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He'd force her to see the truth

Lucilla wanted stardom--had since she was very Israatl she
was prepared to go to any lengths to get it. Gshsothought...

But the glamorous, sophisticated persona Luciks@nted to the
world cloaked a lost and vulnerable little girl,daiicholas
Barrington saw right through her. He was neithewvled over by
her beauty nor repelled by her attempts to beesshl

Suddenly she was faced with a situation she cdutdndle--one
filled with real emotion and a desire for love.



CHAPTER ONE

THE WALLS of the hotel's ballroom had mirrored pknget in
gilded rococo frames, in a style vaguely reminisceh the
heyday of the palace of Versailles; several othemen had
paused discreetly on the threshold of the roomeptitiously
checking their reflections, but Lucilla was theyohe to stop
and openly study her appearance.

It was perfect, of course. She had already knowaty from the
long, naturally blonde hair that framed her fadeptigh the
skilfully applied makeup that drew attention to halicate
bone-structure and striking colour, down the longlte lines of
her enviably slender five-foot-eight height, herdipotonight
dramatically sheathed in a clinging wrap dressuépvhite silk
that faithfully revealed every feminine curve, stas perfection
personified. An ideal come to life.

But then, of course, she had known that withoukilog.

From the day she had realised that what she wamtesti from

life was to follow in the footsteps of her famousthrer and
become an actress, she had known how very importar
presentation and packaging was.

Tonight she looked every inch the successful sqaraostar,
which was exactly the image she had wanted to ¢i.ojdl those
other hopefuls who had come here tonight, desptragechance
to prove to John Cassavar how right they were lierrble of
leading female character in his new and much psiekc soap
opera, were going to to be disappointed.

The part was hers ... It had to be . . . Her eyésrk, intense blue,
closer to the brilliant density of sapphires tharhte soft lighter



shades normally common to English colouring, flash&he
caught sight of herself in the mirror again as sheayed
elegantly into the room and frowned. Her tensios sf@owing . .
. She couldn't afford to appear doubtful. Successl Isuccess,
and all her life she had promised herself thatlbirxgtrious crown
once worn by her mother must automatically desc¢ernrself.

Who was there, after all, to challenge her right2o

Beatrice, her elder half-sister, plain and dull aogv deliriously
happily married to Elliott, her half-brother? Mirnthe next to
the youngest of the Bellaire clan.

She frowned again as she recalled her last meetthgMirry. It
had been last Christmas ... A duty visit to Elliatid Beatrice's
Cotswold home. Mirry, already established in hewsem career
as a stage-costume designer had taunted her vetfath that,
despite everything—her undeniable looks, her pagmther
burning desire to succeed—she was still not gettiokgs
anywhere near as good as those that were alrebitg fto her
younger twin siblings.

She tossed her head and determinedly dismissddrhgy from
her mind. Ben and Seb had set their sights on 8@ &d what
was to Lucilla's mind the dull drudgery of stagerkvo

That was not for her. She wanted fame, glamouradulation.
She wanted what she had been born for, and tlesasollabitha
in John Cassavar's new soap would give them aketo . .

And she would getit. .. Shedto get it.

As she walked into the ballroom, set out this engmith tables
and chairs around the outside of the polished floor



accommodate the guests at this very private psingy refused to
acknowledge what her agent had already told henwshe had
demanded that he get her an invitation to the partg that was
that Tabitha St Alban at the start of the series waly sixteen
years old.

And she was twenty-eight . . . Older, by at leadf B dozen
years, than the majority of the other women prekerg tonight.
Her full mouth tightened in resentment and dislike.

She wanted this part . . . She needed it.

She swallowed a little, tension gripping her ag&mce when
had she ever needed anything or anyone? And whyitviiagt
with all her advantages —her looks, her family lgaokind, her
ambition— she was still playing the same kind dfgarts she
had started out on when she left drama school?

In those ten years her fellow students had in therfallen by
the wayside, leaving the profession to earn thieelihoods
elsewhere. There were a few exceptions—contemgsravho
had made it to the top.

And she should have been there with them . . . ibgatiem.

She remembered how scornful she had been of thesmn at
drama school. She had been so convinced that farWweuld be
easy . . . After all, she was the daughter of GdesBellaire, the
adored stepdaughter of her husband Charles—thehdghom
whom Cressida had been divorced before she mdrretla's
natural father, and then remarried later after llaisi father's
death.



Lucilla dwelt for a moment on the tangled inter-mfly
relationships which had led to her half-sister Beatmarrying
her stepbrother Elliot, and then dismissed themmfl@r mind.
That was old history, something that had happenest two
years ago. This was now . . .

She searched the room, her eyes narrowing liké'sawehen she
found the person she was looking for.

John Cassavar was quite unmistakable. Six foot &gk fairly

heavily built, he was standing next to a table@mumded by half a
dozen hovering acolytes. Her mouth curled disddnfas she
watched.

She could almost hear the fatuous words fallingnftbeir lips.

John Cassavar at forty-six was already a wealthy, naan

entrepreneur turned film- company owner. He haddakitouch
where his work was concerned, and the news thatdmgpany
was to launch a new soap opera, the first majorswap for three
years, had brought the theatrical world flockinghte Grosvenor
to meet him.

The new soap was to have a historical backgrouddrauld be
set in Tudor England, following the fortunes of aalthy

landowning family, ambitious for honours and moreaith,

vulnerable through their greed to the malice of IBnd's King.

The heroine, Tabitha St Alban, was to be sixteemsyeld in the
first episode, and she would age to over eighty@egressed. A
demanding role, and one which John Cassavar had et

known he wanted filled by an actress with an Eihgliscent.

Not for him the time-honoured Hollywood traditiom casting
American actresses, complete with American acoetat,period
roles.



The part was perfect for her. Like every other dimbs actress in
London, Lucilla had managed to get hold of a sci@bte could
feel her skin start to burn with a mixture of temsand need.

Max had refused to get her an audition. He had tieldgruffly
that he didn't think she was right for the part] arhen she had
pressed him for a reason he had told her bluntbu're too old,
Lucilla. Too . . . worldly.'

She had been furious with him and had stormed Phismffice

vowing to find herself another agent, but he haeénbéer
mother's agent and he had an enviable reputatiockily his

secretary hadn't been there when he had refusgdttber an
audition, and poor Matty, who Lucilla suspected bade been
half in love with her charismatic stepfather, hadte happily
agreed to send her one of the precious invitationsnight's 'do’
when she had rung up and pretended that Max hadtten to
give it to her.

Max would be furious with her, of course, but hesmagoing to
be here tonight. He was in America himself. She dered
maliciously which little starlet her ticket had Ineatended for,
and then dismissed the girl from her mind as herekant
antennae informed her that she was being watched.

Not by John Cassavar though, she noted, disapppiate she
swept his table with a discreet glance.

Who, then?

A bold search of the room soon told her. He wasitepagainst
one of the marble pillars, dark and indolent, logkas though he
would rather be anywhere but here. If she had @ve, Lucilla

acknowledged, it was that she was slightly shagtttgd, and so it



was impossible for her to tell exactly what colbis eyes were
under the straight black brows. He moved his hestdrning her
open appraisal. He had a strong profile and a s&mpborn
jawline. He wasn't an actor, Lucilla knew that. M@as too
detached, too much the observer rather than thigipator, and
yet he would have made an excellent Sir Walter nthen male
lead in the series.

He was still looking at her and, despite her skmttedness,
Lucilla was instinctively aware that something atbloer amused
him.

She wasn't used to that kind of male reaction. K& always
desired her, for her looks and for the wealth s tbeen left by
her natural father; but marriage, children . .eythveren't what
she wanted from life. She wanted—craved successast an
insatiable appetite inside her; a need that hademdeen
appeased. Ever since she could remember she hadhisad
desperate desire to come first, to be the mosttapb. . . and
she had bitterly resented her half-brothers andrsisbut one day
they would have to acknowledge that she was b#ttar them,
that her talent far outstripped the dull mediocofytheirs, that
she was the only one who had inherited the fullsueaof their
mother's talent. She brushed aside the twins'iegiguccess,
Mirry's talent, and William's intelligence, but evas she thought
of them her hands balled into tight fists and thgression on her
face became tainted with the bitterness of herghtsu

The man watching her angled his spine more contilyregainst
the cold pillar. A dangerous, vindictive woman, amdler all her
sophistication perhaps a vulnerable, insecure chilid own
vulnerability made him grimace a little.



He knew all about her. He knew exactly what shedeoasg here.
He even knew about the arrangements she had matsddoin
the evening, but then, why shouldn't he? She wasranning
true to course.

He watched as she skilfully made her way round rtam,
creating maximum impact, arriving at John Cassavable just
as dinner was about to be served.

He smiled to himself as she sat down, mentally apghhg her
aplomb and wondering if she had spared the sligtitesght for
the person whose seat she had taken.

Lucilla hadn't. It had been even more easy tharhaldeexpected,
and now here she was, sitting at John Cassavalés férting
delicately with him, and lavishing on him all thexze she knew
the male sex enjoyed.

She had played this role so many times . . . priogiisswards
with her eyes and body, echoing the ancient systeexchange
and barter which had operated between the sexesgimout
history.

She knew all about the reputation she had, bullisim& care. She
wasn't the only actress who had slept her waydadp. Only she
wasn't at the top yet, and . . . Her mask slippedhentarily and
the man watching her frowned. What had caused |t of
vulnerability and fear? It didn't match up with wine had been
told about her. He looked at his watch . . . Howcmmore of this
farce was he going to have to endure? Amusemergiliad way
to a desire for the whole thing to be over; it Wagering like an
acid taste in the mouth. He straightened up froenpiliar, a tall
man, well over six feet, lithely built with an inémt way of
moving that automatically drew female eyes.



He had had his share of sexual experience overetes, but he
was fastidious in his tastes, with no desire t@gdnmself to the
point of satiation on purely physical desire. Histlrelationship
had been with a woman who had wanted to marry bum,he
hadn't felt able to give her the commitment he ieitessary for
marriage and so they had parted, and now she waseth#o
someone else. That had been over twelve months aub,
tonight, watching Lucilla parade her bag of tricks, had been
aroused in spite of all that he knew. He was suifiity
experienced and sophisticated to be amused. Sheatas/en
really his type. He preferred brunettes. Blondeiew@o obvious,
even when they were genuine.

Cleverly, one by one Lucilla excluded the otherthattable from
the conversation. She was too skilled to talk ablmisoap, but of
course both she and John Cassavar knew why sheemas

This was the first time they had met, but she Hexhdy written
to him suggesting herelf for the role, and she $&eh that he
recognised her name when she introduced hersdlthBn, so he
should; it was an extremely illustrious one in gnefession, and
she had taken it for her own with a cynical disrddar the fact
that it was not legally hers. Whoever had heardMaicolm
Chalmers?

Whoever in the profession would recognise her fatler's
name? And besides, she had every right to caleliddgllaire.
Her stepfather had preferrbdrto any of his natural children . . .
especially his eldest daughter Beatrice. Lucilldersecretly to
herself, relishing the memory of the times she tealiberately
put Beatrice down and made her stepfather laudhisaeldest
child's lack of grace and talent.



She felt no compunction about what she had dorfe. was a
challenge and she intended to win, and besidesHer face
darkened slightly as she remembered the grudgkheldeagainst
Beatrice; but John Cassavar was saying somethirgeita . .
something about leaving the party early.

Her heart leapt. This was what she had been hdpmdespite
her outward control, her palms felt clammy. It didnatter how
often she did this, there was still that same meebf sick fear
beforehand, and yet, what could go wrong? She kdegied it
to the point where nothingpuldgo wrong.

When John Cassavar went to his hotel room she wurilithere
waiting for him. He would make a play of resistingr . . . they
always did, but then . . .

She would wait until he was at his most vulnerabéfore
delivering the blow . . . She shivered a littletla¢ memory of
those other times . . . once or twice she had bygtiedt physical
fear, but she had always won, and she always would.

Unless he gave her the part, she would accuse hrape. The
publicity would destroy him, of course, and he wbblave to
give in.

It had worked before, but this was the first tinhe $iad played
for such high stakes. In the past she had beeredis&mall roles
.. . hothing too ambitious . . . roles which hadught her to the
attention of important eyes and which should haeetb better
things, but which somehow never had.

But this time it would be different. This time.. .



She' had no moral scruples about what she was doirgpout
the reputation she had gained; she cared nothimgtHe
reproachful looks Beatrice gave her every time hame
appeared in a salacious gossip column item.

Her eyes burned recklessly, betraying her thoughssmeone
had told her that she was the victim of a deep lpspgical
schism within herself she would have laughed anthehe was
simply doing what women had always done: usingrfaural
talent to secure what she wanted, After all, it was her fault
but theirs for not automatically recognising héema

She could already feel the crisp thickness of th&ract in her
hands . . . could almost see the headlines proiigiher to be a
new star.. thenew star. She could hardly wait to tell Beatricd an
the others. She would go down to the Cotswold#iemweekend.

John Cassavar was looking at his watch. That wasche.
Gracefully excusing herself, she stood up and lsaidgoodbyes.

The man watching her from the other side of theargoimaced
to himself as he watched her skilfully making henywo one of
the exits.

So be it. He put down his empty glass and followed. . .

It hadn't been difficult to obtain a key for JohasSavar's suite;
after all, she had done this sort of thing oftenwsyh before. A
quick visit to one of the hotel's elegant cloakrgofirst to
remove her underwear—after all, it had worked foariyn
Monroe, she reflected cynically, refusing to cossitthe price the
blonde star had had to pay for her success.



It was always at this point that the danger of vdiet was doing
hit her, that her threatened accusation could ¢ndeing based
on fact. But she always chose men who had too rnautdse to
risk being threatened with rape; and after all, sfas not just
some little nobody of a would-be starlet . . . blad the security
of her family name behind her. And there had nbesm a time
when she had not escaped unscathed in the end.

The suite was in darkness, which surprised her. Bialdgn
Cassavar gone to bed already?

She closed the outer door silently, and waited heti eyes had
adjusted to the darkness before making any move. diin't
want to risk switching on any lights at this stage.

The oval sitting-room was quite large, with sevelabrs off it.
One of them was open, she could see the shadowyeoat the
bed inside it and she started to walk toward it.

Half-way there, she stopped. The feeling that cawes her was
so familiar that she didn't need to question ididin't matter how
often she told herself that she didn't care whatlsdd to do to
succeed, there always came this moment when sfexexlifear
and self-hatred, and most of all a bitter angungtt it should be
necessary. She had the Bellaire looks and theiBetient, so
why weren't they enough?

She drew a shaky breath and then walked deternyimatd the
bedroom.

The door closed sharply behind her and she spurrdalinded
momentarily by the unexpected flash of light as sone flicked
the switch.



'‘Walk into my parlour, said the spider to the fly.. she heard a
mocking male voice exclaim, and her heart startednping
quickly with shock as she stared into the unexpkfdaee of the
man who had been watching her in the ballroom.

Closer to, he looked far less indolent than sheerebered, and
far more powerful. Her stomach muscles crampedshedcad to
fight the temptation to run for the door.

'‘Who the hell are you?' she demanded challengiddtack was
always the best means of defence.

'l could ask you the same question,' he told hgtywHe was
looking at her in a way that no man other thanhadf-brother
Elliot had ever looked at her, with something betwe
amusement and contempt. It made her colour angrily.

'‘Look, | don't know what's going on here.' sheditie bluff. ‘'This
is John Cassavar's suite. He asked me to meetfhhmene.'

To her fury, her adversary merely laughed.

‘Nice try," he complimented her. 'But it won't wodohn would
run a mile rather than get entangled with a shd-kel you. You
see, | do know ... or at least | know what ymannedwould be
going on.' Iron had entered his voice, and to lheigdn Lucilla
found herself instinctively edging back from him.

His eyes, she noticed, were a piercingly sharp eslofdce-grey
that actually made her feel as though the temperatithe room
had suddenly dropped.

'l must say | have to admire your aplomb,' he addedkingly.
'‘Not to mention your over-abundancecbiutzpahYou do know,



don't you, that my brother-in-law is famous, or wdol say
notoriousfor his fidelity?'

John Cassavar was his brother-in-law! Lucilla'ssegarrowed
and glittered like a cornered cat's, her mouth nimg and
drawing back slightly over even little teeth. Sbaded to claw
savagely at the undeniably handsome and infurilgting
complacent male face in front of her. Echoes ofdieidhood,
when her peers' laughter had sometimes driverorefrenzy of
inner rage, made her burn to destroy him for datengnock her,
but there was nothing she could do. Nothing he dailbw her
to do, she recognised, and as for his comment abohh
Cassavar being married . . . She had known, craat Ishe had
heard, but she had chosen to dismiss that knowledge

‘John also has a horror of scenes, especially tthosevn by
ambitious and unscrupulous young women. I've beatthing
you all evening, and | must say | have to admirerygkill. Of
course, we were prewarned about what to expectefesless, |
derived a considerable amount of amusement fronchiag
you.'

His voice actually lifted a little, as though herevgeliving that
amusement, but Lucilla paid no attention. She veas lusy
thinking about something else—something more ingotrt

Prewarned ... A chill of sensation touched herespidancing icy
fingers tauntingly along it. No one had known wsla¢ intended
to do, unless . . . unless John Cassavar had ipped off by one
of her previous victims. Goose-bumps actually diftender her
skin. None of them would surely have dared tottedl truth, to
admit how she had tricked them? She mentally restetie men



concerned; all of them proud of their reputatiomsnales of great
sexual prowess.

'‘Who told you?' she demanded bitterly.

His eyebrows lifted as much in amusement as anytélise, she
recognised.

'Why, you did," he told her calmly. "When you stolg ticket.'
‘Your ticket . . .’
She couldn't help it. Her eyes rounded in lackarhprehension.

‘Well, shall we say that when poor Matty discoveiet she had
allowed you to have a ticket you had no right ke w/as so upset
and flustered about what Max would say that | vdened to
give her mine. Max isn't very pleased with you, ¥oow.'

'‘Max can go to hell,’ Lucilla told him inelegantlydon't give a
damn. I'm right for this part. | know | am . . .'

She forgot that he was her adversary as her whadg tensed
eagerly with the burning need of her ambition.

It was like a shock of cold water to hear him sgyin
dispassionately, 'No, you're not. You're at leastytears too old,
for one thing . . . For another, you're far todtlaj and for a third
.. ." He looked at her thoughtfully and then saudetly, 'For a
third, you just don't have the talent.’

Silence . . . She had heard those words many, tmarg before,
but never said in that quiet, reflective tone ofceothat was
completely without any shade of emotional reactlompossible



to tell from that voice alone whether, like thosberss, he was
loving telling her or loathing it.

She had first heard them at drama school, exprediffietently

and then impatiently as she had persisted in mus) accept
them. She did have the talent . . . she had to takderiting it

was what she had based her whole life on. Heaniogetwords in
that cool, remote voice was like standing there amdching

someone rip her soul out of her body. She wantedep great
tears of blood and pain, to scream at him that &® wrong, that
she knew he was wrong, that Inedto be wrong.

'‘Hard to take, isn't it? But believe me, once yocept it and stop
behaving like a spoiled child, you'll be a muchgiapperson . . .’

The gall of the man! For a moment she was too fisrim speak.
When she did, her voice had lost its normal smaegbnand it
sounded rough and sore . . . like her throat.

‘Thanks for the psychoanalysis . . .’

He cut her off before she could give vent to héebithoughts.

''ve been there myself. You're born into one of thorld's

greatest acting families; you grow up thinking yeu'
automatically going to follow in their footsteps)dcafor a while

everyone else thinks so too. And then slowly otlhegin to see
what you can't. . . that you haven't inherited il ingredient .

.. that special spark . . .'

'No . . ." Lucilla could hear the panic in her wiétNo, | have
inherited it . . '

She had based her whole life on the premise tleathati inherited
her mother's acting ability; she couldn't simplgnthher back on



all those years of dreams and plans, and certaiatyon the
say-so of this one arrogant man.

But what about all the others who had gone befdte® people
who had given her parts . . . introductions . hovhad at first
been eager to help the daughter of Cressida Belkd who had
eventually lost interest, turned their backs.

She could feel the familiar sense of panic swelimgde her.
Another few minutes and she would be gasping fopanicking
that she was not going to be able to breathe. ©d, that was all
she needed—that this man should see her in theofmme of
those debilitating, shaming attacks—which only caimeher
dreams these days.

She willed herself not to lose control, her longnped fingernails
digging into the soft, well-cared- for skin of healms as she
fought down the panic.

The attacks were a legacy from something that faggéned to
her a long time ago. Something she couldn't thbduaeven now
without breaking out into a shivering sweat thauldp at its
worst, develop into a full-blown attack of acutejgethat usually
ended with her curled up into a protective foefysetball of
locked muscles. But she mustn't think about that,noustn't
allow herself to remember the darkness of thatstfaphobic
cupboard ... the fear that she was going to beclbelway there
for ever . .. She mustn't remember that now.

Through the gathering waves of panic she hearevea, male
voice saying something, and she clung despairitgiis sound;
at first no more than an oddly comforting echo, #reh, as the
fear slipped away, the echo resolved itself intoogmisable
sounds that she found herself paying attention to.



'You have absolutely no chance of conning Johngntmg you
that part,' he was telling her bluntly.

'‘And he sent you here to tell me that, did he?tlsteav at him.

She didn't care what she said—anything, anythiadj as long as
it kept the nightmare at bay . . .

'‘Not exactly. After all, we could have been wrong..but we
weren't, were we? And | was curious to see the womwho
thought she could seduce a man away from my sisteHe saw
her face and asked grimly, 'Have you ever met stesiLucilla?'

'‘No," she told him shortly. But she knew all abthe fabled
American actress who was married to John Cassideamother
had been equally famous; her father a well-knoweatior and
later part-owner of one of the famous Hollywooddsts; her
grandparents on both sides also involved in théy#olod scene
.. . And this man was her brother.

'‘Ah, now there is an actress.' His eyes gleameativein with
malice or amusement she couldn't say. She felhedato the
point of total exhaustion; something which alwagofved these
attacks. 'l must arrange for you to meet her some t . .’

‘You won't be arranging anything in my life," Ldailtold him
shortly. 'I'm leaving.'

'‘What. . . already? How disappointing. You have asim
intriguing reputation, you know. A very impressiia of past . .
. er...mentors.’

Lucilla saw the way he was looking at her and \easfied—and
it showed.



Up until then he had been mildly chagrined by thet that he
found her desirable, but when he saw the look af égoss her
fact his chagrin gave way to something else—somagthll his
instincts warned him was dangerous. Of all the worne had
known, why should it be this one who caught athaart-strings
like this? It was so very much at odds with heutapon, and it
wasn't feigned.

He had spoken the truth when he had told her tmathad not
inherited any acting ability; that look of terrifidoathing would
have sent Hitchcock into ecstasy and it couldnihbaufactured.
So what had caused it? His laconic taunt?

It would have been more in keeping with her repaoref she had
taken him up on it; in fact, he had half been expgcthat she
would . . . hoping that she would in fact, becahsé would have
killed stone-dead this irritating frisson of deduefelt at the sight
of her.

He had nothing against women who genuinely founeh hi
attractive, and made a play for him. He didn't dtam moral
judgement. God knew, he had enough experience hjwimd

to know better than that, even if his step-grardfahad insisted
on sending him away to school in England once hksed what
Hollywood was doing to him.

He had a lot to thank his grandfather for, he recegl; without
his guiding hand he could well have become the w@lmterpart
of the woman standing in front of him. He mocked biwn
inclination to feel compassion for her, remindingéelf that she
would have destroyed his sister's marriage witlearapunction
at all, to satisfy her own ambition.

'‘What's wrong?' he asked her.



Lucilla sprang back from him instinctively, her éadrawn into
grim lines of revulsion. 'Don't touch me . . .'

‘Thanks for the warning,' he told her, deliberatgiyoring her
reaction, to add, 'Let's see . . . you're twengyrenow . . . and
just going on the list that Max gave me, you mustehlost your
enthusiasm by now. Doesn't your way of gettinghetop strike
you as risky?"

She opened her mouth to tell him how wrong he wast-far
from having a long list of past lovers behind hsdre would in
fact have been the most cautious sexual partneobkl ever
find, and then abruptly she realised what she veasyd

Without a word she swung round on her heel andtipedly ran
from the suite.



CHAPTER TWO

THE PHONE rang abruptly, mid-morning, shattering the thick
silence of Lucilla's bedroom.

She had bought the place two years ago when EintiBeatrice
had got married. Driven by her lifelong determioatio outshine
her half-sister, she had engaged two of London'st motre
interior designers with the brief that they werartake the place
as dramatic and striking as possible, telling thieat she wanted
the place to be instantly recognisable as the hmfraesuccessful
actress.

The resulting torrent of colour that poured from Hiree
bedrooms and the dining-room to converge in a yinat to say
garish, pool of vibrant blues, hot reds, black guid in her
sitting-room sometimes reminded her of a Cecil B. Mille
setting at its worst.

She was heartily sick and tired of the innovatisieais of her
chosen designers, who seemed to think that tadkma few

yards of gaudy fabric and charging an exorbitaraepfor it was

all there was to interior designing, and in her édstvmoments
Lucilla was forced to admit that she was not sgeatithat they
had since returned to the ranks of the great unkrfosyn which

they had sprung with a fanfare of glossy magazineles

following their decoration of a leading cult singanome.

In contrast, Beatrice's Cotswold home with its m&llpolished
wood and soft pretty chintzes was everything thatEaglish
country house ought to be, and with the sound eftétephone
ringing demandingly in her ear, Lucilla winced atet
unpleasantness of peacock blue walls and a darkeiédg and
the effect it was having on her aching head.



She picked up the receiver reluctantly.

‘Miss Bellaire, it's the Howard Agency here . . e'W¢ arranged
an audition for you for this afternoon.’

The crisp female voice wasn't Matty's, but Lucillas too tense
to question why.

Perhaps John Cassavar had changed his mind. Pdrbapas
going to let her audition, after all. She grippdu treceiver
tightly, but the name she was given wasn't Johis&as's, after
all, but someone she had never heard of, at anugbaddress in
the West End.

Without bothering to thank the girl, she repladeel teceiver.

What was the audition for? She hadn't been tolé. S$inugged.
What did it matter? It was work. Another chancetove to the
world that she was worthy of the Bellaire name.

God," she hoped the role was a good one, therahd show
that arrogant, stupid brother-in-law of John Caasa\just how
wrong he was about her. How dared he tell herghathad no
talent?

But if she had, why at the age of twenty-eight vsag still
searching for a major role to thrust her into theelight?

She stopped what she was doing, putting down hée+p
brush, ignoring her reflection. Soul-searching wasomething
she normally indulged in; although quick to see the
vulnerabilities of others, she preferred to seeséléras being
completely without them.



She switched her attention back at her face. Sksawenty-eight
year old and, though still a beautiful woman, shekéd the
freshness of an eighteen-year- old; she shivergdgtto shake
off the feeling that the hand of fate had passeat ber . . . that
for her there was never going to be that mind-dinggnoment
when she knew that she only had to reach out aadvshild be
there, her reputation and status surpassing evain ah her
mother.

It wasgoing to happen. It had to . . . She had just heducky.
And then, reluctantly, she remembered what Elheiti said to
her at Christmas.

She had gone to the Cotswolds unwillingly, haviafused the
only role Max had been able to find for her . omething in a
provincial panto that she had curled her mouth at.

Elliott had taken her on one side on Christmas Ddyle
everyone else was enthusing over their presenttriBe, idiot
that she was, and despite the way they had onatetrder, still
liked to surround herself with her family.

‘Give it up, Lulu,' Elliott had told her, surprigiter by reverting
to his childhood name for her. 'If you aren't tigfddestroying
yourself by endlessly attempting to be something ae@n't, then
at least have pity on those of us who are tired/atching you.
Look at yourself . . . There must be somethingdoett life for

you than forever chasing after something that doesrst, that
can'texist for you.'

She had pretended not to understand him, and Haxbideely
avoided meeting his eyes for the rest of the degyihg earlier
than she had planned, despite Beatrice's concern.



If she could be content to be like Beatrice—abl@ad¢oept that
although she was a Bellaire by nhame she was noahye ... If

she were able to settle for a life that encompaadadsband and
family . . . But she wasn't, she wanted more—slezleé more
excitement, challenge. Only when she reached th& pé her

profession would she be safe, invulnerable . . .

Perhaps then the nightmares might stop.

'‘Don't think about it,' she told herself quicklyhe&swas tense
enough at the thought of the audition, without agdhat.

It came to her then that, whereas she ought toxbied and

pleasurably nervous at the thought of going fordhdition, in

actual fact she was sick with fear and dread. Wiaathappening
to her? She was allowing other people's judgenterdffect her

own. Just because one man, and a stranger awhatdidn't

really know her, had told her she couldn't act that was no
reason to throw her off balance like this. Unlefssomrse he was
only confirming what she herself already knew.

Her hand was shaking so much that she had to puh dbe
brush. Through the mirror, her own eyes looked*kbat her
frozen with fear.

Oh, God, she couldn't go on like this!

She took a taxi to the audition, grimacing at teedy building
outside which she was dropped.

There were no names to say who occupied the offaned she
paused to check the address again before goirdginsi

A clumsily drawn arrow pointed upwards and saicc@pion'.



She had to walk up two flights of stone steps nal ft, and she
wrinkled her nose as the stale smell of fast foad aheap
perfume gushed out when she opened the frostesl dybas.

A brunette with a punk hairdo and long black nadsbehind the
desk, chewing gum and reading a magazine.

Lucilla gave her name disdainfully. In many wayswias no
worse than some of the provincial repertory thesaske had
played in, and yet there was something about thelevbet-up
that made her skin prickle warningly.

‘You can go in,' the girl told her in a bored vgibaving first
checked a list on her desk. 'Through this doorthed first right.’

She jerked her head in the direction of the dobirizeher.

It opened into a blank corridor with several dooffit. All of
them were closed, and Lucilla tapped on the finsthe right and
then pushed it open.

Three men occupied the room; one of them sittirkgriaka cheap
plastic desk, the two others standing up.

All three of them looked at her as she walked in+utdd,
assessing looks that reduced her body to a piesal@dble flesh
and made her scalp crawl with revulsion.

‘All right, strip off. . . and then go and lie ohete,' the man
behind the desk told her uninterestedly. Ignoringilla's frozen
rage, he turned to his companions and said tirdtig,told Guy
before not to send me anyone over twenty-one. ahegys look
like dogs on film, and besides, the punters like Y®ung and
fresh . .. Gives 'em an added thrill . . .’



He suddenly realised that Lucilla hadn't moved la@durned to
her and said disagreeably, 'OK, girlie, get movivg.haven't got
allday. ..

Max had sent her to audition for a blue film, Liecisuddenly
recognised sickly. How could he? He knew exacthy lsbe felt
about skin-flicks ., . She started to shake wigeraVhat on earth
was he trying to do to her? She didn't even knowdrelled this
kind of stuff ... In fact, she was sure he didhttis kind of thing,
this grimy, twilight side of the profession, had dwn agencies,
its own experts . . . and heaven help the stragtiess who was
ever found to have tried to promote her early aqareethe
pornographic industry.

Lucilla had always steered clear of anything ot thature. She
detested the thought of baring her body for th#uldelectation
of the people who bought such things; in fact, lela¢hed the
very idea of appearing in anything remotely sexuatientated.
And Max knew it.

Without saying a word she swept toward the doongbwy it
violently behind her. In the outer office she stegnly to glare
at the girl behind the desk before speedily leategbuilding.

She ought to have known . . . she ought to havesgakfrom the
very appearance of the place, she seethed as skedldor

another taxi. God, and to think she'd had the naiea that
because of the money to be made in such filth ithags all

conducted in luxurious surroundings. She had thomglas only
the straight side of the business that had to nudkewith

run-down offices in buildings that looked as thougby were
about to be condemned.



It took her ten minutes to find a cab, and shefsam the way the
driver looked at her that he thought he knew eyaetlat kind of
business it was that took her to Max's offices.tRerfirst time in
her adult life she was glad that she wasn't famous.

She was still seething when she marched past thengsionaire
who guarded the entrance to Max's hi-tech glasscmdme
offices.

He knew her well, but he had never seen her lockiagvay she
did today, he reflected. Normally she looked like.iBeautiful
ice, but still ice. Today . . . Well, today, foretfirst time that he
could remember, he had actually found himself fargyer.

Grinning to himself, he wondered what was goingh&mppen
when she walked into Max's office.

There was no familiar Matty sitting behind her deskrounded

by untidy piles of paper, but instead, a chic gaVveral years her
own junior, wearing what to Lucilla's affronted sywas an

obviously far more expensive and fashionable oulf#n her

own.

How on earth did a girl working for the appallingges she knew
Max paid manage to afford to wear Giorgio Armaniieiie was
only one way . . . She glared at the girl as shersd past her,
heading for Max's door, and was astounded to heasdying
coolly, 'I'm sorry. I'm afraid you can't go in teer. .'

Lucilla turned on her, ready to tell her that nojadout nobody
stopped her from doing exactly what she wantedtonhen the
office door opened and from behind her a cool, defihitely
familiar, and oh, so definitely amused male voiceaunced, 'I'll
deal with this, Charlotte.'



She whirled round, and exclaimed in goaded accédts, my
God, you! | might have known. Where's Max? And wihat hell
are you doing here? Or has your brother-in-law gentout to
find him a suitable actress to play Tabitha St ABa

'‘Which question shall | answer first?' he asked, ipatently
unperturbed by her anger. Somehow or other shedftenself
inside Max's office with the door closed very figml

'l want to see Max," Lucilla said firmly.

His mouth twitched and she wanted to hit him. Sdnet
seemed to be pleasing him very much; he looked dikaan
who'd gambled on the strength of an extremely dpéce
hunch, and not only won, but won with the odds vauogch in his
favour.

‘You do? Then | suggest you book yourself a flight St
Andrews. He's playing golf,' he elucidated, smilatder.

Lucilla felt herself swell with frustrated rage.

‘Then he'd better damn well stop playing golf aed lymself
back here! | want to know what the hell he's plgyah . . sending
me to audition for ..." She ? broke off, two daplots of colour
burning her cheeks.

'For . . . ?' he prompted, leaning his weight angtige of Max's
desk and folding his arms.

'I'm sorry to interrupt you, Mr Barrington, but tReess are on the
phone, wanting to know if it's true that you'vedakover the
agency from Mr Goldberg.’



The cool, well-modulated tones of the receptionmsached
Lucilla quite clearly, as the intercom chirrupeddane reached
over the desk to flick it on.

She scarcely heard his reply, too stunned by toenation that
Max was no longer in charge of the agency. Masthe agency.
He had started it when her mother and stepfathee wall in
their late teens. They had been among his firshtdi

She sat down and stared at him.

‘Do you know that's the first inelegant movemew Keen you
make . . ." He watched as her eyes focused onthair, shock
sharpening to icy dislike. He knew exactly why sfes here . . .
He had taken a million to one chance, determinegbrtive

something to himself, and he had been right, dah#giinst all

the odds, he had been right . . . He wasn't quite sow it had
happened, but this angry, beautiful woman standinigont of

him, whose reputation was that of someone who wgaltb bed
with anyone who would offer her a part, was as ignbof sexual
intimacy as a Vestal virgin. Although it was a l@amparison,
because they hadn't been virginal at all, coméitktof it. But

shewas ... he was sure of it.

He hardly knew her, and yet already she had arowgbd him
physical desire, anger, impatience, irritation]ikiss And at the
same time he had felt for her an almost overwhemin
compassion, a sense of shared unhappiness andsiconfa
feeling that he knew her innermost vulnerabiliaesntimately as
he knew his own. He had conquered his, but he nansely
aware that without his grandfather to support hercbuld well
be like her: bitter, frustrated, desperately lonelientlessly
seeking something that could never be found.



That was the inheritance she had been given bynlogher, he
thought grimly, and he knew exactly how cruelly hedhat
burden could be.

‘Barrington,' Lucilla repeated huskily, her foretigaeating in a
frown as she searched her memory for the elusimaexiion.
And then she remembered it and her eyes widen@gagnition.
He saw the recognition and wondered wryly to hifnkeiv he
could ever have thought her vulnerable.

‘You're one of the Hollywood Barringtons.'
‘Nick Barrington," he confirmed drily.

God, she ought to have realised when he said heJwoias
Cassavar's brother-in-law. Everyone knew that JOhssavar
had married into one of Hollywood's most famous ifi@st a
family that embraced every single aspect of tha fivorld; a
family that in each and every generation had predusqually
famous shining stars. He looked nothing like hiadas sister, or
his parents.

He saw her expression and knew what she was tlgnket her
keep on guessing. Sooner or later she would prglfatd out
about the gossip. It didn't bother him now andgasents were
both dead, so thergasno one left to be hurt by the old rumours.
And wliat did they matter, anyway? God, his mothvasn't the
only woman in the world to be unfaithful to her mage vows. It
had been hard, though, as a teenager, coming liser@ast why
he was the subject of so much speculation.

' You'vetaken over the agency?'



'‘Not exactly. I'm an accountant, not an agent. rkwfor the
company which has bought Max out."'

He didn't bother to tell her that he was that camyp¢hat, having
accepted that he had no acting flair, he had idsleaeloped the
talent he did have.

Lucilla stood up slowly and grabbed the end ofdbsk. She was
only three feet away from him, her eyes glitterimgth
malevolence and rage.

'So itwas youwho sent me for that audition, wasn't it?"'

'Didn't you get it?' he asked her innocently. dught it would be
right up your street.’

She would have hit him then, but she was too an&new easily
those lean brown hands could circle her wrists haldl her
prisoner ... of how frightening it would be to ledose to him.

'l never audition for . . . for that kind of filthshe spat at him.
‘Max knows that . . .'

Suddenly her anger left her. She felt weak andshelkse to
tears almost; something totally alien to her. Sheven
cried—hadn't cried, in fact, since her mother ladd her it made
her look ugly. In those days she had thought heheraesented
her, and she had done everything she could to @napproval. It
was only later that she realised that it was h#refaCressida
resented . . . because he was not Charles.

She realised that since Nick Barrington must halready
discussed her with Max to have known thatshe wseiék out his
brother-in-law, he most probably knew exactly hole delt



about the porn films. She said tighdy, 'l suppbs®is your idea
of revenge?'

'If | wanted revenge, | can think of a hundred drettays to get it
than that. No, it was more in the light of an expent,' he told
her. He got up, and for a moment she thought heagaslly
going to touch her. He watched as she shrank backbetween
amusement and pity, and then said quietly, 'Ludildon't want
you to look on me in the light of a persecutor—thatt my role
at all.'

‘Then what is?' she demanded bitterly.

He turned his back to her, and she could have salmmheard
him saying the word 'Saviour', but before she calidllenge
him on his arrogance he turned to face her andieid'Let's just
say that I'm a man looking for a cause, and youdcoell be it.'

The meaning of the obscure words defeated her. lde w
obviously playing some kind of game with her. Wia#,could go
on playing it on his own. She had had enough.

'Since Max is no longer in charge, I'm going todfimyself
another agent,' she told him freezingly, prepatingweep out.

His infuriatingly calm, 'Do you think you can?' pfied her.

She opened her mouth to tell him that any numbeagents
would be only too pleased to have her on their bpakd then
remembered that only at Christmas she had mention@eb that
she thought Max was getting past it and that slghi@witch to
his agent, and he had told her dampeningly, 'l isimduf | were
you.' He had even dared to suggest that Max kepbhes a



client because of his sentimental attachment tartémories of
his most famous clients of all, her mother andfstépr.

‘Second thoughts? Good. You see, | think | know hawur
unique talent can best be put to use.’

Lucilla stared suspiciously at him. She was surevag laughing
at her, but she couldn't resist the temptation.

'How?'

'l want you to come and work here at the agencyake charge .

Lucilla stared at him.
‘Me, take Max's place?’

‘Yes. You can do it,' he told her encouraginglyou¥e got the
contacts and the know-how . . . You've got therdateation.'

He reached out and touched her face before shd aoae out
of the way, cupping it with surprisingly gende ferg . . . the kind
of touch that would soothe the most tender brusée, found
herself thinking as she stared in bemused shock hig eyes
without even trying to move away.

*You might not have any talent as an actress, lajdt | think

you do have the ability to discern that skill imets. Stop tearing
yourself apart reaching out for something you cawen have,
and use the talent you do have.’

An agent instead of an actress? Never!



'No,' she told him baldly, twitching her head begdns touch.
‘Never.'

Il give you a week to think about it,' he resded, totally
ignoring her refusal, and producing a thick, plausiness card.

'Here's my private number . . . You see how muehrit you,' he
added wickedly.

She glowered at him, but when she reached homdist@vered
that she had actually picked up the card, andeaustof
destroying it as she had intended, she found Heskgping it
into her address book.

Old habits, she told herself. You soon learnedhe &cting
profession to use everything and everyone.

The phone rang as she stood beside it. At firststhieed at it,
thinking it would be Nick, but then she picked it u

'Lucilla, it's me, Bea. Can you make it next week&iveryone
else is coming. It's Elliott's birthday.'

She wanted to refuse, but instead she heard hesaglhg
grudgingly, 'All right, although God knows why soome of
Elliott's age should want to celebrate the addittdnanother
year.'



CHAPTER THREE

THERE was no viable reason why she shouldn't go to tE#io
birthday party. It was true that she was due torbeshearsals for
the very small part Max had obtained for her imiagle theatre

play which its writer was hoping to take to theridmirgh Festival

next year. It was the kind of play that 'developetiine with the

actors' perceptions of their roles'.

Lucilla had told Max that she had no intention ohtributing
anything to any writer's perceptions, claiming thatdo so was
to write the damn play for him'.

She had a second reason for accepting Beatriceistian,
though she was reluctant to acknowledge it.

Nicholas Barrington had given her a week to maké&ermpmind
about his ridiculous suggestion that she work fon las his
assistant. Work as a mere agent's assistant—ilugasous that
he should even think of it. Being conveniently awatythe
weekend when he would try to get in touch with teeget her
answer would let him know exactly how she felt altbe idea.

She tossed her head arrogantly and looked in th@min her

bedroom, with the morning light shimmering in thgbuthe

closed curtains, her skin looked translucent andires as a
child's, the tiny lines that were already beginniogorm at the
corners of her eyes unnoticeable. Here in thist Igjte could
guite easily have passed for seventeen . . . \Alellpst. She still
hadn't given up on getting the coveted 'soap’ idlere had to be
a way and she would find that way . . . somehow.

She was having lunch at Le Gavroche, one of thecPss of
Wales' favourite lunch-time haunts. The very sireatust fund



left to her by her father meant that she could igelinerself in a
good many of life's luxuries.

Her affluence was resented by several of her antprases,
struggling actresses and actors whose acid comrhaniita put
down to the fact that she possessed the famouaigatiame and
they did not.

The two women she was lunching with today were abbbpoher
closest friends; one of them played the centrablenmole ina TV
series and the other had given up her ambitionginoling
stardom and had settled instead for marriage t@xaremely
wealthy industrialist.

They were her closest friends; they met every Tagfthch time
at Le Gavroche, and yet Lucilla knew there was ag she was
going to tell them about what had happened withhbligs

Barrington, nor about his snide comments concerherdack of

acting talent.

In the past she would simply have congratulateddieon her
astuteness in not betraying any weakness of vuiigyato
others, but today for some reason she found hessgling she
was more like Bea, more able to open herself upthers and
seek their advice.

Advice? What did she need advice for? She alreagyvkwhat
she was going to do. What did she need to everewaisé on
Nicholas Barrington's idiotic suggestion for? Sheady knew
where her future lay. He was probably only doingatthat he
could get her into bed, anyway. Lucilla was so ugednen
desiring her that she automatically took it forrgeal that they all
did.



But Nicholas Barrington had had ample opportunitynrtake a
play for her that night in his brother-in-law's &lbsuite, and he
had done nothing. She got up from her seat in fadnher

dressing-table. She didn't want to think about thgiht, and she
wasn't going to.

She arrived late for lunch, sweeping into the nastat wearing a
black wool crepe suit with a short, straight skt revealed the
stunning length of her legs, and a jacket cut &éikailitary cape
and trimmed with sable on the cuffs and collar.

Le Gavroche wasn't the sort of place where theliediaers ever
allowed themselves to be stunned by the outfitsnwiayr other
women, but Lucilla had the satisfaction of sensiregbrief hiatus
her appearance caused.

It was enough, and she smiled benignly at the wagde rushed
to escort her to her table.

Her friends were already there. Samantha Lewisduwaith her
industrialist and still tiresomely plump after therival of her
second child raised her eyebrows and enquired Buwé&sable?
My dear, the anti-fur brigade won't like that.’

And Helen Masters, not quite as secure in her T¢ a3 she
would have liked to have been, added acidly, “eosir lucky to
have independent means, Lucilla. After all, ledisef it, darling,
on what you earn you wouldn't be able to affordrach as the
price of a cup of coffee in here.'

Lucilla felt their envious resentment, and normdilwas like a
charge of adrenalin to her, reinforcing her owndf¢hat she was
superior . . . that she was special. Today, thofaglsome reason
it just depressed her, and when she made no comidedan



added tauntingly, 'l believe you were at the Grosvehe other
night. Has John offered you anything in his newp&o&hey're
casting the smaller parts first, | believe. Themeoof the heroine
... that sort of thing. That would be a good rfoleyou, darling .

Lucilla didn't retaliate. In fact, she hardly he#nd insult because
the moment Helen mentioned John Cassavar shesféittoagh
she was back in Nicholas Barrington's office, hegahim tell her
that there was no way she would ever make a suotessress.
A tiny shiver of sensation rushed across her skinawareness
that she had reached a turning point in her life.

'‘Look, isn't that Tracy Hammond?' Samantha hissed all three
of them turned to look discreetly at the small blergirl who,
together with her entourage, was standing by thaece.

'Eighteen, and already she's got her pick of raefioose from.
How on earth does she do it? She's nothing spexialok at,'
Samantha said pettishly. 'Heavens, any one of ulsl cutshine
her in that department, even now.'

It was true, and yet the girl had something, Lacill
acknowledged, watching the small, mobile face &s ytbung
actress talked to the people with her. That smiléhose delicate
arching eyebrows . . . those shadows of light aarl that played
across her face. Yes, she would be the perfeaumsint for
conveying emotions . . .

Lucilla shivered, feeling abruptly as though sonmeebad walked
over grave. What was it Nicholas had said to her?.

Was he some kind of sorcerer who, simply by puttiregthought
into her mind, had turned her into what he wantéuast for a



moment she had actually found herself visualisingacy
Hammond in the role she had wanted for herself..had
visualised it and seen the lightness of the gimgat. But that
was impossible, of course. Even if she were to takgob. Even
if Nicholas Barrington should agree that Tracy wight for the
role, she happened to know that Tracy Hammond Wwasdy
committed to film work that would be taking her ooft the
country for the best part of the next eight months.

And the reason she knew was standing just behiadything
actress, smiling mockingly in Lucilla's directios lae caught her
eye.

'Heavens, isn't that one of your brothers with hét@len
enquired, spotting Benedict's blond head.

'‘Half-brothers," Lucilla corrected her, watching Bgnedict
expertly detached both himself and Tracy from theeis and
came over to her table.

'‘Good heavens, Lulu, itis you, after all. For annemt you looked
so like Mother that | was . . .’

Lucilla didn't make the mistake of thinking she Hmebn paid a
compliment.

She and Benedict had never got on. Of the two emtlshe
preferred his twin, Sebastian, who was quieters Islsarply
abrasive and relentlessly acerbic. She and Benbkdittalways
sat on two opposite sides of the family fence. Bestedored his
elder sister Beatrice; or at least he adored henash as his
intensely selfish nature would allow, whereas Uadilated her.



The reason for that hatred was deeply buried iir tieared
childhood. She had never spoken to anyone abadgritfied to
do so because even to think about it was to relbas@rivate
monster from its cage, like springing the lid ofbak in the box.

When Lucilla made no response to his taunt, Benhextided
magnanimously, ‘It must be the light in here, ahpes it's that
outfit . . . black can be so draining when one géder. Tracy,
now . . . well, she looks stunning in it," he addeckedly.

The younger actress raised her eyebrows, plairtlyhecslightest
bit impressed by his flattery, and, virtually igmay Benedict,
said calmly to Lucilla, 'l think | saw you the otheight at the
party for John Cassavar. You were standing quiteseclto
Nicholas Barrington, that's why | noticed you.'

She gave Lucilla a smile to show that her remarls \wat
intended to be offensive.

' particularly noticed the way he was watching yaud felt quite
envious. He's gorgeous, isn't he? | believe h&entaover a
London theatrical agency. | heard if on the grapevi

Lucilla saw that Benedict was frowning slightly.
'‘Who is he? I've never heard of him.'

"You will!" Tracy assured him. 'He's got a repuatfor being a
marvellous person to do business with, althoughdbesn't
usually work as an agent. | think he's normallyoiwed in far
more behind the scenes stuff . . . finding finafarefilms, that
kind of thing.'

‘A glorified accountant, you mean?' Benedict comiaen



'‘Don't sneer, Ben,' Tracy told him sharply. '"Withthe money to
finance them no film would ever be made, no plagrgwut on
stage, and Nick Barrington has the reputation ofnge
scrupulously honest and fair with everyone he deails.
Definitely a man to have on your side.'

'l know these Hollywood agents,' Benedict intensted her. 'It's
all percentages and wheeling and dealing with mgstouch
benefits thrown in as a bonus.’

'‘Not where Nick Barrington is concerned,’ Tracydtdiim
quickly. 'He isn't that sort at all.'

‘You seem to know a lot about him, for someone weuever
met.’

'‘Word gets around,' Tracy responded drily. 'All yaye to do is
pay attention and listen. You should try it sonrmeetj Ben.' She
looked at her watch and exclaimed frantically, Ve®s, look at
the time! | must go.'

Lucilla watched them leave. Unlike the Bellairelisigs, Tracy
had no theatrical background, and her first contaith the
theatrical world had been a chance casting as &a gxa TV
drama. Thedirector had been so impressed withhatrhte had
offered her a much more important role in a follogvplay, and
from there her career had taken off.

Lucilla was deep in thought after Tracy and Benelad gone.
Her initial tension when Tracy had mentioned sediagat the
party had gone as she listened to the youngeemfinusing about
Nick's reputation. An honest, trustworthy man wiant give or

take favours, who didn't use people and then disteem. Had
he any idea how very rare that was in their world?



It was a few seconds before Lucilla realised tlvadiead of
feeling contemptuous of him, she was actually emyyhim
slightly.

The step from financier to agent was perhaps arathusual
one, but Nick Barrington seemed to thrive on ddimg unusual
and doing it very successfully. A tiny thrill of rsmation coiled
through her. She could be part of that successefchose; she
could step out of one career and into anotheritAkkeded . . .

All it needed was for her to step blindfold intettark, she told
herself acidly, and to trust that Nick would berthe catch her if
she fell. And why should he? No one had perfornhad $ervice
for her before. She had learned young to standeorown feet
and alone. And yet there was no denying the respadt
admiration with which Tracy had spoken of Nick'sutation and
ability. What had she ever done that would commatiter

people's respect? She had come here to have luitichher

friends, she reminded herself, hot to think abouthblas

Barrington.

'He's stunningly good-looking, isn't he?' Helen atined
admiringly, bringing her back down to earth.

'Who?' she demanded, frowning as she searcheddtme for
Nick's face.

‘Your brother, of course . .. Odd how the two ofiyhave never
really got on. What's his twin like?'

'Physically? Very, very similar, but Sebastian lmaslifferent
personality. He's quieter . . ." Why had she thotitglen meant
Nick? She was becoming dangerously obsessed bydhe



The last thing Lucilla wanted to do was to talk atbthe other
members of her family. The day had suddenly tusted on her;
whether because Benedict had so unsubtly remindethat the
years were passing, or whether because, like motrshe had
realised when she'd looked at Tracy Hammond thek Mias
right, and that the girl standing in front of heowid make a
perfect Tabitha, she had no idea.

For the first time that she could remember she swaidenly
seeing the glitter and glamour of the life she tlaolsen as being
faintly tawdry, faintly tarnished, and there waseasation inside
her not unlike the faint nausea that accompanied nmch
indulgence in rich food.

What was happening to her?

She tried to throw off her malaise, but all throdgihch she was
preoccupied and on edge; the chatter of her grtts began to
grate and she found herself studying them dispaatty and
wondering how on earth she had managed to endwie th
inanities through so many lunches.

Lucilla was very intelligent. She had been told wishe was at
school that she had the ability to go on to OxferdCambridge,
but she hadn't been interested. An academic likensawhat she
wanted, and yet it was true that there was a péeithat craved
something deeper and more enduring than her presgmf life.
Perhaps that was why she got so impatient andtedtwith the
roles she was offered. There was so little in thenthey were so
lacking in reality . . . Take this part she was mged to be
rehearsing later in the week.

She was playing the part of a social worker in ghaf a young
schoolgirl heavily involved in drugs and prostituti She had



read her lines several times, and each time hadibeeseasingly
conscious of a lack of depth to them. It irritatest, as much for
what she considered to be the sloppiness of themas for her
own belief that no social worker would make thedkof inept

remarks she had been given to say.

Back in her own home she read through them agdia. fad
turned one of Elliott's original three bedroomsoirgn extra
sitting-room off her own bedroom, and she'd hatuihished
with the same kind of long, deep sofa she remenddegemother
using.

Cressida, too, had had her own sitting-room—a pgivaner
sanctum which, like her bedroom, had been sacrosamd
forbidden territory as far as her children wereasrned. Lucilla
had loved it, spending as much time in there as hdd,
sneaking in whenever she could escape from theynaimo
looked after her.

Cressida had had help with all her children.

Despite giving birth to six of them, including theins, she had
always expressed distaste for babies and toddérst them in
turn had been restricted to the nursery until thag reached
school age, and after that there had been boastingels, until
Cressida and Charles died. Then Beatrice had given the
pleading of her younger siblings and had allowesirtho come
home and attend local day- schools.

It had been ridiculous the way Beatrice had spdiwetn all, and
she knew that Elliott agreed with her. Witness wey he had
firmly told them that, after he and Beatrice weraned, he was
taking his wife to live in the Cotswolds and thag¢y could now



fend for themselves. All apart from the baby of taeily,
William, who had still been taking his A-levels.

Now William was at Oxford, a too tall and too thgangly
creature with the fabled Bellaire blond hair andappetite that
Lucilla found frankly nauseating.

Thinking about her family reminded her that she bachmitted
herself to spending the weekend with them. WouldeBkct be
there with Tracy Hammond? She closed her eyes an
immediately an image of the girl dressed in clotloésthe
sixteenth century sprang up behind her darkenesl MMdacy
would make a perfect Tabitha, there was no doubatakb

Her eyes opened, flashing sparks of anger andtrasahat her
own reflection. What was wrong with her? That rolas hers.
Why on earth was she envisaging Tracy Hammond®in it

She was due to go to a party in the evening, mthtbught held
no appeal. Unusually for her, she discovered thajpseferred to
stay at home.

Half-way through the evening, she switched offititeo she had
been watching and went over to the bookshelvesitaove a
couple of the dozen or so photograph albums shethere.

They had been her mother's, and Lucilla had in&istehaving
them after Charles's and Cressida's deaths. Beauit objected,
but Lucilla had overruled her.

She dared not think about the number of times sltegoured
over these albums. They charted her mother's arafl€sts
careers right from their first roles. Even durihg years they had



been married to different partners, Cressida haut ke the
albums.

According to the critics, her mother had been dnth® greatest
actresses ever born. Lucilla was the image ofdwaryone said
so, so why at twenty- eight was she still playinganroles . . .
growing acid and despairing on her lack of success?

Hope deferred maketh the heart sick.

Lucilla shivered as the words slid into her mindy tpoisoned
barbs of truth she didn't want to acknowledge.

It was all Nicholas Barrington's fault, she thougkttishly. He
was the one who was responsible for this odd neal#ist
seemed to be possessing her.

The phone rang and she reached for the receiverh&temood
was more probably induced by the garishness oflbeor, she
decided waspishly as she spoke into it.

'Have dinner with me.'

She recognised his voice straight away. No other sie knew
possessed that underlying warmth of humour, as gtnou
something about life, and more especially her, @auusm a
great deal.

'I'm sorry, who's speaking?' she demanded coldétepding not
to know him.

‘Come off it, Lucilla, you know damn well who | dm.

The arrogance of the man!



‘You're flattering yourself, I'm afraid,’ she tdhin freezingly,
preparing to drop the receiver back into the craaléhe stopped
her by saying calmly,

‘Actually, | was flattering you. You're a trainedtr@ss, Lucilla.
You ought to be able to recognise those persoraices of tone
and inflection that would be lost on others.'

She hesitated, torn between the satisfaction otiraging to

pretend not to know him and denying his aspersimmsher

training. In the end, pride won out against cayteomd she said
curtly, 'l don't want to have dinner with you, Nadas. I--'

'‘Not even to discuss you playing Tabitha?'

She actually felt the goose-bumps lift under hen.sker heart
seemed to miss a complete beat, a wild, spirabiegsation of
excitement whirling through her. She gripped treeieer tightly
and said huskily, 'Do you mean John Cassavar igalyt
considering me for the part?"

'‘No," he told her brutally. 'l just wanted to sEé&limanaged to get
through to you yet. | see | haven't. Forget actinggilla. You
haven't got an ounce of talent for it, and you knbwStop
wasting your life pursuing impossible dreams, othee you're
going to end up sour and embittered. | know, Ieensit happen.’

He wasn't even trying to be tactful. Hard upon hieels of her
shock came anger.

'It's no business of yours what the hell | do vy life, Nicholas
Barrington,' she told him curtly. 'And as for ydausy job, you
can keep it.’



As she put down the receiver, she felt an odd sehsmptiness;
a renewal of the loneliness she had experiencédnah time
with her friends; a feeling of being apart, of lgetotally alone.

She shivered. Why was she feeling like this nowenvehe had
deliberately chosen to be alone? Over the years thad been
any number of people, drawn to her by her looksrerdamily's
reputation, who had offered her friendship and mbue she had
always rejected them, keeping them at a distance.

Because that was what she wanted, she told hefiaaliy.
Success was the only companion she wanted to $learéfe
with.

Lucilla’ cursed as another taxi cruised by withstapping. She
was going to be late for the rehearsals. Normdily wouldn't
have minded, but after yesterday's disastrous mgagihen the
director had bawled her out for her, as he termédampletely
lifeless' interpretation of her part, she woulddaveferred not to
put herself too much in the limelight.

And it was Beatrice's fault.

She had rung in the evening to say that they waven a formal

dinner party for Elliott's birthday, and that me#wdt Lucilla had

had to go out and buy a new dress. It had takemades to find

exactly what she wanted, and now here she wask stuc
Kinghtsbridge in the pouring rain, when she oughbé right on

the other side of the city.

She was almost three quarters of an hour late.



Rehearsals were being held in a riverside warehooiseersion
owned by a friend of the playwright's: a vast, gmparn of a
room with spectacular views and minimalistic fuhmigys.

Privately, Lucilla thought it too barren, althoulér artistic eye
couldn't deny the effectiveness of the stark sioigliof white
walls, black painted floorboards, chrome glass deather
furnishings.

Everyone fell silent as she walked into the roonopg@ing her
full-length mink on to one of the chairs.

The director, a fiendishly temperamental man irelaigy thirties,
with red hair and a milk-white complexion that tednscarlet
when he was angry, rocked on to the balls of he$ &ad then
paced toward her with feline menace.

He picked up her mink and dropped it deliberatelywthe floor.

'l realise our earliest ancestors covered themseiveanimal
skins, darling, and bearing in mind your age | siggpwe should
understand your penchant for it, but please, notGavin's
furniture.'

It was deliberate baiting, and Lucilla only justmaged to hold
on to her temper. Once, she wouldn't even havesbadhto try,
but, much as she loathed her present role, it ne@asmly one she
had.

Visions of other scenes very similar to this orashied through
her mind; scenes during which she had given full i@ her acid
tongue and its cutting sarcasm; scenes which haditably

ended with her leaving the cast, and it strucknfmav that Julian
was deliberately trying to provoke an argument.



She picked up the mink and slipped it back on. fidean was
cold enough to merit it, and said coolly, 'I'm sdim late.’

'Yes, I'm sure. Knightsbridge was hell, was it?'

He looked disparagingly at the carrier she had dinbin with
her, but Lucilla refused to rise to the bait.

She had her script with her, and she made a gisgadpstudying
it until he turned his attention back to the schae arrival had
interrupted.

Although she didn't show it, his malice had unndrirer, and ten
minutes later, when it was her turn to speak henoy lines, it
showed in her inability to concentrate on them. ¢tercentration
wasn't helped by the way Julian stood in front ef, watching
her with narrowed eyes and a contemptuous smile.

He waited until she had finished, and then saidlgaciQuite

appalling, darling . . . Look, | know you arenkdithe rest of us
and you don't have to earn your bread and butt¢ddotry to put
yourself in our places . . . really, you'd be doihg whole

production a favour if you simply dropped out now..never
mind the favour you'd be doing the acting professis a whole,'
he added maliciously.

Behind her, Lucilla heard someone snigger, andelhber face
start to burn.

Julian was really into his stride now, pleasuréteyiing in his
eyes as he saw he was getting a reaction from her.

'Let's face it, darling, you've had a damn goodytssrs coasting
on Mama's reputation, but you haven't an ouncaleft and why



on earth Equity ever agreed to give you a uniowl ¢drnever
know. You do realise that you're doing someone \g#huine
talent out of a job, don't you? When Jeremy toldyoe were
having this part, | warned him how it would be," hdded
vituperatively. 'Let's face it, Lucilla, you camitt. You never
could, and you never will.'

Somewhere in the thick silence someone coughedigh, h
nervous sound, and then at the far end of the @door opened,
and the hatefully familiar voice of Nicholas Bagton called out

easily, 'All right if | come in?'

Lucilla saw Julian's double-take as he saw him, dtiention
switching from her to Nick.

‘Sorry about this, Manners,' Nick apologised ea48lyt | wanted
to have a word with Lucilla . . .’

He must have followed her here, tracked her dola din eager
retriever. God, did the man never give up?

Suddenly, for no understandable reason, she wantexy. She
looked at him across the width of the room and ¢bthvat her
eyes actually were blurring with tears as she daavamused
kindness in his eyes.

He might almost have heard what Julian had sai@toProbably
he had heard it, for the director had been speatiteayly enough
for someone outside the door to catch every worok Ner
humiliation was complete. No doubt Nick had enjoyering
someone else reinforcing what he had himself teld h

‘All right, Nick," she told him huskily. "You wit'll take the job.’



And, oblivious to the surprise registering on tlaeefs of her
fellow actors, she walked past Julian and up t&kNic

"It will be on my terms, though,' she warned him.

What on earth was she doing? What was she sayirag’ she
really relinquishing a lifetime of dreams to wouk this man as
his assistant? She must be dreaming. It couldiibpening, but
itwas . . . Nick was already drawing her handulgiohis arm and
escorting her towards the door.

Once there he paused, and touched the cuff of bat c
consideringly.

'‘Lovely,’ he murmured to her, so that only she ddwar him.
'‘But it doesn't suit you. Fur coats are only formem who are
prepared to take them off and make love on them.ldgked
amused at the expression on her face, and addetliavisusly,
'‘Didn't you know? That's why men buy them for them.

'I--' she told him freezingly as she opened ther doa walked
through it '—bought this myself.’

'l know," he told her, laughing at her.

What was he trying to imply? Lucilla looked at hangrily. He
had trapped her, arriving like that when she waseat most
vulnerable, when she wasn't expecting to see hinflorcing her
to take his job because, if she hadn't, Julian @vdohve
humiliated her in front of both him and the whotest; by forcing
her to walk out.

And without Max, whom she could coax and bully .. Max
whom she suspected had been half in love with leghen and



whom she could cajole and tease into getting heitians. How
on earth would she ever manage to get another part?

It came to her then that no one director with wheime had
worked had ever worked with her again. She hadyswaown
that she wasn't popular, and had put it down ttjesy on the
part of others, for her illustrious background, usshg to
acknowledge that Sebastian and Benedict, who shdrad
background, who in fact hativo famous parents, were both
popular and successful actors, while she was slayelfing
smaller and smaller parts.

Her whole body felt cold, despite her fur coat. Not her whole
body; where Nick was holding her arm she felt waghe also
felt an unfamiliar urge to move closer to him. Tubdue it she
forced herself to concentrate on something moreitapt.

'‘Why?' she asked him furiously.
'‘Why what?' He was all innocence.

'You know what. What were you doing? Why did youneo
looking for me?"

He stopped dead in the street, forcing her to ds#me, turning
round so that she was pressed up against the makdof his

body. She put out her hands to stop herself fronm@aing into

him, and gasped in indignation as he took holchefrt against
his chest.

'You're shivering . . Calmly, he tucked her handside his
unfastened jacket so that they were protected fhamcy wind
by its bulk and warmed by the heat of his body.



How on earth was it that she was freezing whensisewearing
a fur coat, and yet he, who was only wearing a ¢hint and an
unfastened leather jacket, should feel so warnadind?

'Let go of me,’ she hissed desperately.
'I'm not touching you.'

He lifted his hands into the air to prove it, andredibly it was
true, she was actually pressing her hands ag&iedtdat of his
ribs of her own volition.

She removed them as though the contact burnedhsngitthem
away, while he laughed, a deep, unrestrained sadfintale
amusement.

'‘Why did you come to the rehearsal?' she demangaih.aOr
can | guess? It must have really amused you semieg
humiliated like that. God, you must really haveoged it!"

‘No, | didn't.’

The flat, metallic way he said the words made beklat him.

His whole face had changed. It looked harder, calrabst, and
she found herself feeling slightly afraid of theasiger she saw in
him.

She hadn't feared him before, and it was an oddatien to
recognise the essential and unbreakable malendsspénd to
recognise its power. Lucilla despised most mery; there in her
opinion ruled by the drive of their sex, and thgreleakened by
it. Women held that ultimate power over them, boit over this
man, she recognised.



He saw her fear and his expression lightened.

'l don't like seeing any fellow human being hunéd Lucilla,
especially not by someone who plainly enjoys daing/hat on
earth were you doing allowing yourself to get iea with
Manners in the first place? He's a first-classsadi.'

'l know. But bit players aren't normally consultgbout who's
going to direct them," she told him with dry humour

'Mmm . . . but casting agents are,' he told hekediy.
'l can't work for you. What | said in there . ‘mlan actress . . .'

'‘No, you'renotan actress,' he told her quietly. "Your mother was
an actress, your half-brothers are . . . but yalents lie in
another direction. Give it up, Lucilla. Stop pursgia dream that
isn't yours, and accept yourself as you really laeéore you
destroy yourself completely. Do you really wanktow why |
came looking for you today? When you refused toehdwner
last night, | went to a party I'd been invitedManners was there
with his boyfriend. Your name was being mentionédu're a
joke, Lucilla ... a butt for the sadistic humourmén like him
who hate you and want to humiliate you, and eviang tyou try
to act you hand them a golden opportunity to desithat really
what you want from life? Is it?"

'No!" She practically screamed the denial at o, it isn't . . .
But | don't want to work for you, either,’ she tbid bitterly. She
hated him for what he was doing to her, for whaias making
her realise about herself ... for the truth he l@ptelentlessly
pushing at her, and the last thing she wanted twakoto suffer
his presence eight hours a day, listening to hiimgeher that she
had wasted years of her life.



No one could make her work for him ... No one caulake her
do anything she didn't want to do. No one ever had.

But Nick Barrington was a very special man, anchadet her
walk away from him he was smiling slightly to hirtfsén the
end he would win. He knew it.

And for his victory prize he would take that tensayielding,
feminine body in his arms and love it until she wesm and
compliant, drunk on the pleasure he was going ¢ovdfer.



CHAPTER FOUR

BEATRICE greeted her with a typical flurry of anxious qestiall
of which Lucilla ignored, turning her attention tead to the
dark-haired, solemn little boy who was walking deenly
toward her.

Here was one member of her family at least who had
ungualified love and approval, as she had his.

Master Dominic Elliott Chalmers' face creased imgmliant
smiles as he reached his goal and clung deternyin@tis aunt's
expensive cashmere skirt.

Lucilla prised free the small fingers and swung mto her arms.
'‘He's grown,' she told Beatrice.

'‘Hasn't he just! You wouldn't believe what a litterror he's
turning into," Beatrice told her with undisguisedtsrnal pride.
'He's the image of Elliott, isn't he?'

'‘Was there ever any doubt he'd be anything elagilld asked
her, watching the quick surge of colour coming gaohg in her
half-sister's face. Why was it she could never stethe
temptation to hurt Beatrice? There was a reasamdwne but
she knew it, and she wouldn't have been allowggtaway with
that small taunt if Elliott had been there ... GmBdict . . . Both
men had their own ways of protecting Beatrice.

How unfair life could be; everyone adored Beatrglajn, dull
Beatrice who didn't have an ounce of looks or tal&md yet
Beatrice was loved . . . Loved in a way that shesdi€ never
would be. And Beatrice had this adorable son . . .



Lucilla frowned and checked herself. What was tladten with
her? She was like Cressida, she disliked all thmggernal; but
unlike Cressida she was not going to hamper hensdh
children of her own who would hold her back and dgenher
career. But she wasn't like Cressida, she ackngetkd
uncomfortably. She actually liked the warm weighthe small
body in her arms. She enjoyed the very speciatioalship she
had with her nephew and godson.

Even Beatrice had been surprised when Elliott lvadinated her
as godmother for their child, along with the Italieouple who
were Beatrice's friends. Had Elliott perhaps knafrthat odd
tug of sensation she had felt that first time she Ineld his son; a
sensation that had nothing to do with her bloodti@hship with
Dominic, but which sprang from something deeper fangnore
elemental?

She had since discovered that all small childréece#d her in
exactly the same way. She had only to hold a vemny child to
feel an actual physical contraction within her boaly awareness
of how it had been designed to hold and nurture lifew

Whenever she stayed with Beatrice and Elliott stedhDom cry
almost before Beatrice herself did. It confused Ihadly, this
intense awareness of her own womanliness, and sohad
started paying fewer visits to her family. She sc$pd that
Elliott knew quite well why, but Beatrice of counseuld suspect
nothing . . . Beatrice never did.

She would be the easiest person in the world teidec

‘You're the first to arrive. None of the others laeee yet. I've put
you in your usual room.'



Although Elliott had owned the house for some meittéfore he
and Beatrice were married, they had still not fie all the work
they had to do on it. Apart from their own bedrodhere was
only one other room with its own bathroom, and Laclways
insisted on having it.

She had to carry her own case upstairs, becausst,EHer
half-brother was out somewhere. Elliott, a highliceessfully
businessman, worked from home in an office aboeegtrages
which had originally been stables.

It was their intention to eventually convert thetrerf the stables
upper buildings into a flat so that they could takemore staff.
At present the house was run by Beatrice and Himrigho had
once been Elliott's nanny, and whom Lucilla detkste

There were flowers in her room, two jugs full oftharranged in
a pretty cottage style that looked very effectigaiast the dark
oak furniture.

Beatrice might not be glamorous or beautiful, bioe svas a
natural homemaker, Lucilla conceded. Her bedroorellsich of
fresh lavender, and there was a huge, luxurioukettads her
favourite French soap in the bathroom, plus a @ilenormous
soft towels.

As a child she had resented Beatrice in a waysthathad never
resented Elliott. Elliott was her father's childedrice was her
mother's, and it had been that which she reseBeatrice and
her brothers and sister were full Bellaires, wislee had only
Cressida's blood.

Even so, she had been closer to Charles than amhysafwn
children; had made a point of being so, in facitéring him



outrageously, learning quickly how vulnerable hesw@his ego
and playing on that vulnerability.

It had been Charles to whom she had first confided own

ambition to act. He had paid for her to have pavdtama
lessons. She had loved Charles in a way that shedwser loved
her own rather remote and shy father, and yeteaséime time
had resented him because he wasn't actually Heerfehe had
felt as though he and Cressida had cheated hemie svay by
the fact that they had divorced, so allowing heb&born to
Cressida's second husband. By right, she shoulel leen a full
Bellaire.

If she had, would it have made any difference? \Wahle have
inherited from Charles that special something thatild have
made her an actress, gifted, sought after ...ra sta

'Hello, Lucilla.'

She turned back from the window at the sound ob€&8 voice.
He had changed since his marriage, she reflectedyiag her
half-brother. He was still impossibly handsome ihaad-edged
way, still as autocratic as ever, but now he whsragn autocrat,
still very much in love with his wife and devotextoth h$r and
their child.

If she and Elliott had never been particularly eloken at least
they understood one another, and when he askelésslye 'Still
dreaming impossible dreams, Lu?' she merely shdigyel
smiled thinly. To her surprise, instead of droppthg subject,
Elliott pressed on. 'Why don't you give it up, LY\@u're wasting
your time and destroying yourself in doing so.’



'‘Give up what, Elliott?' she asked him bitterlyh#d shaken her,
to hear him speaking to her like this, so soonrafe had been
forced to listen to almost the same words from NBekrington,
but she wasn't going to allow Elliott to see that.

Her half-brother possessed a razor-sharp inteltigehat could
be brutally probing on occasions, and she had sb Wi subject
herself to his scrutiny.

‘This quest for stardom that you've turned intosé&md of Holy
Grail. There's so much more you could do with yidar'

'Settling down like you and Beatrice?' Lucilla medkhim, her
face made ugly from the bitterness she couldnitgmeeseeping
into it. 'That's not for me, Elliott. You know that .'

‘Neither is stardom,' he told her calmly. '‘Otheensu'd be there
already.'

'l just haven't had the right breaks.' Lucilla eolraway from him
so that he couldn't see her face.

'‘Come off it. It isn't the breaks you lack, it'e ttalent.’

The words seemed to echo round the room, shimmeatmgst
tangibly in the silence. This house had been builhe sixteenth
century, and Lucilla wondered idly how many livesiad seen
ruined and destroyed.

‘Elliott.’

The sound of Beatrice's voice outside the door redidet frown
and reach for the handle.



‘Think about it, Lucilla,’ he told her quietly. 'iftk about what
you're doing to yourself, for God's sake. Do yowwnwhat
Benedict told us last weekend? That any man whdsmancan
take you to bed with the promise of a cheap onegiart.’

She tried not to flinch, but he saw her involuntagtion and
pounced on it. ,,

'You don't like that? Well, neitherdo | . . .

'‘And that's why you're giving me this lecture, tigt?' Lucilla
demanded. 'Because your precious pride won't attmwto have
a half-sister with the reputation of being a trayll, let me tell
you something, Elliott. I'd sell my very soul itHought in doing
so I'd be gaining stardom.’

She said it so fiercely that for a moment Elli@tidsnothing.

Outside the door Beatrice called his name againtuirieed the

handle and said quite emotionlessly, 'Well, if hatue, Lucilla,

then I'm sorry for you. You really are your moteedaughter,
aren't you? Do you know, all these years I'd abtuflought

there was some of our father in you, that, degpithat nonsense
Cressida and Charles pumped into you, you'd retaough

shrewd Chalmers hard- headedness to be able tserdaht

reality is far far more satisfying and enjoyablarttrdaydreams.
You'll never be a star, Lucilla. Oh, you've got theks, you've

certainly got the ego, but you haven't got anynfaorth a damn,
and if you haven't got the intelligence to realissnd the guts to
accept it then you haven't got anything.'

He had gone before she could retaliate, lettingdiber swing
softly closed behind him with a sound almost likagh.



Despite the discreetly placed radiators that preithe house
with central heating, she was cold. She rubbedah®es in their

covering of fine cashmere and looked out blindlyerothe

November countryside.

Elliott was a true Scorpio, with the icy sting afaidh as his astral
gift, and he knew exactly how to use it.

Odd, unconnected thoughts whirled through her heaghll,
disjointed snippets of conversation, growing anelsag until
her head was filled with the mingled sound of Nsckhd Elliott's
voices telling her that she was a fool, destroyhwgfrail fabric
that had held together her pride and her ambition.

Of course, she knew she had no talent. No talent talent . . .
the words screamed through her head over and ga@n,aand
William, opening the door to her room an hour latst ducked
his head in time to avoid being hit by the verytigrdderby
figurine she was hurling towards him.

'‘Damn you, Nick!" he heard her scream as he manage/e the
figurine with a rugby tackle.

'Who's Nick?' he asked his brother-in-law conveosally later
on.

‘You'll have to give me another clue,’ Elliott resded mildly,
earning one of William's wry grins as he added] @reast some
hint of context.’

Briefly William described what had happened, and sarprised
to see a concerned frown gather in Elliott's eyes.

'l don't know.' His frown deepened.



William had never particularly liked Lucilla, bublike his eldest
sister he wasn't frightened of her, nor, like Becedlid he
despise her. If anything, he felt mildly sorry faar, because like
Elliott he was perfectly well aware of the damagg dxtrovert
and selfishly immature parents had managed toctndin their
offspring. Only he was mercifully free of the taofttheir talent
and reputation, because his upbringing had beeml#fe hands
of Beatrice, and she had a far gender and moraddeuch than
their mother.

Lucilla would have benefited from some of Beatsc&nder
loving care, but there were only two years betwiaem.

Beatrice came into the room and, seeing her husbdrmivn,
demanded worriedly, 'What's wrong?'

'l was just reminding Elliott of that first birthgaarty of his he
invited us to," William told her. 'Remember?'

'How could | ever forget?' Beatrice asked feelingtywas to try
and detach Lucilla from that dreadful TV producércan't
remember his name . . .’

Only partially, Elliott told her promptly. "Thergvas another
reason.’'

William crowed with laughter when his sister bludh#&nd you
didn't even realise that his birthday wasn't uNtivember," he
teased her.

'What's really wrong?' Beatrice pressed, not ind¢hst deceived
by her husband's delicate manoeuvres.

'I'm worried about Lucilla.’



Outside the sitting-room door, Lucilla paused. Tdwor was
slightly open. Enough for her to hear Elliott'sa@iuite clearly,
and while she hesitated Beatrice asked uncertaiflyy?’

'‘Because . . . because she's my half-sister andel ther, and
because | don't want to see another Bellaire affgpbeing
destroyed by the burden of Charles's and Cresgigjpigation,
although in Lucilla's case, not only was the burdahingly
taken up, she's also proving stubbornly reluctaicimit it even
exists, never mind to putting it down.'

'‘As | was too, in my own way,' Beatrice remindethhadding
quickly, 'Oh, Elliott, can't you do anything? Spaakier. When
Ben started telling us about that awful gossipastk . . .'

'Yes, he did rather enjoy it, didn't he?' Elliagreed wryly. 'But |
suspect that was more because it gave him a goloeortunity
to get at me than because he particularly relidhgeslla's
notoriety.'

'Do you think it's true, then?' Beatrice asked hesband
uncertainly.

Outside the door Lucilla paused, wondering what kep there,
what caused that peculiar knot of tension in hemsich.

‘That she's trying to buy her way to stardom widr body?'
There was a pause, and then Elliott said crypticaHighly
unlikely . . .’

Lucilla pushed the door open, and smiled mockirgjlythem,
noting Beatrice's flushed, guilty face, and hef-babther's calm,
closed one.



'How noble of you to defend me, Elliott. So toudhithat you
have such faithinme . . .’

'It's got nothing to do with faith. Any fool shoule able to see
that with your spectacular lack of stage successéhy last thing
you'd be any good at is playing the vamp. | ddniik I've ever

met a woman who dislikes and despises the malasexuch as
you do, Lulu,’ he added cheerfully, turning to Bieat and

ignoring her stunned expression to demand, 'Areexecting

any more of your charming siblings to join us tdmjgr can we
sit down and eat dinner?'

'‘Er—no. The twins and Miranda aren't arriving utdinorrow.
Oh, and Mirry wants to bring a friend. | told hémiould be all
right. ..

Lucilla heard them talking, but only the sound amat the
meaning of the words reached her, like waves oar aitant
shore, Elliott's throw-away, almost careless remaokut her
attitude toward his sex reverberating inside hetlsk

She couldn't eat her dinner. Beatrice fussed oeeral though
she was still a child, and when Henrietta cameiretmove the
plates she glowered disapprovingly at Lucilla.

‘Suet pastry,’ Lucilla retaliated shudderingly. diGBeatrice, it's
no wonder you're SO enormous.’

In point of fact, her half-sister was a prettilyraled size twelve,
and Lucilla herself only one size smaller, but lseaof her
height she looked thinner. And not just becausbaesfheight,
Lucilla acknowledged later on alone in her bedrotivese days
there was a fine-drawn, brittle, nervy quality abloer own looks



which even in her own eyes contrasted unfavouradiy
Beatrice's glow of happiness and fulfiiment.

Her own features were beginning to take on a slemgnan
angularity, almost as though her inner discontesrevipeginning
to show in her face.

It was an alarming thought, and even more alarmiag her own
realisation that she wasn't happy. Would she eeehdppy?
Once she would have said that only stardom woultlrer life

any measure of worth, but already the dancing fawiethat

beckoning chimera seemed to have weakened. It svésoagh

someone had cast a veil between her and her udtiguet, so that
somehow it seemed far off and, oddly, less appgalin

But without that lure to drive her on, what wasrén®r her? Her
whole life had been geared toward it.

There was Nick's offer of a job, a different kinfdture; a future
which would give full rein to her astute brain akeéen
organisational qualities; a future that would allber to use to
the full the contacts she had made. Where others gmcerned
her ability to predict their futures and her cali¢aculties were
excellent. Even at RADA she had recognised thosengnmer
fellow students who would succeed, and she had hglen

It was also a future that offered her a much largeasure of
self-respect, and that tempted her. How satisfitimgpuld be to
turn the ashes of her failure into the glowingdi success, to
see those who had scorned her viewing her witrestspo have
the Julian Mannerses of this world forced to seek ddvice.
There were agents in Hollywood more powerful, meealthy
by far than the clients they represented; poweniybortant men
and women, and she could be one of them . . .



But to give up her life's ambition on the whim ofeoman; to turn
her back on everything she had worked for?

Was that really what she wanted to do: pursue Eesseream
until it destroyed her? Was she really so stublioathshe would
rather destroy herself than admit the truth?

The truth? The truth was that she had little oranting ability.
How many times had she heard it over the years—dhéand
ignored it? She was twenty- eight years old arslrtight be her
last chance to turn her back on the useless fdllpussuing
something she could never have and instead to reatlior
something that was well within her grasp. Her onstincts told
her that she could do what Nicholas asked andstietvould do
it well. She could see herself quite easily as plosverful,
charismatic agent; the power behind the thron¢o speak. She
would enjoy that power, that ability to manipulaBeit to let go
of so many years of her life . . . to admit she fzled . . .

'Lucilla seems different.’

Beatrice looked at her youngest sister. Mirry weattiful, inside
and out, Beatrice thought fondly, admiring the Wwayry had
done her hair: all rippling curls caught back wéhpiece of
ribbon, artless and yet fascinating at the same tim like Mirry
herself.

Her friend had turned out to be not male, but femal quiet,
pretty girl with shy eyes and a vulnerable mouth.she watched
Benedict carelessly charming her, Beatrice feltinge of anger.
Hadn't Benedict got the compassion to see whatightrdo to
the poor girl? Between one smile and another shielam easily



fall in love with him, and, while he would be flated, he
wouldn't care. Sometimes she wondered if the alflére twins
possessed the ability to love anyone other tharsdifimAll the
Bellaire clan were monumentally selfish, with theeption of
herself, or so Elliott claimed, but in Benedictttbalfishness had
a dangerously egomaniacal twist that Beatrice wdrabout.

She switched her attention back to Mirry, frowniager her
guestion.

‘Yes. She does, doesn't she? You hear a lot oifpgddisry. Have
you...?

'You know what the theatrical world's like," Mininterrupted her.
‘It brings a whole new meaning to the phrase "mdeme

warfare". Thank God I'm not an actress. The wottlas Lucilla

Is desperate to get the female lead in this newp shzhn

Cassavar's launching," Mirry told her abruptly. dYknow the

one—period drama with lots of silk petticoats amehggering

buccaneers . . ." She pulled a face. 'Well, agtutiere's a lot
more to it than that, and the rumour is that the [pacilla is after

IS going to be quite challenging, but she'll neyetrin, Bea. . . . It's
for a girl of seventeen or eighteen. If he wantddaaling lady
Lucilla's age, John Cassavar would have cast lies ®he'd have
been perfect for it.'

'His wife?'

‘You know, Sophy Barrington. One of the Hollywood
Barringtons." She rolled her eyes and giggled. "“Yaust
remember them! Pa never stopped mentioning thepecesly
when he and Ma had a fallout. You must rememberfooous it
used to make her. Word was that Pa had somethiadjiaf with
Helena Barrington when he was in Hollywood. Heayehs



family practicallyare Hollywood! The great-grandparents were
two of the original silent movie stars, and thealsty they started
has infiltrated practically every aspect of film4kmag that there
is. And, of course, every generation they produckast one
fabulous actor. Sophy Barrington is her generagibn'’

'Oh, yes, | know who you mean now.' Beatrice wiaokher nose.
‘Are you serious about Lucilla wanting that role® worried
about her, Mirry. You're right, she is differentoiYknow, Elliott
thinks she might even be thinking of giving up #oting . . .’

'‘Before it gives her up, you mean,” Mirry commented
sardonically, and then pulled a face at Beatriagihappy
expression. 'Oh, come on, Bea! You've seen it faurself.
Lucilla is a beautiful empty shell without the s$itgst bit of
acting ability.’

*Who are you two talking about? You both look astg as hell.'

Both Mirry and Beatrice jumped as Sebastian stlaler to join
them.

'‘No-one who would interest you, big ears," Mirnaded the
younger of her twin brothers.

They had all arrived ten minutes earlier at theawgsnt in
Stratford where they were due to celebrate EBidiirthday.

A small contretemps with the tables had resultedthem
crowding into the narrow bar to have complimentiigks while
everything was sorted out.

The restaurant Beatrice had chosen was a new ohalrbady it
had established an excellent reputation. Lucilld haard it



mentioned at a recent party she had attended, byobrihe
members of the company which was just coming tcetiek of a
run of The Taming of the Shrew.

Once she had dreamed of being invited to join lite @mpany,
but instead it seemed more likely that she woul@diang as an
agent for those who did.

Her heart gave a funny little jump then. Was iealty decided,
then? Had she actually relinquished her dreamdasfiem, if
only to her innermost self at this stage?

The head waiter was speaking to Beatrice, telliagthat their
table was ready, and as there was a general stigevement
into the restaurant Lucilla wondered how her farmtyuld react
to the news.

Perhaps she wouldn't even tell them; at leastunot she was
well established in her new way of life.

Lost in thought, Lucilla failed to see the manngsirom the table
adjacent to their own as she allowed herself todrged into the
room in the general swell of movement.

He excused himself to his female companion and rhaderay
toward her. Lucilla only saw him at the last momestbpping
abruptly and awkwardly as Sebastian paused to dllonaccess
through their massed ranks.

‘Good evening, Lucilla, my lovely.'

To her shock, he bent and dropped a light kissesmbse.



While hardly an intimate caress, it was differembegh from the
usual theatrical mutual kissing of proffered chefeksher family
to pause and watch with open interest, amusedeoydhelty of a
mere male daring to treat Lucilla like a littlelgir

'Oh, Nick . . .er. ..

Infuriatingly she was flushing, fumbling for wordike a
schoolgirl, while Sebastian grinned appreciativeiyl Benedict
eyed her with speculative curiosity.

It was Beatrice who came to her rescue, sayindlguieet's go
and sit down. Lucilla can join us when she's redgiyt Nicholas
turned round and smiled at Beatrice contritely simée of a man
who knows he's going to be forgiven his transgosssi

I'm sorry ... | didn't mean to interrupt. You'relebrating
Lucilla's brother's birthday, | know, and you mhstBeatrice . .
.I'm Nicholas Barrington. | expect Lucilla's memtézl me . . .'

Oh, how could he? Howould he? Lucilla fumed, watching the
faces of her family and seeing their varying degrekinterest
and speculation.

'‘No . . . not a single word," Benedict told himtesxding his hand
and introducing himself. ‘Not like our Lulu, that.Normally she
enjoys boasting about her latest prey.'

Lucilla could have killed him, even Beatrice frovdhdédut it was
left to Sebastian to say calmly, 'You'll have tagige my
brother's odd sense of humour . . .

'So you haven't told your family yet, then, Luclla



He was doing it deliberately, Lucilla knew it. Sbered her teeth
at him, willing him to disappear, but he didn't. Blayed right
where he was, all six-foot- odd of brawn and muskfewing
that he had the attention of all of them, and coitéiously, to her
eyes at least, revelling in it.

'l came home to celebrate Elliott's birthday, Nicshe said
coldly, 'not to discuss my own private affairs'. .

‘Hardly private, darling,' Benedict drawled behhat. ‘Not with
the whole world and the tabloids' gossip reporkerswing all
about them.'

Lucilla felt her skin burn. She ached to round en lmalf-brother
and return his acid barb in kind, but she restdhiherself,
knowing already what she was going to have to endunce
Nicholas dropped his bombshell.

Damn him; he was doing this deliberately, makinggshere was
no way she could back out of that impulsive comraitirshe had
given to him on the spur of the moment.

'So you haven't told them yet. . . I'm sorry. I ididmean to
interfere.' His apology was accompanied by a wanmmes He
was the one who should have been the actor, Lutibaght
bitterly. She was just about to turn away from hivhen a
charming female voice with a transatlantic accémned in.

'Nick has just been telling us that you're goingaike charge of
the agency. | thought he was mad when he said begwiag to
buy out Max . . . Nick's an accountant, not an &fen



'‘My sister, Sophy," Nick introduced, the affectitmavarmth with
which he treated his sister making Lucilla achattée linside,
without being able to define why.

Sophy Barrington, John Cassavar's wife, and nsblywuch as a
glance was she betraying that she knew how vererdiit
Lucilla’'s ambitions had been. This womeasa star ... It shone
out of her like a radiant light; instinctively, Sedtian and
Benedict were gravitating toward her, and evenywas staring
at her in awe.

Watching the small tableau being enacted in frotit@m, Elliott
asked quietly, 'Lucilla, is this true?'

She shrugged her shoulders tiredly.

'‘Why not? As you so kindly pointed out to me yesddgr I'm no
actress. I've got to do something with my lifejdtl I'm not the
kind of woman who can simply settle down and raigamily. |
need more from life than that.’

'‘What you need from life is to be able to find yoown
self-respect,' Elliott told her crisply, ignoringet mocking look
she gave him.

Quite whose idea it was that the two parties shbaltbme one,
how it came about that Nicholas started entertgihiar family
with reminiscences of his childhood at the Biritish
boarding-school his grandfather had decided heldhatiend,
Lucilla didn't know, but at least his presence tadk her the
pressure' to answer the questions she could segnfun her
siblings' eyes.



She would leave for London as soon as she coulteimorning.
That way she could avoid answering them, althoubk s
suspected that Beatrice wouldn't let her escaply eas

She came out of her thoughts to hear her halfersissuing a
general invitation to Nicholas and his sister ton jthem for
lunch, and on hearing her own name mentioned sSaicklg,

'‘Count me out . . . I'm catching the ten o'cloektiback . . .’

'‘No need for that,' she heard Nicholas saying ydbile got to
get back early myself. I'll pick you up.'

There was absolutely nothing she could do, andhsiieto sit
seething, mentally cursing him, and watching himrgy her his
narrowed, mocking tiger's smile that told her he @waare of her
resentment.



CHAPTER FIVE

IN THE EVENT, it was after lunch when they eventually left. Nic
arrived in plenty of time for them to leave at tbat Benedict had
overslept, having gone on to a club he knew intfsité with
Sebastian and Mirry and her friend. Lucilla, Ellastd Beatrice
had declined to join them, and on discovering a¢m'clock that
Benedict was still in bed, Henrietta had flatlyusdéd to make
breakfast until he was up.

Lucilla wasn't particularly hungry herself, but Dmome was

vociferous in his protests at having his favouniieal of the day
delayed. And so, when Nick and Sophy arrived, Mimho

happened to be in the hallway at the time, ushiérech into the
kitchen without ceremony.

She grinned at the expression on Nick's face wieesatv Lucilla
spooning cereal into the open mouth of the chilchenlap. A
good deal of the sticky mixture was attached toinifent's face
and hands, and there was even a smear of it ofid:si@legantly
made-up face.

Beatrice, suddenly realising that they had gusstsing up from
her own seat, and instructed Elliott to fetch extrairs.

The morning-room was a small, pretty room overlagkhe half
tamed garden, and it caught the morning Sun whaday was
shining in, kindly highlighting the gleam on thelisbed oak
furniture,

Beatrice's daffodil yellow curtains floating gentin the breeze
through the open casement window.

'‘What a darling little boy! | didn't realise youda child, Lucilla.’



Lucilla hadn't even realised that Nick and hisesistad arrived,
and her face burned in a mixture of shock and valmbty at
being caught at such a disadvantage.

Her eyes flashed dangerously, as though defyingprayto
challenge her defences as she said quickly, 'Dansnit mine.
He belongs to Beatrice and Elliott.’

‘Surely you didn't really think Dominic was LuciB&' Benedict
expostulated, insisting that Sophy sat next to Hout of the

corner of her eye Lucilla saw the expression on fdee of

Mirry's quiet dormouse friend. The girl looked @de tears; her
hand actually trembled as she lifted her cup ofesgfand to her
astonishment Lucilla found that she actually wantedkach out
and protect the girl from the knowing eyes of tlestrof the
family.

‘She's hardly the maternal type.’

But before she could say or do anything, Nicholasp was
accepting a fresh cup of coffee from Henriettad saiietly, 'Oh, |
don't know . ..

The effect of his words was like an electric shogkning round
the table. It seemed to Lucilla that everyone stopwhat they
were doing to look at her. She was furious with Hgdias for
drawing attention to her in such a way.

She got up clumsily, passing Dominic over to Beatritwin
spots of colour burning under her blusher.

'l think we'd better make a move,' she said terdédlyust go and
get my things.'



As she turned toward the door, she paused, a sam$amiliar
from her childhood suddenly overwhelming her, mgker feel
very much an outsider.

Sophy was talking animatedly to Benedict, plairtiip@me in the
family circle; Sebastian's head was bent closédse of Mirry
and her friend, Beatrice was struggling with Dormwvhile Elliot

turned to ask Henrietta if they could have somshreoffee.

A feeling of loss and loneliness swept over hdeeding that she
was unimportant to all of them, an outsider tortineagic circle,
and then she felt Nicholas looking at her and, ehenigh she
didn't want to, she returned his regard; thereseasething warm
and gentle in the darkness of his eyes that madadine inside,
something that she didn't want to acknowledge spaord to.

‘There's no rush as far as we're concerned,’ ieaasily. 'Sophy's
plane doesn't leave Heathrow until eight this evgnhiHe turned
to Beatrice and explained, 'My sister is joining hesband in
Hollywood. They'll be there for a few weeks, andrtithey're
coming back here. They'll be based here then fite gome time.
My brother-in-law, John, is directing and producengew soap
over here. You may have heard aboutit. ..

‘The period drama?' Beatrice responded. 'Yes, Mirbeen
telling us about it. . .’

'It's exciting, isn't it?" Sophy asked Lucilla, &keng off her
conversation with Benedict to lean across the tahk® address
her. 'l must say, though, that I'm a bit worriedwatbwho's going
to play the female lead. So much depends on hdihdlig/, and
it's going to be a very taxing role. But first Niblas to find the
house. Has he told you about it yet?'



Lucilla shook her head.

‘Well, as you know the series is set on an Engstiate in the
sixteenth century, and we need to find a houskeofight age and
background that we can use for the series. Thdtst we're
doing down here, actually, but so far we haverdtimaich luck.'

She pulled a face. 'We're also going to need a tlase by as
well. John hates staying in hotels, and | travehvaim as much
as | can and when my own commitments allow. We ghowe

could perhaps find somewhere near to Stratford,wmitneed
somewhere large enough to take all John's stafiyedisas the
girls and their nanny. We have two daughters,’ exained

ruefully, 'and they're just beginning to get to #ge when they
hate their routine being interrupted, but we derdnt them to
grow up as spoiled Hollywood brats.'

'‘As we did," Nick put in wryly.

Sophy pulled a face at him and said, 'What Nickyeaeans is
as | did. Nick had a much tougher time of it thas'm

'So I'm afraid you and | are going to spend a goeal of time
racing up and down the motorway in the next fewhksgeNick
told Lucilla.

Before she could object or demand an explanatiorhif® 'you
and I', Beatrice broke in, exclaiming warmly, '@ere's no need
for that. Why don't bothof you stay here and méakeyour base?
It would make things much easier for you. We'd lewehave
them, wouldn't we, Elliott?' she appealed to hesblaund.

There was nothing Lucilla could do. Before they fef London
it was all arranged. She and Nick would be spentliegext two



weekends with Beatrice and Elliott while they sbart for a
property which could be used in the series.

'l love your family,’ Sophy enthused warmly onceyhwvere
installed in Nick's car and speeding back to Londdick and |
have loads of relations—second and third coushmt, $ort of
thing, but no one really close. When our folks digdt hadn't
been for Grandy . . . We both have a lot to thankfbr, don't we,
Nick?' she appealed to her brother.

'Yes.'

The terse acknowledgement made Lucilla frown. & s@unlike
Nick's normal insouciant, almost mocking mannee Bloked at
him in the driving mirror and saw that his eyes evdark with
tension and pain.

For the rest of the journey Sophy kept them entexthwith
amusingly witty anecdotes about people she haddomatg her
career.

She was the epitome of everything that Lucilla fedays
wanted for herself, bar the husband and the cimjdiee was one
of the most lauded actresses of her era; Lucilewkthat she
ought to be both bitterly resentful and envioub@f, and yet she
found that she was actually drawn to her.

Lucilla had never met a woman with less vanity eserve;
everything about Sophy was open and warm-heartedls&med
to have no insecurities, no fears, no need to proterself from
the dangerous malice of others. When she spoket dieru
husband, her eyes shone with love; when she takedt her
friends, it was with affection and understandinggl or the first
time in her life Lucilla found herself making thest tentative



and awkward steps to genuine friendship with arotheman
being.

It was an odd experience. A healing experience rebegnised
later when they had dropped her at her home, with Baying
that he would be in touch with her in the morning.

The first thing she saw when she walked into hetingiroom
was the script she had left there on Friday morrige stared at
it and then picked it up. The meaningless, tritedsalanced in
front of her eyes, and as she tore the paper frahdlthen in half
again with almost ritualistic concentration, shi¢ & though she
was suddenly free of an enormous and crippling kteigt was
the most peculiar sensation she had ever expederse much
so that she stood completely still, concentratith@per attention
on trying to analyse it.

It was several minutes before she was able to mhgxactly
what had given rise to it. She stared at the shoégaper in her
hand, half unwilling to accept her own feelings.

It was relief, a huge and intense relief. . . thas what she was
experiencing. A relief generated by the knowledge $he would
never again have to study another script, nevanama herself
through the ordeal of auditioning, of rejection, tfing
constantly striving to be a second Cressida Bellair

Her thoughts shifted focus, roaming at will through past; odd
memories surfacing and capturing her attentiomotEtelling her
once that Beatrice was a victim of the Bellaire tigyse, and that
she herself was another. She had deried him igerihe time,
but he had been right.



She had to sit down. Suddenly she felt acutely wé&hk garish
decor of the room hurt her eyes and she glareddastastefully.

One of the first things she was going to do wasaee to whole
place redecorated.

Not in the soft, faded country cottons beloved eaice, but in
colours that were fresh and crisp and which refiédier own
personality.

Her own personality . . . Her forehead crinkled. atVtvas that
exactly? For so long she had hidden it behind itige of her
famous mother that she was no longer sure wholauChalmers
actually was.

Lucilla Chalmers! Not Lucilla Bellaire, even thougime had
adopted her stepfather's name by deed poll. Shad stp,
straightening her shoulders, and walked upstairetdedroom.

Here, too, the decor grated, but not for much long§ke felt an
extraordinary surge of energy, a need to make plaiaty fresh
start that was intensely invigorating. She wertt¢o bureau and
found notepaper and a pen, and then sat down arddstvriting.

It was the coldness of her bedroom that finally enla€r stop, and
she realised she had been working for so longttietentral
heating had switched itself off. She frowned at wwlae had
written.

Long, long lists of names—fellow actors and aciesshe had
met over the years. She had just realised thahatiean almost
photographic memory for faces, and was quickly ébleall to
mind those which would best fit into the great Bbhethan era.



And as for the house . . . Perhaps a call to thieohkl Trust
might find what they were looking for.

She looked at the telephone. She badly wantechgpMick, to
discuss with him her ideas and plan, but it wastdar late to
disturb him.

It was disconcerting how disappointed she was.

That night she had the nightmare. It had been waeks she had
last suffered it, and tonight she had not expetddzk tormented
by it; but she woke up just after three, awake ytchot awake,
still tormented by the remembered terror, coveredweat and
yet shivering with cold. She rolled over, buryingr liace in her
pillow, trying to suppress the tormenting memorasbeing
alone and trapped; of intense darkness and intewide of the
kind of panic that clawed and screamed inside eadhuntil she
was almost driven mad with it; of self-control tanto pieces and
burned away as though dissolved in acid by a feagreat that
nothing could subdue it.

This was the time she hated the most . . . thenadtéh of the
horror, when her heart pounded and her body achedl,she
longed for the luxury of someone beside her to cotifer and
take away the fear. But for her there would neweabyone she
could trust to that extent; men might desire hat,thbey did not
like her . . . could not love her. She was not Besatrice. She
wasn't soft and warm, but hard and dangerous, awdid not
love her kind of woman.

A man's love . . . was that really what she want®aé shivered,
drawing up her knees and locking her arms roundnthe



remembering her mother saying bitterly how muchhseeloved

Charles, and yet he had still left her . . . sidteived her. And so
she had married Elliott's father, a kind, gentlenmdno adored
her, and she, Lucilla, was their child.

But it had been Charles whom she had loved, amd hificilla's
father's death she had gone back to him and thetydrmaarried.
Out of love ... or out of hatred . . . ? Lucillawsdred again. All her
life people had told her she was the image of @tasand so she
had grown up believing that she must follow in hesther's
footsteps. Now, suddenly, she was free of thatarseepressure,
torn between discovering exactly who she really ,wasd
clinging to the security of her familiar identity.

She fell asleep again eventually and had an odahur&he was
standing on one side of a deep chasm, a fissutieeirground,
which dropped away to Stygian darkness that madeskia
crawl. Behind her lay a path, along which, presugmadhe had
already walked, but as she looked back she sawtltieapath
narrowed and dwindled into nothing. On the othee of the
chasm, though, the path broadened out and beckwrethut to
get to it she would have to cross the chasm, aed sluddenly,
out of nowhere, Nick appeared on the other sidbethasm. He
held out his arms to her and told her to jump, $he was too
scared.

‘Trust me,' he urged her. 'Trust me, Lucilla." A felt herself
bunching her muscles ready to take the leap iattknown, to
trust that he wouldn't let her fall.

It was the sound of her own scream that woke hghepterrified
'‘No!" ripping through her dream and bringing herinstant



wakefulness. Her heart was pounding, her mouthtteydream
clinging to her like an invisible net that refugedet her go.

She looked at her watch. It was half-past severm&iing, she
decided she might as well get up.

By half-past nine she had had her breakfast andreay to go
out. A letter, telling Julian Manners that she hesigned from
the cast, was addressed and stamped.

The phone rang. She picked up the receiver.
‘Lucilla, it's Nick.'

As though she hadn't already recognised his vaitarper and
more businesslike this morning, but immediatelyoggusable,
none the less.

'I'm on my way to the office. | thought I'd stop &gd pick you

up.' When she said nothing, he added sharplyndtetting you

back out of this, Lucilla. You've agreed to work foe, and that's
exactly what you're going to do. I'll be round @&mtminutes.’

He hung up before she could say a word.

A tiny thrill of excitement ran through her. She svabout to
embark on a completely new way of life . . . she\eaving the
past behind her; and the future was a clean fresletsupon
which only she could make any marks. This was reawtory,

fresh ground, untouched and virgin, and for thst fime in her
life she would not be trying to imitate her motht; the first
time in her life she would be judged as Lucilla bhexs, not as
Cressida Bellaire's daughter.



She heard Nick rap on the front door and went tenop. He
looked surprised to find her dressed and readgdod, but he
eyed the letter she was carrying with a frown, dedanded
abruptly, 'What's that?'

‘My resignation.'
She saw his expression change and grow bitter.

‘Damn you, Lucilla, I've already told you. I'm fetting you back
out of this. Together you and | are going to mdige agency the
best in London.’

It gave her an odd thrill of emotion to realisettha « was angry
because he thought she had changed her mind.

‘That's right,' she agreed blandly, giving himiamphant little
smile. 'But first | have to tell Julian that I'mitjuing the play.
That's what this is.’

He actually seemed to lose colour, the bones irfidtis sharply
delineated beneath the taut skin. It amazed hérstieh a very
powerful and strong man could show such vulnergbivas it
really so important to him?

'Why are you so determined to have me working fms%y she
asked him as he helped her into her car.

He waited until he was seated beside her, witlettygne started,
before answering. As he pulled out into the busffit, he
glanced at her and said briefly, 'l need your eigerI'm not
familiar with the acting scene over here. But yo& a. no one
more so. You know everyone there is to know in bhsiness,
Lucilla. You come from a family like my own, and e[ first



heard about you | guessed that you could be usefue. When |
met you | knew it.'

He didn't say any more, concentrating instead @ndniving.
What he had said was quite true, and yet at the $ane it was
oddly deflating. What was the matter with her? llacilerided
herself. At long last she had met a man who waihiedfor
something other than her body, and she was fegig®yed
because he hadn't made any physical overturesddveat

Max's offices were in a prestigious block that jded some
precious car parking spaces, and Lucilla was segrito
discover that Nick had designated one of thesees h

She was even more surprised when he ushered htr the
offices themselves and she discovered that shadramvn room
with her name already on the door.

'‘What if | hadn't agreed to take the job?' she éélke derisively,

‘Sometimes it's worth while taking things on trustaying a little
faith,’ he replied.

His answer surprised her, but not as much as #ekbbok that
hardened his mouth. It was the look of a man wkotvn what

it was to have his trust abused. By whom? she wesadét must
have been a woman, it always was . . . but whicman®? She
was surprised to discovered how much she resengd h
Surprised and dismayed, but there wasn't time ttgaleeply
into her feelings, for Nick was talking about tleéerhe envisaged
her playing in the agency.

'For the next few months we'll be pulling out &létstops. John
wants me to co-ordinate things for his new soapl Hh be



calling on your help there, and then there's thg-tdaday
business of the agency as well. You'll be compfatetharge of
that.

'We're bound to lose clients at first," he warned Iso don't be
too down-hearted when it happens. By the t@uzen's Caprice
hits the TV screens, | can almost guarantee théitget back far
more than we've lost.'

He had a shrewd business mind, acute and shargllaLuc
recognised, sensing how much he enjoyed the cuthandt of
the way he earned his living.

Over the next few days she discovered how extenkige
business interests actually were. Nicholas Barmimgivas an
extremely wealthy and successful man, with interdsit ranged
far outside the world of Hollywood and all thaembraced.

In fact, the agency was no more than a small sidend, from
something Sophy had let drop during a transatlgstiane call,
she guessed that Nick had taken on the co-ordmatib
everything necessary to begin filming Queen's Capricenore
as a favour to his brother-in-law than as a busieaserprise.

Certainly he intended devoting a good deal of thaitual time
to it. Work at the agency was put on 'hold’ foleaist a fortnight
while she and Nick looked for both suitable accordatmn for
his sister and her family, and a house they cosé&far filming
purposes.

Nick had liked her suggestion of approaching th&ddal Trust
about the latter, and Beatrice rang up on Thursolagy that she
had canvassed all their local estate agents abedbtmer.



'l've got tons of stuff for you to go through héshe told Lucilla
enthusiastically. 'What time will you arrive tomow? Henry
wants to know what she should do about meals.’

Lucilla placed her hand over the receiver and ldakeNick, who
was talking to Charlotte at the other end of thigcef A cool
wariness existed between Lucilla and the secretaither of
them fully prepared to trust the other as yet. &hked over to
Nick and he came toward her.

'It's Bea . . . She wants to know what time weél dariving
tomorrow.’

I'll have a word with her.'

He had to reach across her to take the receiver,she was
curiously conscious of the warmth of his body a@sdnale scent.
She stood frozen within the arch of his arm, hen gkickling

with a sensation that was totally unfamiliar. Oreatpof her
yearned to move closer to him, the other was tediby the
unexpectedness of that yearning and froze heretgpbt where
she stood. If she turned her head she would benaiitches of
touching him, able to warm the brown skin of his#t with her
breath and to feel his on her forehead. Insteadfigled her
attention on the receiver, watching as his hangjttiloold of it.

He had long, lean fingers, hard and slightly cadkaliin places, as
though at one time he had worked outside. His gkia brown,
his wrists sinewy and male, shadowed with the dwk that
disappeared into the cuff of his shirt.

An impossible sensation gathered in the pit of si@mach,
causing her whole world to shift focus; she triecbteathe and
discovered that she couldn't; her throat was seizeeérrified



paralysis, her heart thumping with terror. She &bkt his nails,
trying desperately to focus on something and redan self-
control. They were clean and well shaped. She dreshaky
breath, feeling the tension ease out of her anakclriier muscles.

‘Yes, we'll be there in plenty of time for dinnéthought we'd
have a leisurely drive down. Have lunch somewhere' She
heard him laugh. 'Oh, she deserves it. She's wohked this
week." She saw his free hand replace the receivérstared
mutely at it, still shaken by the intensity of whslte had just
experienced.

'Lucilla . .

She focused on him, her mouth soft and slightlyntdeus, her
eyes blind with shock and disbelief.

‘Lucilla," he said her name again, more gently, i@adhed out to
touch her shoulder.

At his touch Lucilla became instantly aware of whaas
happening to her and where she was. He was nihe enemy;
she tensed and flashed him a bitter look, steppaatt from him.

'I've told Beatrice we'll be down in time for dinriéhe told her
equably, ignoring her abrupt withdrawal. "Will trsatit you?'

‘Yes ...
'‘No Friday-night date?'

' don't date.'



The moment the betraying words were out, she tensaedy, but
he appeared not to notice the vehemence of henstat, turning
his attention back to the document he had beenyismahen the
telephone rang.

‘There are John's suggestions for the lead ferobde He passed
her a list of actresses' names. 'Have a look amn #ed tell me
what you think.'

‘You already know what | think," Lucilla told himefusing to
take the printed sheets.

‘Tracy Hammond. Yes, | know. But she's heavily imed in
filming at the moment.'

'‘Only for the next few months. John's filming schledcould be
revised, and the shots that don't need her dosté fir

‘You're really that convinced?"

Lucilla nodded, and then demanded aggressivehat'Jhvhat
you hired me for, wasn't it? My ability to find thight person for
the right role . . .’

'‘Look, I'm not arguing with you ... As a matterfatt, | agree.
She would be ideal for the part. She has that gigwfey quality
about her, combined with an intelligence that wodboddexactly
right for the period. The kind of woman we're taliiabout is no
pretty bimbo with nothing between her ears othanticotton
wool. She's a shrewd, clever woman, who has to hen
husband's estate in his absence, and keep thenesat bay.'



'‘And to keep the Queen's goodwill,’ Lucilla remiddem. 'And
that couldn't have been easy. Elizabeth wasn'tyof@nd of her
own sex.'

'I'l have a word with John and see what he thibks he won't be
keen on changing his schedule,' he warned her.

Lucilla shrugged her shoulders and said sweethgrilit will be
your job to make him keen, won't it? I've alreadye mine. You
asked for my suggestions and you've got them.’

'l have, indeed,” he agreed, looking at the extheme
comprehensive list of names she had given him durar first
day at the office. Alongside each name was a eekést of their
careers, and a brief but authoritative comment by ucilla
thought they would be good for each specific role.

'l see you've mentioned your half-brothers here.’

'‘Not out of nepotism," Lucilla assured him drily fact, | can't
stand Ben and the feeling is mutual, but they at@ lof them
well-established actors, and if they can be retbdsam their
stage contracts and they're willing to play thegaou won't be
able to get anyone better.’

‘And of course having twins to play the role ofisiwill make
filming a lot easier,’ Nick agreed. 'l see you'wg febastian
down for Kit.'

Kit was the more extrovert and daring of the twons of a local
landowner, who in the story changed places witlother so that
Kit could woo the heroine in her husband's absence.

'l thought he was the quieter of the two."



'He is," Lucilla agreed, 'but he'll be much bettean Ben at
conveying the emotional impact of Kit's discovehatt he is
actually in love with Tabitha.'

Nick was looking at her in a way that made herdeflensively,
‘What's wrong?'

'‘Nothing," he told her drily. 'l was just marvefiinat your
complete lack of ability to recognise your own tdjevhen you
show such a remarkable degree of astuteness mgse&i others

He saw the look of doubt and defensiveness crosfabe and
added softly, 'I'm paying you a compliment, Lucilla

And so he had. But it wasn't until much later, wistre was
alone, that she was able to examine the words &at gver
them. For the first time in her life she had reedivecognition of
a talent that was entirely her own. For the firsetin her life she
felt confident, both in herself and in her ability.

It had been startling to discover how much sheyagavorking
at the agency, how satisfied she felt when sheabbesto slot the
right person into the right role. Sending someareah audition
and then discovering that they had got the partedasr an
enormous sense of satisfaction that had nothiuig teith power
or any pleasure in manipulating people to suitdwen designs,
but sprang entirely from knowing that her judgemeat been
accurate, and the hitherto unfamiliar sensaticenjob well done.

It was a completely new way of life, and it seertetring forth
new aspects of her personality. The acid bittermads which
she had treated other people and which had sprangter own
deep-seated insecurities began to give way to &pcri



professionalism that demanded and got the respéicbse with
whom she was dealing.

In the evening when she got home, her head wasisginvith
facts and thoughts, with things done and to be dboé the
tension which in the past had gripped her spire dikmetal fist,
causing her sleepless nights and severe headadegpne.

She even looked better, she acknowledged in somm@ise,
which was odd because she now had far less timspénd
worrying about her make-up and appearance.

She found she had a new energy and resoluteness,
determination to succeed which had nothing to dd Wwer old
relentless striving for stardom.

And the catalyst that had caused the transformatias Nick.
Nick, whom she sometimes surprised looking at heaih w
watchful, guarded eyes; Nick, who teased her andket her,
and yet who never once showed the slightest degfreexual
interest in her.

That niggled her slightly, like someone touchinteader spot.
Never once in the past had any of the men she aaghed into
giving her jobs and then dropped without fulfillitige promises
implicit in her determined come-ons ever had tighstst doubts
that she was what she pretended to be; not orfeeof had ever
challenged her sexuality, or suspected the trubthwB®y should
Nick?

Just because he wasn't interested in her sexuahg? didn't
mean he was aware of her inhibitions and fears. ¥ioupld he
be? No one else was.



She ought to have been reassured by his calm, afnadsrnal
manner toward her, but she wasn't.

And that worried her.



CHAPTER SIX
‘THIS is an almost idyllic spot.’

They were parked on the roadside on the creshdf #hat gave
them a view of Beatrice and Elliott's home andgbheounding
countryside.

‘They get snowed in in winter," Lucilla respondeitlyd
‘You don't like the country?'

Nick restarted the car, and looked over his shaultethe
oncoming traffic.

'l don't dislike it," Lucilla told him judiciouslylt was true. She
had no strong feelings one way or the other. Sileesing

RADA, her life had been centred in London. She wejothe
amenities of living in a capital city, but she wagmmune to the
pleasure of walking on an early spring or crispuaut day. She
didn't like the cold, and normally took her sumninaiidays

somewhere hot like Greece.

‘What about you?"'

'l like it," Nick told her. 'l was at boarding-sai@mver here, and
now | find | miss it when I'm back in the States.’

He had mentioned attending a British boarding- sthefore. It
wasn't uncommon, but she wondered what causedgtiterting
of his face when he mentioned his schooldays.

'‘Was Sophy over here at school as well?' she askaalisly.



He shook his head, his 'No," curt, warning hertoopress the
subject.

'‘Have you got that list the National Trust gave' hg7asked her.

'Yes. I've arranged for us to visit the most prongisones this
weekend. Most of them are fairly local, althoughcauld be
difficult arranging a filming schedule. Most of theare open to
the public a good deal of the time," she warned him

In fact, none of the houses listed by the Natidmakt had really
been what they were looking for. Most of them wir@ grand,
with so much later architecture added that it wdaddifficult to

use them and maintain the Elizabethan ambiandeecgdries.

They were well into November, and the light wasrigdrom the
afternoon sky as they drove down toward their dasbn.

It had been raining earlier in the day, and nowskye was pale
grey and lemon where the weak sun had finally eetefigpm the
clouds.

They had to drive through the village, its shops aottages
warmly lit, its one street busy with the bustle afFriday
afternoon.

Nick stopped to allow a woman with two children use the
pedestrian crossing. The children were dressedghtigreen ski
suits with red and blue appliqued ducks acrosgrdr. One of
them dropped a red mitten, and Nick waited patyeiait her to
pick it up.

The child's hood slipped back, revealing a massofif blonde
curls.



'l suppose you must have looked like that.’
Lucilla stared at him.
'Did you have a happy childhood, Lucilla?' he askedabruptly.

She answered him equally shortly. ‘No. | was bitggalous of
Beatrice, and | hated the fact that my mother Wwasys away.
We had a nanny. | loathed her. She . . .

She broke off, surprised that she had told him solhmShe hated
discussing her childhood, and very rarely did.

'‘Did you?' she questioned him.

He nodded. 'Yes, but for a while my memories efeate tainted
by the miseries of my early adolescence. | thinkrysister's
children are going to be very fortunate.’

'‘Because Beatrice is the dedicated wife and mayiper?'

'No. Because both their parents know the dangeexpbsing
children to the egos of insecure adults. Is thesttlining?'

It was, and she was left to consider his commestlamce as he
drove down the drive.

Beatrice was at the front door to welcome thendmsi

'l saw your lights,' she explained, and then ladgiae Dominic
came rushing into the hall with a one-year-old'steady gait,
and launched himself at Lucilla, clutching her ardiner knees
and chanting his private and unintelligible versodriner name.



He made a noisy protest when Beatrice tried tdiift away, and
so Lucilla bent down and picked him up instead.lhdamed at
her, tangling sticky fingers in her hair.

Behind her, she heard Beatrice explaining softhe adores
Lucilla; when she's here | can't keep him away fran'

‘Yes, odd, isn't it? The child obviously has nadas

Lucilla's heart sank as Ben strolled into the haktching her
with malicious and amused eyes.

'‘Poor darling. Not quite your usual style of acoegs
'‘Ben," Beatrice admonished him sharply.

'I'll take you straight up to your rooms,' she tbictilla and Nick.
'‘We're having dinner about eight. Elliott had to @a, but he
should be back soon. Oh, and I think | might pdgdiave found
you a house ... | was having lunch with the vicarfe the other
day, and she happened to mention that the ownérlimigton
Manor has had to go to the States on busines&faranths, and
that he's looking for a tenant. | don't think yoere/with us when
we went around it, Lucilla. It's about ten milesrfr here. A
lovely place—not large, but Tudor and with the miosautiful
garden. Anyway, to cut a long story short, I'veaaged that you
can see the house if you think it might be of iesér A local
estate agent is responsible for letting it, and Qalte happy for
you to have the keys. In fact, I've got them here.'

'‘Well, it certainly sounds worth while investigagindoesn't it,
Lucilla?' Nick responded.



Lucilla waited for the familiar surge of resentmdhe anger and
bitterness she always felt- when someone upstagedhbwever
innocently, but instead she was far too exciteth@tprospect of
seeing the house, which from Beatrice's descripgmmded as
though it might be ideal.

'It does,’ she agreed, ‘and since Bea's got the Wweycould check
it before we go and inspect the others.’

She heard Beatrice expel her breath, and realisat her
half-sister was looking relieved.

'l was dreadfully worried that you might think | svanterfering,
but the house is so beautiful . . .'

'‘Not at all. We're glad of all the help we can gan't we,
Lucilla?' Nick responded easily.

'Yes,' she agreed, adding drily, '‘especially idifig something
for Sophy. It must have at least six bedroomsydh their own
private bathrooms, a study, a drawing-room, a gumoom, a
swimming pool . . .'

‘The simple, basic things in life, they're what@ggo my sister,’
Nick said with a grin. 'lI've tried to tell her th&ngland isn't
Hollywood, but | don't think I've got through torhget.'

'‘Well, she did say they could manage with threéroaims,’
Lucilla pointed out to him, ‘and when | spoke to be the phone
yesterday, she said we could forget about the swagnmool.’

'‘Magnanimous of her," Nick said drily.



'Will you stay with them while they're filming?' Bice asked
him.

Nick shook his head.

'‘No, | shan't be involved in that side of thingsicllla and | will
be back at our desks, deftly slotting square pagssquare holes,
shan't we?'

'‘But you've got a lot of money tied up in this pwoton.'

Lucilla stared at Ben, her forehead creasing. Had her

half-brother known that? She certainly hadn't. 8aé guessed
from the odd comment he had made that Nick wagba man,
but she had had no idea he was wealthy enoughv&stinn

something as big as a major TV series.

'‘As an investor," Nick agreed coolly, 'but thats far as my
interest goes. I'm an accountant, not a directa producer. |
prefer to leave that side of things to the experts.

Lucilla had the feeling that Nick didn't altogethig&e Benedict,
and that cheered her up.

She was so used to people praising her half- brédhdis looks
and talent that she had begun to feel that she beugte only
person who found him malicious and unkind.

Not, of course, that his antagonism was entirelgeserved.
There had been many times in the past when thep&aal bitter
enemies, and of the two she had always preferrbdsSan, with
his kinder, less abrasive personality.



Dom was beginning to feel heavy, and she shifted to her
other hip, grimacing as he tugged protestinglyeathair.

Beatrice was walking toward the stairs, with Nidkhar side.
Lucilla fell into step behind them, and was staltighen Ben
came alongside her and murmured tauntingly, '‘Aretyging to
impress him with your feminine skills, darling? lust say |
applaud your good sense. You aren't getting anyngey are
you? And a rich husband can always be considegebd asset,
providing you can get him to the altar. Rumour habat he's
very choosy. A couple of semi-serious relationshapsl none of
the bed-hopping one might expect. Perhaps he'sdddry his
mother's mistakes. Odd that he doesn't look thst ldee his
sister.'

Lucilla paused to remove Dom's finger from her aad said
irately, 'Oh, for heaven's sake, Ben, what on eaehyou talking
about?'

‘The fact that Nicholas Barrington may not be aridgton at all.’

Out of the corner of her eye, Lucilla saw Nick e® between
one step and the next, and wondered if he had easthBen's
acid comment.

'l wonder what it is he wants from you, Lucilla?’

'Why should he want anything?' she said carefolly,her heart
was beginning to thump uncomfortably, and, althoaga told
herself it was carrying Dom's weight that was cagisi, she
knew it wasn't true. How many times recently had slsked
herself the same question?



'‘Well, whatever it is, it certainly isn't sex,’ Beawold her
mockingly. 'lI've seen him looking at Bea with marterest than
he's shown you.'

‘Just because he isn't constantly pawing me inigubldoesn't
mean that he doesn't want me,' Lucilla flashed lnastiantly.

Ben had unerringly found where she was mostvulieraind she
retaliated instantly and defensively, like anyonder attack.

'So youarelovers.' Ben looked amused. 'Well, well, | thoulgat
had better taste.’

They were almost at the top of the stairs. Beatrue Nick were
waiting for them. Lucilla forced a tight smile; h&ace felt as
though the muscles had been set in concrete. 8hsicleinside,
sick and in despair. Why on earth had she allowsatB trap her
into that silly lie? He was bound to discover th&h. He only
needed to question Nick . . .

It shouldn't have mattered that he would find bat she had lied,
but it did. From childhood, Lucilla had been cowss of Ben's
desire to pull her down, to make her look smalkerghhad always
been a sharp rivalry between them, and she knewrhogh he
would enjoy finding her out. He would crow overgpeating the
story in front of his friends, humiliating her. Artldere wasn't a
thing she could do about it.

'Lucilla, are you all right? You've gone quite paRea asked
anxiously.

'It's your son. He's heavy,' she fibbed, disengagire small
bundle and handing him back to Beatrice. Her amtseimpty
without him, and she was tempted to reach out akelhim back.



'‘Dinner at eight,' Beatrice reminded them outskdgrtrespective
doors. She had put them in adjoining rooms. ghdthink they
were lovers? Lucilla gnawed at her bottom lip angwhed.
Perhaps she'd be lucky and get away with it. PerHagn
wouldn't realise . . .

There were only five of them for dinner, but whiabsld have
been a relaxed family meal turned out to be a mgh¢ for
Lucilla, who lived in dread of Ben making some coemiabout
her and Nick being lovers.

It struck her, as she tried to look as though shs @njoying
Henry's meal, that this was the first time she &aer worried
about how a man might react on discovering thatwas
supposed to be her lover. In the past she had wimsglimed that
no man could resist the boost to his ego, andilitckeatainly never
occurred to her to be concerned that he would kinatvshe had
been lying about their relationship.

But Nick was differentShewas different. She tensed, her hand
arrested in the act of carrying a forkful of foadnter mouth.

‘Lucilla, what's wrong?'

She looked blankly at Beatrice, and then realibad ¢veryone
was staring at her.

For once her normal aplomb deserted her. She khattliey
were all waiting for her to say something that vabekplain
away her sudden tension, but she could think diingt

In the end, it was Nick who came to her rescue ngpyi
humorously, 'l expect Lucilla is plotting on howsbeshe can
convince Tracy Hammond that she has to take thé qfar



Tabitha—the female lead in John's new soap,' hechlg way of
explanation. 'Lucilla is convinced that Tracy wobklperfect for
the part, and I'm inclined to agree with her. $imedke an ideal
Tabitha.'

'Hear that, Lucilla?' Ben commented goadingly.ldlbks like
Nick has found his ideal woman.'

Across the table Lucilla glared at him, knowingtguwvell what
he was trying to do, but before she could say angtiNick
himself interrupted calmly. 'Not in Tracy. An ideadtressor the
part of Tabitha, yes, but an ideal woman . . .tlEine would need
to be an ideal man.'

Elliott and Beatrice laughed, and Beatrice asketbasly, 'If I'm
not prying, what would constitute your "ideal wortiaNick? |
must confess I'm always fascinated to see how a#fgrently
the male sex views these things from the female.'

'Well, let me see . . .

Although Lucilla herself wasn't conscious of it,eBeoticed the
quick glance he gave her half-sister before hdaestan speak.
Lucilla looked tense and on edge.

She was. The very last thing she wanted to do wasar Nick
raving over some fictional ideal of feminine petfen, or worse
still drawing a verbal portrait that was all tosiiyarecognisable.
Not after what she'd told Benedict. She hadn't ed'sthe easy,
teasing camaraderie which had quickly developeaidxt Nick
and Bea, and she was resentful of it. Stupidlyske,told herself.

‘She'd be beautiful, of course, with the kind cdliiy that comes
from inside rather than out; intelligent, warm, epeéndent



enough for me to always feel that life with her vaashallenge,
and yet at the same time so much in love with raeshe'd gladly
abandon her high-powered career to be at my side.’

This was said with tongue in cheek, making Ellarttl Bea laugh
again, and Bea exclaimed, 'An ideal, indeed. Haxefgund her
yet?'

It was a light-hearted question, but Nick's facanded, and
Lucilla felt the oddest sensation grip her bodyadooked right
into Bea's eyes and said quiedy, 'l think so, tishit going to be
easy convincing her.'

Nick was practically making verbal love to Bea unédiott's
nose, and to Lucilla's rage and astonishment Hebhather did
nothing at all about it.

Indeed, the three of them, Nick, Bea and Elliotersed to be
linked together in a silent communication whichleged Lucilla
and Benedict completely.

‘Take care, Nick,' Benedict said lightly, obvioustyming to the
same conclusion as Lucilla. 'Elliott is a very @ad husband . . .'

Unlike her, Elliott did not respond to Benedicttsaging, Lucilla
noticed. In fact he seemed to be remarkably unmdyedhat
had just happened, and Bea, far from looking unootable or
embarrassed, was smiling very happily.

Elliott was saying something to Nick, and undererouf their
conversation Benedict murmured dulcetly to her.

‘Well, well, Lucilla, looks like your lover's tumg his attention in
another direction already. Remarkable how shoddithese



affairs of yours can be.'She couldn't be bothepeetaliate. She
was too numbed by the discovery of how she feltualibe
possibility of Nick desiring Bea.

There had been far more than mere gallantry in [trag look
they had exchanged, as though the two of them dhaneery
private knowledge, and yet no one could describa Be
independent, much less high-powered. Bea was meicaoman

What was she trying to do—convince herself thatkMiguldn't
possibly be attracted to Bea, when she had sedénhagit own
eyes that he was?

What had she wanted—to hear him descilee as his ideal
woman? Some chance! It was a shock to feel theopsdtab of
pain that followed that acknowledgement.

She realised that Elliott and Nick had stoppediglkand that
Nick was turning toward her. The last thing she t@dmight now
was to talk to him. She felt too on edge, too stuhby the
realisation of how hurt she had been by his prigea, and she
was relieved when Beatrice announced, 'Henry's gganot

tonight. I'd better start clearing the table," tatgrup, as she did
So.

'l give you a hand," Lucilla said quickly, refag to look at
Nick.

It w,as hardly surprising that her half-sister ledkstunned,
Lucilla admitted, recalling her normal practicesinply sitting
back and allowing others to wait on her.



Henrietta had been Elliott's nanny when he wattla boy, and
she had been with Beatrice and Elliott ever siroey thad
married. She adored them both, although she woane ldlied
rather than admit it, and she frowned admonishinghy as Bea
and Lucilla walked into the kitchen with the emptwgtes.

'‘Don't you go dropping those, Lucilla." She whiskbd plates
away before Lucilla could protest. Behind her bBela grimaced
sympathetically, and admitted wryly once they weng of
earshot, 'I'm sure she doesn't think I'm capableaking after
either Elliott or Dom properly, you know.'

Lucilla, who had always resented Beatrice's dormedticiency,
looked at her in surprise and Beatrice chuckled.

'I'm sorry Ben was such a pig at dinner,' she apséal soberly. 'l
don't know what gets into him at times.'

‘It wasn't your fault,’ Lucilla told her drily. Bdmad always been
Bea's champion, but he was also extremely possessiere his
elder sister was concerned. Lucilla suspectedigatw Bea as a
substitute mother figure, and she knew he hadrlyittesented
her marriage to Elliott.

'I'm glad you're so happy in your new job, LucilBea told her
impulsively. 'Elliott's been concerned . . .'

She broke off and looked uncomfortable, and Luclilgplied
wryly for her, 'That I'd never admit that | was wag my time
trying to be an actress. | think | knew it a lomgé ago, but |
grew up believing that nothing was as importantbasg a
successful actress.’

"You and me both,' Beatrice said ruefully.



They exchanged a long look of mutual understanding;first
tentative sensation of genuine awareness of hésiséér as a
potential friend and not a resented rival stirregide Lucilla.

‘There are other and far more worth while thingsf& though,'
Beatrice said softly. 'It's almost like a familyrse, isn't it—this
intense need to follow in our parents' footstepkRoligh | think
William has escaped it, and Mirry to some extemd, 't

A family curse. That was one way of putting it, llacmused
thoughtfully as she and Beatrice went to join thennin the
drawing-room.,

An odd silence greeted them. Ben was looking agysasua cat
full of cream, and a tiny rustle of apprehensiom slown
Lucilla's spine.

Instinctively she looked at Nick, but he was studyihis
fingernails intently.

Elliott made some comment about the proximity ofi§timas,

and Beatrice agreed with him, asking Lucilla ifrdh@vas any
chance that she would be able to join them. Nognsdie spent
Christmas in Switzerland with friends: a noisy, emgonal party
who all made a point of mocking the dull and bortraglitions of
family Christmases. For some reason, this yeardée palled,
but before she could say anything Ben purred, S8uely you'll

be spending it with Nick . . .’

Beatrice looked puzzled.

'Oh, are you so busy, then?' she asked. 'l hahiited-'



Ben said wickedly, 'Oh, how naive of you, my daglsister, and
after having known Lucilla all her life as well. ¢4 is Lucilla's
latest lover.'

There was an uncomfortable pause and Beatriceeitlish

'You know, Ben,' Elliott remarked urbanely, 'thexee times,
increasing in number of late, when | find that yemind me of
the most obnoxious kind of grubby little schoolbdut it was
too late, the damage was done, and Lucilla couhdaattto escape
to her bedroom so that she could be alone.

In the event she was delayed from getting therBdmtrice who
wanted to give her the keys and directions on howind the
manor house.

'I'm sorry about Ben,' she apologised in a low idhke was
unbearable tonight. He's always been unbearaljleudecause
you were so close to Mum and Dad. | think he alwagents the
fact that you were their favourite.'

Their favourite. Yes. She had been, but at whataebShe had
totally sublimated her own ego as a teenager, derothat she
could pander to theirs, had slavishly worshippegerghing they
said and did, and at the same time had quite hipfalayed upon
Charles's vanity so that he saw his sons as rasadsresented
them for it, and all because she had so desperatalied their
love. But had she had it? Had any of them? Hackeith the

Bellaire parents been capable of loving anyone rothan

themselves? It was a chilling thought.

She said goodnight to Beatrice and walked upstarder
bedroom, opening the door still deep in thought.



Nick was sitting on her bed. 'Close the door,' ietructed her
icily.

She did so, staring at him, her eyes luminous, meuth
vulnerable.

'Would you care to explain to me how Ben comesaicelthe idea
that you and | are lovers?'

She wanted to tremble, but she suppressed the esmkNick
had every reason to be angry; she had been prefoarbon to
be, but she hadn't been prepared for this icy oopie this
stranger who suddenly seemed to be inhabiting taly bof the
easy-going man she thought she knew.

'l told him we were. He was goading me . . . taamtne.’
‘Taunting you?"

Lucilla checked herself. How could she tell him theh? That it
was her own vulnerability and inner fear that songeavould
discover the truth that had motivated her.

Shrugging, she arched her eyebrows and asked ssliglds it
really so important? Ben assumed we were lovemuld see that
nothing | was going to say would change his mind.'

'‘Didn't it occur to you that | might not be too Ipgpabout his
assumptions?'

It was even worse than she had expected. She rasnkrhe
would be angry, but she had not known how muchahiger
would hurt.



'Of course,' he said sarcastically. 'I'm forgettiig supposed to
be flattered at the prospect, aren't I? Times laa@ging, Lucilla,’
he told her cruelly, ‘and | don't find it in theak flattering to be
linked sexually with a woman who's reputed to hiagen to bed
with every man who's ever offered her a job, ad a®la good
many who haven't.

'Real women don't need to prove their sexualitpsalicly, but
then you aren't real, are you,, Lucilla? You'ré aubeautiful face
and a cold, calculating little heart. Well, I'm rgaing to play
your game with you. The next time you tell anydma tyou and |
are lovers, you'd better be able to back that ¢laima we both
know that will never be the case. You're the lastan I'd want
to take to bed.’

Even if she'd wanted to defend herself, she cauldive done.
She was incapable of saying a single word. Shehedtdim
stride to the door without looking at her. He clbgdbehind him
and she stared at the polished oak without realyng it.

With less than a hundred savage words he had rippad her
defences, and left her torn and bleeding.

It didn't matter that he'd confirmed what she hiaglaaly known,
that sexually he didn't find her desirable; it dichven matter that
he was furious with her for lying to Ben; what datter was that
she had thought he was her friend, that she hadgtip
idiotically, that he had seen through the image mlesented to
the outside world, and even though he had not knohat they
were, had known of her vulnerabilities. She hadigid he had
known that she would never treat him the way st theated
other members of his sex.



She undressed and showered mechanically, hopingsadg@pe
that he would come back and say it was all a mestakit he
didn't.

She curled up in the huge king-sized bed feelingertanely than
she had ever felt in her life.



CHAPTER SEVEN

IN THE MORNING, Lucilla half expected to find that Nick had left
during the night, but no, he was there in the latghtalking to
Henrietta and drinking coffee. The ‘good morning'dave her
was cool and businesslike.

Henrietta frowned over her refusal of breakfast emchmented
forthrightly, 'Well, you should. You're too thinna if you're not
careful, young lady, you'll end up looking scraggy.

Lucilla ignored her, pouring herself a cup of cefend drinking
it in numb silence.

'‘We'll leave whenever you're ready,' Nick told leartly. "The
manor house first, | think, and then the Nationaist places.’

Lucilla had already planned out a route duringwheek, and it
was tucked away inside the leather shoulder-baggalwith
notepad, dictaphone, pens and a comprehensive map.

Henrietta offered to make them sandwiches, but ketksed.

'It's a cold day. We'll probably want to stop ardd something
for lunch.’

Henrietta compromised by giving them a flask of twoffee and
some home-made scones.

They walked out to Nick's car in silence. When lo¢ @ the
bottom of the drive, Lucilla gave him instructiomsa clipped,
cold voice. She was petrified of betraying to hiomwtmuch their
guarrel had upset her.



As he watched the traffic, she snatched a quidk &dis profile.
It was set and hard.

A terrible sense of bleakness gripped her and $inered,
remembering how as a child she had often been wwssof her
mother's total indifference to her. She had sudféehen, and she
was suffering now. But Nick wasn't her mother; sloaildn't
court his attention with flattery.

'‘Which way now?' he demanded tersely, and sheseshihey had
come to a crossroads.

She fumbled with the directions and dropped therok MHursed
and stopped the car, and as she scrabbled orotrddl them he
reached down for them, too.

The warmth of his body so close to her own, contdbnvéh his
mental and emotional distance, heightened her s#nselation
and loss. Suddenly she felt she had to tell hintrtitl, to explain
to him why she had let Ben think they were lovEsgen though it
would reveal to him all her vulnerabilities, at sedhe would
know that she hadn't lied out of vanity.

‘Nick, about last night, | wanted to tell you". . .

'‘Don't tell me anything. | don't want to hear angrenlies," he
silenced her harshly. 'l thought I'd actually gatough to the
woman behind the empty mask, but | was deceivingethy
wasn't I, Lucilla? That mask is all there is .There is no real
woman.'

Lucilla couldn't say a word. She could only sitrthend use
every ounce of self-control she had left to stopséké from

crying.



As it was, she saw the manor house through a Iblteaps that
made it seem to shimmer slightly, as though it weoee mirage
than real.

As Bea had said, it wasn't large, but it was otiéaly mellow
Cotswold stone that didn't even lose its goldenwgla the
darkness of the overcast November day.

A rutted lane led to the house past the walledeyaahd into a
cobbled yard surrounded by the bulk of the housdfiand its
outbuildings. There was a well in the centre ofdbertyard with
an old- fashioned iron pump, and as Lucilla opeihedcar door
she could hear the cooing of doves.

She knew even before she set foot inside thatahséhwould be
perfect, and it was, right down to the clipped yé¢hat bordered
some of the paths.

A maze of small rooms and passages led to the d&fahte house
and its main reception rooms: a panelled libraryfoanal
drawing-room, a small sitting-room and another fiaderoom
that was obviously used as a dining-room.

The scent of roses and beeswax hung elusively ®raith and
Lucilla could have sworn that if she closed hersestee would be
able to visualise Tabitha walking into the room aai$ing the
jewelled, scented pomander to her nose to inhald¢h perfume
of cloves and musk as she asked them what shedvante

'It's perfect.’

They were the first words either of them had saidgd they
seemed to hang on the silence.



‘Yes,' Nick agreed. 'But we'd better check upstairs

One of the requirements of the script was thahthese they used
must have a long gallery; very fashionable in Hethan times
as a means of exercise and entertainment in incliewgather.

The stairs were narrow and ancient, but the galleag there,
complete with discreetly secluded window-seats sinadowy
corners.

‘You take this end. I'll do the other," Nick suggescrisply,
leaving her to walk the length of the gallery.

Lucilla opened the door to the first bedroom. Isvpanelled like
the library downstairs, with a large casement windthat
overlooked the front gardens.

The four-poster bed, although surely not originggs heavy
enough to look authentic. This could be Tabithatsm, once she
was mistress of the house.

They could probably film her sitting in the windowatching the
approaches to the house. Lucilla tried it to seg ¥ould be
feasible.

The leaded lights obscured the view slightly, amelleaned back
against the panelling, trying to get a better..vi€here was a soft
click and then she was falling into thick, blacknathering
darkness. She screamed out, the sound silencdx ésnsled on
something cold and hard, the impact knocking heatbr from
her lungs, as she caught the side of her headrmarteing cold
and hard. For a moment she felt sick and dizzyshatsubdued
the feeling.



Apart from being winded, she didn't appear to hHawe herself.

The panelling must have been rotten, and she hiaa through
it. She looked upwards and then froze in terror.

Darkness . . . complete darkness. No chink of ligrghow how
she came to be here. No gaping hole to show wHezehad
broken through the panelling.

It was worse than her worst nightmares, becausealipart of her
had known she was dreaming. This was real.

Once, long ago, she had been imprisoned like bi@seath the

stairs by her nanny. It had been Beatrice's f&hle had been the
one to tell the nanny that Lucilla had disobeyed drelers and

gone to her mother's room.

Cressida had been getting ready to go out. Shébead angry
with Lucilla for disturbing her. Lucilla could stifemember her
own feeling of bewilderment and unhappiness. Skedoher

mother so much, ached to be with her, spent hcaydrdaming

about it, but the reality always fell far shorthadr daydreams. In
her dreams Cressida was never angry or impatiadtBaatrice

wasn't there either, and she had had Cressida etehplto

herself.

Cressida had shouted at the nanny, and in retadiaine had
locked Lucilla up in the cupboard under the stairs.

It had been a terrifying ordeal for a young chaddd Lucilla had
never forgotten it; because of it she had hated rasénted
Beatrice, blaming her for what had happened.



The nanny had left her there until after supper.cillau
remembered that she hadn't cried when she hacktetut, but
she had screamed for weeks afterwards every timgvah put to
bed and her door shut.

In the end Beatrice used to come in and switcherndmp for
her, something that was expressly forbidden. Fushg, hadn't
remembered that until now, and yet now she couite aqlearly
picture Bea's worried face and sad eyes. She laadkiol Beatrice
for what had happened, and yet in reality it hatdoeen her fault.
For the first time Lucilla wondered at the thougk#iness of a
mother who hadn't realised the torment sufferetidnchild.

Images flitted in and out of her mind as she sathm cold
darkness, fighting against the demons waiting tadeher, only
just managing to hold her panic at bay.

Soon Nick would come and look for her and she wdddafe.
But what if he didn't? What if he simply thoughediad left, and
drove off? What if ... ?

Sweat burst out of her pores, soaking her hairbne, yet at the
same time she was frozen, the damp chill of theessiriking
right through her flesh to her bones.

Something skittered in the darkness and she heafdscream
welled up inside her, fear destroying reason assteamed and
beat her fists impotently against the walls of xéson.

She was a child again. Afraid and alone, and renias the fear
of children the world over who know they are notdd, without

knowing why . . . It echoed through her screams waa

absorbed by the thickness of wood centuries oldearing and
uncaring of the frantic demand of her fists beatigginst it.



Nick was more than half-way down the gallery.

He opened another bedroom door, expecting to conknacilla.
The extent of his own simmering anger surprised KHmought,
after all, to have been prepared for what had hagb&ast night,
but he had thought he was beginning to establisklaionship
with her, that she was beginning to accept himtartdust him,
that she had begun to realise that with him thexe mo need for
her to use and manipulate, the way she had othetbers of his
sex. He had even been crazy enough to think tleatvsls happy,
that she accepted that she would never be an sdbngdast night
Benedict had shattered those foolish illusionsdyrgy casually
that Lucilla had told him that they were lovers.

He hadn't missed the element of spiteful malicdBamedict's
smile when he had said the words, and he had dknideself for
being as susceptible as the next man to male pHeehad
thought himself beyond that kind of vulnerabilignd he had
been forced to admit to himself that he hadn'tdikeucilla's
family looking upon him as just another victim hretlong chain
of men they had seen passing through her life.

Even so, instinctive need to protect Lucilla, evdmnle he was
infuriated with her, had stopped him from tellingrizdict the
truth.

Now, as he walked impatiently down the corridor,ile/lthe
surface of his consciousness was irritated by #aydshe was
causing, at a deeper level he was still tryingaime to terms with
the depth of his response to her.



He had stood in the ballroom at the Grosvenor wagcher;

knowing her vulnerabilities and insecurities asutjio they were
his own; knowing full well what she intended to #apwing her
reputation; knowing in fact everything there waktmw about
her. And in spite of it, as he looked at her, heé kmown that he
loved her.

Love of that kind of intensity between a man andceman had
previously merely been an abstract ideal as fahaswas
concerned. There had been a couple of semi-saetai®nships
in his life—longstanding affairs involving mutualepsure and
affection—but he had never come anywhere neargeréncing
what he was now feeling for Lucilla.

And yet, if he hadn't bought Max's agency, drawokbi@ the
country where he had spent his teenage years, ddodein a
way he had never been bonded to Hollywood, he waelcer
have known her.

At the thought his footsteps quickened, his impetgetightening
into a coiling, anxious sensation in the pit of siesmach.

Where the hell was Lucilla? He was well over haifwiawn the
corridor now. The house was ideal, no doubts alipbut the
whole venture had lost its gloss and become a tsste in his
mouth. He had actually been fool enough to belieaeout of his
own experience he could reach out to Lucilla, that.

He shook his head despairingly. He was thirty- fiears old, for
God's sake, and long past the age of being foehlslugh to fall
in love with a woman who could never be any of tthags he
wanted.



He had reached the last bedroom. He opened the auwr
surveyed its emptiness, his mouth tightening. Itila was
playing idiotic games . . . And then he noticedldsher bag she
had been carrying. It was lying on the floor, istents spewing
out around it. He looked at the window-seat and/ifred, unable
to understand where Lucilla had gone, or why; & the heard
it, a thin, mewling sound that seemed to float talMaim from
behind the panelling.

Behind the panelling! He stared at it in shock.

He looked again at her handbag and studied the atgVhich it
had fallen. The window-seat, obviously. He touchtdu
panelling experimentally and nothing happened.

He tried again, sweat dampening his skin, and waidé he

was over-reacting, but that thin, sharp cry hadlethhis blood,

and he was driven by a gut reaction to its teftrmnger than any
form of analytical logic.

He heard the click before he saw the panel mowawviing back
sharply, giving him a brief glimpse of ancient stobefore it
closed again.

He opened it again, and was ready for it thistjan®ming it open
with Lucilla's bag and his own coat. The light frone window
illuminated a narrow flight of stone steps.

He wondered if he dared risk going down them, agmdid that
it was probably better not to.

Instead he called out sharply, 'Lucilla, are yoerd?'



The light had almost blinded her, it was so stravigch stronger
than she had expected, because the hall was nandwdark. She
had never liked the dark, but this had been wdrae anything
she remembered. It was cold under the stairs dsS¥ed rubbed
her hand over her eyes and then frowned.

It should have been Nanny who came to let her auod, not
Elliott. Her half-brother should have been awagditool.

‘Lucilla!

He was angry with her, she could hear it in the@hess of his
voice. She stood up, her legs wobbly. One of heekrhurt and
she touched its warm stickiness experimentally.nyamould be
doubly cross now.

'‘Can | come out now?' she asked hesitantly.

Nick heard the quiet request and it chilled him.dgdeld almost
feel the hairs lifting on his scalp in atavistigpaghension. Even
her voice was different—softer, more docile, likehald's.

A child . ..

'Yes, Lucilla, you can come out. You'll have todageful on the
steps, though. Can you manage them?'

'l think so.'
She sounded hesitant. Had she hurt herself?

That was funny . . . She didn't remember the cugbbaving
steps, but her head felt funny and woolly, andaswlifficult to
concentrate on anything for a long time.



She could see Elliott standing at the top of trepst only he
looked different somehow. She hesitated and blinked

Nick felt the tension claw at his stomach musdiesking them.
Dear God, she was looking at him as though shenkadr seen
him before.

‘Elliott," she said uncertainly.

He had no idea why she should think he was heddrather, but
he knew that it was vitally important that he sl say or do
anything to upset and alarm her, and dear God dmeed her out
of that hole so that he could see what damage atiedbne to
herself. He couldn't go in after her without rurgthe risk of the
door shutting and locking them both in.

‘Can you see my hand, Lucilla?' he encouragedysd@et hold
of it, there's a good girl, and then | can help gau | can't come
in, you see . . .'

'‘No, otherwise Nanny will lock you in as well,’ slagreed
docilely, shivering as Nick's fingers curled rouret wrist and he
almost dragged her the last few feet in his anxiethave her
safe.

There was a bruise on her forehead and she whg. fhhe had
been crying and there were black smudges of dinesiface. Her
tights were torn and one knee was bleeding slightiyt
otherwise she seemed all right.

He looked at the bruise on her forehead and woddéshe was
suffering from concussion. That might explain whye shad
confused him with Elliott, but the rest . . .



'I'm glad you're here, Elliott,' she told him shgkiYou won't let
Nanny put me back in the cupboard, will you?'

Nick stared at her. Her eyes were huge with feal simock;
wherever she was in her past, it was as real todweras it must
have been then, because this was no act. He thquigdy. The
best thing he could do, the only thing he couldwias to simply
allow her to believe he was Elliott. With any luo& could get her
into the car and back with her family before anythitoo
traumatic happened.

'‘No. No, | won't,’ he reassured her. They werangitbn the
window-seat and suddenly, to his shock, she edgegdrt him,
pressing her body into the warmth of his. She wasesing
violently, and he wrapped his arms around hemgyo comfort
her with his own warmth.

'‘Promise . . . promise you won't let her do it.'
He drew a ragged breath and said huskily, 'l preniscilla.'

She., seemed reassured because the trembling exdilzsilittle,
and then, just as he was about to ease her awayadihed
inconsequentially, 'She was very cross with me.'

'‘Who? Nanny?'
She shook her head.

'No, Cressida . . .' She looked at him, and hewgatten clear in
her eyes the misery and confusion of a hurt chiledr mouth
wobbled as she told him, 'She said | was a nuisanddéhat she
wished she'd never had me. She doesn't love me.'



The tears welled and trembled, and then splashachwlards;
there was nothing he could do other than gathemib@his arms
and rock her comfortingly, stroking her hair.

Part of his brain told him that this was no timestmply sit there
and hold her, that that bump on her forehead mgsifg some
degree of concussion and that he should be rushargto
someone who could give her the proper medical @tenand
yet another part, older and perhaps wiser, saidthieae would
never be anything more important in their livesntivehat was
happening now.

Under the confusion of her concussion, Lucilla wasocking
doors for him that he knew under normal circumstanshe
would never even have allowed him to guess existed.

He could have wept himself for the lonely misenjatilla as a
confused child. He too had known that same feariaseturity
that went with being an unloved child, and yet ar Biblings'
eyes Lucilla was the one who had been their paravsurite.

'‘Don't let Nanny lock me up again will you, Elli@tt

She looked up at him apprehensively and he strélezdhair,

marvelling at its soft silkiness. Beneath it thenés of her skull
felt frighteningly fragile.He shuddered to think atlcould have
happened to her if she had knocked herself ounhaheen able
to call out, and suddenly, despite the beauty efhbuse, he
wanted to get away from it.

'‘Promise me,' Lucilla demanded, clutching the fiarttis shirt.

'l promise,’ he told her, bending to take her weiglhis arms.



‘Where are we going?'
She looked confused and wary.

‘Somewhere nice, where you'll be safe and warmcttld here,
isn't it?'

To his relief, she seemed to accept his words gedsily,
nodding her head.

He noticed that by the time he had carried her dimahe car her
eyes were closed and she was breathing deeply.

He had a dim memory of reading somewhere that peopl
suffering from concussion should not be allowedle®p, so he
shook her abruptly as he put her into the car.dple@ed her eyes
and focused on him.

‘Nick . . . How did | get here?'

He could see the panic hit her as she struggladgimnilate what
was happening, and he urged, 'Don't worry, Luc¥lau've had a
small accident. I'm taking you back to the house.'

'An accident . . . but how? Where? Nick, | canheenber . . .'

"You will," he told her with more assurance thardie 'Just try to
relax.’

He slid into the driver's seat and turned the kethe ignition.

Later he decided that he had been extremely ludkytarcome
across any traffic police, because his Jaguar ésubnded to his
need to get Lucilla home as quickly as possibleyipg the



excellence of a British car designed to cope Withitregularities
of the British road system, with all its bends ahdrp corners.

He didn't waste time once he stopped the car, Sngépcilla up
into his arms, despite her protests.

Luckily, their arrival had been spotted. It was Ndih who
opened the door as they reached it, Beatrice mgrgown into
the hall at his summons.

'Oh, Nick, what's happened?' she exclaimed wogried|

'I'll explain later. Lucilla needs a doctor. Consios," he told her
tersely.

Less than an hour later, Beatrice's GP closed lalisibedroom
door behind him and smiled reassuringly at the @msxwaiting
faces.

"You were right,' he told Nick. 'It is mild concums. There's no
fracture, fortunately, but she is exhibiting alletlsigns of
someone suffering from deep shock.'

‘Yes . . . yes, she will be, 'Nick agreed. 'l maginit I'm feeling
rather shaky myself.'

'Look, let's all go downstairs and have a cup of'tBeatrice
suggested. 'Then you can tell us exactly what hagape

William, who had arrived unexpectedly mid- mornioffered to
sit with Lucilla while the others went with the dog but the
doctor assured them that he had given her a sedaiiy that she
would be all right on her own.



'She'll be asleep by now,' he told them as theyt Wewnstairs
and into Beatrice's own small sitting-room.

This was the room where she and Elliott relaxednthey were
on their own. It was decorated in warm shades aiclpe
highlighted with white.

Pretty bookcases had been fitted either side ofit@place and
dragged in soft terracotta, and the squashy, caatfler sofa was
upholstered in a patterned, polished cotton fattvad matched
the curtains.

The hardwearing terracotta carpet had proved itsatiune to
spills from Dom's drinking cup, and Elliott considd that this
room above all the others in the house reflectedvdrmth of his
wife's personality.

William was despatched to make a pot of coffee, @hde he
was gone Nick started to explain what had happened.

He was able to describe his irritation at Lucilldisappearance
guite easily; he was even able to tell them howrstd he had
been to realise that somehow Lucilla was trappéddnblethe
panelling.

It was only when he started to describe findingteerdbag that
he realised that he had actually left it there, @hAltiam, coming
into the room just as he was explaining how he foatd the
mechanism to open the panelling, said knowledgablyust be
a priest's hole of some sort. The house is thd age for it.
Originally there was probably a passage leadingnfiib to
somewhere safe outside the house.



'‘Bedrooms were a favourite spot for priest's holag, they
normally put them behind the fireplace. | supposenvthey
were panelling the house, someone must have reédims easy
it would be to construct a secret room. Poor Lagill can't have
been very nice being trapped in it.’

'‘She was petrified,’ Nick told them slowly. He leokat their
faces and felt like a traitor for what he was aldouto, but they
had to know the truth. The doctor would insist arowing it,

anyway. Nick suspected that he was already curidnagit the
degree of shock Lucilla was suffering.

'l couldn't go into the room to get her out in csedoor closed
and we were both trapped. She thought | was ydigttElHe
looked across the room and saw that Elliott wackag him
intently.

‘She'd reverted to her childhood. | don't know fadav. . . four or
five, perhaps . . . maybe even younger. She'd lmeked away
somewhere by her nanny . . .'

Beatrice made a small sound.

'‘She was barely four . . . Oh, Elliott, do you rember . . . that
awful woman? She used to punish Lulu by lockingureter the
stairs.'

'Yes,' Elliott agreed harshly. 'l knew Lucilla wisrified of her,
but I'd no idea why.'

'l only found out by accident,’ Beatrice admitt&thu know how
we were never allowed to go into Mother's room?IWeslw her
come in one day and | wanted to tell her about sloimg. | don't
remember what it was. The door was open and Lubistanding



there. Miss Graham was holding on to her arm tryindrag her
away, but Lulu was kicking and screaming. Mothes it&ious
with Miss Graham.

'l crept back upstairs, but Miss Graham never bnouglu back.
And then | saw Mother go out and get into her sail,went down
to look for Lulu. | couldn't find her. | asked Mi€&raham where
she was, and she said she was being punishedimgrdeaaughty
girl. She told me if | was naughty, I'd be lockedhe cupboard,
too . .

Beatrice shivered. 'Oh, God ... do you know, I'dgédten all
about it? Oh, Elliott, how could we have let thappen to her?"

"You could hardly have stopped it,' Elliott pointaat to her drily.
'You were barely six yourself. And | was away dicd . . .' He
frowned. 'Didn't Dad sack Miss Graham?'

‘Yes, | think he did. | remember Mother was furioBke told him
it was impossible to get good staff.' Beatrice kwlcross at the
doctor and said uncomfortably, '‘My mother was aneas. Her
career was very important to her.’

'Oh, such things aren't as uncommon as you mighi.tlEven
these days,' the doctor told her drily. He got apd said to
Beatrice, '"You'll find your sister will probablyesp for the rest of
today. Tomorrow she'll probably feel slightly grgggShe
shouldn't need any further attention, but if yoatall concerned
give me a ring.'

'‘Oughtn't she to be in hospital ... at least oy Nick
suggested anxiously.



'‘No. Her concussion was only very minor, and tla@eeno signs
that it's likely to develop into anything serious.'

After the doctor had gone, they all went back intee
sitting-room. Beatrice looked shaken and pale.

'I had no idea. When | think of what she must herndured . . .
How could Mother?"

She broke off and Elliott said grimly, 'Quite egsil . .

Remember, Bea, that at the time your mother wasyaunhappy
woman herself. She still loved your father, and wlas married
to mine.’

'‘But she loved Dad Chalmers. She was happy with' him

‘After a fashion,' Elliott agreed, 'but with hinglst | suspect that
she might have resented Lucilla for being my fdghehild.'

'‘But Lucilla was always her favourite,' Beatricetested.
Elliott raised his eyebrows.
'‘Was she? She w&harles'sfavourite . .

There was a small silence, broken only when Willemquired
hopefully, 'Isn't it time for lunch? I'm starving.'

It broke the tension. Beatrice got up, suddenlyenmimering that
her son would be waking up from his nap.

Over her polished nut-brown head, Nick looked abgland said
quietly, 'l think I'll go up and sit with Lucillaf you don't mind.'



Beatrice turned her head and looked at him with rdiagv
comprehension and said gently, 'Of course youldbget Henry
to bring you up a tray.'

Lucilla woke up later in the afternoon. She hadriwst appalling
headache, and a sketchy, dim memory of the tefrbeloworst
nightmare turning into reality.

Already it was going dark, and through the winddw sould see
the gentle curves of the Cotswold hills.

She was at Bea's, of course. She closed her ege&ftify,
acknowledging an inner awareness that here shesafas and
then she opened them again, suddenly conscioubeofnian
sitting beside her bed.

'Nick...'

He reached out across the bedspread and took meirhhis, and
she was surprised to find that he was tremblirghdly.

He had some papers spread out on the table in &@fohim.

Lucilla couldn't understand what he was doing in fe®m, or
even why she was in bed at this time of day, cantkdt, and yet
she was conscious of something trembling just beéyba edge
of her memory, something she didn't really wanteimember.
She shivered, before asking him, 'What are you gidiare,
Nick?'

*You had an accident ... a fall. Don't you remerfiblee asked her
slowly.



She did ... of course. A series of mental pictdlieeshed through
her mind. The panelled bedroom. Her argument wittk NThe
window-seat. Her fall, and then that terrifying agrgess that she
was locked away in the darkness.

Her body began to tremble. Nick was still holdirey hand; she
tried to pull away.

The sound of the bedroom door opening startled theim.

Bea came in, her face clearing when she saw theitldwas
awake.

'Oh, for heaven's sake, stop fussing, Bea," Lus#l@ irritably
when Nick moved to one side to allow her half-sisdgplump up
her pillows.

She saw Nick's quick frown at her sharp words, @woddered
forlornly what he would have said if he had knovnatt her
irritation sprang from the fact that Bea's arrivatl prompted him
to move away from the bed.



CHAPTER EIGHT
LucILLA insisted on getting up to join the others for @&nn

Since the doctor had pronounced that she was ffetisig from
concussion there was no reason why she shoulde'srepped at
Bea when the latter suggested it might be wisehéorto stay in
bed.

Fully made-up, and wearing a dress that wouldn'é h@oked out
of place in one of London's most glamorous eatipotss she
went downstairs at half- past seven, looking jligthty paler
than usual. Outwardly she looked poised and cdatfol
Inwardly she was petrified by the vague memoriesclvinad
haunted her from the moment she had woken up: mesnof
hearing herself screaming, of darkness, of fednaweing in some
terrifying way slipped back into the past and baerhild again,
no longer in control of her life, but subject t@ thill of others.

It was that terror and panic, that fear left ovent the trauma of
her childhood, that had made her get up rather rthiaain alone
in her bedroom.

Elliott was dispensing pre-dinner drinks in the wiray-room

when she walked in. His eyebrows rose slightly asuirveyed
the elegance of her black dress, but he didn'tneomait, merely

saying, 'l won't offer you anything alcoholic, Lliai It wouldn't

be wise in view of the medication you've had. Tiseseme spa
water . . .'

Just for a moment Lusilla was tempted to demanlkhssgf dry
sherry, but there had been times in the past wherhad been
tempted to cross swords with Elliott, and all tdten they had
ended in ignominy for her.



There might be times when she didn't particulakg her elder
half-brother, but she always respected him.

‘Very wise,' he murmured quietly, as he handedhbedrink. She
flashed him a bitter look, and then tensed. Foffitisetime that
she could remember, Elliott was looking at her vaitimixture of
the same compassion, concern and love that he tipneserved
for his wife and son.

It sent her off balance, literally as well as figtively; she felt
herself sway slightly and become confused, the rddurring

until she realised that the burning sensation in dy&s was
caused by the tears that were obscuring her vision.

Tears? The mere thought of the humiliation she daulffer at

betraying herself in such a way in front of her ilgreent a wave
of icy dread through her body. She looked roungéeesely for

some means of escape, and suddenly Nick was takneg hold

of her arm, reassuringly oblivious of the reasartier tension as
he drew her slightly away from the others and sthto talk to

her.

It was several seconds before she had regainedglenou
self-control to focus on what he was saying. He tiadvn her
towards the french windows and was saying somethnagit the
house they had visited.

She shuddered at the mere thought of it, but twaseno denying
that it would be ideal for filming purposes. Whendaid so, she
agreed, keeping her face averted from him and mpgayi
desperately that the few tears she hadn't beert@btantrol had
not totally ruined her make-up.

'Here.'



The quiet word caught her attention.
'It's all right, no one's looking.'

She focused disbelievingly on the white cotton sguse was
holding out to her, and then raised her head aokklb into his
eyes.

He had known all the time what was happening to hdéradn't
simply been a fortuitous chance that he had draavaway from
the others.

Caught between chagrin and an odd, unfamiliar sehselief

that for once in her life she had someone elselyoon other than
herself, she took the handkerchief and presseatdafally to her
damp face.

'It's just shock,' Nick told her calmly. 'Don't ieupset you.'

Shock. She shivered. He was right. She was sudfefiom

shock, but not for the reason he had imaginedhdt moment
when she had looked at him and realised that helakoerately
tried to protect her, she had had the most shocie@egl to go into
his arms, and be held there—safe, protected, tigetisAll the
things that no modern woman should ever want oeetxjpom a
man. All the things that she, who despised the meale knew
they were incapable of providing.

Of course, there were exceptions . . . like Elliott
'Ready to go back?'

Her panic made her overreact.



'Of course,' she told him acidly. 'So much fussulbo eyelash in
my eye.'

But she couldn't look at him, and all through dinske was
conscious of the corrosive fear burning inside d&eshe fought
against the knowledge that had been born in thahend when
she had wanted the physical warmth and reassun¥ek’s
arms around her.

During dinner she barely took part in the conveéosatand it was
only when Nick mentioned his sister's name that fahally

managed to divert her attention from her own thésigind
concentrate on what was being said.

'Of course, it was expected that both Sophy andulavplay our
parts in continuing the family tradition," Nick waaying. 'Both
of us appeared in a variety of films as kids. Whesached my
teens the roles started to get fewer and feweil, itifitegan to
dawn on me that | wasn't necessarily going to folio my

parents' footsteps.'

‘That must have been a very difficult time for yoBea said
sympathetically.

‘Yes, it was, and it wasn't made any easier byabiethat Sophy
was a natural. Both my mother and father were gisisyped in
me, but luckily | had our grandfather to turn tosbould | say my
step-grandfather? He and my father had never rgallyon. He
was a businessman, not part of the Hollywood saeadly, and |
think my father had always resented the fact tiebiother had
remarried. She died when | was two or three, scaidlly
remember her, but Gramps used to call by most daysfolks
were hardly ever there, and Gramps was reallythefamily we



knew when we were growing up. | owe him a lot. Hptkme
sane when . . . when | needed keeping sane.'

‘Living up to family traditions is never easy,'iBtt commented.
'‘We've had our fair share of suffering from thatdrpme in this
family.'

Lucilla tensed and glared at him, but before shaldcsay
anything Nick added pacifyingly, 'From what I'veahe, Cressida
and Charles were two very charismatic characters.’

‘Well, that's one way of putting it,’ Elliott dragd. ‘'In my
opinion, though, their monumental selfishness weg imodified

by the fact that they were too immature to realikat they were.
It's . ..

Beatrice looked uncomfortable, and touched Elsatm, trying
to silence him, but to Lucilla's surprise she fettne of her
normal fierce desire to leap to Cressida's defekidleat was
happening to her? Why was she changing like this®&she
changing? Or simply stepping out from behind thagmof her
mother? It was a disconcerting thought.

At half-past nine Nick glanced at his watch andamted that it
was time he left.

'l go and get my things," Lucilla told him absign How odd
that such a simple gesture should have such a pdvediiect on
her senses. That brief and very masculine moveaiasmew and
muscle; her sudden awareness of the very eroticagirbetween
hard, tanned flesh and soft, white cotton; thesedemused her
so much that her verbal response had been enérgtymatic,
leaving her unprepared for Bea's concerned protest.



'‘She can't go back to London, Elliott,’ she annednguickly.
‘There's no one there to look after her. She ntagtiwere . . .'

In the seconds that followed Lucilla was totallyaware of the
look exchanged by Nick and Elliott, and consciouy/ @f her
own panicky reaction to Bea's suggestion, fuelled the
realisation that Nick could leave without her ahdttfor some
reason she didn't want to be parted from him.

To her relief she heard him saying calmly, 'SHhegllall right,'
reminding Beatrice, 'the doctor did say that trstreuldn't be any
after-effects.’

And yet, conversely, although she felt relievedt tNack had
stopped Beatrice from pressing her to stay, she &bt
ridiculously hurt that he was not more concerneababer.

It was an odd feeling for her to have, a naiveifgeln many
ways, and if there was one thing she prided heoseif was not
being naive.

They left half an hour later, and they had readhedmotorway
before Lucilla had stopped seething over the wak Nad kissed
Beatrice goodbye.

It struck her suddenly and explosively that she pakus of her
half-sister; that she had always been jealous of Jealous of
Bea. Plain, dull Bea, who had always been the dfuharles's
humour and malice. Bea, who had never shown aripation of
developing any of the fabled Bellaire talent.

She felt so confused that she pressed her hanusr temples,
trying to ward off the swirling thoughts that wehgeatening to
sweep her away. Almost overnight her whole world blaanged



and become alarmingly unfamiliar, and as yet sheniwaure of
her footing in this new territory. Lucilla didniké feeling alien
and out of step; she liked to be in control of hér and
everything in it.

'‘What's wrong?' Nick asked sharply, seeing hersgnes hands to
her forehead.

‘Nothing," she told him shortly, lapsing into a rdgosilence.

Surely she hadn't felt jealous of Bea because RNauk kissed
her—an affectionate, friendly kiss, delivered ie fhresence of
Bea's husband? And yet there had been a warmthidk'sN
manner toward Bea that he had never shown hereat this

evening when he saw her tears and gave her thdkéanhnief.

But then, the circumstances of his first meetinthviBea were
vastly different from his initial meeting with heBea had not
been attempting to seduce his brother-in- law.

'l suppose you're another Elliott, and you thinlaBethe epitome
of everything that a woman should be, don't yon@'challenged
abruptly.

She could feel Nick looking at her, even though giua't turn
her own head.

'l certainly think she's a very feminine and lowabloman,' he
agreed calmly.

'‘Because she stays at home with her child, andnddesve a
thought in her head other than Elliott and Domin@f?course,
that would appeal to the male ego.’

'‘Not necessarily. A woman who elects to stay atéaam be a
dependent burden. You can't pigeonhole people Hir th



emotions, Lucilla. Look at my sister, for instan@é¢hen she and
John got married, no one believed their marriagelevdast.
Sophy is the image of our mother, and no doubt ywalbd
thought John had got himself a bad bargain.' Laddbked at
him, not sure what he meant.

'My mother was constantly unfaithful to my fathée'explained.
'She couldn't help herself. At least, that wasdxeuse. Normally
her affairs didn't last, but just before they wkiked she had
asked my father for a divorce. He was flying thangl when it
crashed. I've often wondered . . .'

Abruptly he went silent, and Lucilla's skin chillelspite the
warm air circulating through the car.

‘Do you mean that he killed them both rather thaorde her?'

'l don't know. What | do know is that he was a veryud man. It
had been bad enough when . . . when he first deseovthat she
was unfaithful to him, but having turned a blincedyr all those
years to those infidelities, and then to lose herperhaps it was
more than even he could take.'

Lucilla shivered again. An alien sense of loss jgaid seemed to
have entered the car; a mournful breath of longeagotions.

'He must have loved her very much.'

'‘No. | don't think he did," Nick told her unexpedite 'but he had
married her against all the advice of his familg dnends, and
he was the kind of man who would never admit toistake, so
instead of ending the marriage as he should hawve, d® wasted
the rest of his life blindly refusing to admit ttxath, and in doing
so he punished not only himself, but her as welll #® a lesser



extent Sophy and me; in fact, everyone connectddtivem. He
was not a happy man, nor an easy man to live with.’

'You didn't like him?'

'‘Not very much, although it was a long time befoweas able to
say that without guilt. It's normally love that lsnparent and
child together, not liking, and without love, whémere's no
liking, it's a very difficult thing for a child toome to terms with.
For years | struggled to be what | thought my fathanted me to
be, always wondering why it was that nothing | didild please
him. | loved him, you see . . .

There was a long silence, and then Lucilla saidkihys
'‘Sometimes . . . sometimes | felt like that aboré¢sSida. Oh, |
know she loved me,' she added defensively. 'l veagadvourite.
But she was always so busy . . .’

She looked at Nick, and was surprised to see slmbkaof pity
and compassion in his eyes that her throat clogedna she
couldn't go on.

'‘Why are you looking at me like that? Sihiel love me . . .' She
realised suddenly that she was practically screguthie words at
him and that her fingers were curled into tightsfisf tension.

Once before she had said those words, hurling thefrantly at
Benedict. They had been quarrelling, she remembereer
something she had said to Bea. Ben had been about tthe
time. She had been fifteen, almost sixteen. Evem stee could
remember the way he had looked at her.

‘She doesn't love you,' he had told her. 'How b&? ¥ou aren't a
real Bellaire.'



She had sworn then that she would prove to him ghatwas
more of a Bellaire than he would ever be, but sidnh and he
had been right. She wasn't a real Bellaire.

‘Sometimes | hated her,' she said tiredly, theiaandropping
sharply, leaving her feeling unreasonably weadidleverything
| could to make her notice me, but she was alwagy$tisy . . . or
too involved with something else. | don't think stetually loved
any of us.'

She could hardly believe she had really said thedsvoThey
seemed to hang in the silent atmosphere of thdaamstead of
feeling guilt, she experienced a tremendous sufgelease, of
freedom from an almost intolerable burden.

The moment she uttered the words, she knew shecdwakd
them inside her like a poisoned barb for a longetim

‘'Surprisingly easy, after all, isn't it?"
She looked uncomprehendingly at Nick.
"‘What?'

He gave her an oddly twisted smile, and said, '‘Grgwip.
Welcome to the adult world, Lucilla Chalmers,' ldeled softly.

'‘Don't be ridiculous. I'm twenty-eight years oldlie scoffed
irritably, ‘and I've been an adult for almost aatke'

‘Legally, but not, I think, emotionally.'

Suddenly she felt too drained to pursue the suby@bat was it
about Nick that made her say and do these extreammdihings?



In a matter of a few short weeks he had turnedntieie world
upside-down. She leaned back in her seat and closedyes,
and didn't open them again until they were offrtiegorway and
well into the city.

'So you think the house will do for the series® akked him
sleepily as she sat up, and pushed her fingeraghrber mussed
hair.

Suddenly it had become extremely important to et she
re-establish their business relationship and geayadom
personal matters.

'Yes, it will be ideal.' He looked at her. 'How Wwjbu feel about
working there, though, after what happened?’

Her heart seemed to miss a beat. He was actualbecoed about
her, and then she realised that his concern was hkety to be
in case she refused to work at the house, and arothér
personally.

'‘No problem,' she told him coolly. 'After all, I'nardly likely to
be stupid enough to repeat the same mistake twice.'

She thought she heard Nick mutter under his bré&ath,yeah?'
but before she could challenge him he had turnédhef main
road and into an exclusive part of Chelsea wheszerdlad was
only open to those people lucky enough to own ohehe
charming villas overlooking the Thames.

'l think it will be as well if you stayed here tghit. | promised
Bea I'd take care of you,' he added before shalamject, and
then, when she remained frozen in her seat, hedabldatly,



‘There's nothing to be afraid of, Lucilla. I'm ribé kind of man
who demands or wants sexual favours from unwiliummen.’

'‘Don't be ridiculous,' Lucilla told him freezinglym not afraid.’
She almost scrambled out of the car in her hasygdoe her
point. She was, after all, supposed to be an expezd woman of
the world, who would hardly balk at the thoughsp&nding the
night under the roof of a man who was known to her.

‘Mrs Evans, who does for me once a week, alwaysskéw spare
bed made up,' Nick told her as he ushered heransid

The moment he said the words 'spare bed', Luoliahterself she
was a fool for ever imagining he could have meamttrang
different. After all, if he wanted to make lovelter he could have
done so the first time they met.

But he hadn't known her then . . . not really kndven. And, as
the thought formed, it hurt to realise that knowimgy had not
altered his opinion of her, or his lack of desive ther. And that
last little piece of knowledge stopped her in hacks.

For the first time in her life, Lucilla really knewhat it was to
experience the pain of sexual rejection.

'Lucilla, are you all right?'

Nick turned abruptly in the narrow hall to study.ngefore she
could stop him he lifted her wrist, circling it Wwistrong fingers,
his thumb touched her now racing pulse.

‘The doctor said no after-effects,’ he muttereditoself. '‘God,
perhaps | should have left you with Bea and Elliafter all,' he
added broodingly, searching her pale face.



'‘No, no . .. I'm fine," Lucilla told him. 'Justt tired. Nick ... I'd
prefer to go home. I'll be all right . . '

‘No way," he told her forthrightly. 'You're stayihgre. Come on.
I'll take you up to your room. You'd better go gjha to bed.'

‘But we've got work to do.’
'Nothing that won't wait until tomorrow.'

It was oddly comforting simply to give up and ldmhtake
charge, to follow him into the pretty lemon and tehguest
bedroom with its own tiny bathroom, and to listdrediently
while Nick told her that she was to get into bed bha'd bring her
up a hot drink.

For someone who had always claimed that she enjbyed
alone, it was strangely comforting to be able taridick moving
about downstairs while she prepared for bed. Prablyrher
bedroom was over the back of the house and thiedntarea. She
was in bed when he came back. He hesitated fomaembin the
doorway, an unfathomable look on his face, andllaucealised,
touching her face self-consciously, that she waisomt her usual
make-up. Up until that moment she hadn't giveroaght to the
fact that Nick would be seeing her without her ligratective
gloss. He was, in fact, the first male outside fagnily with
whom she had shared anything approaching thatcpkatikind
of intimacy.

Her heart gave an odd lurch, and she felt as shy an
self-conscious as a sensitive teenager.

'For goodness' sake, stop staring at me,' shespedtavaspishly.
'l can't be the first woman you've seen in bed.'



It was a pretty feeble attempt at her normal lergtbphistication,
but it seemed to work. Nick walked over to the bad put down
the tea he had brought her.

'I'm going to ring Bea and let them know you'll staying here
for a few days, to put her mind at rest.’

As the door closed quietly behind him, several s struck
her at the same time.

The first and most powerful was a bewildering serfsless, an
aching pain inside that made her want to cry odtino to come
back and stay with her.

The second was her angry recognition of her owirsbakess in
not being the one to suggest ringing Bea, and hivd tvas a
searing, burning jealousy of her elder sister, ohiwgh anguish
that Nick's concern for her might simply be a bgérct of his
greater concern for Bea, and that it might be syrtgpprotect and
help Bea that he was insisting she stayed with him.

Nick, in love with her sister? Impossible, surély.was it?

She picked up the sturdy mug Nick had brought 8erdifferent
from her own translucent modern china, and yet $mwe
comforting to hold, the heat of the tea warming lnemnds.

She drank it quickly and then settled back in Médhin minutes
she was deeply asleep.

Downstairs, Nick replaced the receiver and thentvatowly
upstairs. Lucilla was asleep, impossibly dark lastamning her
pale cheeks. Like this, she looked frail and vudbéz. It was
almost impossible to imagine how swiftly her eyesild chill



and glitter, and how bitter and venomous that switith could
be.

All in self-defence, and all heart-breakingly unessary. He
reached out and carefully tucked an errant bloode behind her
ear. The weekend had drained him, and yet at tme $ene he
felt elated. For the first time he felt as though \was really
getting through to her, making her see how distbinier vision of
her past and her family actually was. Out of need lave she
had clung to her own images of Cressida and Chasttting
them both up on pedestals.

But now those pedestals were crumbling. He lookeddingly
at her sleeping form, impelled by a sudden urgeake her and
take her in his arms, to force her to realise hightthey were for
one another, to make love to her and awaken theveraan he
knew lay slumbering beneath her protective brigkm But he
couldn't do it. It wouldn't be fair to her, andtive end it wouldn't
be fair to himself, either. No. She must come tm ®illingly,
loving him, or not at all. Patience . . . Patiemaes the key, but
there were times when he ached to ignore the ayohtands of
his brain and give in instead to the fierce achei®body.

He bent and dropped a light kiss on her forehesket sleep, she
smiled.

He felt the heat flood his skin, his body painfudisoused by his
need to make love to her.

Turning abruptly, he left the room.



CHAPTER NINE
'BUT, Nick, | never eat breakfast.'
‘Then you should.’

They were sitting in the small, pretty dining-rogust off the
kitchen, Nick presiding over the coffeepot withedtdess that did
nothing to detract from his masculinity.

He had walked into her room less than an hour egaying a
cup of tea, and had been surprised to find her awwakl keen to
get up. At first he had tried to persuade her tengpthe day
resting, but Lucilla had organised a tentative huneeting with
Tracy Hammond and there was no way she was goings®it.

'I'm perfectly well,’ she had insisted, and, aljlouit was true in
one sense, in another it was not. She felt degrddtibalance: ill
at ease with herself and acutely aware of how naLsthain it was
becoming to keep up her normal aggressive, cymittiide of
self-sufficiency and control.

Lying awake in Nick's spare bed this morning, i lsame to her
for the first time that, in many ways, all her liébhe had been
playing a role. Now she was making the first taméat
explorations of her own real self. It was rathke liooking at her
reflection in a mirror, and then discovering tha teflection was
real and independent, and she found it disconggttirdiscover
how easy it was to slip into her now softer, malexed persona.

Some elements of the old Lucilla still remaineaudh, and one
of them was her total aversion to the thought afdfdefore
twelve o'clock, but Nick was adamant, which was whg was



pushing a small slice of toast round an earthenwé&te that
matched the mug of coffee he had just poured her.

In actual fact she was glad of the toast, becaugmve her
something to concentrate on other than the brogdrese of
Nick's chest, warmly tanned against the stark wiegs of his
towelling robe.

'Eat it," he told her, adding succinctly, 'No briask, no lunch.’
Lucilla scowled at him.
'I'm not a child, Nick.'

‘Then stop behaving like one,' he told her promptlgu need to
eat, Lucilla. You're too thin.’

She opened her mouth to object, but before shelsop him he
had practically lifted her out of her chair, pushiver fashionably
bulky sweater out of the way, to hold her waistivitthe span of
his hands.

The heat of the skin-on-skin contact where hisditigs touched
her middle unnerved her. She began to panic, tryindree
herself.

'‘What's wrong?' Nick asked quietly.

He was so close to her that she had to tilt hed baak to look at
him.

I'm cold.



The rash of goose-bumps on her skin where he wa$iteg her
seemed to prove her claim, and he released hetyslgently

pulling her sweater back into place. Shiveringldlyy she sat
down and reached for her coffee, praying that she tive only
one of them who knew that those tiny bumps had lbaased by
the unfamiliar friction of his touch against hemrsind her body's
reaction to it.

'‘Hadn't you better get dressed?'

She said the words without looking at him, and ddwave bitten
out her tongue. Would he guess how much his stateay nudity
was disturbing her? The bathrobe covered him fromaekto
throat more or less, but she was acutely awarkeofvarmth of
his skin and her own realisation that he was maagiably naked
underneath it.

To her relief he took her comment at face value gmahaced,
‘Slave driver, but | suppose you're right.' He &aroward the
door, and added warningly, 'And eat that toast. Aé thing we
know you'll be wanting a dog so that you can faedhder the
table.'

Lucilla was stunned. Just for one brief, shockingtant his
words had conjured up a mental image of the kindarhestic
harmony she had always thought was the provintieeoBeas of
this world; the kind of life she had always insisi®as not for
her.

She looked down at her plate and realised she ¢tadlly eaten
the toast, and what was more she had enjoyedattdsik another
slice and spread butter on it thinly.



From upstairs, Nick called down, 'Make some frestiee, will
you? | can't even begin to think of functioningtire morning
without half a dozen cups.’

If it was an exaggeration, it was only a slight dnécilla realised
an hour later when they were eventually ready tasefor the
office.

Nick, to her astonishment, had insisted on cleaam@y the
breakfast things and then washing up, explainiagjMrs Evans,
his cleaner, only came in once weekly, and thaprieéerred to
take care of himself.

Lucilla had actually found herself drying crockdor the first
time since she had left her childhood behind hed fet there
had been a comfortable contentment in sharing thadane
chore.

It struck her when they were in Nick's car that slasn't looking
forward to going back to her own flat, but go bable must. She
said as much as Nick parked.

'‘Not yet,' he told her abruptly. 'That was some yalu had,
Lucilla. It would be much more sensible to stayhwite. In fact,
I'm going to insist upon it. We've got one hellafot to get
through in the next few weeks, and it will be meesier if you're
there on the spot, so to speak.’

She ought to have objected, to have insisted ammieg to her
own home, but the thought of doing so was totaligppealing,
and she found herself weakly agreeing to allow Nic#rive her
home later so that she could collect some clothes.



Lucilla had a busy morning dealing with an avalanabf
telephone calls following the official Press relemgoncerning
the new series. Nick had been quoted as being #ie casting
agent, and his relationship with John Cassavar haedn
mentioned in several of the theatrical papers.

Lucilla's lunch with Tracy Hammond had been arrahigg the
latter's agent. Lucilla had spoken to him the presiweek, and,
although he had told her that Tracy had an extrgrbelsy
schedule, he had nevertheless been interested letmagrange
the lunch.

‘Tracy is a serious actress,' he had warned LucHiae isn't
interested in taking any soap roles.’

‘This one's different,' Lucilla had told him, armht was exactly
what she intended to tell the young actress. Slsedetermined
to sell the role to her, because she sincerelywedi that Tracy
was right for it.

It amazed Lucilla herself how much pleasure anidssgisfaction
she was getting from her new career. Much more #menhad
ever had from her old, if that could actually b#ezha career.

The restaurant arranged for the meeting was a popuk.

When Lucilla walked in and was shown to the actsdsble, she
discovered that there were already several pebple tand her
heart sank a little. She had hoped to talk to Tedoye.

Her, heart sank even further when she saw Benebidt,
Sebastian was also with him. Sebastian had a cglreoftening
effect on his older twin, and this might be a golo@portunity to
persuade Sebastian to test for the part of Kit Wrest



She sat down beside him, having introduced hetsdlfacy. The

actress was was busy talking to someone else, aritld wanted

to wait until she had her full attention beforeadissing the part
with her.

Lucilla had always felt slightly more at ease witbbastian than
with the rest of her family. He had a gentlenessenaf the others
seemed to possess, and she welcomed it now akdtelzr how
her new job was going.

'l like it," she told him candidly, breaking off ake realised that
Tracy was now sitting on her own. Excusing hersefebastian,
she went over to sit with her.

Half an hour later, to her elation, she had gotcy¥stentative
agreement to test for the role, and she felt centidthat once
Tracy realised how seriously the whole thing wasdpéreated
her reservations would disappear.

Elated and pleased with herself, she went backittovigh
Sebastian, who had now finished his main course.

'Success?' he asked her.

'l hope so. She's perfect for Tabitha. Which reminae . . .
there's a part in it which would be perfect for you

Quickly she outlined the plot.
Sebastian frowned.

‘But surely, ideally, Ben would be better playing than me."'



'‘No, | don't think so. The character of Kit reqsieegreat deal of
depth, Sebastian. On the surface, yes, he's a ehaf®ckless
and slightly reckless, but inside ... he needs doplayed by
someone who can portray those deeper qualitiess Ben like

the surface Kit to do that.’

'‘Well, well, now our failed actress is an expertchracter
analysis as well as everything else.’

Lucilla tensed but didn't turn her head to loolBahedict. How
long had he been standing behind her, listeningatVdid it
matter? She had only spoken what she consideitsel hee truth.

'‘Poor Lucilla, you must be quite exhausted. Worlafiglay ... as
well as all night.’

It was said just loud enough for everyone to hear.
Sebastian frowned.
‘Ben ...

'‘Oh, come on. You know as well as | do that they omby
Lucilla's ever got anyone to employ her is by lying

Lucilla slapped him, shocking herself as much as dtocked
him.

'You always were a venomous little bitch," Benedicarled at
her, nursing the flaming marks on his face. 'Venosnand
jealous as hell of the rest of us because you tareally a
Bellaire.'



'‘Ben, stop this!" Sebastian protested, but his tgmored him,
pushing off his restraining arm to say angrily,

‘Well, you and Barrington make a good pair. Rumioas it he
would have as little right to the Barrington nanseyau have to
the Bellaire.'

'‘Ben, that's not true,’ Sebastian warned. 'Youwist jepeating
Hollywood gossip.'

‘There's never any smoke without fire,' Beneditttrreed. 'It was
all round Hollywood at one time that his motherygid around.
The day he was born, Silas Barrington refused tndugok at
him. he even cut him out of his will, but your lostill hung on
to the Barrington name, just as you've hung orm&Bellaire
name.'

The whole table had fallen silent, fascinated bytweas going
on. Sebastian looked uncomfortable and embarralsaetucilla
was only peripherally aware of other people's reast

All her concentration was focused on Benedict as stbhod up
and said firmly, 'Nick would have been a succesateder name
he chose to use, because he's that kind of man:tiglive a damn
who his father was or wasn't. Do you know somethiBen? You
were right, lwasjealous . . . bitterly so, but not any more.

'You can keep the Bellaire name and everythinggbas with it,

and | pity you for having to do so.' She turnedtacy Hammond
and said calmly, 'I'll be in touch about the aremegnts for the
test." And then she looked at Ben and said quiétippe that one
day someone will open your eyes to reality the waye have
been opened. Being a Bellaire means nothing.'



‘You think that now," Benedict sneered. 'Wait uB@rrington
kicks you out. You'll sing a different song then."

Lucilla didn't wait to hear any more. She smile&abastian and,
with her head held high, walked out of the restaura

She didn't go back to the office, but instead tad&xi home.

Once inside her own house, she went straight ingetdoedroom
and opened the wardrobe doors.

An hour later she rang Bea and announced, 'l'va haging a
sort through my clothes. There's tons of stuff Herant to get
rid of. Any suggestions?’

Beatrice had, and, having made arrangements fahimgs to be
collected, Lucilla replaced the receiver and thexhalled.

Sometimes it was rather pleasant being an indepdgdeecalthy
woman. Her father's money might not have been talbely her
acting success, but it did have its uses.

If the interior designer she telephoned was sthrthy the
magnitude of her commission, she gave no sign.dfutilla
knew nothing of her other than that she speciaiissdft, pretty,
chintzy effects pepped up to fit into a city enwinaent.

She replaced the receiver and gave a satisfie@¢glaround the
room.

All she needed to do now was to go out and buy soew
clothes, and then the transformation would be cetepl



Although the shops she visited pointed out slighdyerely that
late November was not the time to be purchasingwnomn
wardrobe, Lucilla was very pleased with what shenaged to
achieve.

Soft cashmeres in colours that stopped just shbrbeing

sugar-almond sweet; fabrics that draped and clargfeminine
rather than a sexual fashion; high-heeled shodsthphasised
the delicacy of her ankle bones. And, to completertew look,
softer, prettier make-up.

She left Harvey Nichols at half-past four, dresfedh head to
foot in new clothes, wearing new makeup and cagryar too
many glossy carrier bags.

The taxi dropped her just outside the office, apdhe time she
had reached their office floor she was beginninigéb the effect
of her exertions.

The receptionist goggled slightly at the sight ef parcels, and
Lucilla returned her look with an almost urchinrgri

She almost danced into her office, light-headedh wénsations
that ranged from exhilaration to relief.

She was just taking off her coat when the door flvagy open
and Nick walked in.

‘Lucilla, where the hell . . ." He broke off astoek in her new
appearance.

‘Hello," Lucilla said gravely, holding out her hata him. ‘'I'm
Lucilla Chalmers.'



He was not appeased. In fact, if anything, he |dakeéen more
grimly angry than he had been before.

'For God's sake, Lucilla! Have you any idea how near I've
been? You disappear for damn near three hours wtithword . .
. But than, that's you all over, isn't it? Selfigigughtless. Never
thinking of anyone other than yourself . . .'

This was the second time he had been angry withHernew
self-confidence evaporated and she took refugendedicool
wall of mock-indifference, shrugging her shouldarsl saying
mockingly, 'You aren't my keeper, Nick. Or did ytunk that
just because | work for you that you've got exslasiights to
me?'

It was the kind of loaded sexually taunting commsme would
have once made without thought. Now its effect ackNnade
her insides quiver.

He looked at her with corrosive contempt and saidtty, 'What
man could ever think that?' And then j he walket ou

The temptation to sit down at her desk and buryhead in her
arms and burst into tears was almost too greatdisty but she
was glad that she had, because within minutes Wak back,
carrying a heavy briefcase.

‘Come on. We're going home," he told her curtly.
Goinghome~?After what they had just said to one another?

If she had any pride she would walk out on himtrigbw, but she
was coming to realise that, where Nick was conakrpede was
of no importance. She wanted to be with him; shatedto be



part of his life, part of him, in a way that hadmag to do with
anything she had ever experienced before.

She loved him, she realised with a small shocleagation. She
stared unfocusingly at her desk. How could thaehaappened?
Whenhad it happened?

She walked across the room to pick up her paregld,found
suddenly that she was shaking.

'‘God, | knew something like this would happen. THamned
doctor! He ought at least to have taken you intepital for
surveillance.’

She was pushed out of the way while Nick gathenedher
purchases.

‘And you should have had more sense. What on pagbessed
you . . . Haven't you got enough damn clothes difea

'‘No," Lucilla told him quietly. 'All the ones | hagkelonged to
Lucilla Bellaire.'

Now she had his attention. Now he looked at hew Ne saw the
soft femininity of her cashmere dress and the wéditted her
body, the soft make-up, and the hesitant, almosi@k in her
eyes.

He dropped the parcels and his briefcase.
'‘Oh, God, Lucilla.’

She was in his arms, feeling the heavy, uneven dfitnis heart.
Her own sang. She wound her arms round him, sinigein



delicious pleasure as she heard his low groansifeléis hands
were in her hair, stroking through its silky lengtHis lips

touched her forehead and she quivered in respéiosdahe first
time in her life she wanted a man to touch heméke love to
her. All the provocative, deliberately sensual gesst and
movements she had used in pursuit of ambition tebdrer,

leaving her with no way of showing him what she &eher than
to press her body into the muscled hardness oébisng to have
his mouth on hers, and yet totally unable to lér lnead and
initiate the kiss herself.

But then, as she felt him pull away from her, despwde her
inventive and she raised herself up on tiptoe amispered
softly, 'I'm sorry, | didn't mean to worry you." Arthen she
placed her mouth on his in a kiss of peace.

Nick froze. The temptation to part the softly clddme of her
mouth and kiss her as he had been aching to de Hat first
night burned inside him. He could feel her bregstsssing
against him, and it was only with the greatestrefibwill that he
was able to stop his body from betraying him.

Lucilla looked at him, her eyes betraying her ceido and
humiliation. She stepped back from him and drevawddering
sigh.

Nick couldn't stand it. Just for a moment he haéensm the
vulnerability of her eyes the Lucilla he had alwaysw was
there. The Lucilla he had fallen in love with. Haae a harsh
sound in his throat, and said huskily, 'I'm sotog,.'

And then he was kissing her. Really kissing hegillarealised,
as his mouth probed hers.



His hand cupped her jaw, his thumb stroking hereloWp.
Lucilla was bemused by the sensations such admyleiss caused.
She could actually feel her breasts swell and thples harden
while her lips softened, sensitised by his toudte Sould hardly
breathe, and she had to open her mouth to drag Bie realised
that the harsh sound she could hear was Nick'seadhgt
breathing, and she lifted her bemused gaze to higet

'Kiss me again, Nick.'

She could hardly believe she had said the wordslyhbelieve
that that husky little appeal came from her.

It had, though. Already Nick was responding tofer, bending
his head, so that his breath feathered tormentiaghinst her
mouth as he whispered, 'How? Like this?'

He was teasing her mouth with his, tormenting ithwlight,
butterfly kisses that only teased its parted meissn

She was actually trembling in his arms, clingingmieringly to
him as she shook her head, desperate to convemtodr need.

At last he seemed to realise, because he stoppaeéritng her
and asked softly, '‘Not like that? How, then? Shosv m

Show me. The words shocked through her, and shedséh him

In consternation, and then her glance droppeddarauth and
she shuddered in the grip of her intense needsipgeber mouth
hesitantly to his as she had done before, butithesthe bonds of
restraint she had always imposed on herself snappeldwith a

little cry of desperation she pressed pleadingelsissgainst his
mouth, until it opened and she could taste him @rgp



Her soft, satisfied sound of pleasure broke his sehtrol. His
hands found her breasts and shaped their roundetburs.
Lucilla moaned in arousal and discovered that shé lost
control of the kiss, but she didn't mind. And theomewhere in
an outer room, a door banged and Nick releasedlerptly,
bending awkwardly, retrieving his briefcase and parcels.
'Nick...'

'‘Not now, Lucilla. Let's get home first, where wanctalk
privately.’

Home . . . Her heart sang. Home for her would abMag with
Nick.

Funny how she knew that and accepted it, even weddat. She
who had always wanted her independence. She floatie the
car on a wave of euphoria.



CHAPTER TEN

SOMEWHERE on the way back to Nick's Chelsea house, her
euphoria died. Or was it the oppressive silencenatinag from

Nick—so at odds from his mood when he kissed heatdthled
it?

Lucilla only knew that, by the time they were evaily inside
the house, she was bitterly regretting her fooksisnin kissing
him, and was tensing herself against the painmafrhaking some
sardonic remark about both the kiss and her chaagpéarance.
But he said nothing other than a curt, 'l've gatiig the States.
Sophy will be wanting to know how we're gettingwith finding
her somewhere to live.'

They had lined up several possible houses to viear ¢the
weekend, and it came as a shock to Lucilla to Meek saying
tersely, 'l think it might be a good idea if yolewied them on
your own. I've got rather a backlog of work to ¢tatip on, and if
John does decide to reschedule the filming tonfivith Tracy
Hammond's commitments, I'll need everything else ajuthe
way.'

Unthinkingly, Lucilla protested, 'But | can't viethhe houses on
my own, Nick.'

‘Then ask Bea,' Nick tole her brusquely. 'She'bbably be
willing to help.’

Of course Bea would help, but Lucilla hated feelthgt Nick
was comparing her abilities to her half-sister'd &éinding her
wanting, and she reacted instinctively to her jesyo saying
bitterly, 'I've got an even better idea—why dowtsimply ask



Bea to take over the whole thing? I'm sure sheddeto be a
much better assistant than me,' she finished saraihs

‘Very probably,’ Nick agreed harshly, silencing.h@ne thing's
for sure, she'd certainly prove to be a far lesgliiesome one.'

He said the words half under his breath, but Ladikard them
and immediately leapt to the conclusion that he nggeetting the
impulse which had led to him giving her the jolihe first place.

What had happened to the man who had kissed s wffice?
Why was Nick behaving like this with her, as thoughwanted
her out of his life just as quickly as it could déreanged?

Lucilla wasn't a fool; she had withessed too mamy rinying to

rid themselves of women they no longer wanted tddxeived.
Nick regretted kissing her, he didn't want thenmatcy with her
that the kiss they had shared had been a prelydmtbrather
than tell her outright he was trying to backpedhal push her into
being the one to make the break between them. &thesden it
happen so often before and despised the man ird/dbrehis

weakness, but she had never dreamed Nick, of afllpewould

behave in such a way.

If he didn't want her, all he had to do was to dyipll her so.
Didn't he have enough respect for her, enoughdikenough
compassion even to be honest with her?

She wanted to be angry with him, to despise hinshes had
despised so many other members of his sex, bsih@altould feel
was a hurting, burning pain in the region of hearhend an
insane desire to burst into tears.



She loved him, something she had never imaginedwsid
ever do; and almost as soon as she had discoverddve, she
had also discovered the pain that came with knowivag her
feelings weren't shared or returned. But at lelastred enough
pride left not to beg or cling. Nick had made aiplthat he didn't
want her. The least she could do for both of theas W accept
his rejection.

‘Well, if you've got things to do, I'll go up to myom and put this
lot away.'

She turned her back on him as she picked up upelsar8he
thought she had given a very good impression oimecal
indifference, but obviously something must haveegiter away
because behind her, she heard Nick saying with hroug
exasperation, 'Oh, hell, Lucilla. Look . . .'

He swore as the phone rang, but picked up thevercei

Lucilla carried on collecting her parcels, and ag svalked
through the open door into the hallway, she heam daying,
'‘Sophy, hi! No, I'm sorry we haven't found you ahgne yet, but
Lucilla has a few hopefuls to look at this weekénd.

She went upstairs to her small, pretty room, buostead of
unpacking her purchases, she gathered togetherothar
belongings.

Odd, disjointed thoughts whirled through her hedde would
never know now whether or not she had been sucdeissf
persuading Tracy to take the role of Tabitha. Sloalgn't be
instrumental in finding Sophy a house. She wouldact, have
no connection with the film at all ... or with Nick



It was fortunate that she wouldn't neddn't need to earn her
own living. Who would employ her—a failed actressrzagent
with nothing to recommend her other than a ratierals talent
for persuading a certain kind of man to behave eweme
idiotically than nature had intended?

She had no illusions about herself now. She coaicelmade a
success of this job; she knew it instinctively. NViick at her
side she could have learned to balance the digppietes of her
life; she could have found happiness. But it wagmbe . . . Nick
himself had made that clear.

She left quietly while he was still on the teleplon

The taxi driver she found cruising past the enthefmews made
no comment when he saw her suitcase and her wade. f
Break-ups of relationships were too common to wudriany
reaction these days.

Her own house felt cold and empty, the stridentodestriking
discordant notes on her emotionally raw nerve-agglirhe
would have to find some temporary accommodatiose. ifiterior
designer and her team were due to start on Monrdashaps
Elliott and Bea . . .

Funny how she always ran home to her half-sisteznathings
went wrong.

She glanced at her watch. By now, Nick would pripdave

realised she had gone. He would be relieved, ofsepuhat she
had been so quick off the mark. Another woman migge

stayed to plead or argue, to demand an explanatiothat

passionate kiss followed so quickly by that brusipaéference,

but she was not as gullible as the majority ofdeex.



She might not be a good actress herself, but slseavexpert at
picking up on people's body language, and Nickt to&d her
guite plainly how much he regretted kissing her.

One kiss, that was all, and yet it had opened ges ¢0 so
much—her own love for Nick for one thing.

Deep in thought, she didn't hear the car outsid&heofront door
opening. Her first intimation that she wasn't al@amy longer
came when Nick said abruptly behind her, 'Just wathell are
you playing at?'

She whirled round, too stunned to hide her reaction
'‘How did you get in here?'
He dangled a bunch of keys in front of her.

‘You left these in the front door. For God's sdkeilla, have you
gone completely out of your mind? Do you know witat crime
rate is in London? Not to mention the rape stassti

' don't know why you followed me here, Nick, blat like you to
leave. Like you, I've got rather a busy eveningnp&d. Although
my evening will be busy in a different contextgghbld him with
a hard laugh.

‘You think so? Well, whatever you've got planned yan just
forget it. You're coming back with me.'

'Why?' Lucilla demanded baldly. 'So that you camt she in my
bedroom while you get on with your work?'

His mouth thinned.



'You can argue all you like," he told her harshBut you're
coming back.'

'‘Make me,' Lucilla challenged him dangerously.
‘Oh, I'will . . . with pleasure!’

Of course, it would be her luck that there wasslhgle person in
the street outside to witness Nick's cavalier digpaf her
objections as he carried her out of the house antpdd her in
his car, ignoring her demands to be put down.

He even locked her in the car while he went basidmto collect
her still unpacked suitcase and lock her front dmedrind him.

‘God-awful decor,' he muttered balefully, as he igti the car
and slammed the driver's door.

'l happen to like it," Lucilla lied.

'‘Oh, yeah?' He turned his head to give her an lackl 'What
happened to the new image ... the softer, moreniemiwoman?’

Inside she bled with pain, but she hid it from hirhat had been
no mere image—that had been her first fumbling ste@rd the
woman she suspected she really was, the woman alid c
become if he only had the love and patience to help but he
hadn't, and so she shrugged and said with acidsess 'Well, it
certainly fooled you.'

They exchanged a long look, bitter with mutual Hibgtand
anger.

'‘Only for a very brief space of time,' Nick toldrhershly.



After that, neither of them spoke. Lucilla had dea why Nick
was insisting on her returning to his house. Sheldvinave
thought he would have been only too glad to takeathy out she
had offered him.

She ought to be talking to him right now about fesignation,
she ought to be telling him that there was no wegas going to
spend another night under his roof, but she wastonb, too
exhausted by own emotions to do anything.

When he stopped the car, Nick took a firm grip @m hArm,
almost marching her into the house.

There were papers scattered liberally over thg#ioom floor,

evidence of the way he must have rushed out to hed

Someone else looking at this room might have seds disorder
a lover's impatience, but how wrong they would be!

'I'm hungry," Lucilla announced arrogantly. The enobnoxious
she was, the more likely Nick was to stop this atarof taking
responsibility for her, but he ignored the challerd her words
and said equably, 'So am I. I'll clear this lot aiqpd make us
something to eat.’

Although she had told herself she wasn't going e him,
Lucilla found herself drifting into the kitchen weatch him as he
prepared their meal. He was cooking steak and @ambved a
bowl of salad from the fridge.

Lucilla examined it. It was rather dreary. She agkoupboard
doors, found what she was looking for and set @yl it up.

She realised that Nick had stopped what he wagydoinvatch
her.



'‘Odd how domesticity appears to suit you,' he gamly. '‘Quite
the chameleon, aren't you?'

His gibe hurt, her appetite suddenly desertingBlee. banged the
salad bowl down on the counter and walked out @kitchen.

By the time she had reached her bedroom, she vekngh her
face wet with tears. She went into her bathroomlankied the
door behind her, turning on both taps and showeahemoise
would drown the awful, racking sobs convulsing her.

Outside Nick banged on the bathroom door, but ghered his
demand that she open it.

She wanted to die, to simply close her eyes amgpdisar. She
hadn't known when she was best off. The old Lueibald never
have suffered like thiShehadn't been capable of such suffering.
The new Lucilla was all too capable of it, too \erable, too
weak, too much in love.

When she eventually stopped crying, she lookedhénnirror.
Her eyes were red and puffy, her expression somih&a that
she could hardly believe the reflection staringkbat her was
hers.

It took almost half an hour to bring down the swngjlwith cold
water and cotton wool.

When she eventually dried her face and openedetieobm door
her bedroom was in darkness, and then she sawahen the
dressing-table.

She switched on the lamp.



Under the cling film was her salad, and on the tvag a thermos
of coffee. She poured herself a cup, wonderingidkNvould

come back upstairs. The salad she didn't touch. &dmn't

hungry.

Common sense told her to go downstairs and talMitk, to
explain to him coolly and firmly that it would beame sensible
for her to return to her own home, but she wasmé& she could
do it without either bursting into tears or flingiherself into his
arms, and so she took what she considered to lwetierd's way
out and showered and then crawled into bed.

She didn't expect to sleep; her mind was in toomai@ turmoil,

but surprisingly she did, half waking briefly withe sensation of
struggling to free herself from some unknown terwanich her

half awake brain vaguely realised belonged to atmgre. But

before she could, sleep again claimed her, themigie sucking
her down into its black depths, the terror of mmarceration in
the cupboard rising up to claim her so that shestined wildly in

the bed and screamed her panic.

Nick took the stairs three at a time, pushing offenbedroom
door and reaching her bedside just as her ownmscreased her
from her sleep.

'Lucilla, it's all right. It's all right . . .

‘It was the cupboard,’' she whispered, still caughh her dream.
‘Yes, | know.'

She looked into his face and saw that he did, hedreze.

How can you? No one knows . . .’



'‘No, Lucilla," he corrected her. 'l know. Elliottéws, and so does
Bea. When you fell through the panelling, you waapped.
Don't you remember?’

Suddenly she did, and she shuddered, recallinteher.

'‘When | got you out, you thought | was Elliott. Ytalked about
your nanny and being punished by being lockedaan@board.’

He saw how stiff and tense she was, and said guik's all right,
Lucilla. You're safe now.'

'‘Now,' she agreed bitterly, not looking at him, batck into the
past. 'But not then. | told my mother, but she watilbelieve me.
She didn't want to believe me, just like she didvéint to be
bothered with me. | was a nuisance ... a childdsthe't want by a
man she didn't love.'

She was so tense, he could feel the rigidity inlbmres as he
cradled her against him in his arms.

'It's all right, Lucilla. It's over . ..
‘It will never be over . . . never!

'‘Because you won't let it. Do you think you're trdy child to
suffer the pain of parental rejection?"

He had her attention now. She focused on him, rilgbténing
blankness dying from her eyes, but he knew he bagoton
talking to stop her from drifting back into her pas

'My rejection wasn't the same, but it was theregenthe less.
Sophy was always my father's favourite. | grew npviing that,



but accepting it, until one day | heard my mothédriends
gossiping, and | realised that Sophy and | mightnezessarily
have the same father.

'l was thirteen at the time. A bad age for thatlkof discovery.’

Lucilla forgot the horror of her nightmare as siséehed to him.
This was a new side of Nick, a side she knew instialy he

rarely shared with anyone. She ached to reachnaoltoaich him,
but she hardly dared breath in case he realiséglteavas still in
his arms and moved away from her. She told herself
behaviour was pitiful and idiotic, but she couldmilp it. Just
these few brief moments of physical and mentaletiess to him
were worth any amount of future suffering.

'‘What | heard threw me completely; it seemed tav@nso many
of my own questions, about why my father never szkta love
me the way he did Sophy. | brooded on it . . .wéd and got
myself into all kinds of trouble. | drove my dadar without a
licence and got stopped by the police . . . wentiiad with a wild
crowd, most of whom were already into drink andggdrtAll of it
was really just a bid to get attention, to say yoparents "Look at
me, I'm hurting . . .""

He shook his head. 'They were killed before eidiehem heard
me. | thought it was my fault . . . my behaviour. . The papers
were full of it. Some even said that Dad had deditedy killed
them both.

'‘God knows what would have happened if Gramps hathpped
in and taken charge. | loved him, but when he toll he was
sending me to England to boarding-school, | thoaghtove had
turned to hate. | fought him every stage of the vily he stood
firm.'



He looked down at Lucilla.

‘Gramps taught me to take pride in myself, to beettyand then,
when I'd finally learned that it didn't matter antta who my

father was, that | was a worthwhile person in mynavwght, he

told me that | was a Barrington. Apparently my nesthad had
blood tests done when | was about five, because vae
concerned at my father's rejection of me. He dnath share the
same rare blood group, but that knowledge camdateo and |

decided that | was going to make a name for myselfny own

merits.

'l knew that | couldn't act, that | didn't have afythe Barrington
talent worth a row of beans, but by some quirkaté fl shared
Gramps's fascination with the wheeling and deatihfinance.

I've never ceased being grateful to my grandfdtiravhat he did
for me . . . not financially, but in showing me thBarrington or
not, | was a worthwhile human being. It took mehalelonger to

accept that my father had his own problems andttiegtweren't
my responsibility, to shed the guilt | felt at llisd my mother's
death.’

Lucilla had long gone past being pleased becauseabkeharing
his past with her.

As his story unfolded, she had gone cold with #adisation of
how closely in many ways his past mirrored her oWick had
seen in her a victim caught in the same trap asdifimand
because of that he had reached out to help herhelager really
seen her at all, or had she simply been a cause?

With blindingly recalled detail, she remembered iahad said
to her when he had first offered her a job.



The nausea inside her grew. What a fool she had teeever
allow herself to dream that she might mean somgttaimim as a
person.

'‘Lucilla, what is it?'

Nick had seen the way her face had changed, andeftaler
withdrawal from him, even though she had remainbére she
was in his arms, the soft weight of her breast mgsh
tantalisingly against his arm.

He badly wanted to make love to her, to push theth bver the
edge of their existing relationship and into thadwedepths of a
more intimate one, but there was too much at stagalidn't just

want her as his lover, but he suspected that thre theught of
making a commitment to him or anyone else wouldesteer

stupid.

'l want you to go.'

The brittleness of her voice did nothing to hide dueger.
It took him by surprise.

'‘G0?" he repeated.

'Yes. Go. Leave, depart . . ."' Lucilla hissed at.H¥ou've done
your good deed, Nick . . . made reparation for yguilt, or
whatever it is that motivates you. I've seen tgbtlirealised the
error of my ways, acknowledged that I'm never gambe a true
heir to my mother's talent.’

'Lucilla...



'Don't touch me!

His hands fell to his sides, and suddenly, dangyphis anger
matched hers, roaring out of control.

‘That wasn't what you said in my office this afteyn.'

He regretted the words the moment he spoke thensanwdhe
white sickness invade Lucilla's face. He knew havingrable
she was, and the last thing he wanted to do wasiioher, but
she had pushed him too far, rejecting all his gitsrto get close
to her ... to love her.

'So we shared a kiss. So what?' Lucilla demandéal ali the
careless insouciance she could muster. As antaggsin't very
good, her voice wobbled and she couldn't quite rNek's eyes.

'It meant nothing,' she lied desperately, adding lvarsh burst of
words, 'For God's sake, Nick, you know me bettantthat. The
night we met, | was there to seduce your brothdam into
giving me a part in his series, and that wasn'fiteetime, or the
first man, by a long chalk. You think you know gk, but you
don't, and I'm tired of being on the receiving erfid/our pity.
"Let's face it,' she challenged him angrily, 'thdyoreason I'm
here at all is because you promised Bea you'daftek me. Bea's
everyone's ideal woman, isn't she, Nick? But youasting your
time there . . . Elliott will never let her go-'

Several things had struck Nick as he listened tpdre the one
he was clinging to the hardest was that no womanlavisy so

desperately to create a false image for a man atesl c1othing
for at all.



His expression was hidden from Lucilla, but he segto spend
a long time looking down at his hands, which wearkdd loosely
together.

She missed the warmth of his arms around her, hattsld
herself hardily that it was a loss she was goirggize to get used
to.

What was it about his linked hands that was resptanfor such
frowning concentration?

Nick wasn't even looking at his hands, not redlfhat he was
doing was trying to judge the extent of the riskwees about to
take. It was incalculable, but he might never hawther
opportunity like this one. Already Lucilla was medting from
him, armouring herself with the brittle indifferencshe had
exhibited the first time they met.

He took a steadying breath and then said everditBne—the
reason you're here has nothing to do with Bea grpaomise |

made to her, but is due solely to the fact thainltdoear to let you
out of my sight.

'Point two—your half-sister, charming and lovelptigh she is,
means nothing to me other than the fact that shpdrs to be
your half-sister, andl for my sins happen to love ybmast to the
point of insanity.

'Point three—that kiss this afternoon which younsidully and
wrongly describe as "nothing" would have led tdasg lovers
by now if it weren't for two very disparate fact$e first is that |
do not intend either now or at any time in the fatto make love
to you in my office.’



'In case someone comes in and sees you?' Luceékeren, still
not ready to let go of her defences and trust him.

‘No. In case someone come in and s@es'He saw her face and
said softly, 'What do you think it would do to yaeredibility as
my assistant if that happened, Lucilla?’

His words hit home, and hard. Colour scorched ker. SToo
often in the past she had been accused of usingpgagromote
herself to pretend ignorance.

'What was the other reason?' she asked him unisteadi

For a while it seemed as though he wasn't goirgngwer her,
and over her bunched muscles her skin startedawl! avith
tension.

'It involves mutual trust and honesty,' he saidsexay at last.
'‘And then, looking into rigid face, "he demandedglesively,
'‘God, Lucilla, do you really think I'm like all thathers? Stupid
enough to be deceived by my own ego and that canm-eience
you hide behind? If you and | ever became lovdrsyili be
because you love me as | love you, and | promiseitywon't be
in my office, where we can be interrupted at anyrmant. Not for
your first time.'

Lucilla looked at him then, and wondered blindlyywéhe had
ever doubted him. It was all there in his eye,igwords, in the
slightly crooked smile that curled his mouth. Bid babits died
hard, and she couldn't stop herself from sayingdytdNot at any
other time either, thank you very much. | want proton sheets,
champagne and . . .



'Oh, God, if you don't stop looking at me like thaswear to
heaven, Lucilla, I'm going to take you in my armsl anake love
to you right here and now, and to hell with the ssuences,’
Nick told her, interrupting her ruthlessly.

Her heart was beating so fast that she thoughtsisegoing to
start hyper-ventilating, but that didn't stop heanfi fixing her
gaze on Nick and keeping it there.

She heard him say harshly, 'Lucilla.’

And then his arms closed round her, and beforentosith
touched hers he whispered against her lips, 'l yowe Lucilla.’

She slept far into the morning, only waking wheok\arought in
her breakfast and kissed her.

'Still love me?' he asked her whimsically, but shes the faint
shadow of doubt in his eyes and wrapped her armisidly
around him.

Last night had banished all her fears and douls, she had
ultimately given herself to him with a whole-hearte
commitment that had surprised them both. Now tbk lte gave
her warned her that there was no going back.

'l want you to marry me,' he told her unsteadilieathey had
exchanged a long kiss.

'Yes,' she told him simply. Already she had traackh long way,
and her belief and trust in him was now so comgledé she had
no hesitation in showing him her feelings. 'ButciiI'm no Bea,



nor will | ever be. | want to be your wife, haverahildren, but |
want to work as well. | want to do something forsaly. To
prove myself, if you like.'

'l agree," Nick told her firmly. 'I'd like you tdas/ on and run the
agency. I'm a financier, really, and already l'akeh too much
time off from my real business. Originally | didmitend to do
any more than take over the agency and install somt® run it.’

‘But if | run the agency, and you're based in ttageS . .

'l don't have to be," he assured her quickly. st ghose to be
because my family are there. | can just as easibe bmyself in
London. In fact, | prefer to. Perhaps because Itweschool and
university here, | prefer it. Or perhaps it's jtsat Hollywood

still holds sad memories for me. My father's unhiaggs seems
to linger almost visibly on the air over there.'

‘Do you think he deliberately crashed the planefilla asked
him, not because she was curious about his anbwebecause
she sensed his need to talk about it.

'l don't honestly know. |I know he was capable ofindo
something like that. At times I've even sensedstme deep vein

of dangerous possessiveness in myself. My mothes wa
threatening to divorce him, and yet in many waysvas a very
cautious, analytical person. On balance, | thirkdhbcident was
genuine, but it's something we'll never know.'

‘Just as I'll never know whether my mother didelidve that |
was locked in the cupboard, or simply didn't care.’



He leaned over to kiss her again, and the beddoshpped,
exposing her breasts. She flushed as she reachettiewe her
protective covering.

Nick laughed and teased her. 'An embarrassed tesghtbon't
be ashamed of letting me see you want me, Ludi&told her
more soberly. 'Your body isn't.'

And he gently removed the covers and bent to kesshard
nipples.

The sensation of his mouth against her sensitivashfl
reawakened her desire for him. It coiled tauthyher belly and
made her reach for him,

Now, at last, she had found surcease from theegssdmbitions
that had driven her for so long. Now there wase®dto struggle
to be something she was not. Now, at last, shedcsioiply be
herself, and that meant loving Nick and spendinglifie with
him.



