking about it at all.’

Ross had stopped a couple of feet away, handst timtastrouser
pockets. 'l don't want my wife mixed up with thadbwd.'

"You invited them," she pointed out. 'From whatrKeils me, Renata
Morant is trouble wherever she is. Why complainaose she lives
up to her reputation?’

'‘Morant's a detail. Lawson has an eye to the niaamce.'

‘Meaning he might believe | could help him furtlms career?' Her
voice was brittle. 'What influence am | likely tave?"

'‘Who knows? You're moving in the right circles.’

The wall at her back was no more unyielding thanahe facing her.
She said tightly, 'No, I'm not. This whole eventsvimyour interests,
Ross, not mine. If it's the truth you're aftergliwated almost every
minute!'

Dark brows lifted sardonically. 'Maybe | underestted your ability
to act a part.’



'‘Maybe you did. Maybe 1 did.' Her nails were digpinto her palms,
her whole body tense. 'This isn't my world. I'm sote it ever could
be. But I'll do my best to fit in, if that's whaby want. Sometimes,’
she added on a bitter note, 'l don't think you kmdvat youdo want!'

There was a pause before he answered that one. Neértkd speak, it
was with a certain wry inflection. "You could hagepoint. Sam
Walker wanted to talk to you. Let's go and find him

Nicola took the hand he stretched out to her, atvarehis smile was
merely a cover for emotions he wasn't about to akvBhe felt

churned up herself, reluctant to face the avidosity of those inside.
Their relationship was altering, and not for thédre Somehow she
had to stop the slide before it gathered too mucmantum. Putting
Paula Reddington to the back of her mind was tisé gtep.

A small crowd was gathered about the great man. @aeted her
with what she was to learn was a typical lack né$se.

‘About time you tore yourself away from those yowagabonds and
paid some attention to those who matter!'

There were grins from those about them. Nicolavaid herself a
smile of her own. 'I'll bear it in mind, Mr Walkeér.

Shrewd eyes acquired a sudden twinkle. 'Call me,'Saaminvited.
‘That accent of yours cuts like glass.’

'I'll try to temper it." She was conscious of Rossving away again.

Later, there would be time to sort out the wholly $iusiness, for

now, she had to school herself to forget it. ‘A&l she added, 'when
in Rome . . .

'US of A will do.' He was studying her with inteM/hen he spoke
again, it was as if to the company in general. {8egt | mean?'



It was one of the other men who answered him, lugEevas
thoughtful as Sam's. 'You're right, she's spobotife part. If she can
act into the bargain, we might be in business.'

'l can act,' declared Nicola with a coolness shefaaom feeling,

'but I'm no bargain. Would it be too much to askatou're talking
about?'

‘Would you listen to that!" Sam sounded jubilané shw Nicola's
face, and added kindly, 'We've got a property shalfeady cast,
except for the female lead.

It's about this Englishwoman who comes out here/éoaround the
beginning of the century. Lot more to it than thedtcourse, but you
can read the script to find out." He turned hisrdton back to the
other speaker. 'How soon can you set up a test?'

The man shrugged. "Tomorrow.'

'l hate to put a spanner in any works,' Nicola brak before Sam
could answer, 'only you seem to have forgottenmmer point.'

All eyes became fixed on her, Sam's mildly curidwéat's that?'
She took a deep breath, unable to quite believethiwas really
happening to her. 'You didn't ask me if | were wglto consider the
part.'

The silence which greeted that statement coul@lbe\icola wanted
suddenly to giggle at the blank astonishment offiaaks. Sam was
the first to break the pause.

‘You're in no position to start dictating terms,Yyet

'l am,' she returned, 'if it's you who wants méheathan the other
way round. As it happens, I'm not attempting taate anything. I'm



grateful for the thought, of course, but I'm ndenested in taking it
up, thank you.'

‘You've got to be mad!" exclaimed one of the wornama note of
conviction. 'You're being offered the chance ofaat gny actress in
town would give their right arm for!'

'‘A one-armed heroine would certainly be differeiitola let her
smile fade when nobody laughed. 'Look, I'm sorshe added
unhappily. 'I'm not trying to be difficult, or athe prima donna. |
don't have any experience to offer. | only left daaschool six
months ago. Since then, I've played one small ipag play that
folded after a couple of weeks.' She attemptedremdaugh, aware
of the total lack of understanding in those lisbgnio what she said.
'I'd probably fail the screen test, in any case!

'‘We won't know that till we see you.' Sam was ddirggbest to show
patience. 'Tomorrow...'

'‘No!" She was desperate to get the message atfrteszse will you
listen? | don'wantthe part.’

'l don't believe that. Sam Walker was obviouslyt ro man

accustomed to having his plans thwarted. Only &h or so taller

than she was, he nevertheless seemed to towehewas he seized
her elbow in a firm grasp. 'We're going to talk adthis, just the two
of us.’

Nicola went with him. Short of cutting from the mpthere seemed
no reasonable alternative. He led the way to divels quiet corner,
behind a huge potted palm, waving her into a sedttaking one
himself that effectively cut off any line of escape her part.

‘Now," he said purposefully, 'supposing you tell mieat's really
behind this.'



Nicola lifted her shoulders in a helpless little vement. 'l didn't
come here to break into films.'

'So what's that got to do with anything? Tryindeth me you've lost
interest in acting altogether?’'

'No,' she said, not caring to elaborate on herrifesdings. 'At least,
not in the long term.’

‘Long term, short term, what the hell is that siggebto mean?' The
patience was rapidly wearing thin. 'If Ross ispheblem, say so and
I'll talk to him."

She took a grip on herself, meeting the studio seaygks without a
flicker. 'It doesn't have anything to do with Rokslon't have any
desire at all to work in films. | realise that m& difficult for you
people to understand, only that's the way itm..l. . sorry. Truly.'

For a long moment, he seemed about to argue futtiear he sighed
and shook his head. 'You're right, | don't undextalrhere are
thousands of unknowns out there who'd jump at ttence you've
been offered.’

‘Then surely it shouldn't be too difficult to firmhe just as suited to
the part as you appear to believe | would have been

'‘Luck like that doesn't strike twice,' he growl&ie'll have to settle
for one of the short-list.' He made a final app#&you just took the
screen test...'

'It would be a waste of time.' She hesitated bedoiging tentatively,
'I'd like to think of you as a friend, Sam. YandVelma. | know so
few people in LA



'Sure you can.' He leaned over and patted herihdatherly fashion,
driving his disappointment under where it didntstso much. '"You
and Ross should come over and spend Christmasusitfihe kids
will be home.'

Christmas was less than two weeks away, Nicolasezhin shock.
The Californian climate was apt to make one fodgges, it sounds
lovely," she said. 'Ask Ross, will you? He's the evho makes the
plans.’

'‘Most American women wouldn't let him," came thg de¥sponse.
'‘Ask Velma who runs our family.

'‘But not the studio,' Nicola returned slyly, angvdam smile.

‘That's another ball game.' There was a pause ahdragye of tone.
'Ross tells me you're the one who talked him immiag back home.
If that's true, we owe you a lot. Directors of tadibre are few and far
between.'

'l like to think I helped.' She felt warmed by tkeowledge that Ross
himself had shown recognition. 'But he'd have cbaek eventually,
whatever.'

'‘Maybe.' He heaved himself to his feet, lookingpet with narrowed
appraisal. 'Don't think | gave up yet. | didn't gétere | am by taking
no for an answer.'

He was gone before she could form any further deifiianking
about it, Nicola was bound to admit that the ideeited her a little.
Few people could fail to be stirred by such anrof&he wondered
whether Ross had known what Sam wanted to talktabhod what
his reactions might be. Not that it made any défee. Just playing
the part of his wife was enough to be going on Wwith



CHAPTER SEVEN

IT was almost three o'clock when the last guests depaBeding
Paula Reddington off the premises with Rodseaside gave Nicola
a fleeting satisfaction.

She was relieved that Sam made no further referentee screen
test, yet at the same time had to confess to aicergret. Had she
not been married to Ross, her response might veilyhave been
different. On the other hand, prompted the voiceeason, had she
not been married to Ross, it was most unlikely 8teg would ever
have come to Los Angeles at all, much less foundedtiein the
company of such an eminent personage as Sam Walker.

Ross himself was quiet as they prepared for bely. \@men he finally
slid between the sheets at her side, and reachdtefpdid Nicola
feel the tension in her relax.

'l was rough on you tonight,' he said, low-tonédeeded an outlet,
and you bore the brunt.’

An outlet for what? came the thought. She saidlysofit isn't
important, Ross. None of those people are impattant

His movement was abrupt. 'They are to me.'

'l meant on a personal not a professional basia: iHany could you
count on in a real crisis?'

‘A couple, maybe,' he admitted after a moment.e&hat a pinch.’

Was one of them Paula? Nicola wondered. "Thereayeuthen,' she
said.

He put his lips to her throat. 'And heyeu are. My level-headed
Saxon bride!’



There may have been just a hint of irony in the memt, but she
chose to ignore it. Her response to his kisses asalways, without
restraint, blotting out the last lingering memoffytlwat other darkly
beautiful face. She loved this man too much tdHetr differences
come between them, she thought fiercely. Marriageni all a bed
of roses; it took adjustment from both sides. TWwewld work things
out.

She awoke late to find herself alone in the bedkiMg had gone out
over an hour ago, the housekeeper told her whegath#gownstairs.
He hadn't said where he was going, nor how longnmight be.
Basking in the warm, Sunday sunshine out by thd, pdioola felt
last night's doubts come seeping back. Their lokamgamight be
everything it needed to be for her, but was it Ross? Paula
Reddington wasn't the kind to worry about a mirmaronvenience
like a wife.

It was gone one-thirty when she heard the car cgrapthe drive.

She stayed where she was, a pair of dark glassesing her eyes.
Ross was wearing casual trousers and a light swedten he

appeared. Nicola steeled herself to accept thekigh he dropped on
the top of her head.

'Hungry?' she asked.

'l ate at the club,’ he said. 'Didn't Mrs Grahalinyieu?'

Relief was the uppermost emotion. 'No, she ditidtiat club?’

'‘Golf. It's been an age since 1 last played. Hagme my game any
good.' He was making for the poolside bar as hkesplbm for a long

cold drink. Want one?"

'‘Nothing alcoholic,' she said. 'l had enough laght



'‘Not as much as some.' There was a pause, antialtera tone. 'l
partnered Sam this morning. He seems to think hirig stopping
you doing a test.’

'I didn't tell him that,' she denied.

'You must have implied it." He came over to hand &eglass,
studying her narrowly. ‘Do you want to do it?"

She closed her mind against the small, dissentmigev 'No, of
course not. I'm no film actress.’

'It's a different technique from live theatre,'dgreed. 'Not so much
acting as the ability to project a personality.'

'Isn't that much the same thing?'

'‘No, it isn't. The best film actors are those cdpabf being
themselves in front of the camera. That's not ag as it might seem.
The reason Sam thinks you might make the perfethe@iae is
because you look and sound like his concept of Ress dropped to
a seat on the lounger at her side, taking a lofigapthe glass in his
hand before addingThe Same Skig his pet project. He thinks the
climate is right for a return to the good old-fasted love story. Did
you read the book? It's done surprisingly well loerte.'

‘Mary Gillen, isn't it? Yes, I've read it.' Nicolaas unable to deny the
stirring of interest. The book had been good. tt hmade her laugh, it
had made her shed a tear to two, it had creatéahinempathy with
the heroine, Catherine Devonshire, who had saedf& whole way
of life for love of a man with whom she had almostthing in
common. A peach of a part by any standards. Sliessawly, 'Do
you think the climate is right?'



Ross shrugged. 'Could be. Then again, maybe ngilfic tastes
were predictable, we'd all be billionaires!" Heledl his head to
glance at her, his smile somehow lacking in spaitanThis has to
be the first time Sam has ever had an offer refused

Nicola kept her tone light. 'There has to be 4 firse for everything.'

'So they say. | understand we're invited over fawigEmas. An
honour I've certainly never been accorded before.'

'‘Perhaps he didn't think Arlene would have enjoyfesir type of
Christmas,' she said.

'‘He could have been right. We spent our last onéengas.'

It was a shock to realise that little more tharearyago Arlene had
still been alive. From the sudden tension in hwlijge, Ross was
thinking much the same thing. She said huskily, éwhvere you
thinking of making the move out to the beach, Ross?

He was lying back again, eyes closed against this glare. "You'll
be doing most of the organising. It's up to you.'

'‘But you want to go?' she insisted.

‘Yes, | want to go. You've got the Porsche, and yicence is good
for a few months, so there's nothing to stop yowning out there to
keep an eye on things. Just let me know when yoeaay.'

Who do | get in to refurbish the place? she wasuabw ask, then
stopped herself. Handle it, he was saying in effszthandle it she
would. It would be something to do, something tgr-something

to take her mind off the doubts still lurking. Lagia man was one
thing, knowing his inner self quite another. Thess still so much
about Ross that she didn't understand, couldnttigse to.



His attitude just now when he had spoken aboufptrée Sam was
offering her was difficult to define: not exactlygssing her to have a
go, yet not discouraging her, either. Perhaps slas Wweing
oversensitive in thinking he wouldn't want her ilwead in
film-making. Not that it made any real differencther way, because
she had no intention of doing anything about imSeould have to
find someone else to play his precious Catherine.

It took a couple of weeks to get the beach houadyfer full-time
occupation again. With a free hand and an openughkbqok, Nicola
decided on a change of decor while she was ahatpsing pastel
shades of blue and lemon, with off-white coverscfoairs and sofas,
and filmy sheers to replace the heavy satins atdbwnstairs
windows.

The main bedroom she refurbished completely, fgelimo
compunction over consigning the dark and bulkimgighings to the
basement, replacing them with stripped pine andsbréhe window
shutters were painted gloss white, bringing ligid ithe rooms even
when they were closed against the occasional sabsimmm.

Ross registered neither approval nor disapprovalhef changes.
Sometimes Nicola wondered if he even noticed wihatgs doing to
the place. They were on schedule with the studiotsishe gathered,
and due to depart north to San Francisco right #fie Christmas
break. So far he had said nothing about takingnitérthem, yet the
thought of staying here in Los Angeles without hivas hardly
enticing. It was up to her to make it clear that bbth expected and
wanted to go, she supposed, only the opening some&wer arose.

Mrs Graham had not mentioned the impending movbeoagh the
Beverley Hills house was already on the markett Tiinair services
would hardly be required out at the beach wentoutlisaying; the



house itself was small enough to be adequatelyicgslvby a
daily-domestic. Nicola could only conclude that Ras®nded to
make up for the lack of notice with a financialtleshent of some
kind when the time came. Money was no object is tteck of the
woods. Not while one's services were still in dedyat any rate.

The fact that she herself would have preferred Ro$® rather less
involved in his job was neither here nor there wées back where be
belonged. In part, she could take credit for tHaid she not happened
along that fateful night, he might well still beaghating in that
Venezuelan backwater. The part of her that wisheg both were
she kept well hidden. This was her life now, as Imas his. She had
to make the best she could of it, for both thekesa

Making the best of it involved, among other thingsgepting at least
a few of the invitations which came pouring in. @rally, she

acquired a surface sangfroid. It was inevitableé thay should run
into Paula Reddington from time to time, but evér svas not

allowed to penetrate the veneer. If this marriage W stand any
chance of success, trust was an essential factor.

With the beach house finally ready for occupatibriyas simply a
case of arranging the actual transfer, yet shdatedito broach the
subject. The first intimation she had of any mouweRwmss's part was
via Mrs Graham herself one morning shortly aftehbd left for the
studio.

Bringing coffee out to the terrace, the woman shibwe immediate
inclination to depart, her well groomed feature$ iselines of
contempt.

'l knew you'd be trouble the minute | set eyes on,'yshe declared.
‘Judd and | have given three years of our livelooiing after this
place, and small thanks we get for it! You diddigin't you? You
persuaded him to get out.'



'He never liked it here,' Nicola began in self-aeke, the caught
herself up as she realised she-owed no explanatiomssure you

were very well paid for all you've done,' she saglead, 'and | doubt
if you'll have much difficulty in finding anotheiogition.'

'Oh, that's going to be no problem. We can pick elmoose.' The
contempt hadn't lessened, it doesn't alter thetfi@ttyou've made it
necessary. We were settled here.'

There was no way, Nicola thought, that she wasgturbe made to
feel totally responsible for their loss. It was$iand Ross's lives that
had to matter most. 'I'm not surprised,' she saadl\y 'For almost a
year you had it to yourselves. Living off the fatlee land, | think it's
called. Anyway, it's done, so there's not much fmiralking about
it, is there?'

'Point enough.' The older woman's mouth was attght line, her
eyes agate hard. 'Don't imagine you're going toentak forget his
wife. She was more woman than you'll ever be! Yoothing more
than a cheap little pick-up. He'll throw you outthwthe rest of the
garbage when he's had everything you've got tor-eféad that
shouldn't take long.'

'l think you've said enough.' Nicola was fightimggretain the same
cool detachment. 'Please leave.'

‘We're doing that today. So make the most of tHieepit's the last
you'll get made for you.'

Nicola clenched her teeth against the sharp reptha other moved
off. What was the use? The things Mrs Graham hat lsat, and

would go on hurting for a long time, but she cottldfiow it to show.

If Ross had been here, this conversation would mbage taken
place. Why leave her to bear the brunt?



The Grahams left around noon. With the house éyntioeherself for
the very first time, Nicola made a foray into thé&cken area. The
huge refrigerator was well stocked, the freezerabtguso. Food
enough to last a family of six several weeks, shleutated. Mrs
Graham was good at her job; she couldn't faultdmethat. All the
same, they must have lived like kings themselvesduhe months
Ross had been away!

Always before she had put off exploring that pdithe house shared
by Ross and his first wife. With departure now asduthe curiosity
could no longer be stilled. As with the suite tim@yv occupied, there
was both sitting-room and bedroom, the two of thexutiously—if
a little too ornately for her own taste- equipp€de wardrobes were
empty, all personal items removed. Nicola wondefr&bss himself
had instigated the clearing out, or if Mrs Grahaad haken it on
herself to wipe away the traces. Either way, Arlérael gone for
good. That was how it was going to stay, she telg&lf resolutely.
From now on, she was the only Mrs King.

She was contemplating a swim when Ross arrived ho
unexpectedly at three.

‘The gates were open,' he said. 'Somebody call?'

‘The Grahams left,' Nicola told him. 'l forgot tagh the button after
them.'

'You shouldn't. There's no knowing who might walk m.' He
registered what she had actually said with a sufidewm. 'Left?'

She looked at him swiftly. "You didn't know theyneeyoing today?'

'If I had, | wouldn't be asking,' he said withowatrfocular inflection.
‘They were supposed to stay another week.'



'‘We'll manage.' She added casually. "You're eBily.something go
wrong?'

‘No, right for once, Every take a winner!" He slung jacket over a
chair back, smiling now. 'If those two can keeprthidferences out
of it, we'll be in with a chance.'

Nicola didn't bother asking which two. Not only wiaebvious, but
she was still reluctant to show any interest airalKeir Lawson's
progress. 'Did you want a drink?' she asked instead

'I'll get it," she said. 'How about you?'
She shook her head. 'Later, perhaps. | was jusggnoifor a swim."'

She took a header into the pool, swimming thelémgth underwater,
to surface gasping a little because she was sof puactice. From the
rim where sherested, she could see straight atsase far canyon

wall, catch the glint of sunlight on glass from ens- concealed

dwelling. The scent of pine wafted on the air. 8bped Ross wasn't
planning on going anywhere tonight. A quiet evenaighome on

their own was all she wanted right now.

Behind her there was a splash. She didn't turrhbad, feeling the
ripples created by his passage pushing gently sighér back. Then
he was there behind her, turning ner into his atinesglint in his eyes
an echo of the excitement coursing through her bddywas naked,
she realised, as her body cleaved to him. She madeall sound of
protest when he unfastened the clip of her bikopi &and drew the
shielding material from between them.

'‘Supposing someone has binoculars on us from beee!'t

"Then they're going to strike lucky," he said.



Making love in the water was a whole new experieritgave,
Nicola decided, a quite different concept to themtekiss of life',
They didn't bother to dress again afterwards.dtcdy seemed worth
it. Relaxing beside her on a lounger, Ross gavwgheod contentment.

'It's worth doing without help in the house forstaimount of freedom.
| should have thought of it before.’

'‘When do we move out to the beach?' Nicola askeidjng her
chance. 'The house is all ready.’

'It doesn't matter to me,' he said. 'There's lgt®ugh, apart from
personal items, | want to take with us. You nangeday.'

'Friday, then.' She waited a moment before addiay,e you found a
buyer yet?'

'‘Nothing concrete.' He sounded unconcerned. 'lbtri@ke a while.
Don't worry about it.’

She wasn't worrying about anything, Nicola thouggupily. At this
precise moment, she had it all!

The move was accomplished with little fuss. FordWag it was a
whole new beginning. She felt at home here in thesk in which she
herself had wrought such changes. She revelledahicg for Ross,
even in keeping the place spick and span. His stiggethat they get
someone in to do the latter, at least, was met eigtlain. She could
manage, she said. Shvanted ¢ do it. Shrugging philosophically, he
let her have her ay. She would soon tire of theeltpvhe declared.

The approach of Christmas was the only cloud oniimenediate
horizon. With no money of her own, how was she gombuy Ross a
present? she wondered. Her signature was gooceny eowntown
store, it was true, but she could hardly charde ftis own account.



Short of finding a temporary—and illegal—job, shedimo way of
making any money. In any case, Ross was unlikelysde the
necessity.

Velma Walker's call came out of the blue one maynidust checking
on the Christmas arrangements,' she said brisKigu 'are still
coming?'

‘Yes, of course.' Nicola was at once apologeticshbuld have
written.'

'‘No cause.' The other woman sounded unconcernedddf't go in
for formality very much. As | said, just a final &g count for the
table. Hope you're not allergic to either kids ommaals. We've a
selection of both!

Nicola laughed. 'Not that | know of. We're bothkowy forward to it.'
‘You, maybe; Ross, I'm not too sure of. Are younarchgoer?'
'l like to go at Christmas,' Nicola admitted. 'Iniddknow about Ross.'

‘It won't hurt him to sacrifice an hour. Half aftf@ne then, so we can
all travel down together.’

Nicola was aware of a sudden loneliness after Vélathrung off. It

would be at least another five or six hours befRoss got back,
maybe even more if he decided to stay in town foner as he had
done the night before. Discussing technicalitie wroduction staff,

he had said by way of excuse when he'd telephdmeddgh to warn

her.

When the call came at six, she was half waitingtfdRoss sounded
as if his mind were on other things.



'‘We're running over,' he said. 'Call a cab and me=at L'Orangerie
at nine.'

He had rung off before she could answer, leavimgdeeplace the
receiver with decidedly mixed feelings. Was it ® dinner for just
the two of them, or was she to find herself par ocfowd where the
whole conversation would be above her head? Thathlappened
once to her already; she wasn't sure she couldttakgin. Not that
she had much choice, she acknowledged, short afipdpdoack to
guestion the arrangement, and Ross would hardlyeae being
called off set in order to put her mind at rest.

She chose a pyjama suit in burgundy shot-silk a®rapromise
between formal and informal evening wear, teamiith iwthe single
strand of pearls that had been the only possessioany real

monetary value left by her mother. Where they hathe from

originally, Nicola had no idea. She liked to beéethey could have
been a present from her father, whoever he was.hdiershe left
shining loose to her shoulders, the way Ross likdaest. There
would be enough sophisticates at L'Orangerie tanmgthout her

attempting to emulate them. She could conjure mbgodar thrill at

the thought of dining out at one of Los Angeles'stngtar-studded
restaurants. Who one was with counted for more thhom one
might see. As Ross himself had said, they were pebple—some of
them not even very nice people.

The valet who came to open the cab door for hemvdine arrived
outside the restaurant not only knew who she wadshad cash in
hand, ready to pay the driver on her behalf.

‘Mr King rang to say he might be a little late,eétiman told her
smoothly. "Themaitre d'will take care of you, ma'am.’

Had she had enough ready cash on her, Nicola wawd preferred
to get back in the cab and ride around for fifte@nutes rather than



face a lone entry. Under the circumstances, shéttiadecourse but
to smile and assume an air of philosophical acoeptaas if the

matter were no more than a minor annoyance. Rakadaght to do

this to her, she fumed underneath. Didn't he ewasa enough to be
here when he promised?

The maitre d'hotelwas all smiles the moment she mentioned h
name. Mr King would be here shortly, he assured Ierthe
meantime, perhaps she would like a cocktail abtr@

The latter was crowded, but he found her a seaedhy one of the
window embrasures, overlooking the classically giesi courtyard.
Sipping at the daiquiri almost instantly provid@liicola tried to look
as if being alone meant nothing to her, glancinguad with a
nonchalance she was far from feeling at the peaipbeit her. No one
here she remembered meeting before—although thasecertainly
several familiar faces. That blond-haired Adonisrahere was Tony
Farrel from one of the glossy American televisionayss.
Better-looking off-screen than on it, she decidetigiously—at least
from where she was sitting. Not a bad actor eitainough the part
he played inthe soap opera hardly stretched him. Doing it for tr
money, no doubt. She couldn't blame him too muchthat. The
better parts would be few and far between.

'‘Been stood up, darling?' The drawl was soft and, Ibut still
managed to cut like a knife. Paula Reddington reagsed beside her
chair, looking down at her with scarcely conceatiedision in her
smile. 'Ross should be shot, leaving you to stkavthis!" A faint lift
of a plucked eyebrow, 'Is Ross you're waiting for so patiently?’

'Of course.' Nicola was hard put to conceal her ower feelings as
she returned the woman's regard. 'He's comingghtrdrom the
studio.'



'‘Behind schedule, are they?' Paula sounded somelebsitthan

sympathetic. 'Well, if they will use amateurs.heSjave another of
the false smiles. 'l do hope he isn't going to éepou sitting here all
night, darling. That would be too bad of him!'

She moved on, an eye-catching figure in her dingmogal-blue
gown, followed by the male companion to whom Nicdiad
obviously not been deemed worthy of an introductiBitch! she
thought caustically, and felt better for it.

The sight of Ross threading his way through thet kafgpeople a
moment or two later was a relief of such magnittits it totally
swamped the resentment she had been feeling.

'Sorry,' he proffered. 'One or two problems we t@adon out. Did
you want to finish that, or shall we go straightotigh? I'm ravenous!'

‘Then we'd better feed the brute,' she said lag@higetting to her
feet. 'You lead, I'll follow.'

Progress through to the restaurant was slowed éyntimber of
people who hailed Ross, although he made no attempd more
than pass the time of day. Their table was cewgitpddiced. Nicola felt
the cynosure of all eyes as she followedrttatre d'and Ross. The
realisation that the setting was only for two brioiugplief. She might
have preferred a quieter, more intimate venueheggars couldn't be
choosers. She was here with Ross, that was theropbyrtant factor.

He was wearing a silver-grey suit that enhancetl bat breadth of
shoulder and his colouring. He looked, Nicola thHadugquite
devastatingly male.

'l was afraid it was going to be another of thoseall-p
it-together-over-supper kind of evenings,' she ess¢d when their
order had been taken. 'This is nice!'



He eyed her for a moment without answering, hisresgon
unamused. "You find movie-talk boring?' he askdérajth.

'‘More confusing,' she said, already regrettingabhgervation. 'Most
of the time, I've no idea what you're talking about

'It's my job.’

'l know." She made an attempt to lighten the momeérmsuppose |
could always read up on the subject.'

His laugh was short. 'As easy as that!'

'No, of course not. | didn't mean it to sound .Sh'e broke off,
catching her lower lip between her teeth. 'Canange the subject?’

'You opened it," he pointed out. The lift of hisoalders signified
indifference. 'So whawouldyou like to talk about?'

As swiftly as that, the whole mood of the eveniag lltered; Nicola
could feel the coolness in the air. Something wagging him, that
was obvious, but she was damned if she was goiptpéal with him
to tell her what it was. 'l had a call from Velmaalker today,' she
said.

The grey eyes took on a new expression. 'Did yau?ho

'‘She wanted to remind me about Christmas,' Nicllaghed on. 'As
if I'd be likely to forget!'

'‘As If." There was another pause, and a slight gha tone as he
added, 'Was that the only reason she called?'

'What other reason could there be?"



‘You tell me,' he invited. 'Sam's capable of usamgone to get his
way.'

Nicola laughed. "You make him sound totally oneckta

'So he is. In this business, you can't afford taigthing else. And
you didn't answer the question.’

She shook her head. 'The subject wasn't even meuatio
'So why bring it up?'

'l didn't,’ she protested. 'You did.'

'Only because it was obvious that was what you \a&es.'

Nicola drew in a steadying breath, aware that slas woming
dangerously close to losing her temper. 'How doryalke that out?’

‘You wouldn't have bothered mentioning Velma's catl all
otherwise. There was no cause." Ross made a sudgetient
gesture. 'If it's what you want, do it. I'm not ¢holg you back.'

‘You're not exactly bursting with enthusiasm, aithshe retorted.
‘You don't believe | could do it, do you, Ross?"

He looked at her assessingly for a moment, befosearing, 'You're
the one who's doubtful. If you had faith in youfsgbu'd say to hell
with everything else.’

‘The way Arlene did?' She regretted it the momeénivas out,
reaching an impulsive hand to cover his whereyitda the table. 'l
didn't mean that.'



'It's true enough.' He sounded brusque. There wemsise, a visible
effort to relax, it's been a hell of a day,' heedldith wry inflection.
‘The last thing | needed was another argument."'

The last thing she needed too, Nicola thoughtshatkept her mouth
shut. 'Renata?' she queried instead.

'‘Ana some! She's good, but not nearly as good exshshks she is,
The way she's acting up, this won't only be het film, it will be her
last! She held up shooting for nearly two hours tmorning. She
thinks Keir is getting more screen time than skie is

'‘And is he?'

'‘No more than the storyline calls for. It's going get worse on
location.’

She wanted to ask him then if she would be goin§aon Francisco
with them, only it didn't seem quite the time forTihey were back on
even keel again for the moment. She had to cohenself with that.

They were at the coffee stage when Paula and hertelsopped by.

'So you finally made it,’ said the former, giving$? the full benefit
of her provocative smile. 'We thought we might jéarces for a
drink—didn't we, darling?' The last was said withea much as a
glance in the direction of the man at her side.

'‘Good idea.' Ross was already on his feet, althowaglguite swiftly
enough to forestall the waiter, who came rushinguibup two spare
chairs from another table. 'l didn't realise youeavkere,' he added
when the newcomers were installed.

'Really?' Paula's look of surprise was over-exadggedral imagined
Nicola would have told you we saw her earlier ialtfar. It was rather



remiss of you, darling, leaving her sitting thellabne like that.' Her
laugh held a faint note of derision. 'But | guees wnlready had that
pointed out.'

'l didn't mind waiting,' lied Nicola evenly. 'Thewas plenty to look
at.'" She smiled at the older woman's companionu "wgot to
introduce us—darling."'

The man's lips twitched momentarily. He was yourigan Paula by
some four or five years, Nicola guessed, and altromshandsome.
Genuine admirer, or would-be advantage-taker? simelered. If the
latter, she wished him luck.’

'‘Peter Jefferies," murmured Paula with an air ahtenest. Her eyes
were on Ross, sensual, wholly knowledgeable. 'Hpgnoblems?'

Nicola smiled brightly at Peter. 'Do you come heften?’
He took the question at face value. 'Not very dtitside my pocket.'

So Paula was paying. That knowledge afforded Ni@leertain
malicious satisfaction. "You're in films yourseé®Pe asked.

He shook his streaked blond head. 'I'm a tennistcba
'‘Oh?' She was taken aback for a moment, thendalhegood one?'

‘The best.' This time, there was no attempt touissgthe twinkle
lurking in the depths of his eyes. 'l handle eofiathe big games.'

The other two were talking quietly together, logtseemed, to
everything outside of their own immediate sphenantthe few
words Nicola could catch without actually appeariade listening
in, there was nothing very private or personal iratwvas being said,
but that didn't stop Paula from putting on the vehsgduction scene,
lips slightly parted, moist from the slow and tasing passage of a



tongue tip over their surface, eyes luminous, aaelst-nailed hand
resting lightly, on, so lightly, on a grey sleeW&hat Ross himself
was thinking or feeling was impossible to tell, hetwas making no
attempt to move away. They had been lovers in #st, ghe was
certain of it now. If Paula had anything to do witththey would be
lovers again; she was sure of that, too. Had ska be confident of
Ross's love for her as she was of hers for him,vet@dn't have
allowed that knowledge to bother her. As it wag sbuld feel the
pain building inside. Jealousy was a soul-destgpymotion—one
she had never had cause to experience before. &hthé sudden
bleak premonition that this woman was going todpher a whole lot
of pain in weeks to come.

It was later, in the car going home, that Ross saienly, 'l was
serious earlier, you know. The only person stoppiog from taking
that test is yourself.'

Nicola slanted a swift glance. 'You're saying yoouldn't have any
objection to my getting into film work?"'

'I'm saying,' he said, 'that I'd go along withfit was convinced you
could handle it. Not just the acting. The wholeaadie. You'd need
to develop a whole new approach.’

‘And you don't think I'm capable?’
'l don't know." His lips twisted. 'So go ahead &nd out.'

Temptation came and went. She was having enoughleons
making a go of marriage; taking on a new careerhaagly going to
help. Even if she got through the test, it wasm'say she'd be any
good in the part. And what about Ross himself? Hghtrmake all
the right noises, but what did he really feel ie8idSuccess had
robbed him of one wife already. Was he really wdlito risk it



again—or did he simply not care deeply enough tkenan issue of
it?

'l don't know, either,' she said, still hoping $mme insight. 'A part of
me wants to say yes, I'll have a go, the othergiaes away.'

‘You're the only one who can decide." He was, Micthlought,
beginning to sound bored by the whole subject.y®ali're going to
need to make up your mind pretty soon. They'retdstart shooting
mid- January, so the part has to be cast by therNesk at the latest.’

Which gave her just two weeks to consider the ogtidNicola
reckoned. If she turned down this chance, she Hadliag that Sam
would not be offering another. Not that an ongosigiation was
bound to develop, in any case. He wanted her faneZime purely on
the strength of her visual and aural suitabilitthva hope of acting
ability thrown in for good measure. Should his hope fulfilled, it

wasn't to say there would be other parts to follble whole film was
an experiment, by all accounts. It could well twuat to be a
resounding flop.

It was gone midnight when they reached the housmebody was
holding a party along the beach, the sounds oimggkearly audible

on the night air. From the bedroom window, Nicaballd see people
spilling over from the rear deck on to the sandsne were in the
water. A teenage party from what she could make aitiiough the
younger element didn't hold a monopoly on skinnypdig by any

means. The Beverly Hills house had granted mokapyiand peace,
it was true, but she still preferred it here.

'‘Are you coming to bed?' asked Ross softly, alrdsetyeen sheets.
'‘Or are you planning on standing there all night?'

Turning, she was oblivious of the transparency af mghtdress as
she stood silhouetted against the glass, untihglaed a long, slow



intake of breath. She went to join him, sliding domto his waiting
arms like a pigeon coming home to roost. 'Don'trletgo, Ross,' she
whispered with intensity against his lips.

'l don't intend to," he said, lowering his heati¢o breasts. "We've got
all night.'

It wasn't what she had meant, but she couldn'ghbrarself to clarify
her appeal. For the moment, this had to be enough.



CHAPTER EIGHT

CHRISTMAS DAY was warm and sunny, sky and sea the sal
shimmering blue. The carol singing coming from tter radio

seemed totally incongruous in this setting, tholgibbla on the way

over to the Walkers' house. She yearned a little sfoow, for

red-breasted robins, for roasted chestnuts and -momge plum

pudding.

'‘Whereas what snow there is in London will haveglsimce turned to
dirty slush, and few people have open fires totrolasstnuts over any
more,"' she acknowledged to Ross in an effort tpadlithe nostalgia.
‘Last Christmas, | was on my own in a crummy bedsitdly daring
to switch on more than one bar of the electric. fits difficult to
believe I'm still the same person.'

‘You're not,' he said. 'The only people who stay thme are those
who never do anything with their lives. You've edie since | first
met you.'

She slanted a glance. 'For the better, | hope?'
His grin was reassuring. 'Depends on the viewgoint.

Personally, Nicola reflected, she was satisfiedhlie one she had
right now. In the lightweight beige suit and pateam shirt, Ross
was enough to warm any female heart. The puretisilla mingled
browns and creams had been her present to himmitising. Not
much on the surface, although it had cost the eReltsing money on
her mother's pearls had not been too difficult. Wiaal surprised her
was the amount offered. Making all due allowant®s string had to
be worth in the region of five or six hundred posindn the
second-hand market—which gave rise to further dp&on on the
guestion of who and what her father had been. 8tesix months to
redeem her property. After that, they would be sold



Ross had been pleased with the tie, at any ratelid#é& own all that
many. His present to her had brought a lump tahveat. It still did
whenever she looked at the slim gold watch enaigcher wrist. A
Cartier, no less. She had never had anything gl gUnlike the
clothes, the car, the thing she had bought forbdgech house, this
really felt as if it belonged to her. She wouldasare it always, no
matter what happened.

The Walkers' house was one of the grand old rélas the early

twenties, not architecturally beautiful, yet somerappealing to the
eye by very virtue of that fact. The place seemaldof people and

animals, the noise overwhelming. Ross was greetidenthusiastic
welcome by a whole pack of dogs in varying sizes simapes, and
fended them off with good-humoured firmness.

'‘About time you took this lot to obedience clasdes,said to Sam,
who lifted philosophical shoulders.

'‘Don't tell me, tell Velma. We're about ready tg go| won't ask you
to sit down. Thought we'd all pile in together.’

In what? wondered Nicola, counting heads as thelyagathered

itself for the off. Apart from Velma and Sam, thevas a daughter
and a son, their respective partners, plus thrédreh, ranging in

ages from around, seven years down to a tiny,ceglfained moppet
of no more than three. The latter had already lattdterself to Ross
with a look of out-and-out adoration that Nicola kkbaympathise

with. She could even admit to a certain envy ofcthiéd's total lack of

inhibition!

The Rolls-Royce and the stretched Mercedes waidtitige foot of the
wide stone steps when they got outside, proved thareequal to the
task of transporting the party. Nicola found hdrsehted next to the
Walkers' attractive daughter Caroline, with herldaul Michael and
Ross occupying the two pull- downs opposite. A baggygoing man,



the former was in public relations. Within minut&scola felt she
had known him all her life.

The church service lasted little more than halhaar. Despite the

decorated tree and beautifully arranged, almaostsiize crib, Nicola

could conjure no real sense of occasion. Backeahtluse, there was
the promised brunch already prepared by a willtadf and eaten al

fresco on the terrace, with the two older childn@ving the time of

their lives pedalling new tricycles around the swiimg pool.

Nicola was afraid they might fall in, although wgb many people on
hand she supposed there wasn't all that much damgey could
probably swim like fish, anyway, she reflected. Md@snerican
children seemed able to, no matter what their age.

Ross had taken off his jacket and tie and unfadtdmetop button of
his shirt, matching the other men, who had alsaxesl. The four of
them were deeply involved in a golfing discussi@atching Nicola's
eye, Caroline pulled a comically rueful face.

‘Typical, isn't it? Christmas Day, and all they ¢alk about is birdies
and eagles and slicing into the rough!

Nicola laughed. 'l suppose it could be worse. Timayht be talking
about work!'

'l gather you don't have much interest in the mbuginess? Maybe
it's as well. Ross already went that route.' Shigleaherself up, as if
only just realising what she had implied. 'Not tiiat suggesting
you'd turn into another Arlene if you did take ugther's offer,’ she
tagged on hastily. 'You're not a bit like her.’

'l know." They were far enough away from the othtos the
conversation not to be overheard. On impulse, [Hisaid, "You
knew her?'



'‘Who didn't?' There was an edge to the girl's voitlee was nothing
when he met her, only she would never give him aredit for
making her into a star. Without good direction, retlee best actors
can turn in a lousy performance, and Arlene waSam@ah B, believe
me! He used to spend hours going over her linesyisiy her where
to lay emphasis—how to put across an emotion witeean opening
her mouth. I'm not saying she didn't have screasgice—she
wouldn't have got through the first test without-tiut it was Ross
who taught her how to use it.'

He could teach her too, if he were willing, came tinoughtlf. Such
a little word, so many implications.

The day went through its phases. Dinner was anlaiesoot, with
fancy hats and crackers and a parcel for everymopen at the table.
Nicola could hardly find the words to thank hertsqgaoperly for the
sort cashmere sweater.

‘You're being so good to me,' she said. 'lt's lberbest Christmas
I've ever spent!’

She was thankful that no one asked the obvioudiquesier mother
had done her best, of course, but there was nothibgat a family
circle. She felt privileged to be a part of thisepif only for a day.
Watching Ross pull a cracker with one of the cleifldrshe wondered
what they would be doing next year at this time. @ on
surprisingly well with children; at thirty-nine, heuldn't afford to
wait too long. Getting pregnant would solve herspré dilemma,
too— although it wasn't the best of reasons fatiataa family.

Ross looked around unexpectedly and caught her @ydsm, his
smile curling her insides. Later, it seemed to Sdat part of their
life together was everything any woman could w&d.long as it
lasted, came the thought, swiftly pushed to thekbzfcher mind



where it could do least damage. Some Hollywood ieges were
enduring. Why not theirs? If they both worked at it

They played a couple of games of Trivial Pursuierathe children

had been put to bed. Despite the fact that thetipmssvere geared to
this side of the Atlantic, Nicola was gratifiedftod she could keep
her end up.

'‘Guess none of us would have done as well on asBrget,’
acknowledged Michael, stacking the card trays hatk the box.
'You deserve another drink for that effort. Whall wibe?'

Nicola asked for something long and thirst- quemghito be
rewarded with a concoction of champagne and freahge juice,
known over here as a Mimosa. Ross was deep in csatien with
Barry Walker. Michael went to join them.

From his seat on the chesterfield at Nicola's drde where he had
taken charge of his team, Sam said quietly, 'Argnclke you changed
your mind about the test yet?'

Her smile felt just a little stiff. 'What puzzleserh she said on
impulse, 'is why you're so insistent?’

'l don't like being turned down,' he admitted. ‘Saky when I'm
offering somebody a chanceltesomebody.'

'I'm somebody now,' she said.

‘Not in Hollywood you're not—unless it's Ross Kmglife." He
wasn't being unkind, simply stating facts. 'I'nmktady about in your
own right.’

‘And if | didn't come through the way you expect?"



'I'd still have the short-list to fall back on.' M&as watching her face,
shrewdly assessing the degree of inner conflict. Stdrt shooting on
the sixteenth of January. That doesn't leave tochniime for a
decision. All you have to say is yes.'

Nicola made a gesture of appeal. 'l just don't kream.'

Wisely, he knew when not to press too far. 'Soktlaibout it. | mean
seriously. I'll let you have a copy of the scriphat might decide
you.'

There could be no harm in taking a look, Nicola toérself.

She was quiet in the car going home. So much soRbas was
moved to remark on it.

‘Just tired,’ she excused herself. 'Pleasantlyginé

'It's been a good day,' he agreed. 'l was ready bveak.'

'‘When will you be going to San Francisco?' she éiske

'Right after New Year,' he said, it's going to eght four weeks.'
‘Do | get to come with you?'

Before he spoke, she knew what the answer was doimg. The
hesitation was only too apparent. ‘Location wonk'picnic. We'll be
working all hours. You'd be better off staying dolere.’

'‘On my own?' Her throat felt tight.

"You'd be on your own most of the time if you cdrhe,said. 'I'm not
going to have room for any distractions. Anywayy yon't have to
be alone. There's Velma, and Caroline—they'd be glaee you any
time.'



Nicola said softly, 'l suppose | could always tékat test.'

‘You could.' He sounded quite dispassionate aliolitcan set it up
for this coming week, if you've decided.’

She slanted a glance at him, studying' the leamrfesawith a kind of
desperation. 'You wouldn't mind?’

'It isn't up to me.' There was a trace of impateeimchis tone. 'l keep
telling you that. It's the chance of a lifetime faany
actress—providing it's what she wants to do.'

She said slowly, "You wouldn't be afraid | mightrtunto another
Arlene?'

‘You're not in the same mould. I've told you thafiobe, too.'

He drew the car into the roadside, overlookingalvee of beach and
the moon-silvered Pacific rollers, switching off igaition to sit with
hands resting on the wheel. Outlined against thizdmw, his profile
was clear-cut—achingly familiar. Nicola wanted tmu¢h him, to
reassure herself that all of this was real. Hezansity stemmed from
SO0 many sources: the way they had met, the shessnntike quality
of life in this town. If she took this chance, aachieved success,
what then?

'It's time you stopped vacillating," Ross statéd/du can't make up
your mind, I'll make it up for you.' He turned Hisad to look at her,
the expression in his eyes hidden in shadow. "égoing to do that
test, Nicola. If it turns out no good, then at teasu'll know.'

'‘And if | make it?"

‘Then it will give you something to occupy you whlim away.'



'I'd be occupied when you came back, too,' shet@adiout, and saw
him smile a little.

'So will I. Guy likes his directors involved in ggsroduction. That
takes weeks in itself. I've also got other offersghink about.'" He
cocked an eyebrow. 'So?'

Nicola drew a steadying breath. 'All right, I'll @0
Just for a moment, his jaw seemed to tauten, tearodded, 'Good.’

He made no immediate attempt to restart the carckmg her
features with a look that fired her pulses. Thedhtrat slid behind
her head to pull her to him was ungentle, his meqgtmally so. Nicola
felt her heart thudding against his chest, the angsg heat rising
from its inner core. She wanted him with an urgeti@t knew no
limitations. It was Ross himself who did the dragvivack, his mouth
ironic.'I'm past the age where making love in a isaworth the
Inconvenience,' he said. 'Let's get back to thes@ou

The words stung. Nicola had a feeling they werenhea What she
wasn't sure of was why. But then, she acknowledgigd sudden
weariness, whawasshe sure of these days?

Driving through the gateway of a Hollywood film dia in a
chauffeured car was an experience most people welisdh, Nicola
reflected, gazing through the window at the beallyiflaid-out
gardens fronting the site. White bungalows flan&datoad expanse
of red gravel. Beyond rose the bulk of a dozen orensound stages.

The car drew up in front of the first and most isipg of the
bungalows. 'Just go right on in," invited the clfewrf, opening the
door for her. 'Mr Walker's secretary will see tmygs.'



Inside the sumptuously furnished reception roomveae greeted by
a tall, cool blonde whose looks and poise wouldetitted her for a
top-class model. Nicola felt intimidated until tredder woman
smiled.

'I'm Margot McReath,' she said. 'Mr Walker is toaingou on Stage
Eight. I'm to take you across to make-up. Would o to walk or
ride? It takes a few minutes.'

'‘Walk, please,' Nicola returned. 'lI've never beenaostudio lot
before.'

"You should do the Universal tour. They've moresml#t sets than we
have.' The other cast a glance more curious thaio@n 'You're a
real talking point round here. The first time angpdhad to be
coerced into taking a screen test. Mind me askingAv

'Self-doubt," Nicola answered. 'Have you been WithValker long?’

'Five years.' Margo could obviously take a hine'$4an easy man to
work for—unlike some in his position. | like thetéty by the way.
Most first-timers overdress like crazy!

Nicola has worn the white trousers and shirt bezahgey were
comfortable, and for no other reason. She smileldxing a little.
‘Thanks. You know how to say the right things.'

‘All part of the job," came the light reply. 'Wdjetter get across to
make-up.'

A studio lot, Nicola found, was like a city in mature. It even had its
own fire department, complete with engine. Theres walake, a
whole waterfront township, mock-ups of city stredsildings that

looked solid as rocks from the front and were higldby battens at the
rear. Filming was in progress before one of thetatmade up to look



like a big city bank. Uniformed police crouched imehswivelled
cars, guns at the ready as two masked men emetghd aun. It
looked real enough now; Nicola could well imagihe authenticity
on screen.

The make-up department was a single-storeyed builchmgaining
several rooms. Once she had delivered her chargeydiwished her
luck and departed. Over the following hour, Nicalas made- up,
had her hair combed and pinned into period stytkveas despatched
to wardrobe a short distance away to be dressadong skirt and
jacket which were far too warm for the climate. B time she
reached Stage Eight she was perspiring heavilydgetd not wipe
her face with a tissue for fear of removing mosttroé carefully
applied foundation. The thought of the coming ordeade her want
to turn tail and run. It was only loyalty to Sanathkept her from
doing so.

SamandRoss—although the latter had been so distant taeséew

days. Several times she had been on the verg&iofdsm if he had

changed his own mind about the coming test, buthstieheld her
tongue. Stop vacillating, he had told her, so stghe would. If he

had anticipated a decision against rather tharttien he was out of
luck.

He had wished her luck this morning. That at |@sst some comfort.
There was a chance she might see him in the stafimmissary
during the lunch break if they got through in tirdénether she would
know the decision by then was doubtful—unless shas 80
absolutely hopeless it was obvious to all withoattimg for the print.
Sam would be honest with her, if no one else was.hBidn't got
where he was by soft- pedalling.

There had to be about thirty people waiting heivalnn the vast
interior of the sound stage. Only one corner wasihated, showing
a set depicting what looked like the main room ddgbuilt ranch



house. Sam was talking to a man Nicola recognisma their big
party before Christmas. He broke off as she canmatigely
forwards, beckoning her over.

'You remember Carl Foster?' he said. 'He's goirgtdirectingSky.'

Carl was small and thin and intense. From the walobked at her,
Nicola wondered if he had meant a word of what &d &aid that
evening regarding her suitability for the role.sdome strange way,
the knowledge that he was not as eager to hav les picture as
Sam himself so obviously was put her on her mettteade her
suddenly want to prove him wrong and Sam right. Sle:n managed
a smile as she shook hands.

'You studied the piece | marked for you?' asked.Sam
'Yes,' she said. 'l enjoyed the whole script.’

‘That should make the writers happy,’ commentediitextor on a
dry note. 'Let's get it under way, shall we? If 'gogo and stand on the
taped line by the set door, while they light you'.

Standing there in that bright, hot circle, Nicokltfsuddenly and
wonderfully at home. It was different from a theastage, of course,
but not all that different. There was even an autheto supply
atmosphere- hard-bitten crew though they might Ibe. \Bent over
the short scene she was to play in her mind. Gatheras seeing her
new home for the first time, realising just whage $tad given up. She
only had a few lines of dialogue to speak, but dedivery was
crucial. If she could just forget the camera, tleaththe watching
eyes, and for a few short moments become that youmgman,
scarcely out of her teens and thousands of mile® fnome and
family.

'OK," said a voice. 'Let's go, Carl.'



'In your own time,' came the laconic instructiort otithe dimness
beyond the lights.

Nicola made no initial movement of limb, allowingrface to reveal
the passing emotions as she slowly turned her teadrvey the
room before her. The long journey overland, thecanstomed
privations, they had all taken their toll. She Haglieved herself
prepared for anything, ready to accept whateverecéwer way,

providing Tyler was with her, but this—the placees she was to
spend the rest of her life—was too much. She wastedesperately
to be home again, among the old and familiar. Fog @eeting

moment, she knew what it was to hate the man stegllfor what he
had done to her.

The moment passed, thrust into oblivion as hertspasserted itself.
Chin lifting, she moved a step forward, speakinglimes with just
the merest hint of a catch in her voice as shesugad Tyler that all
was well.

It was the silence that brought her down to eagtira Flushing, she
looked out at the sea of faces beyond the lightsl she been that
bad?

Sam was the first to speak. 'l guess | know a wimwitesn | see one,’'
he said with satisfaction. 'What gousay, Carl?'

T'll wait till 1 see the re-run,' said the directdiThat wasn't a bad
effort, Mrs King.'

'‘Not bad?'snorted the studio head, it was brilliant! | dovéed to see
any screenings. Get the casting office to fix akvpermit. Time
somebody in there earned their keep. Standardamntiand we're
going to need photographs right away for the puglguys. They'll
need some background detail, Nicola.' He pausekirsip his head.



'‘Doesn't have the right sound. The King's OK, lilas soon go for a
complete break. Any suggestions?'

It was Nicola's turn to shake her head, too bemtséaink straight

about anything. She was on her way! She could skabzlieve it.

They hadn't even asked her to run through the sagai@. I'm going
to be in films, she thought—well, one film, at aaye. Whether there
would be others remained to be seen.

One of the technicians gave her a thumbs-up. Siglddre was
laughing, tension released. 'How about Eve?' side'&ae Sinclair.'

'‘Worth considering,’ Sam agreed. 'I'll get somebtalytake you
across to photographic soon as you're changedr hié¢, come on
t>ack to the office. We'll have the paperwork readd waiting. We
might even find time for lunch, if we're lucky,' dded with a smile.
‘Can't have you passing out on me now.'

Passing out was the last thing she felt like dolirgere was too much
to stay alert for. It wasn't going to be plain isg| by any means. She
had so much to learn about film work. Ross wouldnvaluable to
her there— if he were willing. He had been on thiste before.

It was almost two-thirty before anyone proposecaiurNicola found
herself escorted across to the commissary by aaueage that
included Margo McReath, but not Sam himself. Thewxe few
people left at the tables, and no sign of Rosswbl@d, Margo said,
have long since returned to the set.

"'Why not drop in and surprise him?' she suggesgety over coffee.
'He's out on Stage Twelve. | can get someone tqourover, if you
like.'



Nicola's hesitation was brief. If she was goingo®a part of this
world of his, then what better man to take a lobkvhat it was all
about? 'I'd like that,' she said.

Margo commandeered one of the run-about jeepsefior'ifithe red
light is on, it means they're going for a takeg slulvised, 'so wait
until it goes out before you open the door or yould finish up with
a camera wrapped round your neck.' Her smile wasdly. 'I'm real
glad you made it. This property means a lot to Malkigr.'

Nicola smiled back, it's going to mean a lot to e,

The red lightwason at Stage Twelve. Nicola waved her young driv
on his way and leaned against the lofty side ofoilnéing to wait,
still trying to convince herself that the morningdhnot been yet
another dream. Eve Sinclair! She wanted suddenlyatgh. It
sounded like some character from a romantic nogéll, Sam
seemed to like it, and his was the final choicevdtld look great in
print, he had said; it had certainly looked goodhencontract she had
signed. Even allowing for the fact that as an unkmshe was on the
lower end of the fee scale, the amount she wag foail had taken
her breath away. She was no longer dependent o) Blos realised.
Not financially, at any rate. The fact alone gaes immeasurable
confidence.

Above her head, the red light flicked out. She Klyiopened the
personnel door set within the huge sliding one, siigped inside.
The set was down towards the far end of the sthgeaverhead lights
so bright they dazzled her eyes as she made hengvags. Cables
stretched everywhere, treacherous to tne unwarg.diwo people
glanced at her incuriously as she paused on thgefrof the group,
but nobody spoke to her.

Nothing much seemed to be happening at present Rdoere she
stood, she could see through between cameras ghts lio the



bedroom set. Ross was sitting on the end of thblddaed, talking to
Keir while Renata lay gazing into the rafters watbored expression
on her face. Despite the sheet across her wargisibbvious that she
was totally nude. Keir probably was too, thoughtd¥, trying to
keep a rational outlook. She had seen nude loweescaepicted on
screen enough times, but what she had always adsuagethat they
were shot in as close to privacy as it was possiget, with only
those technicians around who were vital to theoactiNot that
anyone appeared to be paying much attention. l[eomthst part they
looked as bored as Renata herself.

Whatever Ross was saying, it seemed to be havipgatron Keir,
who was nodding as if in agreement. Renata ditina snuscle until
Ross was on his feet and moving away, sitting ufliig a single
vicious epithet at his departing back. With herkdaair tumbling
about her shoulders, and breasts firmly thrust, lsbked, Nicola
thought, supremely alluring. Ross didn't even looknd, his face
iImpassive as he made for the canvas chair setdosmie of the
camera, in whose shadows Nicola stood.

He was almost on before he saw her, his expressidergoing a
swift and unencouraging change.

'‘Been there long?' he asked.

'No." Nicola was conscious of all eyes in the vigiturned her way. 'l
waited for the light to go out before | came ihgdded hastily.

'So I'd hope.' His glance shifted to a jean-cladityocarrying a
clipboard. 'Find my wife a chair, will you, Pete?'

The stirring of interest was not imagined. Keir gawer a cheery
wave from the bed. His co-star said something staat obviously
nasty, receiving a blandly infuriating smile by walyreply. Nicola
sat down in the chair placed beside the directows, wishing



fervently that she had stayed away. It took ligérception to judge
that her presence was unwelcome. Ross looked Ikarawith a lot
on his mind.

The following hour was not one she would have wasioerepeat. To
say Ross ignored her would have been erroneob® isense that he
simply forgot she was there. It was Renata who sdamrespond to
the fresh blood in the audience, turning in a perénce that should
have set the sheets themselves on fire. Keir relgagbmagnificently.
Watching the pair of them, Nicola for one could &éaworn that here
were two people passionately and uninhibitedlyirel The final ‘cut
and print' was a relief in more ways than onehi$ was a taste of
what might be expected of her in the not too disfiatnire, they could
forget it! There was no ways she could ever commandugh
detachment from the surroundings to play that kihpart.

Ross called it a day at that point, whether becahsewas there or
because he had had enough was difficult to ter&ty pausing to
wrap herself in the robe held ready for her, Redafmarted forthwith.
Keir came over to where Nicola sat waiting for Rasdinish her

discussion with a small group of technicians, thersrobe securely
belted around his walist.

'l seem to be making a habit of this," he said gnabashed. 'Rumour
has it you were taking a screen test this morritoyy did it go?"

Ross had not mentioned the test. Nicola felt no promtion in
making Keir first recipient of the news. 'l got thart | was up for.'

Blue eyes lit up. 'No kidding! Hey, that's gre&té& lifted his voice to
carry to those already moving off-set. 'Magnum jostight itself a
new star!'

Congratulations were offered, sly glances castaasf® direction. He
appeared not to have heard the announcement, bataNiad seen



his back suddenly stiffen. His own fault, she thaugn
self-justification.

All it would have taken was a word, a warming &mif he didn't
want her to do it, he shouldn't have pressed lerntin

Keir drifted off to get dressed. The arc lights sextinguished,
leaving the odd bulb to show the way to the dogritg time Ross
was finally ready to go, Nicola was on the vergevatking out and
leaving him. She felt in the way; an encumbrance.

'Sorry about that,' he said shortly as they made Way outside into
the fresh air. 'We normally hash things out ovebeer in the
commissary.'

'‘Don't let me stop you,' she said, equally shim.sure Sam will fix
me a lift.'

'‘Not necessary. | said all | had to say back th&here was a pause, &
change of tone. 'l gather you came through witimlycolours. That's
great.'

'Is it?" Her face was averted. 'l didn't think yeawere all that
interested.'

'‘Because | neglected to stop work in order to bgost ego?'
Nicola flushed. 'That wasn't what | meant."'

‘That's what it sounded like." He added levellg, jlist scrapped take
sixteen on that scene. The last thing | had in mvad your screen
test right then.'

"That was more than obvious.' Her voice took orote of scorn. 'l
didn't realise you were intihat kind of film!'



‘What kind is that?'
'‘Pornography!

His laugh was totally unexpected. 'They weren'nganything we
haven't done ourselves.'

‘At the proper time and in the proper place," sterted with heat.
'‘Not on film, just to up the box- office receipts!

Ross seized her arm, pulling her around to face Hienwas angry
himself now, his face set. 'lt's about time youwgig,' he clipped.
‘Try reading the script before you start telling h@av to do my job!

The hurt had gone too deep to allow for any bacldogin now.
"That's a cop-out, and you know it! If anybody sldobe against
exploitation, you should. Look what happened tceAd!'

The moment she had said it, Nicola wanted to Wfteer tongue. His
face had turned to stone, the grey eyes so coldftbee her to the
marrow. She put a hand on his arm, desperate I thg wrong.
'Ross, I'm sorry. | didn't mean to say it.'

The coldness stayed. 'Why not, if that's what yemld One of these
days you're going to realise that being sorry dbesriomatically
cancel the event..'

'l know that now.' She felt wretched. 'l said it thfe top of my head
without thinking. | said it all off the top of myelad. Just don't keep
looking at me like that.'

If there was any return of expression at all, iswgeariness. 'l guess
I'm as much to blame. You merit every accolade.’

'Only not there and not then." She laid her facairesg his chest,
oblivious of any possible passers-by. 'l was jeslbsuppose.’



He was holding her, though not tightly. 'Who of?’

'‘Not who—what." She raised rueful blue eyes, saagchis for a
glimmer of understanding. 'You're so wrapped upoiar work, Ross.
| feel ... left out.’

‘You're going to have a career of your own to kgmpbusy,' he said.
‘That should sort it out.' He dropped a light, ligtenpersonal kiss on
the end of her nose and put her away from him. 'Near's Eve
tomorrow. We'll both make resolutions then. For ndis time we
went home.'

He hadn't forgiven her, Nicola thought numbly. Madtolly. But then
she couldn't say she had totally forgiven him. dswo be hoped that
the coming year would see a closing of the gulfolvhyawned
between them.



CHAPTER NINE

THEY saw the New Year in quietly, much to Nicola'setliShe had
been anticipating yet another of the interminabddiysvood parties,
with the Press in attendance, hoping for some sdatad report.
Disregarding the warmth of the evening, Ross lifira in the
living-room's open hearth after dinner, handing INica bag of
chestnuts with a light remark about achieving atstiepart of the
dream.

'‘Couldn’'t manage the snow," he added, watchingfde as she
opened the bag. 'Or the robins either, if it cotogblat. But then, I'm
only a director, not a props manager.'

Things had been better between them today. Encughiafuse real
feeling into the kiss she moved impulsively to gnmn.

'I'd rather have these than a bag of diamonds!" daened
extravagantly, and heard his laugh ring out.

‘That,' he declared, 'has to make you just aboigiuenin this town!
The grey eyes looking down at her had a questipgession. 'No
more uncertainties?’

Plenty, she wanted to tell him, but the words waollldome. She
smiled instead, shaking her head. 'No more unceieai'

Something in him seemed to relax. 'Good. How albonéke us a
drink while you put those to roast?' He was mowasdne spoke. 'Just
three hours to go and we'll be into the new yeag. May as well
enjoy what's left of the old.’

It was going to be a hard year, Nicola told herdgeléeling before the
leaping flames to spread the chestnuts along thstbone. She had a
career as well as a marriage to work at. This cgmqmonth was going



to be the worst part—although she would at least halenty to
occupy both mind and body. What she really warded, supposed,
was for Ross to be right there with her on theo$éthe Same Sky
instead of Carl Foster. Not that he would wantewen if the
opportunity had been there. He might have urgedanbemaking the
decision, but that was as far as his involvememitwee had already
made that clear. This time, Svengali was opting out

She hadn't heard his return with the drinks. Thet §he knew of his
closeness was when she sat back on her heelsto sprthe empty
bag, and felt his hand touch her shoulder. Whentsimed, he was
kneeling right behind her, the firelight glinting his eyes.

'‘Hows about we let the New Year in early?' he safily. 'l don't
think | can wait three hours.’

The heat at her back was as nothing compared matirising in her.
She went blindly into his arms, meeting his mouithveagerness,
with passion, with a fervent desire to make theasmmn memorable
for them both. He undressed her slowly, pausirigse each portion
of soft flesh he uncovered, devouring her with lgm&l tongue and
teeth until she moaned for relief. The firelightklered over his body
when he stood up to slide out of his own clothad, &oking at him,
she was reminded of that very first night they headle love. She had
loved him then and she loved him now. It was higpge emotions
she still couldn't be sure of.

She spread supple limbs to take him into her, wrappim close,
relishing his weight. His hands were buried in hair, his lips
feathering kisses over her eyes, her temple, ddwenside of her
cheek to find her mouth. She could feel him indde, part of her,
possessing her, feel the rug thick and soft benkath When he
started to move it was slowly at first, almost laiady, the power in
his loins held in check until he sensed her readinBulfilment was
total, the most wonderful, complete experienceanlifie. She knew



it all now, she thought mistily, lying satiatedtive close, warm circle
of his arms.

It was Ross who moved first, lifting his head tokaat the clock in
the alcove. 'Nearly two and a half hours still t'dve murmured.
'‘We'll do that again, as soon as I've recoverecessmength! In the
meantime,' he added with a smile down into her eyekink your
chestnuts are burning.’

They weren't on their own, Nicola reflected asdiked away to reach
for the tongs. She felt stoked up with new nopes &hd Ross were
going to make it. They had to make it. Let Pautal fner own man.
This one was hers!

The film company left for San Francisco on the selcof January.
Nicola accompanied Ross to the airport in ordeiriee the car home
again.

‘You can find your way back OK?' he asked wherbhaigs had been
handed into the keeping of a porter.

'If not today, tomorrow,' she said, and laughedicthpe.’

'‘Sure you will.'" He looked at her for a long momeah odd
expression in his eyes, 'I'll ring you when | céake care of yourself,
Nicola.'

His kiss left her aching. There was so much shetevhto tell him,

and none of it germane to the moment. Already Raksughts were
winging ahead, concentrating on the work he loveadnsich better
than he wouJd probably love any woman. At the [s&&t,only held a
minor share in his life. It was going to be a loleghg month until she
saw him again.



The route back was easy enough in theory, oncgaheerself on to

Lincoln and heading in the right direction. Drivitige Mercedes was
child's play, however, compared with negotiating ttos Angeles

traffic. Inevitably she found herself in the wrofapne, missed the
turning out to the Pacific Highway and was forcedurn right on to

Santa Monica.

Reviewing the situation in her mind's eye, she oeekl that if she
made a left at the next intersection she wouldvarat Sunset
eventually, and from there could make a way backdtm the coast
road. Short of turning round and retracing her eedhardly
feasible—or carrying on into downtown LA, there was other
choice.

Like most roads in the American grid system, the sine chose was
long and straight, with high-strung traffic liglgsemingly every few
hundred yards. Stopped at the first one by a reglwas aware out of
the corner of her eye of an open tourer drawinglapgside, but paid
no heed to the occupant until the horn was blown.

Blond hair ruffled by the breeze, and a devil-magecamile on his
lips, Keir gesticulated to her to let down her wond

'I'm on my way to eat," he called across. 'How &lpmning me?'

The lights changed before she could answer. Kes fivat away,
cutting in front of her and making signs for hefddow him. As if,
Nicola thought drily, she had been left with mutioice! Three city
block further on, he signalled a turn, slowing tigbwn to make sure
she was with him before swinging into the forecadid Red Lobster
restaurant.

There was room to park side by side. Getting odhefcar, he came
across to open her door, leaning on it to studypgpreciatively. "You
drive nearly as wellas you look,' he said.



Nicola laughed. 'You're overplaying your line.'

‘The story of my life.' He indicated the restaur@dmdbrs. ‘Not quite Ma
Maison, but the seafood special is second to nbgeu don't fancy
fish, they do a pretty good steak.'

She had to eat some time, Nicola reflected in amasé It might as
well be in company. 'Fish will be fine,' she s&@tie gave him a swift
glance as memory caught up with her. ‘Aren't yqupssed to be in
San Francisco?'

'I'm not needed for a couple of days,' he retuesily. ‘No point in
hanging around. Matter of fact, | was thinking wfining out to pay a
visit this afternoon.’

'‘On me?'
'‘Who else?'
She said after a moment, 'Because Ross is away?'

‘That could have something to do with it." He heeén the door for
her, blue eyes very direct. 'l think there's sonmetlyou should know
about that husband of yours.'

Nicola returned his look as levelly. 'l know evériyig | need to
know.'

‘Maybe. There's only one way to find out.'

He didn't open up on the subject until they weratesd, with their
order on its way. Even then it was Nicola hersdibvinad to do the
prompting. 'So what is it you think | might not ka®@

Keir seemed to consider his words for a moment. MWHeadid speak,
she had a feeling he was hedging. 'You'd heardrswife died?'



'Yes.' She added succinctly, 'He told me all obefore we were
married. And if you're going to say some peopl# gtink he had
something to do with her death, then you canhelirt from me to go
climb a tree!’

His shrug made light of the moment, 'l guess nolredjly believes
that any more—although turning up again with anotkiée in tow
doesn't exactly suggest he was overburdened weh grther.'

'If that were true,' she defended, 'why would heehgone away at
all?'

‘To give it time to blow over. Just the way it hd%ere was a pause,
change of tone. 'l might nave said to escape PRelddington's
clutches into the bargain, except that presentteveéon't bear that
theory out.'

Nicola stared at him, heartbeats suddenly heali¢hat are you
getting at?'

The shrug came again, it's pretty common knowletigé he and
Reddington were having an affair before Arlene d@duld be part
of the reason he was pulled in for questioning dnvgrdeath.’

She had to believe him, Nicola thought numbly.dtédout so much
that she had suspected. But it was in the pasemsiphasised, trying
to be rational about it, and no worse than whatewel herself had
been doing. Except . . . Her eyes focused afredfears face. 'What
did you mean by "present events"?'

'It's started up again,' he said. 'They've been s@gether.’

It was difficult to draw breath—even more so to ape'l don't
believe it!'



There was an expression in the eyes opposite ¢leatesd to mirror
her pain. 'Why didn't Ross take you with him?'

'‘Because his schedule is too tight to allow for mfree time. You
should be able to understand that.'

Keir's gaze didn't leave her face. 'Supposing d {@u that Paula
Reddington left town yesterday.'

‘To go where?' Nicola challenged.

'‘Ah, now that's the sixty-four-thousand-dollar dgies Coincidental,
wouldn't you say?'

Yes, she thought bleaklyl oo coincidental. Whatever resolutions
Ross had made for the New Year, they didn't havedode giving
up old habits. Why assume that a man who madetle®/e/ay he did
was going to be satisfied with one woman? 'Whyrtedl?' she asked
on a dull note. 'Why not leave me in ignorance?'

Keir replied softly. 'Because you deserve a bettal than you're
getting. You're out of a different mould, Nicola.'

Ross had used those very words, she rememberktingdo stay on
top of the anguish. She looked without intereshatoaded plate put
before her by the waitress, pushing it away witler&y hand. 'I'm
sorry, I'm not hungry any more. If you don't mititl,go on back—'
she couldn't bring herself to say 'home' '—to thedse.’

"'l come with you,' Keir offered, but she shododriead.

'l don't need any shoulder to cry on, thanks.'@hwe him a hardened
glance as she rose to her feet. "You should hawmembered that the
bearer of bad news was never a popular figure.'



'1 did," he said wryly. 'A risk | had to take. Bl it or not, | had your
best interests at heart.'

'I'm sure you did.' She left him sitting there.

She never reached Sunset Boulevard, for the singplson that the
road she was on didn't stretch that far out. Byihg left on San
Vincente, then right on to Entrance she eventuallyved at the
Coastal Highway, heading for Malibu because theas wowhere
else to go right now.

She didn't doubt what Keir had told her. Ross megfjby making

love to her, but he didn't love her. He never haced her in any
lasting fashion. This town, their way of life—nord it was

conducive to a lasting emotion. The question novs waere she
went from here. She had her career, of course.{ddhto be worth a
deal of heartache. Eve Sinclair, star! What eldestie need?

She was kidding herself, and she knew it. Nothimgit compensate
for what she had lost. Except that one couldn't lahat one had
never really had, came the thought. Ross was hisaan. He always
would be his own man. Not even Paula could altet fiuct.

His phone call that same evening did nothing terafter mood.
Allaying suspicion, she assumed with a cynicism Igeacquired.
She spoke to him coolly, impersonally, sensing tertainty
through the long pauses.

'‘Are you feeling OK?' he asked at one point. 'Yoursl so . . .
remote.’

Nicola laughed, the sound harsh to her own earam'remote.
Several hundred miles remote! How did it go today?'



'‘We're set up and ready to roll. The treadmilltstais soon as the
light's right for the bridge scene.’

'Is Renata still playing up?'

'In that way, she's entirely reliable.' There witense again. Faintly,
in the background, Nicola heard another voice—a ammvoice.
'I'm needed,’ said Ross. 'It might be a coupleaysdefore | get to
ring you again.'

‘Supposing | wanted to ring you?' she asked, anddcoear the
hesitation.

‘Might be difficult. We'll be running the dailieqwbugh in the
evenings.'

'I'll leave it to you, then,' she said. 'GoodnigRbss.'

She stood for several moments, listening numblth&oburr of the
replaced receiver at the far end of the line beftovevly replacing her
own. There was no conclusive proof; she must keting herself
that. There were female crew members. She must teakeep an
open mind.

She learned a lot over the following days, nobélt easy to accept.
Along with her new screen name went a whole new, pasting at

aristocratic connections. Every major newspapesttali column

space to the story. 'British Actress Steals PlunkeR@aid one,
'‘Magnum Signs Unknown,' said another. Two leadirggazines
requested exclusive interviews—both refused ongtioeinds that a
little elusiveness would do her image no harm. Tves one decision
with which Nicola could whole-heartedly concur.

It had taken her three days to come to any finackssion where
Ross was concerned. Three days, during which stieuhdergone



agonies of uncertainty. He had phoned her againeraersation so
normal she had almost been convinced that evegythas all right.
Almost, but not quite. Finding Paula Reddingtorrgisted home
number in his personal directory had jolted hekidacreality. Miss
Reddington was out of town, the maid had said, @otdexpected
back until the end of the month.

So that was that. The evidence was too damningvé&henext day
she found herself a small apartment in Brentwoatl rmoved in. It
came fully furnished: bedroom, bathroom, well-eq@aig kitchen,
nice living area and balcony with fine view. Thestwasn't low, but
on what she was being paid she could afford it,relokoned. This
was only the beginning, Sam had promised.né Same Skyroved
the success he predicted she was on her way toghe

It had been necessary to advise the casting affideer change of
address, of course. Whether the information haa Ipessed on to
Sam himself she had no way of knowing. She speist ofcher time

at the studio, have wardrobe fittings, make-upstefmiliarising

herself with the filmworld terminology. Most evegs) she studied
the script, trying to imagine what it was goingh® like playing it

scene by scene, and not even in logical order.

The rest of the cast were all experienced, hertag-Dean

Westwood, a veteran whose previous films had atedeell at the
box office. He was at present on vacation, anddnetto return until
the day before they started shooting, which mdasy tvould meet
for the first time on-set—a prospect Nicola viewedhwsome

trepidation. It was important, to her mind, thagtlfiorm some kind of
rapport if the love scenes were to be convincing.was older than
she was by some ten years, but still well capabjgaying a man in
his mid-twenties. Something of a loner, by accounts

There was no word from Ross, although he must kioypwow that
she had left the house. Nicola could summon Igtieotion. From



now on, she lived only for her career. It was ldsdy to fall about
her ears.

Shooting started on January the fifteenth. On thenty-fifth a
reporter from the_.os Angeles Timezsalled to ask if Eve Sinclair was
in fact the present wife of director Ross King. fghe/as no point in
denying something that could so easily be verifiddt much use,
either, in appealing to the man not to print treeystthough she tried
it, anyway. It made the following morning's editjgralf a column of
snide innuendo that made her curl up inside.

'l didn't set out to use Ross, but nobody's ganoglieve it after this,'
she told Dean Westwood over lunch in the commiss&hey even
had to rake up all that stuff about Arlene again.’

'‘And in a couple of days it will all be forgottegaan,' he assured her.
‘That's whatou'vegot to do—forget it.'

Nicola looked at the dark, ruggedly handsome maao kndd become
friend as well as occasional mentor over this pasple of weeks,
thinking with a pang how much he reminded her offkdHe was
right, of course. A blind eye and a deaf ear wema requisites in
this line. She said obliquely, 'Were you ever neatyiDean?’

‘Twice,' he acknowledged. 'Both disasters. Womenhaal to live
with.'

‘That's a sweeping statement.’

'‘Based on experience.' He shrugged. 'Or maybe asn't cut out
for marriage. One thing | do know, | shan't be rigyit again. A
bachelor pad, freedom to come and go with no questsked, that's
my idea of the good life!" He glanced up at thekdor the far wall.
'‘We'd better get back on set. Carl was bad enohghntorning,
without keeping him hanging around.’



‘My fault, Nicola said ruefully. 'l couldn't seemdo anything right.'

Dean shook his head. 'He's been on a short fuse swe started
shooting. And have you noticed his colour recently? were a
medic, I'd go for the liver.'

'If he was taken ill, what would happen to the filnNicola asked.
'‘We're supposed to be leaving for Texas the wetek aéxt.'

‘They'd have to bring someone else in to finishHe gave her an
encouraging grin. 'Cheer up. I'm a born pessimist.'

Studying the director between takes that afterndbogla thought

the initial assessment was probably right. Carkéabill. If she hadn't
noticed it before, it was only because her wholenéion had been
concentrated on acquitting herself well in this st role. Working

with Carl had been no picnic, but better the den& knew. A change
now could ruin everything.

With a make-up call for six o'clock each morningdelaights were a
thing of the past. She was usually in bed by rge@g over the next
day's scheduled scenes before falling asleep Foater was far from
a one-take director. Every scene would be repeatecof five times,
with minor adjustments, shot from different angkgonised over in
the screening-room. Nicola had seen the daily rushestwo
occasions, then left them to it, unable to assessWwn performance
objectively when the storyline itself had no cobesiWhen it was
finished and edited she might watch it; then, agsime might not.
Public opinion was all that really mattered in &mal.

She was undressed, and in the middle of makingelieasbedtime
drink that evening when the security telephone edz3he ignored it
the first time, thinking that someone had preskedatrong button in
error, but the second ring was too insistent.



Frowning, she went to lift the receiver, said slyoit think you must
have a wrong number.’

The voice on the other end of the line was equadlyl. 'Not this
time.'

Breath caught in her throat, she said, 'Ross?'

'‘Who else?' He waited a moment, as if in anticgrgtbefore adding,
‘Do | get to come up?'

'Of course.' Nervelessly, she pressed the dooase/ehanging up
again to stand chewing her lower lip while shedtrte compose
herself. The month wasn't yet up; she hadn't egpelae would be
back in town for several more days. She had seémnngoof Sam

personally, nor had she heard from Velma sinceni&re, yet the
information regarding her whereabouts had mostlyikbeen

provided by the former. What she was going to edyirnh she had no
idea. He had sounded so cold, so clipped. Whahati¢o remember
was that he was the one who had set the wheelstiom So stay off
the defensive, she told herself.

There was no time to fling on some clothes. He $e&h her in less
many times, anyway. Nevertheless, she found heysef the belt of

her light robe more securely about her waist asngdtd to open the
apartment door to his ring.

It had been less than a month since she had stsa; if felt more

like a year. Looking into those taut, lean featursise wanted
suddenly to fling herself into his arms, to telimhshe didn't care, to
do anything that would wipe away the distance betwtaem and put
things bade the way they had been. It took albleéing skill to cover

her emotions and say steadily, "You'd better camie |



She closed the door again before turning to faee He was wearing
denim jeans and a light sweater, but there wasmgpttasual about
the look in the grey eyes.

‘Sam's right about one thing," he said. 'You cdragmart. Only why
bother with all that shall-I-shan't-I claptrap?’

Nicola stared at him, the wind taken out of helssaWhat are you
talking about?'

His lip curled, it's a bit late to start playingethnjured innocent. You
barely let me get out of town before you moved &atu'd got what
you wanted— the thing you've been angling for klhg. Marriage
too restrictive for you, was it?"

'‘Don't you try to turn this thing round on me!" Shas trembling, but
with anger rather than impotence. 'l wasn't preppdoebe made a
complete fool of, that's all"

One dark eyebrow lifted sardonicalliyle make a foobf you?"
You know what I'm talking about.’

'‘Suppose you lay it on the line for me.'

She said it softly. 'Paula Reddington.'

There was no discernible change of expression. 'So?

'Stop it, Ross!" She was fast losing patience thithwhole situation.

'Let's cut out the playacting from both sides, Ishhad? You didn't

want me with you in San Francisco because yousddir arranged to
meet Paula there.'

'Is that a fact?'



'You know itis.' She hadn't moved away from thergdbecause to do
SO0 meant passing him. 'You were having an affath mer when

Arlene died. Everybody knew that. I'm not sure wlop married

me—impulse, probably—nbut it all started to chandeewyou saw
her again. Well, if she's what you want, you cavehiaer. Only you

can't have me, too!

'‘No go, honey.' His tone was flat. "You married ime¢he hope of
furthering your career. Well, you succeeded. Camngpaions!’

'It wasn't like that.' Her voice had acquired gldlitremor. 'If it had
been, don't you think I'd have jJumped at Sam's dfffe first time he
made it?'

'l think," he said hardily, 'that you're shrewd egio to realise a little
seeming reluctance would only make him more detegthito have
you. Not that I'm knocking your talent. You havebegood to make
that much of an impression on him.’

She swallowed thickly. "You've been in touch witm®"

'He was the one who told me where you were afebrspent
forty-eight hours trying to contact you.'

'It didn't occur to you to come and find out whg thoved out, of
course,' she flashed. 'Too busy, were you?'

‘Something like that." There was no hint of apolagyis voice. 'l
asked Sam to leave you alone till I'd seen yoather he took me at
my word.' He paused, his expression unrevealindio'wld you
about Paula?'

Somewhere deep down in the recesses of her mine thast have
lingered a faint spark of doubt, Nicola thoughth@tvise it couldn't
hurt so much to hear him admit it now. 'Does it tet& she asked



dully, 'It probably worked out for the best, anywaygould nave let
this chance slip through my fingers and still fireg up getting
dumped. This way, we both have what we want.’

'‘Not altogether.' Ross spoke quietly, but there avdangerous spark
in his eyes. 'l think you owe me a final gesturedHteent in arrears,
if you like. What time are you on call in the marg?"

'l have to be at the studio for six." Nicola cotddl her heart thudding
against her ribcage. 'Why?'

His smile had a cruel edge. 'I'd have thought thent without
guestion. I'm spending the night here.’

'‘No, you're not!" The anger spreading through laer &n element of
desperation at its core. 'l owe you nothing, Rdks#hing! Just get
out!'

He ignored her, turning away to cast a cynical ¢gaaround the
room. 'Nice little place. King-sized bed, | hope?'

'Stop it!" This time, it was almost an appeal. a1 think you're the
only one whose pride took a battering? | spentetltt@ys trying to
convince myself | was wrong about you. That lasetyou called me
very nearly did it, too.'

He swung again to look at her, the hardness sidlet about his
mouth. 'So what finally did the trick?'

'l found Paula’'s private number in your little idmok. Her maid
said she was out of town until the end of the month

'‘And?’

Her head was up, her eyes challenging. 'What edsen@cessary?'



‘You could have asked where she'd gone, for omeg thi

She stared at him for a long moment, trying vatalpierce the steel.
"You're trying to tell me it wasn't San Francisco?'

'I'm not trying to tell you anything. You alreadyade up your mind.
Well, so did I. And I'm not leaving here until I'ned full satisfaction.
You can supply it willingly or unwillingly—that'sputo you.'

Nicola said slowly, "You think I'd be reluctantdall for help because
of the publicity, is that it? Just try what youseggesting, and see!’

The jeering smile came again. 'If this place idtlhbe way it should
be, you could scream your head off and it wouldattthrough the
proofing. Speaking of publicity, that was quiteiage The Timesan
on the two of us.'

She was trying hard to conceal her emotions. tmyshey dragged
past history into it. | suppose it was inevitableder the
circumstances. | can hardly be blamed for that.'

'Like | said, you're a pretty shrewd cookie.' Rosed the term with
derisive deliberation. "You're also pretty goodead, if my memory
doesn't fail me. If you're due up at five or thémats, then we should
maybe get to it. Which is the bedroom?"

He had her in a cleft stick, Nicola acknowledgethbly. Dressed the
way she was, she could scarcely flee the apartraadtjt was most
probably true about the sound-proofing. Certaislye never heard
anything of her neighbours.

'‘Don't just stand there,' he said. 'Lead the way.'

'Find it yourself,' she retorted on a note of cone



'‘Passive resistance, is it?' He shot out a sudded &nd grasped her
wrist, lips twisting at her quickly suppressed teat 'You don't
believe I'll go through with it, do you? I'm goitg enjoy convincing
you, Nicola.'

It was difficult not to struggle against him asléé her with unerring
instinct to the bedroom. The curtains had not w&nbdrawn on the
scintillating view over the city.

'I'll settle for moonlight,' he said, letting go leér to pull the sweater
over his head in one swift movement. 'Take yourghkioff—unless
you'd rather | did it for you.'

She wasn't going to fight him, she vowed numblyhi$ was his way
of showing her how little he cared for her feelindpen let him get on
with it. Steeling herself, she pulled open thebigdt of her robe and
slid the garment from her shoulders, letting itpdto the floor, The
air-conditioning was turned on, she knew, yet shefalled through.

'‘Everything,' Ross insisted.

Without looking at him, Nicola jerked the thin gima of her
nightdress down her arms, stepping out of the filittie pile at her
feet and moving over to slide between crisp costoeets. A moment
later, Ross got into the bed from the other sidhe f8lt the brush of
his bare thigh as he seized the sheet that coherezhd drew it down
the full length of her body, and was unable to aarihe quivering of
her limbs.

'I'm cold, ' she whispered.
‘Not for long," he said.

He put his lips to her breast, running the veryphpis tongue around
the outer edge of the areola. The sensation creasdexquisite—a



pleasure close to pain. It made her want to wriihgasp, to take his
head between her hands and tear him away, yee a&atime time to
hold him there, to feel his mouth moving over heslf. It had been so
long; she hadn't realised just how much she hadedishis, how

much she had missed him. She had to forcibly rerardelf of his

reasons for being here with her at all. Reasonsrtbtning could

excuse. If she gave in to him, if she let her brepond to him the
way it so desperately wanted to, then she was lyqiedenerate.

As if sensing what was in her mind, he left heaiste and laid a slow
trail of kisses from the hollow of her throat alathg side of her neck
to her jawline, hardly more than a brushing oflipg, yet devastating
in effect. He moved on top of her as he found heutim, sliding his
hands into the thickness of her hair, his thumbglgestroking the
soft skin just behind her earlobes, until everywean her body was
guivering uncontrollably.

'‘Put your hands on me,' he commanded softly.

She did so because she couldn't help herself|iigrito the hard
muscularity. Her lips softened, parted, began tewan. She was
being a fool, but at this moment she didn't calee ®anted him so
much, so very, very much! When they came togethesgs as if they
had never been apart.

She was lying on her side with her face burrowetthépillow when
he left the bed. Opening her eyes, she saw hirauglted against the
window as he pulled on his clothes. Throat tight sould find no
words. None, at least, that signified.

He left without speaking, although she sensedtbdnew she was
watching him. He had had what he had come for. Palat. If a part
of her still yearned for him, then that was herdiares.



CHAPTERTEN

CARL FOSTERcOllapsed on set two days later. This was onbadgd
times, Dean commented ruefully when a diagnosecafe hepatitis
was confirmed, that he wished he could have beemgvrEven
allowing for a full recovery, the director was ggito be out of action
for several weeks.

For forty-eight hours, no one seemed to know what wwahappen.
When asked, Sam himself could only say that atireffwere being
made to secure the services of a replacement wkonataonly on

Carl Foster's technical level, but close enougstyte and technique
to make the join as inconspicuous as possible. nam problem

being, Nicola realised for herself, that such peapére rarely to be
found hanging around with free time on their haridess, thank
heaven, would be up to his eyes in post- production

Meanwhile, Carl's assistant, Miles Randell, did est, but it was
obvious even to Nicola that he lacked the expeadncstep into the
other man's shoes. Though there had been times stieehad come
close to hating Carl Foster for his sharp tonguka@anel wit, she felt

he had also been capable of drawing from her tkiah something

which breathed real life into her role. Robbed f presence, she
could feel herself losing it.

‘You're worrying too much,' Dean assured her. 'Moall tensed up
and nervy because you've convinced yourself thdtWzss the only
one who could get you through, but if it's thergau at all, then you
can bring it out yourself. Only for God's sakeare

They were in the comfortably furnished dressing-nmothat was
Nicola's personal retreat when she wasn't actualjded on set. She
looked up now from her study of the shooting sclheeaith a wry
little smile.



'It's all very well for you to talk. You've been the business long
enough to know exactly what you're doing. Carl dalivays tell me
just where | was going wrong.'

‘Sometimes to extremes.' Dean made a semi- apalagsiure at the
startled look in her eyes. 'He'd got you like apetpon a string. If
he'd said Catherine should dance a can-can in dbtemgeight,
you'd have given it your best shot!

She had to laugh despite herself. 'That's totaltyue!

'OK, so maybe you'd have kicked up at that—' hegdddhe cushion
she aimed at him '—but it's close enough.' He smb&r add, "You're
an actress, Nicola. A good actress. We all of usdndirection or
there'd be no shape, but the character is younst [@b anyone bully
you into altering your interpretation.'

"Il try," she said. ‘Do you think the new direetewhoever he might
be—uwill want to shoot the last couple of days' wagain?'

'‘Could be. Depends how far over budget it woule ta&.' He waited
for a moment before adding levelly, 'How are youngao react if
they bring in Ross King?'

Her eyes widened again, in shock this time. 'H& &srailable.’

'‘Dare say he could be if offered enough incentitviesn't absolutely
essential for the director to be involved in evdiacet of

post-production. Grayling can be trusted to brimghie answer print
on his own.’

'l couldn't work with him," Nicola stated. 'Not thiay things are
between us.'



"That's what I'd thought you'd say.' Dean leaneddod, the better to
emphasise his words. 'Look, kid, you don't havedor approval any
more than | do, and you're in no position to stadtilging in artistic

temperament. What goes on between you and himivuatprhas

damn-all to do with what we're doing here.

'He's one of the best at his job. He could Bkyinto a top-rate film.
If you're going to let personal feelings come befitrat, you're in the
wrong profession.’

She bit her lip, knowing he was right. She haad him, of course,
about the other night, but it made no differenagjwaay. If Ross
came on-set tomorrow, then she had to regard him purely
professional light. No doubt he would be more tbapable of doing
the same where she was concerned.

‘Thanks,' she said, and smiled a little. 'l guessdded that.'

A rap on the door was accompanied by a brief, 'MisWood on set,
please.' Dean came to his feet, looking down fooanent at the face
still upturned to him, a certain regret in the lofehis mouth. "You've
a whole lot to offer the right man, Nicola. If hadet someone like you
ten years ago, | might have had a different vietheffemale sex as a
whole.’

Nicola sat for several minutes after he had lefing to rationalise
her emotions. Dean had almost certainly been wgrher that the
suggested deal was about to become fact; he akesysed to know
"what was going on before anyone else. Which méaatt either
tomorrow or the next day, she was going to be dalfgon to act two
parts. She could only hope and trust she would dq@alde of
separating the one from the other.

The cast and crew dihe Same Skyere given the newen masséhat
same evening. For the most part, Nicola notedpjgeared to be



received with relief, even anticipation, althougghglances were cast
her way to see how she was taking it. She kepbher expression
strictly neutral.

She spent the night in a state of tension, bothding the morning,
yet wanting to get it over, too. A part of her haffticipated a caff
from Ross himself, although what they could haveiszuss, apart
from divorce, she wasn't wholly sure. His contefopther had been
amply delineated the other night.

What she really wanted, she supposed wryly, wasnpaorary truce
of a kind—an agreement to put their personal problaside and
concentrate on the job in hand. In all probabilibhgt was something
Ross would already have decided upon, but it wbakk helped to
hear him say it.

Make-up and hair-dressing took an hour every magrnidaving

ascertained which scene they would be shooting bysreference to
the daily schedule, Nicola was then free to retireer dressing-room
and don the appropriate costume. It was contirsujtyd to check the
detail, so that there would be no visible evidentany pause in
filming the sequence, but Nicola liked to keep d@n inventory as
an extra safeguard. Many was the time she hadsesessnd pieces of
clothing or accessories seemingly appearing ompg@isaring during
what was purported to be a concurrent scene ocdilieena screen.

She was running over this list prior to gettingoinhe Edwardian
evening gown which Catherine would wear in the fafrpremature
'‘women's lib' protest over the restrictions impos®sd her new
life-style, when the tap came on the door. Too danhe call boy,
she thought, glancing at the wall clock prominemtigplayed. The
only other person likely to pay her a visit beftine day's work got
under way in earnest was Dean. It was like himrsfiected, to offer
a word or two of comfort and reassurance, knowioyy Bhe must be
feeling this morning.



Her smile of welcome faded abruptly when she opaheddoor to
see Ross standing there. He was wearing jeans winite T-shirt,
the latter outlining the muscular structure ofd¢hest and upper arms.
Nicola found difficulty in bringing her eyes baadk liis face, feeling
her colour rise at the sardonic expression.

'‘Expecting someone else?' he asked. 'Sorry to mhsatpyou. |
thought we should dear the air some before wetgdesl.' He drifted
a downwards glance over her robe, his mouth takimgn added
slant. 'It isn't going to take long.’

'You'd better come in,' she said.

He did so, leaning his back against the door imtiitude totally
unreminiscent of her own tense stance the last g had met. 'If
we're going to work together,' he said, 'it hasb& without any
undercurrents. So, if you've anything you wantayp, slo it now.'

'l think we said all there was to say the othehnhigNicola replied
shortly. 'In any case, | don't have any intentibletiing our personal
affairs intrude on our working relationship. Ifdiffto measure up in
any way, all you have to do is tell me.’

'l do that OK." There was a unnerving glint irs leyes. 'Judging
from the dailies, I'll be doing a whole lot of it.’

'If you mean the last two days, that's hardly a &sisessment,’ she
declared with heat. 'Miles did his best, but . . .’

'It isn't Miles we're talking about, though, is i¥®ur performance
hardly comes up to scratch.’

Blue eyes blazed at him. 'Don't try getting at he tvay, Ross! Carl
was . ..'



'I'm not Carl Foster." He hadn't raised his voitealy but the
inflection was harder. 'What satisfied him isn‘te&sarily going to
satisfy me. You walked into this part on the sttBngf Sam's
recommendation. You're going to play it the wayJmuialised it
when he bought the property.'

She was breathing hard with the effort of keepiagtemper. "You're
saying Carl Foster is second-rate, is that it?'

'‘No, that isn't it! I'm saying we have a differamterpretation. Most of
what you've done so far can be edited in, at ahpibat the last two
days' scenes will have to be re-shot. And don'tdayblame on Miles
again,' he added, as she opened her mouth to sgeakd his best to
hold it together.’

She said with bitterness, 'l bet I'm the only ofiehe cast you've
spoken to like this.'

‘You're the only one who's still wet behind the sgacame the
unmoved response. This isn't like theatre, wherne gan vary a
performance from night to night; you have to sustdie same
character over the whole shoot. Nobody's sayiagdsy, but if you
want to be a movie star—' he used the term witlasan '—then
you'd better learn to take the knocks as well asatttolades. You've
gotitin you to be good in this part, providingustop overplaying it.'

'Sam said | was brilliant in it," Nicola defendadd wished she hadn't
as she saw his lip curl afresh.

'‘Sam's so besotted with the whole idea of having play the part,
he'd turn a blind eye to any defect. He isn't hapiply the rushes, but
you're the last person he'd lay the blame on.dgestered the sudden
sparkle in her eyes with an intolerant movemenhisfhead. 'Let's
dispense with the tears. I've been down that mathrtany times to



give a damn. If you've got half the guts I thinluymave, you'll take it
on the chin and come up fighting."'

The sparkle dried, giving way to icy fury. 'LikeidR' she asked, and
hit him with all her strength across the face.

In the moment following, she saw the red marks apps if by magic
against the tan of his skin, saw his jawline setigully, the bone
showed white at the points. Her own hand was hgirédnough to
bring moisture back to her eyes. She blinked rggioliclear them,
feeling the shamed reaction spreading through her.

'Ross . . ." she began thickly.

‘Save it,' he advised. His tone was clipped, asunplly alienated. 'l

should have left you back there in that damnedlgiagd saved us
both a lot of hassle. | don't care how you feeldinoe personally, but
you're not letting Sam down. If | have to take ymart and build you
up again, I'll do it! | want you on set in ten mias!.'

She watched him go, aware of the futility in furtlapeal. She had
acted like some dated, celluloid heroine, and sttechherself for it.

I'll show him, she vowed, trying to find some métgn in all the
things he had said to her. I'll show them all!

A film company on location can number as many =ty gieople in
all. The crew and cast dihe Same Skgok over almost all available
accommodation in the small, westernised town of Ewwingdon.

Nicola was allocated a cabin at one of the threelnonext door to a
woman who played her mother- in-law in the film.eTlatter was an
actress named Rita Fleming, whom Nicola had adnfoedears.



The relationship between them was amicable enonghesurface,
although Dean had warned Nicola of the other'©jeabtreak where
younger, up-and-coming actresses were concernede Haer been
one or two incidents, earlier, when Carl Foster hagén in the
director's chair, but not since Ross had taken.d¥emwas too much
the man in command.

Neither Nicola's working nor her personal life lien easy since the
day Ross had stepped into Carl's shoes. She eadadday almost
too exhausted to eat. That first weekend, theyatigulit in overtime,
reshooting the scenes Ross had outlined as edséhsiairection,
she had discovered, was far less abrasive thats Garén where she
was concerned. He would take time and trouble t@apross what it
was he wanted, to suggest a change of inflectioe, llemovement
there. Gradually and grudgingly, as the days passw®s had been
forced to acknowledge not just an improved grasghafacter in her
own right, but a new sense of togetherness in ti@exncompany.

'He hasn't altered the concept so much as refifiedid Dean over an
after-dinner drink that first evening in the mot€larl lacks the subtle
touch. Good thing Ross didn't kill Arlene. He catdhave done
much directing behind bars.’

He had been behind bars when she had first methicola thought.

She glanced across to where he sat, deep in discusgh several

members of the production team. They had all ttagedown on the
same plane, but he had made no attempt to coméeeakpart from

on set, she never saw him. He was still living authe beach, that
much she did know. She felt a pang at the memahiasthought

conjured up. Even without Paula, it wouldn't haastéd, she told
herself. There had been too much against them.

As if sensing her regard, Ross looked up and acrasg for a
moment or two their eyes met and held. Nicola vasfirst to look
away, unable to maintain her cool composure.



'l think I'll turn in," she said to Dean, 'lIt's ggito be a heavy day
tomorrow.’

‘Starting with scene twenty-eight, aren't we?' Herged at her. 'Ever
fallen off a horse before?"

‘Yes, | have,' she admitted wryly, her mind goigkto Venezuela,
but she firmly wrenched it back to the present.eifie using a
stand-in for the actual fall, so it shouldn't be thfficult.’

'‘Want to bet? Last time | was involved in anythikg that, it took
sixteen takes to get it right. Horses know whery'tleean amateur
aboard.’

She hid her trepidation behind the laughter. 'Tkarfi@r the
confidence booster!'

'You're welcome.' He added casually, 'Want me tik wau back to
your room?"

She shook her head. 'That's somethingnmanage.'

‘Yeah.'" The inflection was just faintly regretfuHappy dreams,
honey.'

He was calling for another drink as she left—hisdtin less than half
an hour. His morale booster, he had told her onkenwshe had
lightly commented on his capacity for alcohol. Sthes the rougher
edges, he had added drily. She could have stoppedoinight by
accepting his offer, Nicola knew, but, the way gsrhad been going
lately, she might have found it difficult to leavethere. Dean
desperately needed someone in his life. Someooethé trust. Only
she wasn't the one to unravel his warped philosoiphyould take
love to do that.



She could do with a little unravelling herselfjtitame to that, she
admitted ruefully. Where Ross was concerned, &t,leshhe was an
emotional mess. That she wanted him still was judeble. He only
had to look at her to rouse that ache of longingafbthey had once
had.

Yet how much had they had, when it all boiled dow@h't change,
he had told her, yet she must have finished umfdrim, hence his
return to Paula Reddington. It was a pretty fragleexercise,
wondering how long they might have gone on if sheértt found out
about Paula. Their marriage was over—dead. It bdutaccepted.

Her cabin was one of the better grade at the fdroéithe rectangle,
which meant it had two king-sized instead of quesstsibeds. Had
she been a real star, she thought whimsically, weayd have laid on
one of those superbly equipped mobile homes foruserwhile on
location. Either that, or flown her in from Dallfms the scenes where
she was needed. Not that there were so many wiherevasn't.
Catherine was the axis around which all the othlearacters
revolved.

Footsteps sounded in her wake, and she stiffendittleg half
expecting that Dean had decided to come afteMileat did one say,
she wondered, to a man one didn't want to hurt?

'‘Don't look so wary,' said Ross as she turned amag back. 'My
cabin happens to be down this end, too."'

'l thought you were deep in discussion,' she reathrk

'l left them to it." He fell into step beside hére white sweater a
beacon in the dim light of the walkway. 'l wantex talk about
tomorrow's shoot.’



'‘What about it?' She was being deliberately obtuisall off a horse.
Nothing to it!"

'‘With that attitude, you'll be lucky to survive thest take. The horse
you'll be riding won't be any docile stable hachkirik you're capable
of handling it long enough to get the close-ups?'

One thing she was not about to do, Nicola thoughs admit to any
doubts on that score. 'Of course,' shesaid. 'Aftet had the best of
teachers.' She tagged on recklessly, 'l can hahdl&ll, too, if you
want to dispense with the stand-in.’

'l guess not. An arm or leg in pot wouldn't enhante
characterisation.'

‘According to you, the characterisation is lackiagyhow,' she
retorted, smarting still at the memory.

'Was,' he corrected. 'As a matter of fact, it wexgen as bad as | made
out. | thought you were in danger of getting tomptacent about it,
that's all.'

She stopped so suddenly, he was a couple of dteps af her before
he did likewise. He eyed her steadily. 'Planningtaking another
swing?'

Her voice sounded strangled. 'Do you realise what been going
through this last week? You deliberately set outridermine every
bit of self-confidence | had!

'‘No," he said. 'l knew you well enough to take ande on your
reaction. It worked, too. You've brought Cathemhge.'

Nicola stared at him, her defences in shreds. Hg seanear, so
dear—yesdear. She didn't hate him; she had never hated him. |



had hurt her and she had retaliated, the only \waykeew how. She
didn't want a divorce. She had know that for d&ydy it was too late
for regrets.

‘Aren't you afraid telling me that might make mengbacent again?'
she got out, and saw him smile a little.

‘Not this time.'
Because | have you to keep my feet on the ground?’

Even in the relative darkness, it was possibleetothae sudden spark
in his eyes. 'Not tonight, | hope.’

She said thickly, "You really think I'm so deprivefdsex, I'd agree to
spending the night with your'

‘Not just the night,' he said, 'l want you backcda.'

Her eyes were dark. 'Until Paula Reddington, oresame like her,
made you a better offer."

'‘Paula wasn't with me in San Francisco.' He sajdigtly. 'There was
never any question of her being with me. The reas@ave for not
taking you were genuine.'

Nicola wanted desperately to believe him. Even naesperately,
she wanted him to reach out and pull her to hirhatt been so long
since they had been together.

He must have read the message in her eyes, bdoalifed a hand
and smoothed the back of it gently down her ch&§k!ve a lot of
catching up to do,' he said, ‘and a whole niglatatat in. Do we take
advantage of it?"



Her voice sounded surprisingly calm considering;ohi thought,
except that it wasn't saying what she wanted to '¥ég've an early
start in the morning. Shouldn't that take priority?

The hand fell away, his mouth taking on a slargu&ss you're right
at that. Set your alarm for five. We can't relywaaike-up calls in this
place.’

He had started to move on when she said his ndraesaund torn
from some deep place over which she had no comimpaused but
didn't turn, dark head held at an angle that sugdegeariness. 'Yes?'

''ve changed my mina.' She summoned a touch obhunirhat's a
woman's perogative, isn't it?'

'So they tell me.' Ross still didn't look at hé&s you said, we've an
early start in the morning. See you at breakfast.'

She stayed where she was until he had opened theftlbis cabin a
short distance down the row, and closed it agaimnigehim. There

was a taut constriction in her chest. Uselessntelhierself she had
done the right thing. She might not trust Ross shetstill loved him.

The knowledge was an ache throughout her whole .bbeéyhad

made the overture for peace between them and legmstad. It was
doubtful whether he would be asking again.

The make-up artist knocked on Nicola's door at fitlarty. At
six-fifteen it was the turn of the hairdresser.4&yen she was ready,
in full costume, to join the rest of the companyaati for breakfast
before travelling the few miles out to the siteeably prepared by the
construction crew.



Ross was already seated at table with Rita and.Deamuld look
too pointed, Nicola decided, if she ignored thesmghair and joined
another group. Her bright '‘Good morning,' eliciledour response
from the older woman. Ross simply nodded.

"You'll need more than that to get you through ammg's work," he
stated when she refused the main menu and asketbdst and
coffee. 'Bring bacon, two egwyer easy and hash browns,' he told tf
waitress.

'l can't possibly eat all that!" protested Nicola.

‘You can try.' He wasn't giving an inch, his eyesl@and hard as he
looked across at her. 'You've lost weight sincewete fitted for that
jacket. Better get wardrobe to put a tuck in thestvaHe turned his
attention back to Rita. 'Where were we?'

'Sleep well?' asked Dean.

Nicola answered without looking up from her cofféd@ne, thanks.
You?'

‘Better than | expected. Three weeks of this plaggoing to seem
like three months!

Nicola could go along with that sentiment, if faffekrent reasons.
She had spent the greater part of the night reggeltier over-hasty
reaction, yet seeing no way round it. Probablytifierbest in the long
run, she had finished up consoling herself. Shdeda deeper, more
meaningful relationship than any Ross could offer. Isitting here
now, she knew that was all eyewash. Ross was the sha
wanted—the only man she wanted. If he was telliag the truth
about Paula, then she had broken up their marf@geothing.If he
was telling her the truth. She still couldn't beesu



A whole fleet of vehicles drove them out to themfikite at eight
o'clock, followed by what looked like half the towrhe construction
crew had done a good job in converting the rendedh house and
outbuildings. Set amid the spreading, empty lanoscawas fronted
by a small village of trailers and trucks, with kb running

everywhere. The catering wagon staff were alreatiyng out the

long trestles from which they would serve a notheon, roping off

an area for the folding tables and chairs.

Even thinking about eating again caused Nicolasnath to stir

uneasily. She should have held out against therband eggs, she
knew, but it had seemed easier at the time taustiong with it. She
was heartily relieved to find it would take an hour longer to set up
the coming scene.

One of the scriptgirls of similar colouring and lduvas roped in to

stand for her while me lighting technicians corgetrieaving her free

to retire to the comfortable trailer set asideHer use and study the
script she already knew by heart.

The scene called for her to say a few words tontia@ who had
supposedly saddled the horse for her, then moerdrimal while he
continued to hold its head—although he would be autamera.

With the close-ups in the bag, she would then disthagain, and a
professional stand-in would take her place. Whenhbrse started
bucking, it would be in long and medium shot, witle rider's face
turned away from the camera. The stuntwoman wakd the fall,

then the cameras would stop rolling once more dre Blicola,

would like down in the dust for more close-upslltsounded simple
enough on paper, but if past experience was argythigo by it could

take all day to get it right.

There was no knock on the door to warn her. Rassed it again
behind him, his expression resolute.



'‘We're going to sort this out once and for all,steged. 'I'm not going
to waste any more time trying to convince you alb@atla. You
believe what you want to believe. Only get thisigfint. If you want a
divorce, you're going to have to fight for it. Nafaula Reddington
and I'll name Keir Lawson. Right?"

Nicola stared at him, almost too taken aback byatteek to rally her
defenses. 'What does Keir have to do with it?'

'Plenty. He was two days late joining us in Cis¥ou met him
straight from the airport, didn't you?'

Her eyes darkened. 'Were you having me watched?"

‘In our town, honey, there's no need for paid silavnee.' His tone
cut like a knife. "You were seen together not laafhour after you
dropped me off.'

She said slowly, 'How long have you known?'

'‘Does it matter?' He registered a flicker of readtion in her eyes
with a slant of a lip. 'l already tackled Lawsomabit. He admitted to
being in love with you.'

'He isn't in love with me!' The denial broke frotiffdips. 'He hardly
knows me. | barely know him!

*You spent an hour or more watching him make laovgadur image.
That must have given you some insight.’

‘My image?'

‘Sure. He only came alive after you walked on+{s&t &fternoon. You
couldn't take your eyes off him, either.’



‘There wasn't anywhere else to look!" she retopeklly. 'What is
this, Ross? Another attempt to put me in the wrdnig&ven't been
seeing Keir.

The grey eyes narrowed. 'You're saying my sourcewang?'

'‘No." She saw his mouth tauten again, and madeadl, dmelpless
gesture, 'lt wasn't an arranged meeting. He juppdi@ed to be
driving along the same street.’

‘Taking a long detour back to the house, were you?'

'So | get lost." Anger was a saving grace. 'Yowréng your own
scenario—out of nothing!

His smile was humourless. 'Circumstantial evideittecalled. The
same stuff you judged me on. Except that | havedoswve word to
back mine up.’

Nicola swallowed on the dryness in her throat. 'Wéhactly did he
tell you?'

'‘Enough. | beat it out of him.'

‘Just like in the films!" she responded with biiteny. "Whatever he
said, he was doing it to get at you, Ross. Canltsge that? There's
never been anything between us.’

He was silent for a long moment, regard steelyw8dake each other
on trust,' he said at last. 'OK?'

'‘No!" The assumption that she was ready to jusajptitis behind her
lent her a steel of her own. 'l won't stay marted man who thinks
I'm a liar. I'll work with you, because | have tayt | don't want you
touching me ever again. OK?"



A dangerous light leapt suddenly in his eyes. Theas a matter of
several feet between them; he made them seemmtkes. Dragged
into his arms, feeling the ruthless pressure ofriosith, Nicola tried
to keep her lips closed against him, but he wagni@mt on reaching
her to brook any denial.

And he wasreaching her; she could feel her body tremblirgy, h
will-power dwindling, her every sense springinglife. He ran his
hands down her back to bring her closer, holdingihél she stopped
resisting him and started helplessly responding.

The costume she was wearing was not designedeatke=d easily,
but he managed it, his fingers sliding in to fimdt$lesh. She closed
her eyes as he lowered his head to cover the samhevgh his lips,
everything else fading from mind but the desire #redneed and the
love that refused to go away. There was a sofabelsind her. She
longed for him to press her down on to it, to skrgw of her clothing,
to make love to her until they were both too exhedigo fight any
more. When he let her go, she couldn't think sitaigazing blindly
into the strong, uncompromising features.

Ross was breathing fast himself, but still in cohtfThat's the one
thing that hasn't changed,' he said. 'We'll uses i basis. Only not
while we're here in this place. It won't do eitbéus any harm to go
without for another three weeks.'

'Ross.' Her voice was low, unsteady. ‘It isn't gdmwork.'

'‘We can give it another chance.' He turned awaw fier, tucking his
shirt back into his waistband. 'Better get yourselied up. They
should be ready for you by now.'

Nicola forced her fingers to start refastening ey buttons as he
left the trailer. She felt completely at sea. Ret#swanted her, that



much was obvious. Yet was it going to be any déifiélonce they got
back to Los Angeles?

The gathered townsfolk were held back at a distasfceeveral

hundred yards when she emerged from the traileki her place on
set. Even so, she was very much aware of the wagayes. It was
different with the crew because they were all inedl in the same
job. Having a critical outside audience to witnleesefforts certainly
made things no easier.

Ross was talking with the man holding the horseadhwhen she
reached her spot after having her makeup checkedoéked her
over with what seemed a purely objective eye.sAtP’

Glancing beyond him to the animal she-was to mduieila thought
with relief that it seamed quiet enough. She nod@dtset?’

'OK, so let's go for a take,' he said, and movedyats where the
group of blue-jeaned technicians and sophisticateathmery
awaited him.

Waiting for the signal to start, Nicola shut out @ought of the
crowd beyond the ropes and willed herself into €afie's shoes. She
heard the clapperboard, followed by 'Action’, tlsle was moving
forward to seize hold of the reins, speaking the $Wort lines as she
raised her foot to place it in the stirrup.

Unlike the horse she had ridden in Venezuela, dhisnal was no
more than fifteen hands; it took little real efftstheave herself into
the saddle. For a moment, as he moved restlessgalieher, she felt
a Stirring of presentiment, then he quietened agath she hastily
composed her features for the close-ups. A couplke minutes or so
and she would be able to get down.



What happened next was never quite dear. Perhasimal sensed
her nervousness and reacted to it, or perhapsahéiniding his head
relaxed both attention and grasp for a moment. Wévier, the

sudden rearing took them all by surprise.

Clinging on like grim death to the pommel in frarither, Nicola felt

every bone in her body jar as the animal whirledtsntracks and
began to buck. Her teeth were coming loose, hed paaing from

her neck. She felt the stirrups go and tried degpbrto cling with

her legs, but only for a second or two. When shthkiground, it was
with a thud that drove every ounce of breath fram lhody. Lying

there, she could hear voices shouting, the soumdnoiing feet, but
she couldn't summon the energy to move. Then dvagytaded.

When she came round again, she was lying on otteeafouches in
her trailer, with something wet pressed to herlessl. She put up a
hand to push the wetness away, and felt it takenfiim grip. Ross's
face came into view, lean and tense.

'‘Leave it,' he ordered. 'And lie still. There's edic on the way.'

'I'm all right,' she said, and was surprised attihiey sound of her
voice. 'l passed out, that's all.’

'You knockedyourself out. There may be concussion.'

'I'd know if there was.' She came upright, stiflangroan as her head
throbbed. Her smile was only slightly wavery. '‘Narin done. Let's
get back on set.'

'It can wait.' His tone was brusque. 'The wholedgmdned film can
wait! You're staying right here till you've beenecked out. | don't
care how long it takes.'



'You don't need to stay with me,' she protesteou '¥an shoot round
Catherine.’

A faint grim smile touched his lips. "You trying tell me my job?'

'‘No." The bravado was fading fast, overshadowedhbyneed for
comfort, for reassurance, for something to whiahbuld cling. Her
lips still retained a slightly swollen tenderness that earlier scene.
She touched them with the tip of her tongue, fegethre tremor like
fingers down her spine. Some things don't changédad said. That
at least was true. Whether it was enough on whichebuild a
marriage was something they would have to find out.

His name came involuntarily as her defences cruthd@wv and
shaky and filled with appeal. She saw his expresaiter, his eyes
suddenly take on new life. Then he was holding hisrarms warm
and strong about her, his lips at her temple.

'l thought I'd lost you," he said roughly. 'Whesaiv you lying there, |
thought you were dead.'

'Like Arlene?' she whispered, and felt his holdhten.

‘There was no feeling when she died. There neverbegn much,
from either side. We used each other, she and u. &6uld say we
deserved each other. It took a jolt like being stee to make me
realise what I'd become. If you hadn't come alohgmyou did, I'd
still be out there in that jungle, wallowing in it.

'You saved me from a lot worse,' she murmured. 'lehdne stay
when | needed it.'

'l let you stay because by then | couldn't let gou He held her a
little away from him so that he could see her féme own devoid of
hardness. 'Have you any idea how much | love yacgl&?'



'‘No.' She could hardly get the words out. 'l dtmik | do.'
‘Then it's time you learned.’

The kiss convinced her. She had never knosuch tenderness.
Clinging to him, she wanted to weep for all the t@dswveeks "Why
didn't you tell me?' she said huskily.

'l did. Or | tried to. It was when we got to LA tithings started to go
wrong. You seemed to change from the girl I'd knawienezuela
to a stranger | couldn't reach.’

'l was jealous,' she confessed. 'Of your work cofrypast, of anything
and everything that | wasn't a part of. Thinkingiyeere with Paula
in San Francisco was more than | could take.'

'‘Paula spent the whole of January in Switzerlanti some French
count,' he said. 'So far as I'm concerned, he'sonat to her.'

Nicola searched the lean features, wanting to \elem. 'Keir said
you'd been seen together since you got back.'

'If we did meet, it was inadvertently, not arrangéte took her face
between his hands, looking into her eyes with isitgn'What do |
have to do to convince you? Paula Reddington bafdta candle to
you, in any sphere. You not only make her look &kglded lily, you
can act her into the groun8&kyis OK for starters, but the part isn'
stretching you. Sam has another property in mingdo. More meat
on the bones this time.'

'Isn't it a bit premature to be thinking of using again befor&kyis
even finished?' she asked. 'Supposing it's a flop?"

‘It won't be, if only for the fact that the mediee ajoing to make a
meal of our relationship. A director who saw off first wife in order



to repeat his Svengali act with another young ienbe-that's the
conclusion a lot will reach. Think you're goinglte able to take it?'

‘The only people who really matter will know it istrue.' Her voice
shook a little. 'l love you, Ross. Too much todatside influences
come between us again.'

His kiss revealed an emotion far more telling tihaomds could ever
be. 'l owe you so much, my darling. You broughtbaek to life. The
house seemed so empty without you. | wanted toyautthe way |
was hurting."

'You succeeded,' Nicola admitted. 'Not so muchamiag to the
apartment that night, but in leaving again the way did without a
word.'

Ross smiled ruefully, it was then or never. Theyamslason | took
over direction ofSkywas because of you. | knew as soon as | saw 1
rushes that Carl was handling you wrongly. You dideem to have
any will left of your own. A good stiff jolt was vt was needed.'

‘And given.' Nicola put up a hand and laid it agathe lean, tanned
cheek. 'l really excelled myself in the outragedmgr donna
department, didn't I? You should have hit me rigdutk!"

‘Try it again and there's every chance,' he praimise

'‘Never!" She kissed him long and hard, sensinglés&e in him with
a sense of exultation in her power to provide. fé/going to be
Hollywood's closest, most compatible couple,’ sted against his
lips, and felt the laugh welling up in his throat.

‘We'll probably fight like cat and dog," he samlit'the making up will
be worth while.'



Fade out to title music, Nicola thought blissfully he enclosed her
securely in his arms.



