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What a fool she'd been

Val was distressed and outraged when Michael Pitelslzoned her
for his brother's death. But she saw red when sheuered Michael's
deliberate plan of revenge.

She should never have trusted a man--particularly capable of
taking that trust and trampling it without mercyelly she certainly
wouldn't let it happen again.

But then Val's neatly sealed feelings insisted ogpressing
themselves. How, she wondered, was she ever goeptain that to
Dr. Prescott!



CHAPTER ONE

IT wAs a blistering hot day in early August. Val stoodide the open
graveside in the small cemetery where her pareme vuried,
listening to the unfamiliar new minister give tlast eulogy for David
Prescott.

Bonnie and Jack Thompson were next to her, givieg roral

support, and all their old schoolfriends had gatti¢o pay their last
respects to the young man who had died so tragipat two days
ago.

What a waste! Val thought as she listened to tlaggys with only
half an ear. Bonnie and Jack had both reassuredvserand over
again that she wasn't to blame in any way for Daddath, that he'd
always been self-destructive, and this terriblacesd was only the
final chapter in a long history of weakness. Althbuwshe believed
them with her mind, in her heart she still felt ®ahat responsible.

She glanced across the way at David's mother,ila gray-haired
woman, dressed in black, her heavy veil pulled b&ble was leaning
on the arm of a tall dark man who stood beside gem-faced,
staring blankly down at the open grave. Val knee/dhave to speak
to her after the ceremony and she dreaded it.

She still couldn't quite take it in that David wgsne, and as the
minister droned on her thoughts wandered back éontght of the

reunion party, and she replayed once again theascethat had

haunted her ever since.

The orchestra was playing its last set. Couplesafraady started to
leave, and only a few stragglers remained out erd#énce-floor. The
lights were turned down low in the large banquédit dfathe popular

restaurant, and up above, high across the cethegpurple and gold
cloth banner was sagging: 'Carleton High School—Years.'



Val sat alone at the table listening to the tuhes had been popular
ten years ago, and watching the remaining danédtes: their long
conversation, David had excused himself to dantle Myra Barnes,
and Val was glad of the time alone.

Their meeting had gone far better than she'd egdednh fact,

spotting his dark head bent low towards Myra's,dhieek pressed
against hers, she smiled to herself with satigfactde didn't look in

the least upset. The trip back to Carleton had kedhworth it. The

ghosts of the past had finally been laid to rest.

Just then Bonnie came back from the powder-roomaitid a weary
sigh, sank into the chair next to her.

'‘Are you about ready to leave?' she asked. 'I'nd demt, and we
promised the sitter we'd be home by one o'clock.’

Val smiled at her old friend. 'Any time you are.mRamber the days
when we could go on like this all night?'

Bonnie groaned. 'What a difference ten years makae's stamina!’
She glanced around. 'Jack should be right aloeg, We can go.' She
leaned a little closer to Val and pitched her vdose. "Well, how did
it go with David?'

*Quite well, as a matter of fact,' Val replied. "g#eve the past a good
airing, and he really seemed to understand just Wkft Carleton
when | did, the way | did. | can't tell you whatedief that is to me.
Hardly a day has gone by in the past ten years thdi't think about
it. And feel guilty.'

‘Well, it wasn't your fault, after all,"” Bonnie daced stoutly. "You
didn't make him into a drunk. He did that all bynkself.’

'‘No,' Val replied with a rueful smile. 'But | didfielp him, either.’



'For God's sake, Val, you had your own plate fulthe time, with
your parents' death. You were only eighteen, haathg to handle
your own problems, much less David Prescott's!

'He seems to be all right now,' Val said. 'He toklhe's quit drinking,
found a job and is beginning to put his life bamyether again. | hope
So.'

Bonnie didn't say anything for a few minutes, alifpjo she looked as
though she were dying to. When the orchestra fadstne tune and
started another, she turned to Val.

'So,' she said at last, 'what's next?"
Val gave her a puzzled look. 'What do you mean?"'

‘Well, where do you and David go from here? | maeésgreat that
you've resolved the old bitterness, but | had tisendt impression
that the main reason he wrote to ask you to contieet@eunion was
that he hoped to start things up with you again.’

Val widened her eyes. 'Oh, no. That isn't possilitat's all over.'
‘You told him that?'
‘Well, yes. What else could | do? It's the truth.

Bonnie shook her head. '"You two seemed to be séhimdove in the
old days. I guess | thought you might make it waghin.'

Val shook her head firmly. 'We were children,' shel. 'It's way too
late, too much water under the bridge.’

'And how did David take it?"'



'l already told you. He was very understanding.! Maghed and
nodded towards the dance-floor. 'As you can setdway he and
Myra are wrapped around each other, he's not pioweg me.'

Suddenly Bonnie jumped to her feet and started ngaviHere comes
Jack. Now we can leave.'

Then, in the middle of that same night, had cone ¢hll from
Bonnie. Val was in her hotel room, sound asleegmthe ringing of
the telephone beside her bed woke her up. Gropiriga darkness,
she reached out for it and muttered a groggy hello.

‘Val,' came Bonnie's hushed voice. 'Are you awake?"'

Val struggled to a half-sitting position. '‘ObvioySkhe retorted drily.
'‘What in the world --?'

‘Listen, | have some terrible news. We just hehadl David Prescott
was killed tonight.’

As the sudden shock-wave jolted through her, Viabsl upright in
bed. 'What? What are you saying?'

'It's David. He was driving Myra home on the caasid. Apparently
he lost control of the car, and ran off into aldit€he car turned over,
and he was killed instantly.'

'He's dead?' Val couldn't quite take it in. It ve@ghough a part of her
own childhood had suddenly been obliterated; 'Howld such a
thing happen?' she asked.

‘Val, he was drunk,' came the curt reply.

'‘But he said just tonight...'



'l know what he said. And I'm sure he believedtithe time. But
that's what the police told Jack when they called to come and
identify the body. They didn't want to upset Dawiaiother until they
were sure.’

Once she took in the stark fact that David realpsvgone, Val's
immediate thought was that she was to blame. Ogamashe'd let
him down, and now this terrible thing had happen&sl.though
reading her mind, Bonnie raised her voice in adingltone.

‘Now, it is notyour fault, Val. If you've got any ideas that yeuto
blame, put them out of your mind right now. | ddsldme you in any
way, and neither does Jack, who after all was és$ toiend. Hioonly
friend, | might add, for the past several yearseé faused. 'Are you
OK? I'm going to send Jack over there to get yeunimute he gets
home from the police station.’

'‘No,' Val said hurriedly. 'Don't do that. I'm finkjust need a little
time. Please, don't bother Jack. He'll have endagiontend with if
he has to be the one to tell David's mother. &lab right.’

‘Well, I hope you're not going to let this spoiluyavhole vacation.'

'We'll see.’

The graveside ceremony was finally over, and tlosvdrstarted to
break up into small groups, forming a loose linal Mad hardly dared
look at David's mother during the funeral, and steeled herself for
the ordeal ahead. She'd have to offer her conde¢erihere was no
way out of it.

She turned to Bonnie. 'l dread having to speak t® Rfescott.' She
shivered, even though the hot August sun was lzpatiarcilessly
down on them. '‘But | guess it has to be done.’



Bonnie put a hand on her arm. 'Now, don't start #gain,' she
warned in a stern voice. 'David's mother is a $dmsvoman and was
well aware of his problems. She has never heldgroanyone else
responsible for them." She tugged at her arm. '‘Coméd.et's get it
over with.'

As they took their place at the end of the dwingllime of people
waiting to pay their respects, Val took a closexkiat the tall man
who was still at Mrs Prescott's side. She nudgethigo

'Who is that man with her?'

'Oh, you remember Michael, don't you?' Bonnie askedome
surprise. 'David's older brother. He was severaty@ahead of us in
school and wasn't around much when we were growipg
Apparently " he's become quite a well-known dochacardiologist, |
think, somewhere in Southern California.'

Then it all came back. Michael Prescott, David'g brother, a
shadowy figure who was so much older than Davitbast ten years,
that he was never a part of their self-absorbedidr&he did recall
vaguely hearing David speak about him, but alwaye wry, almost
bitter tone, as though he'd harboured some sexsehtment towards
him.

They were the last in line. Jack and Bonnie wenalo@ad and were
speaking in hushed tones to Mrs Prescott, while Malg back,
waiting her turn. Then, suddenly, Bonnie turneddg took her hand,
and pulled her forward.

'‘Mrs Prescott, you remember Val, don't you?' shd. s¥alerie
Cochran. She and David were close friends. Shatglin Seattle
now and came to Carleton for the reunion.’

Bonnie and Jack started walking away, leaving théme, and Val
stood there, tongue-tied, not knowing how to bedihe small



grey-haired woman peered intently up at her, s@&agcher face.
Then she gave her a shaky smile and held out &-glaged hand.

'Of course | remember you, Valerie,' she said wofdow could |
forget? You and David were inseparable when yowewérldren.’

Val took her hand. 'I'm so dreadfully sorry abouavid, Mrs
Prescott,' she murmured. 'l wish --' She brokewfgble to go on.

Mrs Prescott squeezed her hand reassuringlyndtsne's fault, my
dear,' she said sadly. 'David was my responsibitifter all, and |
failed him.'

‘That's nonsense, Mother,' came the low, angryevoicthe man
standing beside her. 'If anyone is to blame --biHike off with an
impatient gesture, then added in a softer torig cétrtainly not you.'

Startled, Val looked up at him, and found hers#édfiag into the
coldest pair of eyes she'd ever seen. They wergd¢hebright blue of
an icy mountain lake, and the look of contempt Eathing on his
lean, tanned face was open, unmistakable.

Now of course she did recognise him, even remerdbleira quite
clearly as a rather remote and awesome presencapypeared at the
Prescott house only on rare occasions. In facsiphlly he was very
much like David. Only this man was a presence, xaggerated
version of his amiable, feckless younger brother.

The black hair was coarser and thicker, glintingpadt blue in the

bright sun. The startling eyes were brighter, wittne of David's

softness, and the hard lines that ran down hisksh&leng the square
jaw hadn't been put there by mere age difference.

She recalled too that, by the time David was irnlgghool, Michael
had finished his medical studies and his internahgb residency at a



famous Los Angeles hospital, and, except for oocadishort visits
home, had been living away from Carleton for sewazars.

He was still watching her. She didn't know how éspond to his
implicit accusation, and it was his mother who cdamker rescue.

She gave her tall son one sharp look, then turiae# to Val. "You

meant a lot to David, my dear,' she said kindlyt'Be chose his own
course. | try to remember that myself." She hesitédbr a moment,
then said, 'Will you be long in Carleton?'

'l had planned to spend another two weeks heré fepéied. 'Now,
I'm not so sure..." Her voice trailed off.

'If you do decide to stay, please come to see'théké very much to
talk to you.'

‘All right. Thank you, | will. If | stay.’

With a last, muted goodbye, Val turned and walkedly over to the
kerb, where Bonnie Mid Jack were waiting for hertheir car,
obviously anxious to get home to their two smalildren. She
climbed in the back seat and shut the door behaenavithout another
glance back at the mother and son still standintheygraveside.

Bonnie twisted around and made a face. 'Thank Gattstover with!'
she said with a sigh of relief.

'l hate funerals.'

Jack started the car, and as they pulled away tinerkerb he glanced
at his wife. 'Where to?'

‘You're coming home with us, aren't you, Val?' Berasked.



'‘No, | don't think so," Val replied after a momenthought ‘As a
matter of fact, I've pretty much decided to leaxaaly.'

‘Leave!" Bonnie exclaimed. 'You mean go back totti®a Val
nodded. 'But you still have two weeks of your vawateft!' came the
vehement protest.

'‘Well, yes, but in the circumstances | really ddagl much like
staying.' She shrugged. 'It hasn't been a veryyhegamion, the way
things have turned out.’

'‘But | was counting on having a real visit with ydBonnie went on.
‘You've only been here a few days, not even a waakwith all the
fuss over preparing for the reunion party we haved time for one
good talk." She turned to her husband. 'Jackhéglshe has to stay.’

Jack Thompson was a quiet man who taught sciendkeahigh
school they'd all attended. Although he kept attdjkcipline in his
classes, he'd long deferred personal decisionsstanbre ebullient
wife and wasn't about to tell Val what to do.

‘Well, Bonnie,' he said mildly, 'Val has to do wisae thinks is best.'
He raised his head and met Val's eyes in the riear-mirror. 'But |
don't see any reason why you shouldn't finish wr yacation here.
It's been a long time."

‘And we had lots of things planned!" Bonnie saidusmgly. 'Who
knows when you'll get back down here again? ComeVah say
you'll stay.'

Val smiled. 'All right, but not the whole two weeKdaybe a few
more days.'

Jack had reached the main intersection and caasttp at the sign.
'In the meantime,' he said patiently, ‘where to?'



'‘Back to the hotel, please, Jack,' Val said quiekig firmly before
Bonnie could chime in with an order of her owrdlve some things |
need to take care of.’

'‘But you're still coming for dinner tonight, arepdu?' Bonnie asked.
‘Yes, of course.’
'‘Good. I'll send Jack to pick you up around sixoak.'

'‘No, don't bother," Val said hurriedly. 'As longlas going to stay a
while longer, | think I'll rent a car.'

Bonnie opened her mouth, but even she knew whemneddl meant
it, so she only nodded and turned to her husbbgdess it's the hotel,
Jack.'

On the way to Val's hotel—the one hotel the snwalirt of Carleton
boasted—they were all too subdued by the sombreesgide
ceremony to make much conversation. When they eéapMal off,
she got out quickly, anxious to be alone.

When she let herself into her room, the first thimat caught her eye,
still sitting on the dresser where she'd left éisviDavid's letter. It was
what had brought her back to the town she'd gropvinuafter ten
years away from it.

She went slowly, almost fearfully, over to the des picked up the
letter and read it again. 'Dear Val,' <it said. Y&&I know by now,

we're planning our tenth high school reunion paeyt month. I'm

writing to ask you to please come. You and | hau@es unfinished

business to discuss. | know | blamed you for wizgipgened, but I'm
slowly getting my act together again, and it womielan a lot to me to
see you again, get the past resolved, once amallfd?erhaps even
make a new beginning.'



When she'd received the letter at her apartmefesttle a month
ago, her first impulse had been that of coursesbkin't possibly go.
She'd left Carleton so precipitately, and undehsaicloud, with so
many hard feelings, that she'd vowed never tometur

In the end, however, she'd decided to go afteiSilé had vacation
time coming from the exclusive boutique where sharked as

principal buyer. It must have taken a lot of coarégy David to write

that letter. And she hadn't exaggerated when sbleldBonnie she'd
carried around a burden of guilt for ten long yeklnaould give her a
chance to lay the past to rest, to heal old wounds.

Arid that was exactly what it had done. If Daviddhactually
harboured any hopes of resuming their childhoodarwa, as Bonnie
suspected and as the letter hinted, he had takenté well when
she'd told him kindly but firmly that there was ctwance of that ever
happening.

He'd protested, tried to convince her to give wtaer try, but only
mildly, and it hadn't taken that much to persuanhe $he meant it,
that it had nothing to do with him, that romance Ina place in her
life. Not with anyone. He certainly hadn't seemedrtbroken at the
time. What had happened later wen her fault.

She folded up the letter and put it in her handbeay just before she
turned away she caught a glimpse of her reflegtidhe mirror over

the dresser. She put a hand on her face, frowkifigere had all the
softness gone? Somehow, being back in Carletoid sikpected to
see the image of the eighteen-year- old girl she&h when she left.

The streaky brown hair was the same, just as shriit, the same
blonde highlights, but severely drawn back nowaadtof hanging in
loose waves to her shoulders. Her posture wa®sstibo, and she
shook her shoulders in an effort to loosen theetengscles.



Most of all, though, the inward change showed indyes. The hazel
that used to be alight with the sheer joy of livimgv seemed glazed
over permanently with a hard, protective veneerresferve and
suspicion.

She turned quickly away from the mirror and wengroto lie down
on the bed. Before long, just a few more days, dredd be back in
Seattle, her own apartment, her wonderful job.dswood that she
had come, but it would be even better to returnetoreal life.

The next afternoon, without having consciously m#euedecision,
Val found herself driving along the country roadthoof town that
led to the old Prescott house.

She'd started out after lunch at Bonnie's withdkea of taking a short
drive to visit some of her old familiar haunts, astne wanted to do it
alone. She'd spent last evening and most of thaingwith Bonnie,

catching up on their lives, and when she'd annalihee plan Bonnie
hadn't objected. The children had been fretfuhakning anyway,

and she'd almost seemed to welcome a chance tiheyat settled

down.

On the short drive, Val had passed by her own olddy the schools
she had attended, the tennis-courts where shai spenany happy
hours with David, the soda fountain that had bdwesirtcrowd's
favourite hang-out.

Each spot brought back a flood of memories, soreasaint, some
painful, and it almost seemed as though she haelrneft the town,

never picked up and flown to her grandmother's @auSeattle after
her parents' sudden death.

She still shuddered at the memory of that awful tlag arrival of the
police bringing her the news that both her motimerfather had been



killed in a car accident, finding out later thatr iather had been
driving while intoxicated, then the hysterical f@@ne call to her
grandmother, the hasty flight to Seattle.

It had all happened so fast that her head had fepumeeks. She had
often wondered through the years if she couldmtedeow have done
things differently, if there hadn't been a bettaywo handle the
situation. Now, especially with David dead, shere¢igd her hasty
actions even more deeply, and wished she'd hachaarity to treat
him more considerately.

They had been a pair for so long, best friendsesearly childhood,
then sweethearts during adolescence. It had begnweng of her to
just leave the way she did with only a letter fgplanation. At the
time, stunned by the sudden loss of both paremising David
heading in the same direction as her father, &lhsld been able to
think of was to get as far away as possible.

Then, suddenly, she knew why her apparently aimtese had
brought her to the Prescott house.

When she was eighteen, she'd left town with urtieasbusiness that
had haunted her for ten years. She didn't want akenthe same
mistake again. She had to make her peace with Bawieimory once
and for all before she could leave this time.

The house was set at the top of a gentle risestbpéed up from the

narrow road to the right. Val turned in at the ogate and headed up
the winding driveway that led to the front of theuse. There was no
other car in sight.

She parked and went up the wide wooden steps ttvxahedoor of

the house, Which was almost as familiar as her &ke. and David
had been inseparable in those days, in and owtabf ether's homes
almost every day. Everything looked exactly the essaaven to the



lace curtains at the windows, the two clay urngefaniums set on
either side of the door, the sweet scent of thé @ehcia tree
overhanging the weather-beaten porch.

She took a deep breath, raised her hand and knoégkest a few
moments, she heard slow footsteps coming froménsickn the door
opened and Mrs Prescott, still dressed in blagieared at the other
side, peering up at her.

‘Valerie!' she said in some surprise. Then shesgsiniPlease come in.'

As Val crossed the threshold, she felt as thoughvetre stepping
back into her own past. She looked up at the wongtaircase, half
expecting David to come bounding down to greetdsene used to.

‘Come into the kitchen," Mrs Prescott was saydg'll have a cup of
tea.'

Val followed her into the large country kitchen.eT$ame refrigerator
and stove sat side by side on one wall, and, alfin@ne cupboards
had recently been painted, they were still the sanght yellow
colour. In the middle of the floor was the samenatable, covered
with a pale green cotton cloth.

'I'm so glad you decided to come,' the older wosed. 'Sit down,
and I'll just put the water on to boil.'

'l hope this isn't an inconvenient time to vid#al said as she seatec
herself at the table. 'I'll only be in Carleton &other day or two, and
| didn't want to go before seeing you.'

Mrs Prescott set the kettle on the fire, then satrdacross from Val.
'It's a perfect time,' she said warmly. 'And I'matgful you decided to
come. I've thought so often of the old days, whaumwere here with
David. | almost thought of you as one of my ownldign." She



hesitated, then added, 'And | think you know | alsvlhoped you
would be one day.'

‘Mrs Prescott," Val said helplessly, 'I'd like txgpkin to you about
that if | can. | know how wrong | was, how muchurbDavid by the
way | left Carleton, but at the time | was so caaft and frightened |
didn't know what else to do.’

'You don't have to explain anything to me, Valéshe said firmly. 'l
told you that yesterday. No one knew David's wesagkeg better than
I. You didn't cause his problems, and there wakingtyou could
have done to cure them.'

'‘Perhaps not," Val agreed reluctantly. 'But thé famains that | did
hurt him badly.' She leaned forward and gazed s#ynato the other
woman's eyes. 'l was so afraid,' she said, herevibaely audible.
‘After the way my father was, when | saw David igettworse,
drinking more, refusing to listen to me, | simpbatised there was no
future for us. Then when my parents were killethat awful way, |
didn't even feel hada future.' She spread her hands helplessly. 'S
just ran.’

‘All | can do, Valerie, is assure you that | do eredand, and | don't
blame you in any way. And you mustn't ever blamergelf.’

The kettle began to sing, and Mrs Prescott gobupdke the tea. As
she poured it out, she spoke to Val over her sleouldlow that we
have that settled, tell me what you've been doittig yourself for the
past ten years.' She carried the steaming cups table and set them
down. 'As | recall, you went to live with your gamother after your
parents died.’

'Yes. She was wonderful. She died herself justvayfsars ago, and |
still miss her. She had a little house in Seattiéh a lovely garden,
and she took me in without a question.’



‘And you never married?'

'‘No,' Val replied shortly. What she didn't say wlset after what had
happened with her father, then with David, the tmen she'd loved
most in the world, she hadn't trusted herself totlgat close to any
man ever again.

‘Why not?'

Val shrugged non-committally. 'Well, for one thirtye been busy.
There wasn't any money for an education, so lestartorking in a
small dress shop right away. After | learned th&ireclothing
business, | went on to one of the more exclusivdiqoes. | have a
good position there now as head buyer.'

'‘And you enjoy your work?'

'Oh, | love it. | travel a lot to style showings Wew York and San
Francisco and Chicago. Next year | plan a tripaas?

‘You've done very well, Valerie. You must be proafl your
accomplishments.'

Val smiled. 'Well, I've been very lucky.'

There was a short silence then as the two womarkdheir tea. It
wasn't uncomfortable, however, and as Val founddierelaxing in
Mrs Prescott's kind presence she was very glad shaie. If his own
mother exonerated her from all blame for Davidigitt end, then she
had nothing to reproach herself with. She couldgok home now
with a clear conscience and a free heart.

In fact, now that this old ghost had been laidest,rit might even be
possible that there would be a more personal futustore for her.
She was only twenty-eight, still young enough tormnmahave a



family. Her job was satisfying and secure, shetbawplished what
she had set out to do in it.

But something was missing. In spite of her succégsfriends she
had made, she was lonely and felt as though, iresomportant ways,
she hadn't really begun to live.

''ve been wondering,' Mrs Prescott broke into fieserie at last, 'if
you wouldn't like something of David's, some beloggo remember
him by.'

It was on the tip of Val's tongue to say no, thed didn't want to be
reminded of him at all, but she stopped hersetime. That wasn't
the way to be free. Besides, it was a friendly @restand she didn't
want to hurt his mother's feelings. She searchednid, trying to
jog her memory to come up with a suitable object.

‘There is one thing,' she said slowly. 'David atdight each other
class rings as a graduation gift.

Kind of silly, really, since they both cost the sarf you don't mind,
I'd like to have David's ring.'

Mrs Prescott's face brightened. 'What a lovely lid#ee said. 'l think
| know just where itis." She rose from her chaiou stay right there,
| won't be a minute.'

When she was gone, Val got up and walked over éowtimdow,

which overlooked the gentle sweep of the hill, yeBow acacia tree,
the long curved driveway. As she gazed out at teagant familiar
sight, she noticed a car turning into the driverfrine main road. It
was sleek, silvery grey, obviously an expensive ehod

Another condolence caller, she thought as she wdtah climb
slowly towards the house. It was time for her tavke anyway. As
soon as Mrs Prescott came back with David's rihg,dsmake her



excuses and go. She'd accomplished what she'dises do, made
her peace with David's mother as well as his men&ing was free at
last of the past.

By now, the car had parked behind hers, and shgustabout to go
back to the table to gather up her handbag wherdtier's door
opened and a man got out. She drew in her breatplgtand stared,
rooted to the spot. It was David's brother, Mich&#le'd assumed he
had gone back to Los Angeles after the funeraleyday. If she'd
known he'd be here, she would never have comehdsidity in his
tone in those few short words he'd spoken to hen thad been
unmistakable.

It was too late now. He was already on the portie'dSjust have to
face him and get out as quickly and gracefullyles®uld. She went
back to the table and picked up her handbag, tioexl shere waiting,
her heart pounding, as the front door opened aasked| and his
footsteps came down the hall towards the kitchen.

When” he appeared in the doorway and saw her sigidere, he
stopped short. A hard glint appeared in the briojia eyes, and the
corners of his mouth turned down in a frown.

'Hello, Michael," she said stiffly.

He didn't utter a word, just continued to standelstaring at her. Val
had the distinct impression, just from the way k& Mhimself, the
way he looked at her, that he wanted nothing nttae to march over
to her and wipe her off the face of the earth, sné instinctively
backed away from him a step.

Finally he spoke. 'Just what the hell are you dbiaig?' he asked in a
low voice.



CHAPTER TWO

VAL clutched her handbag to her chédstas just leaving,' she said.
"And | came to see your mother because she asked.me

He looked past her, still frowning, his hands is tiouser pockets,
jingling keys and change. He was dressed casuablypair of clean
tan chinos and a blue knitted shirt, open at theatth and which
exactly matched the colour of his piercing blueseye

Although his shoulders were broad and his musctlarcture taut
and well-knit, he didn't have an athlete's massiitel. But there was
a sense of enormous reserves of power in him, wheaihysical,
emotional or mental, and the thought struck Vat ttewould be a
formidable opponent in any contest.

He crossed over to the kitchen counter, turnedrat@nd leaned his
narrow hips back against it, his arms folded actosshest. Once
again she was struck by the resemblance to Dasidyadl as the
differences. He had exactly the same colouringndlie same slim
build, but in this man there was the hint of stragotion, even
anger, barely contained beneath a surface reséngeright now it
seemed to be directed at her.

He eyed her narrowly. 'I'm surprised you had thee& come here,’
he said in a flat, toneless voice.

Val raised her chin. 'l told you," she said defyantyour mother
invited me. Itis her house.'

When he made no reply and merely continued to siareer as
though she were some species of loathsome insakcsuddenly saw
red. David's mother had absolved her of any garilt, that was all she
needed. This man had no right to accuse her ohangtAs her anger
escalated, she found herself gradually beginninghéie her way



across the room towards him, until finally she gt not two feet
away from where he stood.

She clenched her fists at her sides and looked tprawith fire in
her eyes. 'If you have something to say to me, &kthshe said
tersely, 'then you'd better come right out witlamd get it off your
chest before it chokes you.'

He pushed himself away from the counter, coverimg distance
between them, and stood looming over her. 'Alltiigie snapped. 'l
will. To begin with, | think we both know quite wevhat was at the
bottom of David's problems.’

'Yes,' she retorted. 'We do. It was his own weakn&®ur own
mother says so.'

He raised one heavy black eyebrow. 'You may hawtedb my
mother into believing that innocent act of yourst ou'll find that
I'm not quite so gullible.’

‘All right, then, if you have all the answers, ek you'd better tell
me what they are.’

'l intend to," he said smoothly. He raised a hartil@egan ticking off
on his fingers. 'To begin with, you led him on thk time you were
both growing up. He was utterly convinced that yeally cared
about him, that you were destined to be togethesrfEtime | came
home he was full of nothing but you, how much heddor you, how
you planned on marrying when you finished school.’

‘But | did care,' she said. 'l believed all that, too.’

He brushed that off with an impatient gesture aakeca harsh laugh.
'‘God, he even asked me for advice, and, fool thatd, | encouraged
him, told him how rare that kind of closeness vea®n that | envied
him.'



She opened her mouth to ask him what business dhgikimg his
brother advice when he was gone so much he hanehy kim, but he
already had a hand held up to stop her before ahle get the first
word out.

What good would it do anyway? She might as well i@ out, let
him get it off his chest, then she could leave. Glshedhis mother
would come back!

‘Second,' he went on, ‘when you decided he wamtadh for you to
handle, you simply left town, without even givingrha chance to
stop you. He showed me the letter you wrote hinty\®@mforting

that little gem was for a kid whose heart was breaking.

'‘And do you have any idea what | was going thrathgin?' she asked
in a voice throbbing with emotion. 'l could bardélyep from falling
apart myself after my mother and father were killddw could | help
him? | was only eighteen years old I'

He gave her a curt nod. 'All right,' he said gruddy. 'I'll grant you
that. In fact, your leaving was probably the bbstg you could have
done for him. He had a rough time getting over youi after literally
years of self-destructive- behaviour he was fingétting his life
together. And then --' He pounded his fist in higeo hand:Thenyou
have to show up again!'

'l came back because David himself wrote and beggedo,' she
shouted. Fed up by now with the inquisition, sheighher face up
close to his. 'Just what gives you the right tostjoe my actions?
Where were you when David started drinking? Whyndigiou do
something about it when you saw him falling to p&2

As their eyes locked together in a silent battlevitis that threatened
to erupt into violence at any second, it suddemtyck Val that



behind the hard veneer was real pain. Her gazeréalt her anger
began to leak away, and she lifted her hand in@dss gesture.

‘Michael,' she said wearily, 'l know how hard |lgsibavid has been
for you. And you might be right. Perhaps | am pattl blame for
what happened to him. But was it fair to expecttomgave him from
himself? To have manufactured a love | simply dite€l any more?’

'‘No!" he snapped. 'Of course not. If, indeed, yocapable of love, no
one expected you to give it to David just becawsededed it. I'm not
even saying that would have solved his problems.clednched his
jaw and the blue eyes burned into hers. 'But wikyhil did you have
to come back?' he ground out.

To her amazement, she saw the glitter of tearssieyes. A wave of
pity for him swept over her, and she felt her omshed tears rising
to the surface. She wanted to reach out to hirhgtp him in some
way. But before she could make a move or utterrawee had turned
away from her with a muttered curse.

At this absolute rejection, she simply lost it. €img and sobbing,
she covered her face with her hands, whirled arcamdl rushed
blindly towards the door.Then she heard Mrs Pré'scafice,
surprisingly strong for such a frail woman. 'Michaghat have you
done? Stop it this instant!

She put an arm around Val's heaving shoulders echthér out into
the hall. By the time they reached the front d&al had collected
herself enough to get a handkerchief out of her Bagher eyes and
wipe her nose.

Mrs Prescott gave her a sympathetic pat. 'My di&ar,so sorry.
Please forgive my son. He feels David's deathhigrrHe'd never
admit it, but | think deep down he believes heefdihis brother." She



smiled wryly. 'Although he's not the kind of manawlikes to face
such unpleasant truths about himself.'

'I'm sorry, too," Val said with a sigh. 'l probalslyouldn't have come.
And | wouldn't have if I'd known Michael would $the here. He
made it quite clear how he felt about me at therfah

‘Nonsense! I'm very grateful to you for coming.

Michael is --' She broke off with a shrug. "Walis§ Michael, a strong
man, but with his own weaknesses, just like anyase. In any case,
he does plan to leave in a day or two. If you'nag®o be in town for
a while, I'd like to see you again.'

'l really don't know what my plans are at this poiNal said. She
smiled weakly. 'l think it would probably be best &ll concerned if |
left as soon as possible.’

Mrs Prescott held out her hand, palm up to reveaids ring. 'Here.
| do want you to have this.'

As Val stared down at the ring that she had giwef))avid so long

ago, she was surprised at how little power it lmdnbve her. She
really had loved him then, but now all she felt vaa®errible sadness
at the tragic waste.

‘Thank you,' she said, putting the ring into heg.bidow I'd better go."'

She opened the door and stepped out on to the.pdretscent of the
acacia blossoms was heavy in the hot, sultry adtarrair and in the
tall grass insects were buzzing. The house had $®elim and cool
that she blinked at the bright sunshine still beptlown. The car
would be stifling.



'‘Goodbye, then," Mrs Prescott said. 'And | do hppe'll decide to
stay a while longer, for your own sake. You shaulake sure that
your unfinished business really is taken care sftime.’

As Val drove back towards town along the familiirests, she
pondered those parting words. When she had firstear at the
Prescott house, not two hours ago, she had horesdibved the old
ghosts were all laid to rest.

Now, still shaken in the aftermath of the ugly ss®ith Michael, she
wasn't so sure. If she hadn't already promised Baienstay a while
longer, she'd make tracks for Seattle as fast axsbld, mid leave
the muddied past behind forever.

Right now, however, she was due at Bonnie's hotisleough the
last thing she wanted was the good heart- to-lceastersation they'd
planned, she knew she couldn't disappoint herraéad, and when
she reached their street she automatically tunmedthe Thompson
driveway.

She had just parked the car in front and switctiethe engine when
Bonnie herself came bustling down the path to rheetAt the sight
of her round plump face, wreathed in a glad snfienticipation, Val

was glad she'd come. It would do her good, and n@gén help her
get the bad taste of that encounter with Michaek&utt out of her
mouth.

'You'll never guess!" Bonnie exclaimed. 'Jack tdlo& kids out to
Marsh Creek for a picnic, which means we have ach#or a good
visit by ourselves. They've been absolute mondterthe past few
days. | only hope they're not coming down with stimmg.'



'l meant to get here sooner,' Val said as shevielibBonnie into the
small, cosy living-room. 'But | took a drive andded up at the
Prescott place.’

Bonnie only raised an enquiring eyebrow, but afibe'd settled
herself beside Val on the couch and poured out#tktea she turned
to her with a decidedly curious glint in her eye.

‘Well, how did that go?'

Val took a grateful cooling swallow of tea. 'Nobtavell,' she said
wryly. ‘Michael was there.

Bonnie rolled her eyes. 'Oh, oh. Sounds sticky.'

'l don't know, Bonnie. Maybe he's right in blaminge for what
happened to David.'

'Stop that!" Bonnie ordered sternly. 'We've beéar the subject,
and | thought we'd agreed to drop it for good.dfiyask me, Michael
Prescott is taking his own guilt out on you.'

Val gave her a sharp look. 'The thought did crogsmmnd,' she said
slowly. 'But | don't want to kid thyself. It's just as unfair to blame
him, | guess, as it is anyone else.’

‘True,' Bonnie agreed. 'But that doesn't alterf§oe that he has no
business putting the whole thing off on you." Sheak her fair,

untidy curls. 'He was always hard to figure outmething of a

mystery man, actually, if you recall. Maybe it wast because he
was so much older than David's crowd. More likeumsle—or even
his father—than his brother.’

'‘Poor David never did have a father, did he? Hejustsa baby when
he died. It might have made all the differenceafdived. | wonder
what he was like.'



Bonnie snorted. 'If Michael is any indication, sualise him as stern,
arrogant and very, very superior.'

Val laughed. 'ls that how you see Michael?'

She recalled the tears she'd seen in his eyes atatnoon.
Somewhere beneath that hard exterior was a vastvoes of
emotion, and she wondered idly if any woman had &pgped into it.

‘Well, if the shoe fits,' Bonnie proclaimed loftilghe reached out for
the plate of sandwiches. "You'll have to admitutiig that in spite of
his unpleasant personality he's a very attractige.m

'Yes, | suppose so,' Val murmured. She took a cbeunrsandwich
and bit into it. 'ls he married, | wonder?"

Bonnie shook her head vigorously. 'Heavens, nohmFndat | hear,

he's been too busy making a big name for himsetiedicine. Jack
tells me he's a cardiologist, by the way. Actuadlycardiac surgeon,
but heavily into research at some foundation in Aogeles.' She
batted her eyelids suggestively. 'Although gossig It that his

commitment to his work hasn't stopped him from igahg in some

very interesting dalliance.'

'‘Dalliance!" Val sputtered, half choking on herdaith. 'What does
that mean?'

'It means, my dear,’ Bonnie drawled, 'that his naae been linked
from time to time with an heiress, a movie star komd knows what
else. In other words, the "love 'em and leave 'gipé.' She settled
back on the couch. 'But enough of Michael Prestatiant to hear
about you. Your letters give me the facts, but they't tell me what's
really been going on in your life.'

'I'm afraid that, actually, they do," Val respondath a little laugh.
‘My job is pretty much all | have time for.’



'No romance?"

Val shook her head. It was a subject she wasn'tfartable
discussing. 'Nothing worth mentioning, anyway,' sf@ied.

Adroitly changing the subject, she asked Bonnieuaber children,
and when her friend immediately brightened anddaed into a long
description of their accomplishments she settledkbe listen
attentively with an inward sigh of relief.

It was past four o'clock before she got up to grmpat time for Jack
to return with the children. The plan was for theee of them to go
out to dinner that night, and Val was looking ford/éo a nice quiet
rest first in her room at the hotel. The whole dag been one long
drain on her emotional resources.

"'l be back around seven,' she promised at tloe.dand tonight it's
to be my treat. Will you have any problem gettingitter for the
children?' . ' "No, that's all taken care of,' Benreplied.

Val was just about to turn to go when a thoughticitrher. 'Say,
Bonnie, have you heard anything about how Myra Bsaiis doing?
She must have been badly hurt in the accident.'

Bonnie nodded. 'Yes, several broken bones and &ueeion.
Luckily—or unluckily for David—the impact was on dhdriver's
side, so at least she wasn't killed.'

'‘Have you been to the hospital to see her?'

'‘No," Bonnie said, 'and | feel a little guilty alhat I've been so
harried trying to keep those fussy kids amusedIthaven't had the
time. | always liked Myra, too, even if she istidi scatter-brained.’

'Yes,' Val said slowly. 'l did, too. As long as Iguing to stick around
for a few more days, maybe I'll go see her myself.’



Some time later Val woke up with a jolt out of ausd sleep. Before
lying down, she had closed the curtains, and tbexnewas so dim she
couldn't even guess at the time. She glanced atvh&rh. It was
already six- thirty and she was due at the Thomgsairseven.

She had just swung her legs over the bed wherelighione rang. It
was Bonnie, and she. sounded on the edge of panic.

‘The children are both terribly sick,’ she saidairrush. 'lt looks
ominously like measles, according to the doctor.afraid our dinner
date is off.'

'Of course,' Val assured her. 'No problem. Andnioy to worry. All
children get measles, don't they? [I'll call you toraw to see how
they are.’

After she hung up, she walked slowly into the batim. She was a
little disappointed that the dinner was cancellbdt in a way
relieved. It would be pleasant to have a meal alonée hotel
dining-room. Ever since she'd arrived in Carlewach day had been
filled with activity of some kind, and she reallgdn't had a chance to
gather her wits since the accident.

The long nap had done her a world of good, anth@say soaking in
the hot tub it almost seemed as though the whalessef events
since the night of the reunion party was fading mtad dream. She
might even finish her whole two weeks in Carletsnp@anned. She
could look up some of her other old friends, esgfcinow that
Bonnie was apparently going to be tied to sickdrieih.

She dressed carefully in a coral-coloured linerssirds head buyer
in a fashionable boutique, she had to have a fexignsive wardrobe
herself, and was used to dressing well. She brusbetiair until it

shone, the blonde highlights brighter from the foatia sun. Then



she put on a light trace of pale lip-gloss andpetghon a pair of coral
earrings that just matched the dress and she \adyg te go down to
dinner.

She had picked up her handbag and was just stddmtpe door
when the telephone rang again. She frowned, haopilttje guiltily
that it wasn't Bonnie again saying they could mikadter all. But
when she picked up the receiver and answeredaag&rmasculine
voice was at the other end of the line.

'Valerie, this is Michael Prescott.'

Val was so taken aback that she had to think fomoment who
Michael Prescott was. Then, when the image ofdlertan formed
in her mind, she steeled herself. What in the woolald he be calling
for?

'Yes?' she said curtly.

There was a short silence, then he went on in @gmself-confident
tone. 'My mother tells me that | behaved booristdyyou this
afternoon, and | thought I'd like to try to makeuyt to you in some
.way.'

Val couldn't believe her ears. 'Well, please asgoreg mother that
there's no need for you to do anything of the Kislte retorted.

'‘Well, actually, it wasn't just for her sake thatlled.' The voice was
still bland, insouciant. 'l think we still have e things to talk over,
and I'd like to take you out to dinner if you ddmétve other plans.’

She was about to make an excuse, to lie and sahaheanother
dinner date, but at the last minute caught herdéitthael Prescott
was the last person on earth she wanted to ske atament. What
would be the harm in letting him know that?



'‘No,' she said snappishly. 'l don't have any gthears. But | certainly
don't want to have dinner with you. We have nothimgalk about.
You said everything you needed to this afternoon, Ian not in the
mood to hear any more accusations.'

'Hey, wait a minute," he said. 'lt wasn't my intentto accuse you of
anything or cause you any more trouble. | just wdrib talk things
over with you before you left.'

‘Well, I'm afraid | don't,’ she said firmly. 'Thagku anyway for the
most gracious invitation. I'm going to hang up n@wodbye.'

She felt a very powerful impulse to slam the reeedown in his ear,
but instead she set it down carefully in its crattlevas then that she
noticed how badly she was shaking. The conversai@hdisturbed
her deeply, brought all the unpleasantness baak sharp focus
again, just when she'd thought she was over it.

However, she was not going to allow Michael Prdastotuin her
nice quiet evening. She'd planned to have dinnenealin the
dining-room, and that was just what she was gangpt

She drank a martini before dinner, then a spl€alifornia Vouvray
with her chicken Kiev, and by the time her aftanxr coffee was
served she felt much better.

She leaned back in her chair and scanned the mignThe nerve of
the man! Clearly he'd had the idea that all hetbatb was call her up
with some cock- and-bull story about wanting t&k'things over' to
send her grovelling at his feet. No one she cabedteblamed her for
what had happened to David, and she would nohigtaverbearing
man make her feel guilty.

The waiter had come to hover at her elbow, andnsiseconsulting
the menu, debating between dessert and an afteerddrink, when



she happened to look up. She drew in her breatplghahen there at
the entrance she saw the overbearing man himsetigiflesh.

He was making directly for her table. Was his apgpeee here a
coincidence, or was the tracking her down? Quiciihg grabbed her
handbag, ready to jump up and run out of the roefork he could
reach her.

Then she thought, Why should I let him drive me?dsihe looked up
at the waiter. 'I'll have a Brandy Alexander,' sh&l, and when he'd
gone she folded her hands in front of her on thé&fastony-faced,
waking.

It was far too late to pretend she hadn't seenamynwvay, so she sat
and watched him as he strode towards her, hiscgaifident and
purposeful. He was dressed in well-fitting greyusers and a navy
linen blazer. His white shirt set off his deep tand the blue tie was
exactly the colour of his eyes.

Val gave a quick sideways glance around the roaheadther diners.
While it wasn't exactly crowded, there were enowtjier people
there to give her a feeling of reassurance, evéetysalhen she
almost had to laugh at the ridiculous thought. utleere was no
danger that he would do her any actual bodily harm?

He stopped when he came to her table and put l®thands on the
back of the chair opposite her. She raised her agdsgave him a
cool, questioning look, her mouth clamped shuttngifor him to
speak.

‘May | sit down?' he asked.

She gave him a curt nod. 'Suit yourself,’ she saidraciously.
‘Although,’ she added as he slid into the chasgitjllidon't see that we
have anything to talk about.'



The waiter appeared just then with her drink, afidrae'd set it
down he eyed Michael questioningly. ‘Anything fouy sir?'

'Scotch and soda, please. No ice.’

When the waiter had gone, Michael leaned backdrchair and eyed
Val speculatively, his expression bland, not qustailing, but

without any overt hostility, almost as though heswaaiting for her to
say something. Averting her eyes, she took a gsiiglof her drink.

They could sit there without speaking all nightfas as she was
concerned.

Still, the silence grew unnerving. She had the irigellie was
deliberately trying to make her uncomfortable, egarploying some
kind of tactical manoeuvre in a game of wits. Iflse was succeeding
admirably. It was all she could do to keep fromisgung in her
chair, and she was relieved when the waiter carole Wwah his drink,
breaking the tension momentarily.

When they were alone again, and he still didn't saything, she
decided to simply get up out of her chair and walk on him.
However, she'd barely touched her drink, and stedna give him
the satisfaction of driving her away—framer table.

Finally he spoke. "You look very nice tonight,'dsd smoothly. 'That
colour suits you.'

She only goggled at him. It was the last thinghe tvorld she'd
expected him to say, and she had no idea how pmmes She took
another quick swallow of her drink to cover her fosion, and cast
around wildly in her mind for something to say.

'How did you know I'd be here?' she finally blurtad.



He shrugged. 'It wasn't hard. | knew you were st the hotel, and
when you said you were eating alone | just tookctience you'd be
in the dining- room."

Then he smiled. It was the first time she'd seeythaimy even
remotely resembling good will towards her on higefaand it
transformed him utterly. The lines on either sidehes mouth
smoothed out into deeply cleft dimples, and histeyheven teeth
sparkled against his dark skin.

She gave him a suspicious look. 'So, clever yow ¥acked me
down. What for?'

»| already explained that when | called earlier.’
'Oh, yes," she said drily. "Your mother sent you.'

He gave her one startled look, then threw baclké&l and laughed
openly. Val stared, transfixed, at the long colwhhis throat, the lift
of his strong chin, the flashing blue eyes.

‘Touché'he said at last. He put his elbows on the taliditg his
glass in both hands, turning it around slowly, &ahed forward,
guite serious now. 'David's death was a terribtecklio me,' he said
soberly. '"You were right. | probably was takingutt on you. I'd like
to—well—I guess an apology is in order.’

For a moment she was tempted by an almost overviinglurge to
trust him, to believe him. He seemed sincere. He watching her
carefully, waiting for her response. She lowereddyes.

He had set his glass down, and his hands were fiahgn top of the

table. Surgeon's hands, she thought, staring at,ttagge, capable,
with long, sensitive fingers and lightly coveredwsilky black hair.

He wore no rings.



He was averyattractive man. In any other circumstances ...ilBuas
all too pat, too smooth. There hadn't been any megilet in the
half-hearted apology, if that was what you coulllica

She gave him a tight smile. 'All right," she sargky. 'That's fair
enough. Apology accepted.’

He nodded with satisfaction. 'Good," he said withther wonderful
smile.

She knew now that she had to get out of there. Mumte of this cosy
tete-a-tete and she would actually begihke the man.

Shetookone last sip of her drink, not enough to drainglass, but as
close as she could manage. Then she rose abroptéyr feet.

‘Now, if you'll excuse me..."He was out of his chastantly. 'Where
are you going?'

“To my room.'
You haven't finished your drink."'

She glanced down at his own half-empty glass. Hgeihave you,'
she said.

She turned and walked away from him, her spin§ & shoulders
back, her head high, conscious at every step oivéyethat the blue
gaze was following her. She kept her eyes straigaad, fighting the
temptation to turn back to see if he was followiag.

When she reached the lobby she marched directlyndrthe front
desk and headed for the lift, out of his line afhsiat last. After
punching the button, she did dare one quick glawee her shoulder.
The lobby was empty.



She slouched into the waiting lift and, as the doslowly closed
behind her, she breathed a heavy sigh of relief.dSkon that round,
she thought smugly, as she was borne upwards.dfoe bscure
reason, he had decided to charm her, and shestiegsidmirably.

But as she let herself into her room she couldmteqgward off a
nagging sense of regret, even disappointmenththbad given up so
easily and had not come after her. It might hawenhateresting to
stay a while and find out just what it was he realanted from her.

She soon realised the folly tifatline of reasoning, granted, he wa:
probably the most attractive man she'd ever meésioeld known lots
of good-looking men, and every one of them had Isedn love with
himself that the only part a woman had played m IHe was an
admiring audience. And even though Michael did sdenhave
warmed slightly towards her, she still sensed daalger in him.

It was then that it occurred to her that not oreeen when he'd
smiled or laughed in apparently genuine amuserhadtany hint of
warmth softened the cold glint of those icy bluesy



CHAPTER THREE

BY MORNING, Val had successfully banished all thoughts of e
Prescott from her mind. She was glad he'd comealkenhis peace
with her last night and that they hadn't partecheas, but his mother
had said he was leaving town soon. She would miady Inever see
him again.

She called Bonnie right after breakfast, as shedthjzed, to learn
that both children were in bed with high fevers] &rwould be days
before she could leave them.

'So will you please stay in town a while longerfie shegged.
'‘Otherwise | won't even get a chance to see yoinaljag definitely
measles.’

'I'll think about it," Val said with a sigh, andehhung up without any
definite promises being made.

The trouble was, she had no idea what to do witkdtieif she did

stay much longer. She supposed she could look me 86 her other
high-school friends, but during the ten years she&eh away they'd
drifted apart and would have little in common. Blesi that, *rriOst of
them were married, and in Val's experience womeh wusbands
tended to disappear as friends.

The main reason she'd come to Carleton was to ttemafinished

business. David's death had put the seal of finadih their

relationship, and in her heart she believed hefbi@pven her in the
end. So had his mother. Even his hostile brothel dffered a

grudging olive-branch last night. She felt she ¥vae of the past at
last.

With her business finished in Carleton, she mighivall go back to
Seattle. She had friends there she could spend somewvith. She
could catch up on her reading, maybe spend a dayoaat the ocean.



She'd been planning to paint the apartment. Nowhiriig a good
time.

Then she remembered that she'd half decided to tieethospital to

visit Myra Barnes, the girl who had been with Dathé night of the

accident. They hadn't been close friends in sclasoshe and Bonnie
had, but they'd travelled in the same circles,ianaduld be an act of

kindness to go and see her. It couldn't be muchdire confined to a
hospital bed on a fine summer day, with broken boaad a

concussion.

She called the hospital and was told that Myra wesing as
comfortably as could be expected with casts on lbedls and in
traction, but that she was able to receive visitors

It was another scorching hot August day, the suatitg down
mercilessly on the parched brown hills. Val had warpale yellow
cotton sun-dress with a halter-top, but even sb tjus short walk
from the car park to the entrance of the small lldwsspital had
brought out beads of perspiration on her face ams.a

Inside, she was greeted with a blast of blessedbol c
air-conditioning. At the desk, she was directedatooom on the

second floor, and when she got there she couldthedow murmur

of voices coming through the open door.She heslitatgt wanting to

intrude. However, she had stopped along the waydoup a small

bouquet of flowers, a cheerful arrangement of whitesies and

yellow roses in a round glass bowl, and she halb teomething with

it.

She rapped lightly on the door, pushed it open siadped inside.
There was only one bed in the room, with a whiteec around it.



Perhaps she was having a bath, or being examinadwslked
hesitantly over to the screen, then stopped.

‘Myra,' she called softly. 'It's Val Cochran. Isstla bad time for a
visit?'

The screen was pushed aside then, and the tall éddrivichael

Prescott was revealed. Val stood there, the vadoweérs in her
hand, staring. What in the world was he doing héfte?vas the last
person she would have expected to see.

He flashed her a wry smile. 'So, we meet again.’

'So we do,' Val murmured. Then she glanced at¢joed lying on the
bed. 'Hello, Myra,' she said. 'How are you feeling?

‘Val?' Myra asked. 'Val Cochran? What a nice sagbri

'It looks as though you already have company,'sdal, with a glance
at Michael. 'l can come back later.'

'l was just leaving,' he said. He turned to theigithe bed. "You seem
to be in good hands here, Myra,' he said softhd tmaking excellent
progress. In six weeks or so those bones will &nd you'll be as
good as new.’

‘Thank you for coming, Michael,' Myra said. 'Wilsée you again?’

Michael darted a swift sideways glance at Val, ¢wavy dark
eyebrow raised, almost as though asking her a iqnesthen he
turned back to Myra and took her hand.

'I'm not sure what my plans are,' he said. 'If sty in town a while
longer, I'll be back. You can count on it.'



That's some bedside manner, Val thought wryly, iatg the little

scene, and wondered once again what he was dorag thewasa

doctor, after all. Perhaps he'd been called in @oresultation. But
what did a research cardiologist know about brakenes? It was
hardly his area of expertise.

With a brief nod in her direction, he turned onlme®l and walked out
of the room.

'Sit down, Val,' Myra said when he was gone. "Wba¢ly flowers!
So cheerful. Thanks very much.’

Val set the vase of flowers down on the dressaerssahe room, then
came back and sat in the chair next to the bedw&alsedying to ask
Myra about Michael, but before she could make up rmad to
actually do it Myra herself went on to explain.

‘Michael and his mother have both been so good dosimce the
accident,' she said in a decidedly shaky voice.

Val gave her a sharp look. The girl appeared ttebd@bly nervous.

Her lower lip was quivering, and she was twistihg sheet around
tightly in her fingers. It could just be weaknessnh her injuries, but
it seemed to Val that it was something more than th

‘Well, they probably feel David was responsibleée seplied slowly.
‘After all, he was driving.'

'Yes, but what they don't know --' She broke offing her lip and
reddening, and Val could see the sparkle of teaher eyes.

‘What is it, Myra?' she asked softly. '‘Are you an® Shall | call for a
nurse?'



Myra turned her head to face her, the tears stiltigg in her eyes.
'Oh, Val, I'm so glad you came. You're the only boan talk to, the
only one who might understand."'

‘Yes?' Val prompted. 'Understand what?"'
‘About David and me."'
Val's-eyes widened in surprise. 'You and David&'ethoed.

Myra nodded. 'We'd been seeing each other for dome In fact
we'd even discussed getting married.’

'Oh, Myra,' Val said, touched. 'I'm so sorry.'

Myra heaved a deep sigh. 'l don't know whetherrgalised it or not,
but even all those years ago when we were kidshod | was crazy
about him." She smiled sadly. 'And all he couldhkhof was you.
When you left town, | was glad. | thought I'd havehance at him at
last.'

Val stared at her, stunned, at a total loss fordaoit had never
crossed her mind that Myra had been interestedaind

Finally she managed to stammer out, 'l had no'idea.

‘But it didn't work out that way,' Myra went on ftér you left, he just
seemed to go further and further downhill. Oh, leall me when he
was lonely, but you were always the one he realiyted. Then,
about a year ago, he suddenly seemed to be ghttinet together. |
was so happy. | thought it might have been becatisee, that I'd
really helped him in some way, just by being thierehim, loving

him so much.'

'‘Well, I'm glad,' Val said helplessly. 'And I'm suyou did help him.’



Myra lay her head back and stared blankly up atéang. 'Then you
came back,' she went on in a flat, toneless vdiexen agreed with
him that it would be a good thing if you and heldogee each other
again, to make sure you really were out of hisesysfor good.' She
turned to look at Val, blinking away the tearscould have kicked
myself when | saw you together that night at thenren party. So to
get him away from you | encouraged him to haveirkdOne drink
led to another. We went off in the car, and youvknéhat happened
then.'

'‘But didn't you realise?' Val asked, leaning clomed gazing down
earnestly at the girl. 'Didn't he tell you? We have a good talk that
night, and David agreed with me that it was allrdwetween us, that
it had been for years. It was only puppy love, hdhifact, when |
saw him dancing with you, it seemed obvious that were the one
he really cared about, not me.'

Myra raised herself up on one elbow and gave V&tiaken look.
'Yes, | do know that. He told me later in the cané flopped her head
back on the pillow. 'But by then it was too late Was already drunk,
out of control.’

The tears began to flow in earnest then. Val gofram the chair.
This kind of emotional upset couldn't possibly endg Myra any
good. But before she left, she had to ask one moestion.

'‘Myra,' she asked softly, 'have you told any of thiDavid's mother?
Or his brother?'

'‘Oh, no!" Myra gulped. She clutched at Val's haAdd you've got to
promise me you won't tell them,either. | could®@abit, living in the
same town with his mother and having her know wukd.'

‘All right," Val said. 'l won't. | promise. But ydinow, Myra, it wasn't
your fault what happened to David. He's the one ddmded to take



the drink.' She gently removed her hand. 'l thiskduld leave now.
You need to rest.’

'‘Will you come back to see me again?'

Val hesitated. 'I'm not sure yet what my plans' a&teg said slowly.
‘But if | do decide to stay a while longer in Céole, yes, of course I'll
come to see you again.'

She replaced the screen around the bed and walkibdaver to the

door. Her head was whirling, her thoughts in a tuftmWhat a

terrible thing for poor Myra to have to live witt.only she could

convince her to tell the truth about what had yehthppened that
night, she herself would be entirely exonerateithéneyes of David's
family.

She paused at the door, half inclined to go badkpdead with Myra
to do just that. But in the end she decided th#ting would really be
gained. David's mother had already assured hedidh& in any way
blame her. Even Michael seemed to be far lesslédstvards her
Now.

It really made no difference at this point. In a&ge, she'd be going
home soon and would most likely never see any e$sdéhpeople

again. They'd have to work out their little dranyathemselves. Her

role in it was over.

When she stepped out into the corridor, however astmost bumped
into Michael Prescott himself. He was standing qugside the door
with his back to her, his hands in his pockets. Sbpped short. She'd
thought he'd already left. Apparently he'd beertingifor her to go
so he could go back and finish his visit with Myra.

When he turned around to face her, she noddednedid gave him a
tight little smile, then started to walk past hidut before she'd gone
two steps, he reached out a hand to stop her.



'l was waiting for you,' he said.
Startled, Val looked over at him. 'For me?' shesdsk

He took her lightly by the elbow and began guidieg down the long
corridor. Totally bewildered, she automaticallyléoved along.

'l thought if you had no other plans you might hlwech with me,' he
said as they went.

When they came to the lift, he dropped his handpandt back in his
trouser pocket. She looked up at him, really segingfor the first
time that day. He was dressed casually in darksemuand a pale
grey jersey shirt that dimmed the blue of his apés an even more
glacial hue.

Still, he was smiling at her pleasantly enough. Ansieeking her out
last night just in order to apologise, he'd madieiendly enough
gesture. Why not have lunch with him? She didnitehanother
blessed thing to do that afternoon.

‘All right,' she said.

They stepped into the waiting lift, which was follpeople, and when
they reached the main floor they made their wayatow the

entrance. He held the door open for her, and thadlyadl outside into
the bright sunshine.

'Is there any place special you'd like to go?'sked.She was about to
say she didn't care, but then she rememberedustaihe day before
Jack Thompson had taken his children to one offésurite old
haunts. It was such a beautiful day. Why not?

"1 wonder if the littlecaf€ at Marsh Creek is still there?' she aske
him.



‘Let's find out," he replied promptly.

They had reached his car, a silvery grey Jaguaopgdeed the door
for her, then came around and got in the drivexdd.dt was stifling
inside the car, and he quickly started the engine.

‘The air-conditioning will take a few minutes totgming,' he said.
He put the car in gear and deftly backed out ofpiwking slot. ‘Do
you swim?' he asked.

She nodded. 'Yes, although | don't get much chanSeattle, at least
not outdoors. The weather, you know.'

'It's a good day for it. We can probably rent soi$ there if you'd
like.'

As they drove the five miles out of town to the #mesort, Val gazed
out of the window at the passing scenery, amazadwatlittle things
had changed in ten years. Every landmark was thtdle, still
recognisable. The dry rolling hills, the housesngldhe way, the
trees—pepper, oak, fig, apricot—even the same brmlange
California poppies bloomed in the ditches at tle ©if the road.

The intervening years simply melted away. It washmsigh she'd
never been gone. She felt like the same carefresolgirl she'd been
then, and it suddenly struck her that her hearthigaser, her spirits
higher, than at any time since.

It was also pleasant to be driven along in thekstee, quite cool now
that the air-conditioning was functioning, and luls an attractive
man. She gave him a quick glance out of the coohé&er eye. He
was lounging back casually in his seat, his la@edls resting on the
steering-wheel, and in profile he looked even numeastating.

The short-sleeved grey shirt revealed strong fonsalightly covered
with black hair, not heavily muscled, but taut dmwdh. The only



jewellery he wore was a thin gold watch with a wielther band. Val
had a slightly giddy sensation, as though she wah® brink of an

exciting adventure of some kind, and couldn't gsippress a small
smile of satisfaction.

‘What's funny?' Michael said in an amused tone.

'Funny?' Val asked. Then she realised he'd noticedsmile. 'Oh,
nothing. | was just feeling rather carefree.'

He gave her a quick glance. 'Is that so unusual?'

She laughed. 'Well, | guess so. This is the feat vacation I've had
in some time.'

‘Sounds as if your life might be rather grim.’

'‘No, not grim,' she said thoughtfully. '‘But | wdnkrd, and | take my
job seriously.’

'What is your job?'

'I'm a buyer for a rather nice boutique in Seattle.
‘Do you like the work?'

'Oh, yes. | love it.'

‘Well, that's the important thing.'

They had reached their turn-off now, and Michaetlgd the car into
the narrow rutted road towards the entrance. Itallasxactly as Val
remembered it. The small wooden sign at the gaith, the letters
'‘Marsh Creek' burned into it, the pavilion ovepotee side where they
used to dance. Even now she could hear the musictfre jukebox,



different from the tunes that had been popular,thahwith the same
kind of rhythm.

Michael pulled up at the gate and wound the windown to pay the
entrance fee to the waiting attendant. The pungewml of chlorine
from the pool drifted inside through the open wiwgdand the music,
the shouts of the crowd, were much louder.

He parked under the shade of a gigantic old fig,tstill sparsely
hung with black fruit, the hornets buzzing arouine ttotting figs that
had fallen on the ground.

'‘Which would you rather do first?' Michael askedlaesy got out of
the car. 'Swim or eat?"

Val glanced at her watch. It was past twelve. thther hungry at the
moment,' she said.

‘All right. Lunch first, then maybe a swim aftendar

The small restaurant was still there, just beydreddance pavilion
and overlooking the outdoor pool. They made theiy whrough the
crowd of young people gyrating on the dance-flaothte pounding
beat of a rock band coming over the loudspeakdgesysand went
through the heavy glass doors.

It was relatively quiet inside the restaurant, ahicas almost empty.
It didn't look terribly clean, either. There werapkins and cigarette
butts strewn on the dusty floor, and most of thHaetm were still
littered with dirty dishes.

'It doesn't look very popular," Michael murmurechat side as they
walked over to a clean table by the window. 'l wemnifithere's some
kind of message to that.'



Val turned and gave him a quick smile. 'l don‘hkhihat's necessarily
a commentary on the food. Most people who comehew¢ bring
their own picnic lunches.’

'l hope you're right,' he said with feeling.

‘Although,’ she added, wrinkling her nose, 'l doedall it being quite
this messy.'

They sat down and consulted the fly-specked menhgh offered
the same choices Val remembered from the old dagsnbhrgers,
hot dogs, grilled cheese sandwiches, and, of cpsofedrinks.

After one cursory glance, Michael set his menu dawt gave her a
wry questioning look. 'Are you sure you want to leate?'

Val laughed. 'It doesn't look too appetising, dw@sThe only thing
that's changed in ten years is the prices.’

‘Well, if you're game, | guess | am, too," he shibdiously.

A bored young man in a grimy apron came over ahd®en glasses
of water on the table, then stood waiting for trewler, his stubby
pencil poised over his pad.

‘What'll it be?' he drawled lazily.

Val looked up at him. 'I'll have a jumbo cheeselkurgverything on
it, and a small Coke.'

Michael nodded. 'Make mine the same.' When thehaalygone, he
leaned back in his chair and eyed her quizzicdllgnly hope we
don't end up with food poisoning. Remember, it yagr choice.'

‘Chalk it up to nostalgia,' she said lightly. 'Reitaing my misspent
youth.'



‘You're hardly old enough for that,' he said. Hsead his glass of
water and held it up to the light, examining it@asusly. Then he
shrugged, put it to his mouth and drained it.

Val watched, mesmerised by every movement he ntdeavas so
intenselymale\Even so, she was still wary of the man, even 8ligh
suspicious of the abrupt change in his attitudeato® her. For some
reason, in spite of his physical appeal, she fedtlsad to be on her
guard against his good looks, his easy charm:

She turned and gazed out of the window, frownimghdly. It was
probably just her old paranoia. A psychiatrist doub doubt trace her
indifference to men, which verged on a phobia, éo Wwayward
father. But she wasn't in the least indifferenMiichael Prescott, and
that was what worried her.

'Is something wrong?' he asked quietly.

She turned back to him, amazed at how he pickehuper moods so
accurately. It was a new experience for her. Mdsthe men she
knew were primarily interested in two things—thawn careers and
getting her into bed with as little preliminary@sssible.

She'd learned how to avoid the latter, adroitly esthout too many
hurt feelings or wounded egos, but she was genufastinated by
anyone's career and never had to pretend an ingireslidn't feel.

He was still watching her, waiting for an answer.

'No,' she said. 'Nothing's wrong. | was only dagdnang.' She took a
sip of water, then smiled at him. 'Tell me aboulirywork, Michael.'

‘Well® you probably already know I'm a doctor. les@lise in
cardiology.'



‘That sounds like very satisfying work. Are you afi¢hose surgeons
who do heart transplants?’

'‘God, no!" he said brusquely. 'I'm mostly involvedesearch.’

He went on to tell her about the foundation in lArsgeles that
funded his project, which was aimed primarily ahchishing the risk
of heart disease through exercise and diet. Whainltmch arrived,
he pointed down at the enormous cheeseburger feeeldiem with a
rueful smile.

‘This is a perfect example of what we shouldn't &&t commented
drily.

He then proceeded to devour it with gusto, and jdialed him. In
spite of the tacky atmosphere and suspect cleaslivighe little cafe,
the food tasted wonderful to her, just as goochasemembered it.

'‘Ah," she said when she had finished, 'l haverttdaa&heeseburger
that good in years.'

He grinned at her. 'Part of it is still on your nimuHe reached across
the table and dabbed lightly at her lips with hapkin. 'There, that's
better.'

Val was touched by the intimate gesture, and mbea ta little
puzzled. Just yesterday this man had stood loomweg her at his
mother's house treating her like dirt under his.fdew today he was
a different person, courteous, kind, even tenduet,ating as though
he really liked her.

He leaned back in his chair and lit a cigarettentraised it in the air
and shook his head. 'This is another thing we vpmople against.
However,' he added, 'l believe in moderation irtlahgs, and there
are times when tobacco really hits the spot.' He et the packet to
her. 'I'm sorry. Do you want one?'



'‘No, thanks. That isn't one of my vices.'

He raised an eyebrow and replaced the packet ishirs pocket.
'‘What are your views, then?'

His voice was low, even suggestive, and Val's guzathe up
immediately. 'I'm afraid you wouldn't find them énésting,’ she
murmured dismissively.

Once again, he seemed to be tuned into her evangatg mood, and
abruptly changed the subject. 'So, you live in tBgahe commented
in a chatty tone.

She looked over at him in some surprise. 'Yes. Dydru know that?'

‘Actually, | know very little about you at all, exgt --' He broke off
and waved a hand dismissively in the air. 'But'shatthe past. Now
I'd like to learn more about you.'

Val gave him a direct look. '"Why?' she asked cdisefu

He slowly and methodically stubbed out his cigarett the little
metal ashtray on the table, then returned her giafti@chingly. "Why
does anyone want to know about another person&sked. '‘Don't
you find other people's lives interesting?'

'‘Well, yes,' she replied. 'Of course | do.’

‘Actually,’ he went on. 'l do have rather a morespeal interest in
anyone who lives in Seattle.’

'‘Why is that?"

'I've recently been offered a position there, aslhe a new research
project at the university hospital.'



'l see”™ she replied slowly.

Her heart picked up a beat. Perhaps this shortueeowouldn't be
the end of their relationship after all. Somehowat tbhed an entirely
new light on it, changed<everything.

'‘Are you going to accept it?' she asked.

'l haven't decided. | like what I'm doing well egbuight where | am.
What | don't like, however, is living in the Los ée&les area. The
smog is killing, and it's terribly crowded. Moregme seem to flock
there every year.'

'‘Well, Seattle has its share of smog, I'm afrate said. 'And it's
growing, too. Have you ever been there?'

'Oh, yes. Several times. There are problems sindaany large
metropolitan area, but it certainly has to be ola® most beautiful
cities in the world. It also has unique recreatiapgportunities. What
other city can offer boating, fishing, mountaimating and skiing all
within only an hour's drive apart?'

She laughed. 'You sound like a representative @fGhamber of
Commerce." She hesitated, then added lightly,|db sounds as
though you've already made up your mind to takgahe

He shook his head slowly and gave her a crookedesriNo, |
haven't. Not yet. There are several other factoconhsider.’

For some reason, the way he smiled, the tone ofdic®, his whole
manner, made Val feel as though she herself mighdarne of those
factors. But that was crazy! They'd really onlytjoset.

The waiter came over with their bill just then. Maz| glanced at it,
then reached in his hip pocket for his wallet. Aftaying the bill, he
rose from his chair and stood looking down at her.



'How about a walk to work off some of the cheesgbéri?' he
suggested. 'Then we can have a swim.'

They left the pavilion and began to stroll leisyralong the paths
through the wooded area surrounding the pool, tlmgatheir way
among the picnicking families and clusters of yopegple for close
to an hour. On a wide stretch of grass a volleygalnewas in
progress, and the laughter of the players, the hloudic from the
Walkmans, the shrieks of children filled the air.

Each sight brought back a flood of pleasant memmdaéd/al from her
own girlhood—as a child, coming out here with hargmts and their
friends before her father's drinking problem hadilsep every aspect
of family life, then later, with her own crowd frosthool almost
every weekend during the summer.

Michael was an ideal companion, casual and relasiézht for the
most part, but occasionally pointing out a smathkety drama to her
with genuine amusement—a mother consoling a bawtihid,
lovers entwined on a blanket under the shade oée t little boy
trying to master walking on a pair of stilts whapkéalling off and
getting right back. up again.

It gave her a heady feeling, too, to meander sloaryund the

familiar territory with such a tall, good- lookimgan at her side. For
the most part he treated her in a friendly, btheatistant fashion,
and, except for one incident, when she almostédppver a stone in
her path and he gripped her firmly by the arm tegkéer from

falling, he didn't touch her once.

Back at the pool, they rented bathing suits, towals$ a blanket from
the attendant, and while Val's one- piece modelniwvaxactly the
height of fashion it fitted tier well and blesseagsn't too revealing.
Although she had a slim figure, with good legsaarow waist and



high, firm breasts, she was still a little shy ateyppearing half-naked
in front of Michael.

When they met again outside the dressing-rooms, vehe all
prepared for a quick once-over from those penetydilue eyes, but
what she wasn't prepared for was the sight of Mithanself in his
dark cotton trunks.

His chest was much broader and his shoulders mugdr whan they
had appeared with clothes on. His bathing suit wh® heavy

material, as modestly cut as her own, but it disghyather low on his
lean hips, revealing a light sprinkling of coarsack hair that tapered
down from his chest and over his stomach into a tme that

disappeared inside the waistband.

When she realised that he was gazing rather fixadter as well, she
reddened slightly and clutched her towel to hesthe

He held out a hand. 'Well, are you all ready tettie plunge?'

Her heart turned over. She knew quite well thatvias referring to

diving into the pool, but somehow his words strinek as having a
deeper significance than that, and as she tookuisretched hand
even that slight contact was unsettling to her,odd mixture of

pleasure and trepidation.

'I'm game if you are,' she replied lightly.

They went over to the pool, and side by side dinéulthe deep end.
When Val came up for air, panting from the shock tbé
unexpectedly cool water, he was treading watergusiv feet away
from her, shaking his head, the drops on his brtzahed shoulders
sparkling in the bright sunshine.

She had pinned her hair back loosely, but in thgairhof the dive it
had come undone, and was now streaming wetly osefdnehead



and into her eyes. Laughing, Michael reached dwaral to smooth it
back.

‘You look as if you're about ten years old,' helsdihen his gaze
dropped to her still heaving breast, and he grireredkedly. "Well,
not quite," he amended wickedly.

Flustered at the frank commentary, she ducked &d kinder water
and swam away from him. The pool was so crowdedchangas such
a strong swimmer, however, that she didn't get\ren he caught
up with her, she had just come up again for air.

'Let's see if we can get in a lap or two throudhhedse bodies," he
shouted above the noise. 'That's about all | demaéthis.'

She nodded, and they swam together in whatever spaces they
could find for two lengths. When she reached trgeeatf the pool, he
was already standing on the concrete apron, a heladout to help
her up.

They spread their blanket down on a fairly privapen stretch of
grass under the shade of an enormous old livereakgome distance
away from the pool. Michael immediately flopped down his back
and closed his eyes, while Val sat a few feet afn@y him, drying
off and running her fingers through her wet haisti@ighten out the'
tangles.

After a few moments, he seemed to have fallen psheed she could
watch him unobserved. He was leaning, back agtiesrunk of the
tree, his long legs outstretched, his arms foldest bis chest, and he
looked the picture of relaxed contentment.

After their shaky beginning yesterday, she'd ergaye outing with
him more than she would have dreamed possible. &efun to be
with, considerate, attractive; in fact, she fourichast everything
about him very appealing.



It was an important 'almost'. She still couldn'itguight down a
nagging sense of doubt, a tiny pinprick of anxi#tgt it couldn't
possibly be this easy. There had to be a catchwbare, but at the
moment she couldn't put her finger on what it might He was
almost too attractivepo nice. In her experience men like that wer
practically an extinct species. And always marteedomeone else.

Then, suddenly, she saw a lazy smile curve onipgs his eyes
flashed open, and she found herself staring dyrentb them, so
brilliant that they dazzled her. She flushed withbarrassment. He
hadn't been asleep after all. It was too late ok laway. She could
only sit there, mesmerised by the steady blue glare



CHAPTER FOUR

StiLL holding Val's gaze in his, Michael raised himagif on one
elbow and shifted his body the few feet that sepdrahem. He
reached out a hand and touched her hair, whichdtiad by now.

'l like your hair hanging loose like that,’ he mumed lazily. "You
should always weatr it that way.'

He was so close to her that she could smell thariclel on his skin,
see the light sheen of perspiration on his forehtgeddark stubble of
beard on his chin. For a moment, she was so siroagipted to bend
her head down and meet his lips with her own thatwas afraid
she'd actually do it.

Quickly, she turned from him and scanned the suding area. It
was just a little after three o'clock, and, althotige summer sun was
still high in the sky, it was screened by the palplars that rose up on
the western edge of the picnic grounds. By now dsvalmost
deserted.

'‘How long do you plan to stay in Carleton?' sherthédichael ask
her.

She turned back to him. 'At the moment, that's tddb@. Although |
came down especially for the reunion party, | hkshped to spend
two weeks after that visiting with an old friend ofine, Bonnie
Thompson. But now..." She shrugged, shying away fifte painful
subject of David's death. 'Now | don't know. Theiitpsons have an
epidemic of measles on their hands and are prettiyheusebound,
so there doesn't seem much point in my hangingnatbu

''d like to have you stay,' he said in a low voice

Her eyes widened in surprise. 'But your mother sad yourself
were leaving in a few days.'



'l had planned to, yes. But | could be talked ex¢ending my visit.'
He smiled. 'With the proper incentive.’

He wanted her to stay! Did she want to? With all heart, she
thought fervently. But was it such a good idea? Wheould it
possibly lead? All her old suspicions came bubbtmghe surface,
warning her to tread carefully.

She hardly knew the man, but there was one thingine—he was

already beginning to wield tremendous power over&lee would be
no match for him in any game he cared to play, alldpugh she was
strongly tempted simply to follow along wherever led her, the

prospect also seemed vaguely threatening.

Then he frowned. 'Perhaps | was premature in agkingo stay on in
Carleton.’

'‘What do you mean?' she asked guardedly.

‘Well, for all | know, you could already be invotvé an important
relationship. Even engaged.' He glanced down ah&ed, lying on
top of the blanket. 'Although | haven't noticedrar Or is that an old-
fashioned notion?"

'No,' she said shortly. 'I'm not involved with ango How about you?'
He shook his head firmly. 'No. There's no one.'

'l thought all busy doctors needed long-sufferinges to keep the
home fires burning for them,' she commented lightly

He laughed shortly. 'l tried that once, and, b&ime, it doesn't work
out that way.'

'You've been married; then?"'



He made a dismissive gesture with his hand. 'lf gould call it a
marriage. It was while | was in medical school, pndang years ago.
Sixteen, to be exact. | was barely twenty-two, whs only nineteen
and wanted to be married to a doctor a hell oftariore than she
wanted to be married to me.' He laughed harshte & on found out
that there was very little similarity between a eous,
hard-working medical student and the affluent daciihe'd seen on
television.'

'I'm sorry,' Val said softly.

He shrugged. 'Oh, don't be. That's ancient historgnly lasted a
year, and then we went our separate ways, witluttmest relief on
both sides, | might add.' He grinned. 'l heardrltitat she married her
gynaecologist. Twenty years her senior and alreatly

'‘Well, at least there weren't any children to waatyout. | always
think they're the ones to suffer most from divorce.

'‘No," he replied slowly. "'There were no childrermaik God! he
added with feeling.

‘Do you have something against children?' she askéda smile.

'‘No. Not if there's a stable home environment tseréhem in. Like
you, | believe it's necessary to build a solid nage first before
bringing children into the world.' He smiled wrylyhaven't noticed
very many of those around.’

Val thought about her own family life. After herttiar started
drinking, all she could remember were arguments armnstant
atmosphere of tension. Although her parents wokemdivorced,
they might as well have been, probably should Heaen.

Suddenly, he raised himself up to a sitting positide leaned closer
towards her so that the bare skin of his chesgested her shoulder,



and reached out a hand to touch her lightly orah@ar She drew in a
sharp breath and held it in as he bent his hebdigh his lips lightly,
tentatively over her forehead.

When she made no move to draw away, the hand onatmer
tightened. She turned her body slightly towards lEnd stared
directly into his eyes, searching for some clugcasvhat he was
thinking and feeling.

His expression was quite serious, but the blue gimsed brightly.
Was it desire, she wondered, or only the danciraftsiof sunlight
that streamed intermittently through the tall tfees

All she could do was sit there, waiting, unablenmve a muscle. She
knew he was going to kiss her, and, although diat&it, even
ached to feel Ms mouth on hers, his arms around Hisrbody
pressed close to hers, at the same time she feared

He cupped her face in his hands and gazed intoepes for a
moment. Then he smiled, his dark head dipped dagamaand she
felt the first gentle pressure of his mouth on helis lips were soft
and dry, and, while there was nothing threatenbmuaihis kiss, the
way his mouth moved on hers was so subtly seduttiateshe found
her own lips parting slightly in an instinctive,tbhimking response.

Then, at the same time, she felt the tip of higt@nseeking entry to
her mouth and one hand sliding down from her sheyutd brush

lightly over her breast. Alarmed, she broke off fhr®bing kiss

abruptly and drew her head back. The hand on leasbstilled, then
returned to her shoulder. She stared at him wideleflthough the

light of desire still glittered in his eyes, he @&l to be in perfect
control of himself.

He gave her a crooked smile. 'l think perhaps Wwetter go,' he said
lightly. 'How about it?' He drew away from her ange to his feet.



'Yes, of course,’ she replied. She got up to staeglde him. 'l
suppose it is about time we got back.'

The moment had passed, and as they walked slovdk tmathe
dressing-rooms Val had the sinking feeling thatould never come
again.

By the time she'd changed back into her streehetshe was
plunged into a glum reverie of regret. What had enager draw away
from him that way? She had enjoyed his kiss, hadeddor it
expectantly all afternoon, in fact, had wantedrani the moment
she'd seen him standing in the hospital corridésida Myra's room
that morning waiting for her.

She'd ruined everything now with her same old dmgpfear of
intimacy. Here was the first man to come along esibavid who
really set her pulses racing, and she'd managelistmurage him
before he'd done one thing to offend her.

They drove back in almost total silence to the ihakwhere Val had
left her car, each apparently deep in thought™ Algh Val felt
decidedly let down by the abrupt ending to an atrpesfect day, it
was no more than she'd expected.

When they reached the hospital car park, she mbioie her rental
car to him, and he pulled up alongside it. She egdeher door
quickly, so that he wouldn't have to get out, thened to him with a
polite smile.

‘Thanks a lot, Michael,’ she said, 'for a loveleafoon. | enjoyed it
very much.' She grinned. 'Especially the wondeshideseburger.'



He dipped his dark head. 'My pleasure, | enjoyetbd. I'm sorry to
cut it short, but | have some business to take chfer my mother
before five o'clock.’

She nodded. 'Yes, of course. Well..."' She staaegt out of the car.

'If you have no other plans,' he added quicklyipps we could have
dinner together this evening. We could even dmte 5an Francisco
if we got an early start.

Val's heart turned over. 'Yes,' she replied slowly like that,'

"It will take at least an hour to get into the ¢itye went on. 'Let's say
| pick you up at the hotel around six-thirty. Ortleat calling it too
close?'

'No, that sounds fine.'
'‘Good. I'll see you then.’

She stepped out on to the hot pavement, but bsifi@reould close the
door behind her he had called her name. She taekland leaned
down to peer inside the car. He was looking atviaén a strange,
almost diffident expression on his face.

'Yes?' she said.
'‘Would you mind very much leaving your hair thaty®a

She raised a hand to run it over her shaggy sugd drop. 'You can't
be serious!" she exclaimed, laughing. 'lt's a mess!

'‘But | like it," he announced firmly.

'Well, I'll see what | can do.'



It had been a long time since Val had dressed tmugjon a date with
such a feeling of excited anticipation—so long,fact, that she
couldn't even remember when it had been.

As she showered and washed her hair, she humnitéd tuhe under
her breath, and even occasionally broke out intml Isong, albeit
slightly off-key. She felt just like a romantic saligirl, and even
though she warned herself over and over agairorgetther hopes up
or count on anything she simply couldn't quite sepp the
compelling images and romantic fantasies, all stgriMichael
Prescott, that kept rising up in her mind.

He would be so easy to fall in love with, she thaugs she stepped
out of the shower and dried off. How he had managecemain
unattached for so long was beyond her. Of coulse tvas no future
in the relationship. She knew that. They'd botHdaing Carleton
soon. She would probably never see him again.

There was, however, the job he'd mentioned in Bedthe were to
decide to take that, who knew where it would lead@& he had asked
her to extend her stay in Carleton for his saker@hwvasn't a reason
in the world why she shouldn't. Even if nothing eeame of it, why
not enjoy the time they did have together? At lesst'd have a
pleasant memory to look back on.

Still, something didn't ring quite true about thirale affair, and now
that he was gone that factor loomed even largerayAfvom his
disturbing presence, the magnetism of his sheesiphlyappeal, her
doubts only escalated.

It just wasn't logical. Why would a man who had mad secret of
his loathing for her one day suddenly turn arounedrtext and pursue
her as though she were the girl of his dreams?



Val had no false modesty about her looks. Not atyshe have a
naturally good bone-structure and pleasant, evatuifes, but she
took great pains with her appearance. She hadterijob. But even
though sometimes it seemed as though she spewhioér social life

doing nothing but fending off unwelcome advancesnfipredatory
males, she knew quite well she was no great beaotyseductive
siren.

Michael didn'tact like a predator. He hadn't pushed when she
broken away from him. However, rather than feefie@ssured by his
restraint, she only found it alarming, even aditthlculating.

Right now, it was time to get ready, and since tioisld be the only
night they'd ever have together she wanted to naakeemorable
impression. She padded barefoot over to the waednob her
terry-cloth robe, a towel wrapped loosely arounddemp head, to
survey the possibilities hanging there.

She was glad now that she'd collected such an sxtewardrobe
through her work. Thinking she'd be away from hdime almost

three weeks, she'd also brought along a wide yaonétsummer

outfits. Nothing too provocative; but decidedly feme. And since
they were going into the city, it should be somaghdressy. She
finally decided on a pale yellow silk peau-de- safee bodice cut
quite low and held up by thin straps, the skirkegwith tiny pleats
at the waist, then tapering down to a narrower lremiShe'd carry
the matching stole for warmth in case it grew datér on, but also
for modesty's sake. She'd never worn the dressrdyeémd had
bought it on a wild impulse when it had come in Huaitique, just
because it fitted her so well and the colour wagyeod with her
blonde-streaked hair.

She sat down at the dressing-table to tackle hmrlgar-length hair.
He had asked her to leave it loose, and she intetioddo so if it killed
her. Ordinarily, she wore it tucked back behind éars in a loose



bun, but it did have enough natural wave so thandhe brushed it
vigorously it framed her face rather nicely.

Make-up wasn't difficult. Since she had a naturgthpd colour and
tanned evenly, very little was necessary, justghtlisprinkling of
powder, a dash of coral lip-gloss and a careflidsed application of
eyeliner and mascara.

A few thin gold chains around her neck, a pair @bped gold
earrings, the strappy high-heeled sandals thamasthed the dress,
and she was ready. She picked up her bag and dlahber watch. It
was twenty-five minutes past six. Time to leave.

She took one last look at herself in the mirrod har heart sank. The
reflection of a stranger was gazing back at hee dfess was too
suggestive, the hairstyle too wanton, the jewellexy garish. She
looked like a siren on the prowl, just asking faright of seduction.

What could she do? It was too late to change. Nwasn't. Yes, it
was. She stood for a full five minutes in an agohindecision, and
finally realised she had to dmmething!

She ran to the wardrobe. Maybe the dress she'd todire reunion
dinner. But that had to go over her head, and siexd to redo her
hair and makeup.

'‘Now, stop it!" she cried aloud, stamping her foot.

She was acting just like a schoolgirl on her fitrate. She glanced in
the mirror again, trying to make an objective assest. There was
nothing cheap about her appearance. She lookea ieman who

had dressed to please a man. What was wrong watf? thhe just

wasn't used to it.

In the end, however, just to be on the safe stk asranged the stole
so that it loosely covered her bare shoulders]@mkd it in front of



the low bodice. That would have to do. It was alyea quarter to
seven.

She took a deep breath and went down to the labbyeet him.

He was waiting for her by the front desk, leanimglbagainst it as
though he owned the hotel, lazily surveying thegbepassing by out
of half-closed eyes.

He looked absolutely devastating, the reality farpassing the
mental images, and as Val came out of the liftgbed there for a
few seconds watching him, drinking her fill of tladl, elegant picture
he made.

He was dressed rather formally in a beautifullyotad dark suit,
crisp white shirt and striped tie. At that momeh¢ could have
carried her off to the aids of the earth, and sbalevhave jumped at
the chance.

She started to walk towards him. As though senlsergpresence, he
straightened up and his head came around, watt¢t@n@pproach.
His gaze was frankly appraising, but not brazeolyas\d when she
reached him the light in his eyes was unmistakable.

'I'm sorry I'm late," she apologised. 'Usually Very prompt.’

‘That's all right," he said, his glance flickingeoher. 'It was worth the
wait.' He gave her a warm smile and reached oand ko touch her
loosely waving hair. 'Shall we go?'

Since Carleton was almost fifty miles north-eas$aih Francisco and
just a little too far for commuters to travel, achremained relatively
unspoiled through the years of tremendous growthenwvhole Bay
Area. The one industry in town, a sugar refinetyl, sustained the



small local population, which hadn't varied by sacimas a hundred
souls one way or the other in living memory.

It was a lovely balmy evening, the midsummer suhlrgtinging low

in the western sky, suffusing the dry rolling hivgh a golden glow.
As they drove along the two-lane country roads fledt to the
interstate into the city, they chatted mainly abblithael's work,

which Val found truly fascinating. She kept hopimgwould bring up
the subject of the position he'd been offered iattBe but he didn't
refer to it once.

By the time they reached the Oakland side of tiggbrthat spanned
San Francisco Bay, the sun had' set and dusk vgasnieg to fall. In
the distance, the lights of the city twinkled btighin the gathering
dark, and as they approached the high, gracefdgérval felt once
again the same sensation of excited anticipatian remembered
from the old days.

Only tonight, that feeling was enhanced a hundtddfoy the
presence of the man sitting beside her. The tr&féid thickened
considerably, and since he had to concentrateiglhttention on
manoeuvring his way through it they drove the adsthe way in
silence. He was a careful driver, but not an oveaytious one, and
once on the San Francisco side of the bay evehdhrendous early
evening traffic on the steep city streets didretns¢o ruffle his calm,
authoritative composure.

He had chosen one of San Francisco's most elegatdurants,
perched high on a rocky slope overlooking Seal Beaecd the
Golden Gate. When they stepped into the ornate faygas obvious
that he was well known to thmaitre d'hotel,who greeted them
effusively at the entrance.

'‘Good evening, Dr Prescott,’ he said, bowing andpseg before
them. 'lt's nice to have you back with us again.'



He led them to a secluded table by the long wind@al, where they
could look out at the crashing phosphorescentfautfielow and the
lights of the bridge outlined against the dark ldiag to the north.

‘That's not like anynaitre d'l've ever come across,' Val said in a lo\
voice when they were seated alone at their table.

Michael laughed. 'All that attention wasn't becaofemy beaux
yeux,'he said. 'l hate to admit it, but I've greasedyrapalm here in
the past several years.'

'‘How do you manage that?' she asked lightly. 'ITrmé#hought you
lived in Los Angeles.'

‘That's hardly the end of the earth. | make a paficbming up to the
Bay Area about once a month.’

It was on the tip of her tongue to ask him if thtgaes were private
social jaunts, perhaps with female companionshifgrathe purpose
of checking in with his mother and brother. Howewshile she
hesitated, the wine steward appeared at the taldestbod there
expectantly, waiting for their order.

Val looked down to consult the drinks list. Theemtption had
probably just come in time. It was really none ef business whom
he came here with, and the subject of David mulsbsta sore one
with him. She didn't want anything to spoil thisddy evening. For
all she knew, it could be the last one they'd énase.

They both ordered martinis, and when the wine stéved left
Michael leaned back in his chair and eyed her ajpqireely.

'You know, your hair looks so lovely hanging loosecan't help
wondering why you don't wear it like that all theé.'



'‘Well, maybe | do," she said with a little laugYou've only known
me a few days, after all.’

‘Yes. You're right. Although somehow it seems laorthan that.' He
shrugged. '‘And of course you aren't a completegéiato me. | just
have a hard time connecting the little girl | usedsee hanging
around the house with the woman you've become.’

Val fiddled nervously with her silverware. He wasithing on the
very subject she'd decided just a few minutes agwoid. She eyed
him carefully. He seemed relaxed enough.

‘Hardly a little girl,' she said at last. 'Aftef,dbavid and | --'

Their drinks arrived just then, and she brokeBiit even before that,
at the first mention of his brother's name, Miclsaeles had glazed
over, -and in the dim light of the flickering caadin top of the table
she could see the muscles of his jaw tense.

She took a quick swallow of her martini and look&@und the
restaurant. It was heavily carpeted in a lush datkpile, and the
walls were papered in an ornate Victorian pattdrmed and gold
fleurs-de-lis. The tables were set far enough dpamprivacy, each
one covered in a heavy-white damask cloth. Froar @drner came
the sounds of a tinkling piano.

The whole atmosphere was subdued and elegant. Wasre@o loud
raucous talk or shrill shrieks of hilarity, only law hum of

conversation, punctuated with an occasional bdrs¢édate laughter.
All the patrons were extremely well dressed, mafyrem in formal

evening wear.

Michael stirred the olive around in his drink thotfglly for a few
moments, then raised the glass and took a long@swaHe set it
down and leaned forward, his elbows on the table.



'l've been wondering about something ever sincératanet,' he said
in a dead serious tone.

'Really? What's that?'

'How in the world has a woman like you managedtay free of a
serious relationship all these years?'

This was verging on dangerous territory. Val seadcher mind to
come up with something that didn't involve David &imat old ruined
relationship.

‘How do you know | have?' she asked lightly, stalffor time.
'‘Have you been married?'

‘No.’

'‘Engaged?'

‘No.’

'Lived with a man?'

'‘Well, no, but that doesn't mean --'

‘Then | was right,' he said with satisfaction.rkekv it.'

She laughed unsteadily. 'Don't tell me your medacattice involves
mind-reading."'

*You still haven't answered my question,' he ptadis

‘Well, what about you?' she asked playfully. '‘Orhag@s youare
involved with someone.’



'‘No, I'm not,' he replied slowly. 'But | alreadydgou why, and | did
try it once. Besides, | asked you first.'

‘Well, my reasons are probably similar to yourge been busy with
my work, too. Surely you can understand that, élengh it's not as
lofty a profession as yours?'

'l don't believe you,' he said flatly. 'It's gotlde more than that.'

She had no reply to that. He was right, of counsé she couldn't go
into the real reasons with him, not now. She waamtirely sure of
them herself. Besides,; she was far more interestedhat was
happening to her right now and what might lie ia fature than she
was in the past.

He was watching her expectantly, waiting for anwars When
several seconds had gone by and she still hadd'tasgthing, he
leaned forward and reached out a hand to covenver

'‘Well, whatever it is,' he said in a low, huskyaai'l'd like to try to
make you forget it.'

Her face grew heated and she stared at him, widksl. &Vhat could
he mean? His bluntness took her completely off dyuide sounded
serious, but wasn't he moving awfully fast on sughshort
acquaintance?

Suddenly he withdrew his hand and straightenednupis chair.
'‘Now,' he said, 'would you like another drink, dra we order
dinner?'

'‘Dinner, | think," she said weakly.

She took up the large ornate menu and held it tnom of her face so
he wouldn't see the deep flush she knew was spigader it.



The menu offerings, in graceful calligraphic sgrgswam before her
eyes. He had taken the initiative quite firmly frdme very beginning,
and she had no doubt it would end exactly wherevdrgted it to. A

cold chill gripped her. She was terribly attractedhim, and he must
know that.

He didn't mention the subject again all througmdm She had ended
by asking him to order for her, and they shared edicidus
Chateaubriand with perfectly cooked vegetables e dide. The
wine was a delicious vintage California burgundy.

During dinner he asked her more about her own gold, she went
into meticulous detail about every aspect of itiexed to have a
neutral subject to discuss. Besides, she realljialid her job, and
enjoyed talking about it.

It wasn't until they had finished dinner and weraking cups of
coffee laced with brandy that Michael steered thieversation into
more personal channels. He had lit one of hiscig@rettes, and was
watching the smoke as it curled up into the air.

'Have you thought any more about extending youy $tare in
Carleton?' he asked casually.

Since she'd thought about nothing else for theskgéral hours, she
shifted uncomfortably in her chair and stared bhardown at her
coffee-cup. Finally, she looked up at him.

‘Yes,' she replied. 'l have.'
He raised an eyebrow. '‘And what have you decided?'

‘Nothing, really.' How could she explain to himtishe needed some
kind of indication from him of his intentions beéoshe continued on
in Carleton just for his sake?



'‘Well, let me put it this way," he said in an easwtter-of-fact tone.
'‘Which is it? Is there some reason why you wagiadack to Seattle
right away? Or,' he lowered his voice huskily, yaw really want to
stay but feel you shouldn't?'

Once again, he had read her mood accurately, andidh't know
how to reply. She took another quick sip of henklrio cover her
confusion.

'‘What are you afraid of, Val?' he asked softly.

Startled at the blunt question, she widened hes ayaim. ‘Nothing,'
she replied quickly. 'Why do you ask?'

He shrugged. 'I'm very attracted to you, you maswkthat,' he went
on. 'And, unless I'm badly mistaken, | think yoelfé&, too. | can't
help wondering why you hesitate to explore it teliturther.’

'Is it really that simple, Michael?' she asked.
He smiled. "That's up to you, isn't it?"

Suddenly she knew he was rightwiisup to her. Surely by now she
could trust herself to handle a relationship witman, even one as
enigmatic and challenging as Michael Prescott. Ahd wanted to

stay, badly.

‘Well, all right, then,' she said. 'Then | see eason why | shouldn't
stay—at least a few days longer, anyway.'

He nodded with satisfaction and straightened umsrchair. '‘Good,'
he said.

The waiter came to ask them if they wanted anytihnoge to eat or
drink, and Michael raised an enquiring eyebrow ait V



'‘No, thank you,' she said promptly. 'It was wonderbut I've had
more than enough.’

Michael asked for the bill. When he'd signed fohi got up out of
his chair and looked down at her.

'How about a walk?' he asked. 'There's a fairlyamavell-lit path
that goes along the top of the cliff. We might egee some seals.’

They made their way to the back entrance and wéside. When the
heavy glass door closed behind them, shutting bthe restaurant
sounds of music and conversation, it was as thtugyhhad stepped
into another world, a silent world, with only theashing of the surf
on the rocks below to break the utter stillnesthefbalmy night.



CHAPTER FIVE

THEY started down the rather steep path that led teetlye of the
cliff, but after a few steps Val had to stop, ursof her footing in her
high-heeled sandals.

'Is it too cool for you out here?' Michael asked.
'No," she replied. 'The slope is just a little idifft in these shoes.’

Immediately his arm came around her shoulders anlugged her
closely to his side. It was a perfectly naturaltges so right for that
particular moment that she leaned against his waant strength
with a feeling of utter security.

'‘Better?' he asked, smiling down at her.

She nodded, and they continued down the paththetl came to the
wooden railing at the edge of the cliff. A milli@tars dotted the dark
night sky, and a bright three-quarter moon casdla pellow swath
over the sea far below.

Val grasped the wooden railing for support, butihdiel kept his arm
around her, and as they stood there silently ganuag at the
panoramic view his hand began to move slowly updowvan her bare
arm. Val closed her eyes. She felt as though she faling. A great
surge of tingling warmth flooded through her asii@ad continued to
move in gentle, rhythmic strokes.

This must be heaven, she thought dreamily—thehtalldsome man
at her side, the romantic setting, the deliciowdirigs welling up
inside her. This was what other women felt, tal&kdut, dreamed of,
and what she had missed for so long.

His hand stilled on her arm. 'Val,' he said inw& lmice.



She opened her eyes and looked up at him. Hiswaseso close to
hers now that she could see the moon's refleatibrsieyes and catch
the scent of his light, musky aftershave.

Immediately, as though she'd given him a sign be&h waiting for,
he put his other arm across her waist, tighteniadgpdld on her. Then
his head came down, and his mouth covered hergamite kiss. Val
relaxed against him, giving herself up to his wamgbile mouth,
and this time, as the pressure of his kiss gragluadteased, became
more demanding, she fought down the instinct tk lzdfc This was
what she wanted.

His hands left her face and slid down over her riedker shoulders,
slipping underneath the loosely tied stole, whiglhdnheeded to the
ground. His hands were warm on her bare skin, artegulled her
more tightly up against him his mouth opened wlehers.

The taste of tobacco and the brandy he had drumk gar such an
exquisitely heady sensation of intimacy that hargevere forgotten
and she responded to him without reserve, uttedlih the moment.
It was as though this man, his touch, his scest{dste, were what
she'd been waiting for all her life.

She raised her arms around his neck, yielding di@htp giving
herself up to the moment as his lips opened ovex d&red his tongue
darted past them. The hand on her waist beganat@ltislowly
upwards over the silk bodice of her dress unseitled firmly on her
breast, moulding the soft fullness beneath thernarerial.

He tore his mouth away from hers and gazed doweratl want you,
Val,' he breathed.

As she stared up at him, transfixed by the firé ¢hawed out of the
bright blue eyes, his hand slipped inside the opeaf her dress, and
she felt his warm, sensitive fingers on the bara sk her breast.



Then, abruptly, he withdrew his hand and brushegaet the front of
her dress to smooth it out.

He gave her a crooked smile. 'But obviously nowt thie time or the
place. Which brings me to something | have toyel.'

Oh, lord, she thought in a sudden panicidiavolved with someone
else. Her whole body went icy cold. She stiffenedyfrom him and
forced out a smile.

‘Something dreadful?' she asked lightly.

'l don't know. You'll have to be the judge of tHatave to leave for
Los Angeles tomorrow. An emergency has come up hat
foundation, and it's in an area I'm directly respble for. Since | was
actually supposed to return yesterday, | can haeflyse to go now
that they really need me.'

'l see,' she said with a tight smile. 'I'm sorry.'

‘This doesn't have to end here.' He put a handrunaatechin and tilted
her head up to meet his gaze. 'l want you to coitle mwe," he said
soberly.

She could only stare at him. '‘Come with you? Yowaméo Los
Angeles?'

He nodded. 'You said you had two more weeks of waoation.
Come with me, Val. Stay with me.'

Vat's head spun. It was the last thing she hadateg@eDid she want
to go? Two weeks with Michael sounded like heatr.then what?
When it was over, she'd go back to her job in &eattd he'd stay in
Los Angeles. Unless—her spirits rose— unless he deded to
accept the offer in Seattle.



But how could she ask him that? Wouldn't such atpe imply that

she was counting on a possible future together@&teed her, that
much was clear. But how did he feel about her? Wilease his plans
for their relationship, if any?

She looked at him. 'l don't see how | can do thlathael,' she said
slowly at last.

'‘Why not?' was the prompt rejoinder. 'We're ateddb each other.
We're both free, with no other attachments. Andeve2sponsible
adults, after all, not children.’

Val gathered all her courage. She had to know.galkie him a direct
look and said, 'Before | can make a decision, ldneeask you
something.’

He nodded. 'All right,' he said with a smile. 'Faway.'

She took a deep breath. 'Have you come to a dagygibabout the
offer in Seattle?"

Immediately the smile faded, and his forehead fued in a frown.
'No,' he said. 'l haven't. Does it matter?'

Her heart sank. '‘No,' she said. 'l guess not.r&@bed a hand and ran
it over her hair. 'I'm sorry, Michael. | can't dolican't go with you.'

He gave her a sharp look and drew some distancg fa@ra her. In
the moonlight she could see the frown deepenirgintent, probing
look on his face.

'‘What is it, Val?' he asked carefully. '‘Are youkow for promises?
Guarantees?'

'‘Not exactly,” she replied with a shrug. 'l knowuye not into
commitment, and | don't expect anything like thahé&s point. But |



do need some assurance that at the end of two week®n't just say
goodbye and never see each other again.’

'l didn't say that. | didn't even mean to implhSeattle isn't the end of
the earth, after all. There's no reason why wedoukeep seeing
each other, if we both wanted it .'

She shook her head. 'No,' she said firmly. 'l pest't operate that
way.'

He sighed heavily and gazed off into the dista#cesmall black
cloud had passed in front of the moon, obscurisgdse so that she
couldn't make out his expression.

‘Well," he said, turning back to her at last withrg smile. 'I'm sorry,
too, Val. It would have been nice.’

He stooped down to retrieve her stole and placedréfully around
her shoulders. Then, slowly and methodically, lepéu one end of it
over the other in a rough approximation of the whg'd had it tied
before.

It was an intensely sensuous gesture, and althloeigidiv't actually
touch her once in the process she was almost figiafvare of his
large capable hands hovering so close to the Idwsaodice of her
dress as he completed the small task.

'‘We'd probably better leave,' he said politely,lijod have an early
plane to catch in the morning.'

He placed his hand under ho- elbow and guided &ek bp towards
the restaurant. They followed the outdoor path addo the front car
park, found the Jaguar and got inside.

The trip back to Carleton was a largely silent dffeey sat a discreet
distance away from each other and, except for arasicnal



comment on a landmark as they passed by, they seéonbe
wrapped in their own thoughts.

The traffic had thinned out considerably at thisih@o that they
made much better time, and in less than an hoyrege back in
Carleton and he had pulled up in front of her hotel

She turned to him to say goodnight, but he wa®btite car and had
come around to her side before she'd realisedmasathis intention.
When he opened her door, she got out and stoodebkim on the
pavement.

‘Thanks very much for the lovely evening, Michashgé said in a
forced bright tone. "The dinner was wonderful.'

'‘My pleasure,’ he replied with a brief nod. 'I'lal you in. Even
sleepy old Carleton has its share of muggers, fuat | hear.'

She docilely allowed him to take her arm and leadihside. In the
lobby, he punched the button for the lift, then pig hands in his
pockets and stared up at the ceiling while theytesdain strained
silence for what seemed like an eternity. Wherlitbhenally arrived,
she thanked him stiffly once again and steppedi@si

‘Goodnight, Val,' he said. He held the doors opmnaf moment,
hesitating, then reached in the breast pocketsfauket, took out a
small white card and handed it to her. 'If you @deygour mind, here
are a couple of numbers in Los Angeles where youreach me. If
not, who knows? Perhaps we'll meet again one day.'

With one last, quirky smile, he gave her a litidduse, stepped back,
and the doors dosed, shutting him out.

As the lift started up, Val stared blankly dowrtteg card in her hand,
then shoved it hastily into her handbag, as thdegtul she might be
tempted to use it.



By the time she had arrived at her floor and lesék in her room,
she was already bitterly regretting her decisiontaao with him.

His parting - words gave her a little hope thatsight see him again
some time, but he was probably only being politeman like

Michael Prescott wouldn't waste his time pursuingceberg. Why
should he?

She untied the stole and threw it down on the thesh stood rigidly
beside it, her eyes squeezed shut, her fists ateheh her sides,
fighting back the tears of sheer anger and frustratand
self-contempt. What was wrong with her? Would séeen get over
these crazy, irrational suspicions? Was she conddrmmiss every
opportunity that came along just because she wasrawl to trust a
man? Any man?

She opened her handbag and took out the card iketd lger. If only
he'd said one word that meant he cared somethiagt dter, she
would have gone with him in a flash. She didn'test@ declaration
of undying love or a proposal of marriage, just sandication that
she was more to him than a two-week interlude.

Instead, he'd accepted her refusal with good gratee.hadn't
pressured her in any way or made any false promasesshe had to
wonder now how long she would have held out ag&imstif hehad
pushed.

It was too late now, in any event. Slowly, she tive card into tiny
pieces and dropped them into the waste-paper b&keknew she'd
never use it.

She slipped off her sandals and went into the bathr Bracing her
hands on the washbasin, she stared bleakly intottver. Who was
it she was so afraid of, she silently asked hdecgbn, Michael
Prescott or herself?



The next morning, knowing he was gone, out of Gamleout of her
life for good, Val still had slight twinges of regjr but she was also
relieved and more convinced than ever that she'denthe right
decision.

Things had moved way too fast for her. She'd batmally swept off
her feet, and it was probably better in the longtaulose her chance
at him now than to continue getting in deeper aedper until she
was really in over her head.

As soon as she finished her usual light breakfashe hotel coffee
shop, she went back to her room and called Bomntelkt her she'd
decided to go home that day. As she dialled, shedorherself for the
onslaught of objections she knew would be forthcmmivhen her
friend heard the news.

Bonnie answered the telephone on the first ringh vaih abrupt,
'Hello.'

Val was taken aback by the sharp tone of impatiemd®er voice.
Then she heard the children crying noisily in tleekyround and
smiled to herself.

'Hey, don't bite my head off,' she said lightlygtless | don't need to
ask how things are going.'

Bonnie heaved a dramatic sigh. 'There are timas,'pgonounced
with solemn deliberation, 'when | really envy yoauy carefree life.
And, believe me, this is one of them.'

Val laughed. 'Sounds as though you have your hfatidslow much
longer will you be housebound?’



‘Today's the last day, thank God, and Jack pronmsede'd stay with
the little darlings tomorrow afternoon so that yawd | could do
something interesting together. How about a nicg lunch, with
martinis before, wine during, and brandy after? @éalld go to
Columbo's.’

Val hesitated. She'd planned to make her planevasan and start
packing as soon as she finished talking to Boriiav it looked as
though she'd have to Stay at least one more dareTWwas no way
she could get out of it.

‘All right,' she said. 'Sounds great to me.'

'‘Good. I'll pick you up at the hotel around nodimé squalling in the
background had reached deafening proportions by. tGw@ita go,'
Bonnie shouted over the din. 'See you tomorrow,’

One more day, Val thought as she hung up the rece8he could
stand that. But what in the world was she goinddavith herself in
the meantime?

She ended up driving into San Francisco for a dagporation of the
city's better dress shops and boutiques, on the thet she might as
well get something constructive accomplished ag las she had to
hang around another day.

She had lunch at one of the finest restaurantsfyjing) her expensive
choice by the fact that she was working, afteraail] could charge it
to her expense account. Actually, after making femds that
afternoon, she came up with several good advegtiaimd display
possibilities for her own shop, as well as findawyonderful new line
of sportswear manufactured by a small local desigoase.



When she returned to Carleton late that afternsbe,had a quiet
dinner by herself in the hotel dining- room and wenbed early,
exhausted from the long day of hiking around the bmwded city
streets. It had been well worth it, however, on teants. Not only
had she gained important information regarding jbbr but she'd
managed to keep all thoughts of Michael Prescdbiagtduring the
entire excursion.

The next day at lunch, Bonnie launched immediatety a long
recitation of grievances about the endless hours'dslspent
imprisoned in her own house with her two sick adid Val was
content to let her ramble on. It would do Bonniedjto get it all off
her chest, and it saved her from being questiomeditaher own
recent activities.

Finally, fortified by her martini, Bonnie seemedade winding down.
There was a short silence as she raised her gldstak a healthy
sip, then she sighed . and set the glass down.

'Sorry to bend your ear like that, Val. | reallyldge my kids, and I'm
not a bad mother, but you'll never know what gefetiis to get away
from them for a day.'

Val gave her an understanding smile. ‘No problsheg'said lightly.
'‘What are friends for? Are you ready ' to order?'

'Oh, there's no hurry. | want to hear all abouttwioal've been doing.
Although,' she added with an archly knowing smil&hink | already
have a pretty good idea.’

‘Mmm,"' Val murmured non-committally. 'Are you psycH

Bonnie laughed. 'Hardly! Maybe you've forgotten waamall town
can be like. | might have been cooped up for tret feav days, but |



do have a telephone, and you know how efficiently Carleton
grapevine functions.'

Val only smiled and waited for what she was aframls coming,
while Bonnie drained her martini and raised herdhtmnsignal the
waitress for another.

'‘Now,' she said, leaning back in heir chair anthg®/al with a direct
look. 'Tell me about you and Michael Prescott.’

Val shook her head. 'l don't believe it!" she exeéd softly. 'l only
saw the man twice. There's nothing to tell.'

'‘Oh, come on, now,' Bonnie drawled. 'This is meeamber? The last
time we talked about him, it didn't sound as thoygih were ready to
start dating the guy. Then the next thing | heay'ng eating lunch
and swimming together at Marsh Creek, then havingat in the
city that same night.’

Val .thought a minute. It couldn't do any harmet Bonnie about
her short interlude with Michael, especially sinttee Carleton
communications network had already spread the n&hs. could
well imagine the wild rumours that had circulatedrow, and she
might as well give Bonnie the correct version.

‘All right,' she said, 'I'll tell you exactly whhappened. First of all, he
called me to apologise for the bad time lie gavetina¢ day at his

mother's house. Then the next morning | ran into &t the hospital

when | went to visit Myra. He invited me to lunchince you woe

housebound and | was rather at a loose end, | seztefhat night we

had dinner together in San Francisco. He went batlos Angeles

yesterday morning, and that's all there is to it.'

The waitress came to the table just then with Bearfresh martini.
When she was gone, Bonnie stared at Val for sewapatents, then



took a long, slow swallow of her drink and leanedMard across the
table.

‘And that's all that happened?' The disbelief in her voice w:
unmistakable.

‘That's the whole story," Val replied stoutly.

Bonnie slouched back in her chair. 'l don't beligo,' she said
flatly. 'From what | hear, there was more involtkdn a few meals
together.'

Val shrugged. 'Well, Bonnie, all | can tell youhe truth. If you don't
believe me --'

‘Now, wait just a minute,' Bonnie interrupted, hotfup a hand. 'Just
about the only thing | really know about Michaeéguott is that he's
one of the dreamiest hunks I've ever seen. ButKkmav you. You
haven't changed that much since high school, andkyow what |
think?'

'‘No,' Val replied tightly, 'l don't. But I'm sur@y're going to tell me.’

‘Darn right,' Bonnie said stoutly. 'l think you edttrue to form and let
him get away. | think here was a gorgeous, succkssiattached
man interested in you, and you froze.'

‘Now, listen, Bonnie," Val said in a warning toh&'e're old friends,
OK? You may think you have me pegged, but you dkntiw
anything about my life since | left Carleton.'

'Oh, no?' was the swift retort. "'Then please comez if I'm wrong,
but my impression was that you haven't had one éwadfway
important relationship with a man since you lefteh&’ou've as much
as told me that yourself.’



To her absolute horror, Val felt her face go uflame and the tears
threaten. When she turned her head away, tryingpide them,
Bonnie's hand shot across the table to cover hers.

'‘Oh, God, I'm sorry, Val,' she said. ‘Me and myroiguth. | never will
learn to keep my nose out of other people's businégsd, look at me.
What can | say to make it better?'

Val forced out a smile and turned back to her ftiegNever mind me.
| know you mean well, Bonnie, but sometimes younowents hit a
little too close to home.'

'He asked you to go with him, didn't he?' Bonnikedsin a hushed
voice.

Val nodded dumbly. It was far too late to he now.
‘And you turned him down.’

‘Well, yes, of course | did. What else could | do?’
'Did you like him? | mean, did you hit it off?'

'Oh, yes,' Val said drily. 'He's a real charmer.'

‘Well," Bonnie said with a sigh, 'l guess you knetat you're doing.
It just seems a shame, that's all.’

Val shook her head vigorously. 'There's no futar#,iBonnie. | just
can't operate that way.'

'You mean without guarantees?'

Val flushed. 'No, of course not. | don't expecuandying declaration
of love or promises. But | do need a little caring.



'He was attracted enough to you to ask you to spesre time with
him. Isn't that enough?'

'No. Not for me.'

Bonnie opened her mouth to say something, themebitongue. 'OK,’
she said with a sigh. 'l won't say another wordualio She picked up
the menu. '‘Now, | guess we'd better order.’

They consulted the menus in silence then untivibgress came to
take their order. It was almost two o'clock by nawd the restaurant
had virtually emptied of the noon-hour rush.

Val closed the menu and handed it to the waitréddave a steak
sandwich, medium rare, and a green salad.’

'Make mine the same,' Bonnie said.

When the waitress left, Bonnie sat staring dowmeatempty cocktail
glass, turning it around and around on the talpeHer face creased
in a frown.

Finally, she raised her eyes and gave Val a dioeét "You know, |
never really did understand what happened befaredn, why you
hightailed it out of town so fast after your pasiaiccident. | thought
for sure you'd marry David and live here the réstoar life. | tried to
call you after the funeral, but you'd already diszqored.'

Even after ten years, Val still found the subjeainful. She was just
about to brush off the probing question with a,feyasive answer,
when she realised from the troubled look on henfills face that she
wasn't just prying, but genuinely concerned. Boitnaid been a loyal
friend, and she owed her more than flippancy.



'It's hard to explain,' she said at last. "You nfaste known about my
father, his drinking." She laughed bitterly. 'Thaoke town did by
then.'

'l knew he'd lost his job at the mill, and rumowdhit that it was
because of his drinking."'

Val nodded. 'Well, that was only the tip of theleeg.' She paused a
moment as the painful memories gripped her, twgsliikke a knife in
her heart. She fixed her eyes on Bonnie, eyessthiaglittered with
unshed tears. 'l saw a kind, loving, gentle man toto a monster.’

Bonnie's eyes turned in horror. 'Oh, Val, you don#an...'" she
whispered.

Val waved a hand in the air. 'Oh, he never phylsicused me or
my mother. He just became more and more withdrasufign,
argumentative, depressed. Nothing pleased himelias no way to
reach him any more.' She leaned back in her chairansigh. 'In fact,
I've often wondered if the accident wasn't delibsrthat he meant to
kill them both. What's more, | don't think my maotleen cared by
then whether she lived or died.’

'l see,' Bonnie said slowly. 'And you ran away loseayou saw David
turning into your father.’

Val nodded. 'Something like that. | realise nowt tvhat | did was
wrong, that running away never really solves amghbut, Bonnie, it
was such a nightmare!" She shuddered and raisethdmels in a
helpless gesture. 'l just couldn't cope.'

'l know,' Bonnie put in quickly. 'l do understanil, and I'm sorry |
dragged it all up again this way. It's just thiaate to see the past keey
you from --' She broke off and bit her lip, as thbwebating whether
to go on, then took a deep breath and plunged ahégadl, I'm
wondering if maybe you're afraid to let a man dese to you just



because of those two bad experiences with Davidyand father.
Not all men are weak and unreliable, you know. &esj you were
only a girl then. Now you're a grown woman, aftiy @nd it's not
very bright to let the past spoil your whole life.’

'Oh, believe me, I've thought of that," Val saidnwieeling. 'And you
may be right." She smiled. 'On the other handasd feally haven't
met a man who appealed to me enough even to makeamteto try
to understand my own motives.'

'Does that include Michael Prescott?' Bonnie askedlow voice.

Val shook her head firmly. "You can forget abouthiel Prescott.
That's not on. He's gone. I'll never see him ag&ime looked up to
see the waitress heading in their direction witHoaded tray.
'‘Besides, he was a little too rich for my bloocheShook out her
napkin and spread it over her lap. 'Here comedamdt. I'm starved.'

That night in her room as Val was packing her btgg,conversation
with Bonnie played over and over again in her miikags a broken
record. Although she might have convinced her dkehtl that the
subject of Michael was a dead issue, she stillnitvgsite so sure of it
herself.

Maybe Bonnie was right. Maybe she should have geitie him
when he asked her. Had she refused because ofedtvatue, or, as
Bonnie had suggested so bluntly, simply as a reaetgainst her old
fears? She was very attracted to him, more thaanyoman she'd
known since David. But she didn't quite trust him.

She sat down on the edge of the bed, her chinrnrh&ed, staring
down at the pattern in the carpet. The question wiasther her
suspicions were based on fact or fancy. Maybe she mght to



suspect his motives. He had come on awfully stresgecially after
such a bad beginning.

Yet, even now, her treacherous body still grewénaats she recalled
how it felt to be in his arms, to feel his mouthloers, his hands on
her body...

She'd do it! What would she have to lose? She weastl/-eight years
old. What did it matter that there were no guarasizeHe may not be
in love with her, but he certainly wanted her badipd she wanted
him. But how to contact him? She didn't even kndvere he was.

The card! She jumped up and ran to the waste-pmgsiet. There at
the bottom, underneath a wad of Kleenex and th@pungs from a
new pair of stockings, was a little pile of tormestis. She scooped up
as many as she could find, then went over to teesdr and laid the
tiny pieces out on top. She'd just have to trnyittthem together until
she could make out the telephone number.

After puzzling over it for half an hour, she finaltad to face the fact
that it was an impossible task. She'd done tomtigir a job on it, and
none of the pieces seemed to fit. She could haved awith
frustration.

Should she call his mother to get his number in Rogeles? It
seemed the only solution. She hated to do it, hatwhoice did she
have? She swept the torn pieces of the card b&zkha waste-paper
basket and walked slowly over to the telephone.

She had just reached for the receiver when it marfger hand. She
snatched it up, cursing the interruption. Now tta had herself all
primed to call him, she didn't want to lose heweer

'Hello,' she said curtly.

'Val, it's Michael.'



She held in a breath, and for a moment her heaplgi stopped
beating. Then it began to thud erratically. Shetdrbso afraid she
would never hear that voice again. Maybe he h#efhtbown after all.

‘Michael,' she said at last. 'Where are you?"
'I'm at my place in Los Angeles.’
Her spirits plummeted. 'l see,' she said.

'Since you haven't called, | gather you haven'ngkd your mind
about coming down here to join me.'

Her mind raced. Should she or shouldn't she? Ofseoshe should.
She'd already decided that before he called. Biotr&she could tell
him so, he was speaking again.

'So, | decided that if the mountain wouldn't comévtohammed...'
He laughed drily. 'Well, you know the story. Anywayust wanted to
make sure you hadn't already left for Seattle. doming back to
Carleton.'

She could hardly believe her ears. 'You're comanckbhere?'

'‘As soon as | can get a flight. Probably tomorrosrmmg.' There was
a short silence, then he went on in a low voicaell 'Mbe welcome?
Or have | blown it by pushing too hard too soon?'

"'l be very glad to see you again, Michael,' sh@ softly.

'‘Good. I'd leave tonight, but | still have a fevwints | have to take
care of at the foundation tomorrow morning. I'lt gevay as soon as |
can and take the first flight out.' He paused a emwiniMaybe | could
talk you into coming to the San Francisco airpontieet me.'

‘You're not driving, then?'



'‘No. | flew down here and left my car at my mothgrlace.' He
hesitated again. 'l could rent a car, | suppose.'

'‘No, don't do that. | don't mind coming to pick yapt'

‘That's good.' He lowered his voice. 'Because tihee dakes eight
hours, and I'm in a hurry.’



CHAPTER SIX

EARLY the next morning, Val received a telephone califriMyra
Barnes. When she heard her voice, she felt a staift of guilt. She'd
promised to visit her again in the hospital, bu baen so wrapped
up in her own affairs that she'd forgotten all ahbieuThe poor girl
must be lonely stuck in that hospital bed, unablengo get around
on her own.

‘Thank goodness I've, reached you at last," Myith $&e been trying
to get hold of you for days, but you're never in.’'

'I'm so sorry, Myra. You know how it is." She laegh 'This hotel
room isn't a place | want to spend much time irsi@es, I've been
pretty busy. You know, friends to see, a few tiis the city. Was
there something special you wanted to talk to noaitt

'Yes. Yes, there is. Could you possibly come torseesome time
today?'

Val glanced at her watch. It was nine o'clock. Miehhad called
before she was even dressed that morning to teléid booked an
eleven o'clock flight and that his plane would gab the San
Francisco airport at noon.

That still left her an hour to kill before she hadeave. She definitely
didn't want to have another little heart-to-healit tvith Bonnie, nor

was she in the mood to tire herself out with anotbleopping

expedition on the crowded city streets. She mighwell go and see
Myra. She'd promised her she would, after all, iamebuld be a real
kindness.

‘All right, Myra," she said at last. "There's sammag | have to do at ten
o'clock, but | can stop by for a short visit on mgy.'



As she drove the short distance to the hospitalygindered what it
was Myra was so anxious to talk to her about. Reyisde'd decided
to tell the Prescotts the truth about what had éapg with David the
night he was killed, that she herself had encourdme to take that
first fatal drink.

Although that was probably too much to hope fowatuld certainly
solve a major problem of her own by clearing theaaid putting
Michael's last lingering suspicions to rest.

As excited and relieved as she'd been after higpgoted call last
night, there were still little doubts nagging a¢ thack of her mind,
doubts which all centred around David's death. ®seie hung
between them like a knife. They had skirted it mames, but always
ended by backing away.

She was convinced that, if they were to have ang kf relationship
at all, that problem had to be resolved. In attlsasne part of his
mind, she knew that Michael still blamed her, ommaildn't clam up
and shy away from the subject every time it arbseway he did,
even in casual conversation. And somehow Myra tredkey.

Myra was alone in her room, lying on her side, head turned
towards the open door, her eyes closed. Her appsamaas vastly
improved since Val's first visit, her facial brussding, her general
colour much better.

‘Myra,' she called softly.

Myra opened her eyes. 'Oh, Val,' she said, straggb sit up. 'I'm so
glad you came.'

'Here, let me help you,' Val said, hurrying towatius bed.



'‘No need. | can do it." Myra pressed a button aedchead of the bed
rose up gradually so that by the time Val reachexdside she was
already in a sitting position.

‘Well, you're certainly looking well,' Val said,a&eg herself on the
chair beside the bed.

'l feel a lot better, too, but the doctors say td4 weeks before I'D
really be back on my feet again.'

'l suppose that's to be expected with injurieseai®gs as yours.'

They chatted for a while about Myra's progressn tiwent on to
discuss Val's job and her life in Seattle, but Mgh@n't seem to be
paying much attention to the conversation. She gigtcing out of
the window, twisting the ties of her nightgown amnduher fingers,
and when she spoke at all it was only in monosidiab

In fact, now that Val was actually here, Myra wasireg as though
she could hardly wait until she left. She seemedlistracted and
nervous that after a time Val began to suspectstsemaking these
rather desperate attempts at small talk simplytidethe real reason
she'd called.

'‘Myra,' she said finally after another long paugeu said on the
telephone that there's something you especiallyedaio talk to me
about. Maybe you'd better tell me what it is. llisedo have to leave
soon.'

The girl drew in a deep breath, and gave Val dilemllook. 'lt's—it's
about Michael Prescott,' she finally stammered out.

Val raised an eyebrow. 'Michael? What about him?"

'I've been lying here for days worrying over whatrhight do.’



'‘Do? What do you mean?'
‘Do to you.'

Val could only stare. 'To me?' she asked slowlyhat¥wcould he
possibly do to me?' She smiled. 'He doesn't seeyndangerous.’

‘Surely you know how furious he was at you, howuioced he was
that it was all your fault, what happened to David?

'‘Well, | think he did feel that way at first," Vahid carefully. '‘But
since then we've pretty much buried the hatcheébnlt believe he's
still angry.'

Myra didn't look convinced. 'l hope you're rightit ve been worried
to death that he'd do something really awful.'

'l don't understand,' Val said, puzzled. 'Like vhat

'He kept talking about paying you back for what ybd to David.
What hethoughtyou did," she amended hastily. 'l don't know. H
seemed to have a real fixation about getting same &f revenge.'

AVold chill gripped Val's heart. 'Revenge?' shelsaia small voice.
‘What kind of revenge?’

'‘Oh, something about showing you what it felt ltkdove someone
and then get dumped. He even seemed to think tinixt dp you would

somehow make it better for me, that he was doirfigritny sake as
well as his.'

'l see. | take it then that you haven't told hira truth about what
really happened that night, that you know it hathmg to do with
me.'



Myra shook her head. 'l can't. I'm sorry, Val, bydst can't do it. |
couldn't bear it if he and his mother knew it wag fault David

started drinking again.' Her lower lip began tovguias her voice
rose out of control.

'‘But it wasn't your fault,’ Val said, leaning clos# know David's
mother. She knew what he was like.'

Myra was crying noisily by now, and Val realisedviis hopeless to
try to convince her. Maybe when Myra recoveredal strength she
would find the courage to tell the truth. But byhit might be too
late.

'‘Well, never mind," Val said. 'lt probably doesmétter. Right now
you should concentrate on getting well. And, asitlswhatever
animosity Michael may have felt towards me befai®all over now.
Try to forget it.'

But later, after she'd left the hospital and wasinly back to the
hotel, Val found it wasn't that easy to forget. Hdathael's initial
reaction to her really changed?

What if it hadn't? The small seed of suspicion ghed about
Michael's motives even before her talk with Myrgée to sprout and
grow. If it was true, if he had pursued her, wobed tried to seduce
her, just to get revenge, it meant that everythivad had happened
between them was a he.

Back in her room, she paced up and down, in anyagbimdecision.
She wanted desperately to go to him, to believe honfollow her
heart. Was she going to let one conversation wiirtaal stranger
resurrect her old fears and spoil everything jusemvshe was so
certain she'd grown out of them?



What had Myra actually said that was so terrible&&been worried
because Michael was so resentful at what he imeguaes her role in
David's death. Well, that was nothing new, aftér &he'd always
known that. He'd made no secret of his anger. Anfbahis telling
Myra he wanted to punish her in some way, at tine the'd been so
distraught over his brother's death, he might lsae anything.

The one thing she was certain of was that he ctyddssibly have
faked his attraction to her. She knew genuine degiren she saw it.
The way he looked at her, touched her, held hat\as real.

It was almost ten o'clock. If she was going todlrport to pick him
up, she'd have to leave in a few minutes. She stbpport by the side
of the bed. If she went, it would have to be beeals trusted him,
and that meant refusing to dwell on her suspicions.

She took a deep breath, grabbed her handbag déetheand hurried
out into the corridor, locking the door behind her.

The minute she saw his tall figure striding towatds, all her
reservations about him fled from her mind, and &&atised that she
was already half in love with him. It was too |l&veback down now.

'Hello, there,’ he said when he reached her sideptt an arm
casually around her shoulders. 'Glad you could nitake

'l said | would," she replied with a smile.
'l know. | guess | was afraid you'd change yourdnin
'‘Oh, no,' she said lightly. 'My word is my bond.'

He pulled her more tightly up against him. When kluked up at
him, a lovely warmth flooded through her when st that, for the



first time since she'd known him, the smile onlhgs also lit up his
brilliant blue eyes.

He felt it, too, she was certain, from the waylasd clenched on her
shoulder, the way he searched her face, as thoeidrbken waiting

for her all his life. And as he bent his head siot@wards her there
was no mistaking his desire for her.

As they stood there in the busy airport terminbé toudspeaker
blaring, the people rushing past them, the soundbafes raised in
greeting, it seemed to Val that they were actuallyalone, that
nothing else existed except the promise in hisesnhis look, his
touch.

Just then she was abruptly jostled from behind sliedurned around
to see a woman who was trying to manage a largeasa in one
hand and a sobbing child in the other, looking ikedrrand
stammering out apologies.

The spell was broken, and with a rueful little laugichael dropped
his arm from her shoulder.

'l think we're blocking traffic here,' he said. &lwe go?’

Outside they headed for her rental car, which sitegarked in the
car park in front of the terminal. When they reathi Michael
stowed his one small piece of luggage in the by shrugged out
of his jacket and threw it casually on the seat.

'‘Would you like me to drive?' he asked.
'Please,’ she said, reaching in her bag and hahdmghe keys.

Inside the car, he adjusted the seat to accommdustiong legs,
checked out the instruments on the dashboard anith@key in the



ignition. Then, before starting the engine, hetslihis body around
so that he was facing her.

‘Thanks again for coming, Val,' he said in a lowceo'l was afraid I'd
ruined everything.'

'No,' she said. 'You haven't.'

He reached out a hand and touched her hair, whield rushed out
loosely to her shoulders. 'And thanks for weariagnhair that way.'
He moved closer to her so that their bodies wenehimg and his
eyes bored into hers. 'Was that for my benefit?'

'Yes,' she murmured, hypnotised by that steady Qare. 'Yes, it
was.'

The hand moved underneath the soft fall of herrinaiv to run lightly
along her cheek, her jawline, then slid aroundhéoltack of her neck.
His eyes were half closed, his lips slightly pari&és VVal gazed up at
him, she felt a tightness in her throat, and whengressure of his
hand tightened, impelling her slowly forward, shealstowards him.

‘Val,' he whispered.

His mouth came down on hers then, and the sweetfdsis kiss
pierced to her very heart. Skeew hecared for her, felt something
more for her than mere physical desire, and atntloabent she would
have followed him to the end of the earth.

They spoke very little on the drive. Val was comtensit close to his
side, where he had firmly positioned her beforetisig off. Each
time she felt the motion of his body as he shifjedrs or braked or
turned a corner, it felt as though an electric entrrwere running
through her.



When they reached the outskirts of Carleton andecam the
side-road that led to his mother's house, he tuimedt and started
up the hill. 'It's almost two o'clock and | havemad any lunch yet.
How about you? Are you hungry?'

It occurred to her then that she hadn't eaten simere meagre
breakfast several hours ago. 'Well, yes,' sheaeéplAs a matter of
fact, | am.’

'‘We can probably find something to eat at the hoMsemother is the
old-fashioned kind who always keeps a virtual grocore of her
own stocked in the kitchen.'

Although Val was pleased at the thought of seeing Mrescott
again, she couldn't help feeling a little stab slgdpointment. She
had hoped they could be alone.

'‘Won't she object to an unexpected guest?' shel digkdly.

They had reached the top of the rise now. Micha#ég the car in
under the acacia tree in front of the house, Htthe motor idling.
He sat very still staring fixedly through the fromindscreen for
several moments, a slight frown on his face. Theetubned to her.

'l think | should tell you,' he said carefully,atihmy mother isn't here.
She's visiting her sister in Santa Rosa for a faysd

'l see.’

His meaning was perfectly clear. He was telling that they would
have the house to themselves, be all alone, aftdnaan oblique,
round-about way, he was making his intentions ¢laad at the same
time giving her the chance to think it over, to bawt before she
committed herself irrevocably.



She didn't even hesitate. She was already commilteele was no
turning back now. She couldn't have gone off witm Ho Los
Angeles when he'd asked her to, but the fact thavds able to rise
above his own ego and come back for her proveetahat she was
important to him.

She met his gaze. 'I'll be sorry to miss her,'sshé evenly.

Immediately the frown lines on his face smoothed the look of
sheer relief on his face told her all she needdahdéov. He wasn't like
the other men she'd known, who vanished the mostenimade it
clear to them that hopping into bed was not hea iofleappropriate
behaviour for a casual acquaintance.

There was nothing casual about her relationship h wi
Michael—hadn't been from the very beginning. Evéremwthey had
seemed to be enemies, she'd sensed that thereosasubstance to
him, more sensitivity.

'‘Well, then,' he said, 'let's go inside."'

The house was cool and dim, with all the curtaind draperies
drawn against the afternoon sun. They made stréoghthe large,
friendly kitchen, which was very quiet, except tbe ticking of the
clock on the watt over the counter.

Michael went directly to the refrigerator, openkd tloor and peered
inside, while Val set her bag down on the woodétetan the centre
of the room and stood there watching him. Now tiet mind was
made up, she couldn't get enough of his tall, duhéerm as he bent
over to rummage around inside. His every motiont sethrill of
delicious anticipation running through her.

‘Do you want to come and take a look?' he calletieioover his
shoulder. 'There's enough food in here to feedrany.d see ham, a



bowl of chicken salad, plenty of fruit and at lethste different kinds
of cheese.'

She walked over to his side and gazed down atanlsttead. For the
first time she noticed that he had a rather uncalylick at the crown
where the thick strands of black hair parted, &iadl there were some
faint silver threads almost buried among them.

He stood up and turned to her. They weren't gaitetiing, although
they were so close now that she could sense thatanf his skin,

see the little pulse beating at the base of hisadrthroat where he
had loosened his tie and undone the top buttomsoihite shirt.

Their eyes met. The smile on his face faded. Hedddaorward
slightly so that their bodies just barely met. Bpark generated by
that touch was all it took. He reached out for dedl she fell into his
embrace with a sigh.

She raised her arms up around his neck, holdingakitightly as he
held her, and they stood there locked togethersteral long,
delicious moments. His mouth was at her ear, aadasehbld hear the
rasp of his laboured breathing.

‘Val," he murmured huskily. 'Oh, Val.'

He lifted his head and gave her one long, penegdbok, then, with
his lips parted, his mouth came down hard on hersgry, greedy.
This time there was no holding back, no resistaramgj she
re-sponded to the hot mouth, the probing tongub ewery fibre of
her being.

So this was what it was like, she thought as stiewsad the taste of
his mouth, the scent of his skin. This is what Ihaen missing,
longing for for all these years.

'l want you, Val," he murmured against her lips.



She placed her hand on his cheek and ran it oeawotigh stubble of
his jaw. 'Yes, Michael," she said. 'l know.'

In a soft, caressing motion he pulled the stragseofsun-dress down
over her arms, then leaned over to press his jasnat her bare
shoulder. She shivered as his hands moved up and dger her

skin, and he drew her closer.

‘Are you cold?' he asked huskily. Wordlessly, sheok her head.
Without taking his eyes from hers, he slowly unbtd his shirt and
dropped it on the floor. "'Touch me,' he whispered.

She reached out tentatively, shyly, and placechand on his smooth
chest. At the first touch of the hot, firm flesiethard muscles
underneath, she uttered a low cry, pressed hagaifiist him and slid
her arms back up around his neck.

He kissed her again and ran his hands down her blat&hing at her
hips and pulling her lower body tightly against hesd need. His lips
left hers and moved to her neck, her shoulders,rittge of her
collarbone, and finally came to her breast. Withtbngue, he made
circles around the soft fullness, until his moulbsed eagerly over
first one hard, thrusting peak, then the other.

Val threw her head back in an unconscious gestuieal surrender
to the thrilling sensations that filled her whokdrg, mind and body,
and when he undid the zip of her dress and knétréder to pull it
to the floor there was no thought of stopping s he rose up to his
feet, his hands moved slowly over her legs and hpssettle
possessively once more over her breasts.

Then, in one swift movement, he scooped her upisnalms and
carried her down the hallway to the open door dedroom. Still
holding her, he stood at the side of the bed fooenent, and when he
spoke his voice was gentle.



‘Are you sure, Val?' he asked softly.

She ran her fingers through the crisp, thick haes,’ she said
quietly. 'I'm sure.'

Carefully, he laid her down on top of the bed, ahd watched as he
slipped out of his remaining clothing. Val had neseen a naked
man before, and she was struck by the hardness sinlewy muscles
and the tall strength of his body, so differentrirber own.

He lay down, hovering over her for a moment, stadown at her
and moving a hand over her face as though to memiriHis mobile
mouth came down on hers, seeking and probing, arsdips and
hands began to work their magic on her body onegnaghe sank
back on the pillow and simply followed her own insts.

Finally, when the aching desire had become almaisifyl, his body
came to cover hers at last, and she breathed sidgwof satisfaction.
After one sharp jab of pain came the mounting demsaof pleasure,
and at the last, with his hoarse cry filling herseavave after wave of
ecstatic release came flooding through her, andhiffirst time in
her life Val knew at last the full measure of a iadave.

It was dark when Val woke up. For a moment she disarientated
and couldn't imagine where she was. She openeeylesrand gazed
around the unfamiliar room. It was almost dark nbut, it looked to
be a very spare, very masculine bedroom.

Then she glanced over at the sleeping man by tiey and a flood of
warmth glowed within her. He was lying on his stamgacing away
from her, the thin covers rumpled around his wagstying his bare,
broad shoulders and strong back visible. It wasladl could do to
keep from reaching out and stroking her hand ddwahlong sweep
of tanned flesh, but she decided to let him sleep.



She wanted to savour the lovely moments they'dtbgether all by
herself for a while. Besides that, her stomachdglthough it hadn't
been fed for a week. All she'd had that day waakfest, and she'd
been so excited then about the prospect of seeidgdd again that
she'd hardly touched it.

Slowly and carefully, so as not to disturb him, slased herself off
the bed. Somehow it didn't seem right to her todeanhrough Mrs
Prescott's house stark naked, and she groped diotindor some

article of the Nothing she had discarded so frafiligust a few hours
ago.

She finally found her slip. Pulling it over her keahe tiptoed out of
the room and made for the kitchen. She switchedhenoverhead
light and saw by the clock still ticking on the Wdlat it was past nine
o'clock. No wonder she was so starved. She wenttoube fridge,

took out the bowl of chicken salad and set it anttble.

On her way to the cupboard for silverware and tepkhe noticed the
shirt Michael had dropped on the floor earlieruglsa hurry. Smiling

secretly to herself, she reached down to pick.iupan impulse, she
raised it to her face and pressed her cheek agarshooth texture,
drinking in the lingering scent that was uniquely. h

She shook it out gently to smooth the wrinkles, aaghe did so an
envelope fell out of the breast pocket . Afteriesting it from the
floor, she glanced idly at it before putting it kag@hen she saw the
return address, her eyes widened. It was from tineetsity hospital
in Seattle.

She stood there for several moments, torn betweenetstation to
open it and the knowledge that it would be wrongryp Finally she
compromised by holding it up to the light. It wasly one short
typewritten paragraph, clearly legible throughftthiae envelope.



As she read it her eyes swam, her head reelegshantlt as though
she were teetering on the edge of a precipiceastfnom the chief of
staff of the cardiac centre, briefly acknowledgidichael's
acceptance of their offer. It was dated the twengyrth of July, three
weeks ago.

Still holding the letter, she sank weakly into amgy chair. Three
weeks ago! That was before she'd even met himst@ned blindly at
the bowl of chicken salad, her appetite gone, & &hfear twisting in
her stomach.

Gradually, the fear turned to anger. He'd liedeodbout the Seattle
job! He'd told her he hadn't yet made up his miheter to accept it.
But why? Why lie about a thing like that? What drénce could it
make?

There could only be one reason. He'd never hadirgepntion of
pursuing the relationship beyond a quick seduction the first time
he'd told her about the Seattle offer, not latemtren she'd finally
gathered the courage to ask him about it pointkol@md not this
afternoon, either.

Gradually the anger exploded into a red-hot fuye Stuffed the
letter back in his shirt pocket and dropped itlmnftoor, then jumped
up and started pacing around the room, wringing Heerds and
groaning aloud. If he'd lied about that, he'd pldpéied about other
things, too. Oh, God, what had she done?

She had to think. This was no time to fall to pgec&s she grew
calmer, she suddenly recalled Myra's warnings jinstt very
morning, her fears about what Michael might dogbrgvenge for his
brother's death. At the time she'd rejected themyioced that her
previous suspicions about the abrupt change imthiside towards
her were merely her old paranoia at work. Nowlifitied together.



All she could think of now was to get away, outlwdt house, as far
away from Michael Prescott as she could get. Bet &uldn't go

back into that bedroom where he still lay sleepiNgt unless she
wanted to murder him in his bed! Which was exauthat she felt

like doing at that moment.

She switched off the overhead light and gropedwesr to the back
door, then stumbled out into the small garden.d$a warm, balmy
summer evening, but she stood there shivering uratably in her
thin slip. She buried her face in her hands, digdiar fists into her
eyes as an intense feeling of sorrow swept over her

She'd actually been in love with him! She'd trudted, believed he
cared about her. Once again, the old pattern o&yathad worked
against her. It would never end. Somehow she sesoreel fated to
love only men who would hurt her. First her fatitbgn David, now
his brother.

Her immediate problem, however, was how to get awdiout
waking him. The one thing she wanted to avoid wssese with him.
There was no telling what she might do or say.dhave to go back
into that bedroom to collect her clothes and fimel keys to her rental
car.

Just then she saw the kitchen light go on, headdtdor open and
close, footsteps. It was too late. He was alreadiking slowly
towards her, wearing only his dark trousers, hestland arms bare.
She turned away from him, gritting her teeth, stggherself for what
she knew was ahead.

‘There you are,' he said softly as he came up tédten

He put his arms around her, pressing his face sghars, his body
warm on her back. Then, when both hands settleldeorreasts, to
her horror she felt herself responding to his touch



She stiffened, pulled herself free and moved awam fhim. When
she turned around to face him, there was a puratédon his face.

'Val,' he said, taking a step towards her. "Wh#®Is

'‘Why didn't you tell me you'd already acceptedjtihein Seattle?' she
asked in a flat, accusing tone.

He only gazed blankly at her for several long sdsoiihen he ran his
fingers through his hair and stared down at his fé#en he raised
his head to face her again, his eyes were colgawiglenched.

'‘How did you find out?' he asked in a tight mon&tohhen he nodded
briefly. "You found the letter.’

Val waved a hand in the air. 'lt doesn't mattane 8ised her chin.
‘You lied to me, Michael. Why?'

He crossed his arms over his chest and cockedehis to one side. 'l
was going to tell you today, but—-He broke off with a shrug. 'We
got sidetracked.’

Val's face went up in flame at the memory of jubait was that had
distracted him. If indeed he had been planningltder at all, which
she seriously doubted.

‘Then you admit you lied to me," she bit out.
‘Yes. | admit it. But that was before --'

'‘Before what?' she cried. 'Before your little planrked and you
succeeded in getting me into bed with you!'

He frowned and reached out a hand. ‘Now, listeh,Maat happened
between us had nothing to do with it. What's mgoe, wanted it as
badly as | did."'



'‘And just what other little lies and deceptions égou practised on
me?' she challenged. 'Myra warned me about youeckcheme to
get revenge for what you thought | did to DavidideSaughed
harshly. 'l didn't believe her at the time, but nbwnakes perfect
sense.’'

In her heart of hearts, Val knew that even nowwshs still hoping
that somehow he could explain the letter and brohMyra's

vendetta theory so that she could believe him.vi&@ed to believe
him, more than anything else in the world. But né/stood there,
his face a blank mask.

Finally, his shoulders slumped forwards and he éeéavdeep sigh.
‘All right, Val. | admit that, too. It was on my nd at the beginning
to, well, pay you back for hurting David the wayuydid. The way |
thought you did,' he amended hastily. "You werhtrity was going to
be just a quick seduction. | lied to you about hgwalready accepted
the post in Seattle because | never wanted us & ag&in when it
was over, and | couldn't have you knowing I'd sberliving in the
same city.'

'So itwasall an act,' she said through her teeth. 'Trackiegdown in
the hotel to apologise, the day at Marsh Creekséxy come-on at
dinner, and..." Her voice faltered, and she turhed head away,
unable to look at him. 'And what happened today.'

'‘No!" he shouted. He gripped her hard by the sleyaldnd forced her
around to face him. 'Not today,' he said in a safiee.

She gazed up at him, searching his face. His diteergd in the light
from inside the house; his jaw was hard and setobleed as though
he meant it. Was it just another act? He'd takenihence. Why
shouldn't he be able to do it again?

'l don't believe you,' she said flatly.



'l changed my mind about you days ago,' he sail lAcame back
because | wanted to see you again, wanted to de yei.' He
searched her face. 'Val? You've got to believe me.'

She wanted to. In a way she did. But everything syasled for her

now. It had cost her so much to trust him, to mude her old fears.
Now, with his admission that he had indeed decehedfrom the

very beginning, taken her in, in spite of her aamitiho- reservations
about his motives, how could she ever trust himrég&lore to the

point, how could she trust herself?

Even if he were telling her the truth now, whatdkwof future was he
offering her? Their whole relationship was hauriigdhe spectre of
David's death. It would always be an obstacle betvtkem. She had
to be strong enough to give him up now, beforedadly broke her
heart.

'I'm sorry, Michael,' she said at last. 'It's jnst going to work.'

He dropped his hands from her shoulders. 'Val, waatl say? | was
wrong, | admit it. How can | make it up to you?"

Even then, she thought, if he'd only say one wtaillher he loved
her, make her even the faintest of promises, sbw lslmne would have
weakened. But he only stood there, proud andwaliting for her
surrender.

She shook her head sadly. 'Well, you got what yanted,' she said.
'l hope it was worth it.’

‘Val, if you'd just listen to reason...’

She knew if she stayed there one more second shie start to cry.

She couldn't give him that satisfaction, too. Halickady taken so
much from her, and she needed whatever vestigerdftiered pride
she could cling to.



'I'm going to get dressed now," she said shakilyer I'm going to
leave. But before | do, | just want to say onedftimyou. | may have
treated David badly. Perhaps | was even partlyarsiple for what
happened to him. But | think you were at least ashnto blame as |
was.'

He blanched then, as though she had struck hingdloair draining
from his face, and for one moment she regrettedhiaesh, hurtful
words. It was all she could do to keep from reagloat to him, and
only the swift reminder of what he had done to $tepped her in
time.

There was nothing more to say. With her head higld, lshe walked
stiffly past him, and went directly back to the bmmim, averting her
eyes from the bed where only hours before she dadnlith him in
such transports of ecstasy.



CHAPTER SEVEN

ONE grey, drizzly morning, a week after her hurriagdht away from
Carleton, Val left the tall condominium at the @Queen Anne Hill
where she lived, walked to the corner and tookelelar bus into the
Seattle city centre.

She'd spent that week in a frenzy of activity, amgd to keep her
mind occupied and off that humiliating experiencghwMichael
Prescott. If she gave herself any time at all tokhshe would
inevitably find herself replaying the whole uglyes@ario once again,
leaving her trembling with rage and shame.

Now, with every inch of the small condo unit cledrad scrubbed,
the kitchen painted a bright cheerful yellow aghafdsattle's dreary
winters, all the curtains freshly laundered andungh) every stitch of
clothing mended and pressed, and long-delayeddettetten, she'd
simply run out of things to do, and it felt as tbuhe walls were
closing in on her.

She got off the bus in front of the Rainier Builglian Fifth Avenue,
where the boutique was located, and walked quitilyugh a gusty
shower through the revolving door into the atridhen climbed the
stairs to the second level, taking off her headsaad shaking it out
as she went. .

A% she passed by the small leather goods shodble store, the
confectioner's, she took her key out of her bagali nine-thirty. The
shop opened at ten o'clock, and she wasn't suréharméanet, her
assistant, would be there yet to get ready for dag's rush of
business. The shop was very popular with the dommiarofessional
women and society matrons who came into the cigmfrthe

sprawling suburbs to shop.



Heading towards the front door, she glanced aintinelow display
with a critical eye. Janet had done a good jobt jphe right
juxtaposition of an expensive black knit suit iregdnt good taste
with a brightly patterned silk scarf and chunkydy@wellery to give
the sober suit an added zing.

She unlocked the door and stepped inside. Janetbefaisd the
counter folding a new shipment of cashmere sweakar¥al walked
towards her, she raised her eyes and stared blankly

'‘What in the world are you doing here?' she askéal still have
another few days of vacation.'

'Oh, | decided to save it for later on in the wirit¥al replied in an
offhand tone. 'l thought | might try a skiing ttp Aspen this year.'

‘You don't ski.’
‘Well, | can always learn, can't I?’

She shrugged out of her raincoat and went intb#o& room to hang
it up. Janet followed her and stood in the doorwayching her with
a puzzled expression on her round, plump face.

'l don't get it,' she said at last. "You were suking forward to your
trip, seeing your old friends again at the reuni8he hesitated for a
moment, then said, 'Did something happen?'

Val turned around to face her. 'Yes, as a mattdact' she said
briskly, 'something did. The boy—the man, actuallyespecially
went down there to see was killed in an accideatilght of the big

party.'

She shrugged. 'That pretty much put a damper orcaepration, so
there didn't seem to be much point in my hangiogiad. Besides, I'd
already seen everyone | really wanted to.'



'‘Gosh, Val, that's a shame,' Janet said. 'I'm saiuy trip had to be
spoiled like that." Then she brightened. "Well,aay, it's good to
have you back. The temporary clerk we hired hasnied out to be
worth a darn, and I've been run off my feet. Yoowrwhat it's like
every year the minute we start putting out the falines.’

Val smiled. 'Speaking of that, while | was in Caiifia, | went into
San Francisco on a scouting trip one day and canessa wonderful
new designing house. | gave them a small ordee¢oh®w well it's
received up here, but | think it's a winner.'

It was so good to be back at work, she thoughghe&swent on to
describe the new items she'd ordered. In time shddiforget all
about Michael Prescott and that whole disastrops tr

The weather deteriorated steadily all through Sepé&, with dense
fogs in the morning followed inevitably by rain the afternoon.

Ordinarily Val enjoyed the wet bleak autumns th#teo people,

especially Californians, found so depressing, bistyear seemed to
be different.

She was fine as long as she was at the shop wor&mgy in the

evenings she was always too tired after her tem-tlay to do much

more than read the paper, watch a little televisab@an up and get
her clothes ready for work the next day.

It was the weekends that were so difficult. Witk #imost constant
rain, she was pretty much housebound, and, althbagtier souls
still jogged or trudged along the footpath arouned&a Lake in the
heart of the city, Val couldn't quite work up threeegy or enthusiasm
to join them.

She found herself on Saturdays and Sundays sittmgher
living-room and staring blankly out of the windowtle view of the



city and the harbour that she used to find so fiasitig. In spite of all
her efforts, her thoughts inevitably seemed to taithat last day with
Michael, reliving the whole thing over and over imga her mind.

The worst of it was that she always ended by wandef she'd been
too hasty in her judgement of him. There was najgsg the fact that
when she had confronted him with his lies, his gaoas, he had
seemed genuinely sorry. He had admitted everytlaagn tried to
persuade her he had changed his mind, that he dvemgentinue the
relationship.

But hehaddeceived her, after all, she would console herkidfhad
deliberately set out to seduce her just for thee salksome stupid
childish revenge. The trouble was, he had succeedldtoo well.
Since she'd been home she had reluctantly accepted dinner
invitations from men she'd gone out with in thetplasgt by the end of
the evening she always found herself measuring dgamst the one
man who had penetrated past her defences.

Had she made a terrible mistake to stalk off thg sfee had? It was
too late to worry about that now. She had no chbuteo get him out
of her mind and , heatrt.

During the first week of October there came a spfdidian summer,
with crisp, clear sunny days and blue skies, antr&sumed her
walks around the lake. Even though she knew thenwpaleather
would be short-lived, the physical activity wadlggood for her. At
the very least, it tired her out so that she wasshg better.

Then, one afternoon while she was in the front leé¢ shop
straightening out the debris left by the noontineghr, she heard Janet
call her name from the back room where she wasgatr lunch.



Val went to the open doorway and looked insideefamas sitting at
the long wooden work table, a sandwich in one hémel,morning
newspaper in the other.

'Hey, Val, take a look at this.' She held out thpgg. 'Looks like your
home town has made the news. Carleton, wasn'whate you went
for your reunion?"

Puzzled as to how any news from Carleton could meaehed the
Seattle papers, Val took the page from Janet aacihed it briefly.
When she saw the familiar face staring up at harhleart skipped a
beat, fluttered for a moment, then began to thuatieally.

The bold print beside the photograph read, 'Promiralifornia
Physician to Head New University Cardiac Centrker€ was a short
paragraph below. 'Michael Prescott has been narhexd Qf Stiff of
the new cardiac centre recently constructed atitiheersity hospital.’
It went on to describe the function of the centmred ended with the
sentence, 'Dr Prescott, a native of Carleton, Qali&, has recently
distinguished himself at the Richardson Cardiacn@ation in Los
Angeles and will start his new position next week.'

Val raised the paper up in front of her face toehilde dismay she
knew must be visible there. She'd known he hadt#ke job. Why
should she be so shocked to read about it? Sheeglaat the
photograph again. It was grainy, but there was istaking the proud
lift of his head, the thick thatch of dark hair,da@ven in black and
white the bright blue eyes seemed to glow.

It was a candid shot, rather than a studio portrietwas standing at
the window of what appeared to be a large offippaaently during

an interview with the reporter. He had a hand dhigsethe air as

though he was explaining something. The expressnams face was
serious. He looked perfectly at ease, authoritaeeure in his lofty

position.



'‘How about that?' Janet was saying. 'He looks\pdesthy. Did you
know him?'

Val lowered the paper and handed it back to J&Dety briefly and
not very well,' she replied curtly. 'He was somargeahead of me in
school.’

After that, Val's hard-won peace of mind was shattelt was one
thing to think of him as a distant' fading memonyiles away in
California, but to know he was now living and wargiright here in
the same town was more than she could bear.

In spite of its large and growing population and tnmgolitan
atmosphere, Seattle was a small town in many waybke days that
followed, Val constantly imagined that she saw himevery tall,
dark man who crossed her path, or even at a desteplee was
terrified that she would run into him, on the stse@ a restaurant or a
shop.

But it never turned out to be Michael, and aftelea weeks she
began to sink back into her old pattern of dullpdas It was almost
November, and the autumn storms had begun in danms,
confining her once again either to her own fourlsval the small
shop, and she worked extra long hours, with fragniergy.

‘Are you OK?' Janet asked her one morning in atezlivoice.
Val gave her a swift look. 'Of course. Why do yeka

Janet shrugged. 'Oh, | don't know. Ever since yamaecback from
your vacation you've seemed different somehow.résstd. And
you look as though you've lost weight.’



''ve had a lot on my mind. You can't imagine d&lé tproblems
involved in running a successful business." Theherwshe saw
Janet's face fall, she added hastily, "You're dbig to me, Janet, and
| don't mean to belittle your part in making thingsrk smoothly
around here, but the major responsibility is mare], as | say, there
are a lot of problems you're not even aware of.'

They were in the back room unpacking the shipmétitenew line

Val had ordered from San Francisco. Now that itdwanved, she was
having second thoughts about the wisdom of hercehoWhat

seemed so wonderful on a sunny day in Californtm'tllook very

marketable in Seattle in late October.

'l don't know, Janet,' Val said as she shook dwtavy white pique
dress and held it up. 'What do you think?"

Janet eyed it dubiously. 'Well, we could alwaysesivor spring.'

'‘No,' Val said with quick decisiveness. 'l don'nivéo do that. We'll
try a resort display, call it "Styles for the Surgyuth" or something."'

Janet brightened. 'That's a marvellous idea. AlSehttle society
migrates south after Christmas anyway.' She laughditiough I'll
bet you could come up with a better title.'

Val shrugged. 'Well, there are a few problemsaa wut, I'll have to
admit.'

Just then the front door opened and closed. Jaeet awver to the
door and peered into the front of the shop. Graasiightly under
her breath, she turned and gave Val a disgustéd loo

'‘Speaking of problems,’ she said, 'one of our maj@mples just
walked in the door.’



Val raised an eyebrow. 'Which one?' she asked.dwe have so
many.'

'‘Diana Worth.'
Val laughed. 'Do you want me to tackle her?’

‘Maybe you'd better. If she tries to return one emiting that she's
already worn five times I'm afraid I'll throw it blain her face.'

'OK, but you owe me one. You can finish unpackimgl atart
pressing.'

She went out into the front of the shop and walded/ly towards the
tall, elegantly dressed blonde woman standing bethd counter.
She was pawing through a display of costume jeweitéhad taken
Janet an hour to arrange just that morning.

'‘Good morning, Mrs Worth,' Val said. 'Can | helpuyeith something
today?'

The woman raised her perfectly styled blonde headgave Val an
artificial smile that was both placating and patsorg at the same
time. 'This stuff is terribly over-priced,' she&adropping an amber
bracelet back in the tray.

'Oh, do you think so?' Val replied pleasantly. Wsdly, it's sold rather
well.'

She went over to the counter and began to rearrdueggieces back
in their original order, all the while keeping oeye on Diana Worth,
who was prowling around the shop, poking and tuggm the
merchandise.

'Is there anything special you're looking for?' ¥sked politely when
she'd finished.



'Yes, as a matter of fact. There is.' She handédMaof the shop's
elegant pink bags, which was now torn and wrinklgah. returning
this blouse. It has a flaw in it.'

'‘Really?' Val said smoothly, taking the parcel frioen. 'Let me take a
look.'

She laid the bag on the counter, reached insideoalted out a pale
blue silk blouse, one of the most expensive oneshtiop carried. It
had been folded haphazardly and stuffed in theaoggvhich way.

Val shook out the blouse and began to examina@fally. It was a
far cry from the lovely garment that had been swldinally. To her
practised eye it was clear the blouse had been,watnonce, but
several times. The seams under the arms wereedraimere Was a
light film of grime at the back of the neck, anfhet pink stain on the
left side of the collar, which looked suspicioutke a smudge of
lipstick.

In the meantime, Diana Worth stood there watchieg tapping her
foot impatiently and smoking a cigarette, rightinexhe discreet '‘No
Smoking' sign on the counter.

Val pointed to the stain. 'Is this the flaw you riiened?’ she asked.

‘Yes. That's it. I'm afraid | didn't notice it uritwore it once, but you
can see that | can't possibly keep it. You'll jpste to take it back.'

Val turned her head slowly and looked directly itlhe pale grey
eyes. She knew she'd have to take the blouse thatkyas the shop's
policy, and in spite of her machinations Diana Wadtd spend a
great deal of money there. She also wielded enasmpower in her
social circle. One disgruntled word from her, aral &buld very well
lose several valued customers.



Still, Val wanted the woman to know that she wasken in by the
lie. Their gaze held for a few long seconds. Theghéy look on the
blonde's face began to fade, the arrogant shousdensped a little
and she had the grace to blush lightly.

Val smiled. She'd won her point. 'Of course welke it back, Mrs
Worth," she said graciously. 'You know our polityow, is there
anything else | can help you with?'

The blonde frowned and glanced down at her watdHiKe to try on
that red dress in the window, but I'm meeting enfd for lunch and
don't know if I have time.'

'‘Would you like me to set it aside for you? Them yan come back
and try it on after you've had lunch.'

‘No. I'll try it on now,' was the firm reply. Shage Val a knowing
smile. 'It never hurts to make a man wait for you.'

Val ushered Diana into a dressing room, then goté¢d dress from
the window and took it in to her.

While Diana undressed, Val undid the fasteningshendress, and
had just slipped it carefully over the blonde hedten she heard
someone come in the front door.

'‘Can you manage the rest of this by yourself?aslked. 'I'll just be a
minute.'

She left the dressing-room and went back out ihk $hop, a
welcoming smile on her face. But the moment shiedgies on the tall
man who had just entered, the smile faded. It waha&l Prescott,
the last man on earth she ever wanted to see again.

All the breath suddenly seemed to be knocked oteof She stood
stock-still, staring at him, unable to quite graise fact that he was



really there. There was a strange pounding, roaamgation in her
ears, her knees grew weak, and for a moment shielnidoeven
remember where she was.

He was standing at the counter looking at the anéeellery
display. Although he was turned away from her, gmoaf his profile
was showing so that she knew that this time thexe no mistake. It
really was him. But what in the world was he dolmgye? Had he
tracked her down again? No, of course not. He thtder.

Her first instinct was to run. He hadn't seen tedr e probably had
no idea this was her shop. But while She hesitatedsuddenly
turned around and they came face to face. His eyidened
fractionally and a slight pinkish flush washed okiex face, but if he
was taken off guard he recovered quickly.

They stared wordlessly at each other for seveng) tnoments. Then,
finally, he spoke.

'Hello, Val,' he said quietly.

He started walking slowly towards her, but justtii#ana suddenly
emerged from the dressing-room with her head taist®und and
both hands clutching at the back of the red dress.

'l need your help with this hook," she said impdte Then she
turned her head, and her eyes flicked from Micha&lal, then back
to Michael again. 'Oh, Michael, darling," she crié¢th sorry if | kept
you waiting." She pirouetted gracefully on her higgels. 'How do
you like the dress? Do you think the colour suies?n

Michael gave her a long, sober, appraising loog&nthodded. 'Very
nice,' he said politely.

Relieved at the interruption, Val hung back angestiathere beside
the counter, still shaky, watching the little scea® Diana chattered



on about the colour, the style, the fit, claiminiy @ Michael's
attention.

She simply couldn't take her eyes off him. This imgmesence was
all she could think of. Those were the arms that hee, that was the
mouth that kissed me, this is the body that layresjanine.

Gradually, her head began to clear and she sloedgvered her
composure. It was only the shock of seeing him Birappearlike
that out of thin air, just when she thought sheidlly got him out of
her system. Now she was able to watch him more Igaé® he
listened to Diana ramble on about her dress.

His expression was grave, attentive, courteousgiaway nothing.
He looked tired, Val thought, the lines running do&long from his
straight nose alongside his mouth deeply etched, kine eyes
dimmed.

Now that Diana had distracted him with her fashsbow and they
were ignoring her, Val saw her chance to get otit@fe. She slipped
behind the counter and quickly and quietly madevigy into the
back room, where Janet was still unpacking boxes.

‘Janet, will you go on out there and finish up vidlana Worth?' she
said in a low voice.

'Huh!" Janet snorted. 'l see she got to you, ®be sighed. 'OK.
What's the problem this time?’

'‘No problem. I've already taken care of it. She& having a little
trouble making up her mind about that red woolhie window, and
you can stand around out there while she adminsslias well as |
can. I'd really like to make a final decision abthus new shipment
before we unpack the whole thing.'



When Janet was gone, Val sat down at the tabldedoher hands in
front of her and closed her eyes. From the frothefshop the voices
of the others drifted back, low murmurs, one maseulpunctuated
by Diana's shrill, demanding tones.

What was he thinking? Val couldn't even begin tesgu Except for
that first shock of recognition in his eyes, swittbncealed, his face
had been an expressionless mask. Somehow seeingaithis, so
unexpectedly, seemed to have evaporated all heeraagd
resentment at the trick he'd played on her.

How did he feel about her? There was no way to$lé recalled her
parting words to him, bitter words, the accusatiat he himself was
to blame for his brother's death. He must hate her.

She couldn't really blame him. Not only had she mamd his
masculine ego by walking out on him the way sheldlid her parting
shot must have hit a sore spot. She'd been wromgdose him of
being responsible for David's death, but at theetisihe'd been
suffering the pangs of her own guilt, and furiotibia deception, still
smarting at the way he'd seduced her into trugting believing he
cared about her, just to wage his war of revenge.

She half rose out of her chair, filled with the ded overpowering
impulse to run out into the shop and tell him slas worry. He had
suffered, too. Perhaps he had behaved badly towtikrhis silly
vendetta plan, but he was basically a decent peoth hehad
changed his mind. After all thafhad happened, fv@pably could
never be friends, but she didn't want him for aaney

Then she sank slowly back down. What could she ilplgss
accomplish? He was obviously involved with Dianathio Their

brief encounter back in Carleton had no real sigaifce for him. It
had merely been the result of shock over Davididhde



It was too late now anyway. He would never fordree for those last
parting words. She heard the front door open aoskglthen silence,
and in a few minutes Janet stuck her head in tbendy. She made a
face at Val.

'‘Well, she bought the dress. How much do you waiet it comes
back next week with a "flaw"?"

Val forced out at tight smile. 'Chalk it up to okieads. She may be a
dud herself, but she does bring in a lot of gocsiress.'

'Oh, | suppose so. I'll give her credit for onenthi she always
manages to snag the greatest men. This latess ¢time best of the lot.
| wonder who he is.’

Val murmured something non-committal and got upnfieer chair to
move another box on top of the table.

'He looked vaguely familiar,' Janet went on. 'be&en trying to think
of where I've seen him before.'

Then she brightened. 'Now | remember. It was iméespaper. The
dishy doctor from your home town. He's even moreadtating in
person.'

Val busied herself unpacking the box, keeping hesidhaverted,
saying nothing. She could feel Janet's eyes bamtagher, however,
and finally had to look up.

'‘Well?' Janet said suggestively.
‘Well, what?'

'Did you speak to him? | mean, talk over old times?



Val yanked impatiently at the packing tape, breglanfingernail in
the process. 'Oh, Janet, | already told you,' sie sharply. 'We
hardly knew each other. And it's been ten years.'

'l just thought you might have seen him on yourat@r, that's all,’
Janet said in a hurt voice.

Just then the telephone rang. With a sigh of réliaf ran over to the
desk and snatched up the receiver.

‘Seattle Boutique,' she said. 'May | help you?'
'Val,' came a man's voice. 'Hi. It's Don Carter."

'‘Oh, hello, Don,' she said. For just one momeng/dskthought he
might be someone else. 'How are you?"

‘Great. How about yourself? How was the vacation?'
'It was fine.'

Doff Carter was a good-looking young man about toame of the
many Val had fended off not too delicately in theestp It had been
months since he'd last called her. In fact, attedrtlast wrestling
match she'd expected never to hear from him again.

‘The reason I'm calling,’ he went on, 'is to aslk ¥@go with me this
Saturday night to a reception for my grandfathes'sHinally retiring

as Chairman of the Board of his bank. It'll be theaboring affair,
I'm afraid, but | would like to see you again ifuyoan make it."' He
gave a low chuckle. '‘Besides, | need a favour from and want to
make a good impression on him, so I'm inviting pinettiest girl |

know.'



Hah! Val snorted to herself. Fat chance of thatt Mvas a boring
business affair, she knew darned well that he'&nbkg able to rope
in any of the society debs he ordinarily squirezliad town.

'Sorry, Don,' she said cheerfully. 'Can't make it.'

'‘Oh, come on, Val,' he wheeled. 'Be a sport. | hav&how up, it's a
command performance, especially since I'm hopintalio the old
boy into floating me a loan for my new businesstue® but we don't
need to stay for the speeches. There'll be alkktiaenpagne you can
drink and lots of goodies to eat. Won't you chayga mind?'

Val sighed at the thought of another one of hlg,sll-fated business
schemes. 'Afraid not,' she said in a tone of ditadity. '‘But thanks
for asking me.’

After they hung up, Val went back to the work taklanet was still
standing there and staring at her now with a deltyditical look on
her face.

'What was that all about?' she asked.

'‘Oh, it was only Don Carter. He wanted me to gsdme dreary
business affair with him Saturday night.’

‘Don't you want to go? Or are you busy?'

‘No, I'm not busy, but knowing Don | was his lassart, and | don't
much like that. Besides, the last time | went oithwim | spent half
the night beating him off.’

‘Val,' Janet said gravely, 'l think you should go.’

Val stared at her. 'Why in the world do you thihkat®'



Janet raised her chin and gave her a defiant Ibisen, | know you
don't like people butting into your business, betre friends, after
all, and | really have to get this off my chest.’

‘All right,' Val said slowly. 'Then you'd better ghead and do it." --,

Janet took a deep breath. 'Ever since you came fraok your

vacation, you've been in virtual hibernation, arhink it's time you
snhapped out of it and started getting out and alfcagmin. What
difference does it make that Don Carter is somgthira creep? Who
knows? You might meet someone interesting through' h

Val opened her mouth and gave her a warning loatJ&net only set
her lips in a determined line and raised a handotestall her
objections.

‘Now, whether you like it or not, Val, I'm going fmish. You're

young, successful, attractive. You dress well.oifi ynade any effort
at all, you could probably have any man you wanBed.you have to
meet them first. This date with Don is a perfecirade to get back
into circulation.' She paused for a moment, bitweg lower lip, then
heaved a sigh. "There, that's all | have to saysdrry if you're mad at
me for stepping out of line, but | had to do it.'

Val had to smile. 'No, of course I'm not mad at,y@anet. | know you
mean well. And | promise I'll think over what yoaid. You just
might have a point.'

That night during her dreary solitary supper, whiohsisted of a can
of chicken gumbo soup eaten out of the pan, twokers, a glass of
milk and a squishy brown banana, Val did think v It was
pouring outside, and she stood beside the stovhemkitchen
listening to the radio slashing in sheets agaheswindow-pane.

It had been a profound shock to come face to fatteMichael that
day. She had hoped never to see him again, andhiooool, distant



manner towards her he had obviously harbouredaime sentiments.
Behind the icy blue eyes had lain a smoulderinggmgsent, an
abiding anger that hadn't diminished since thetlast they met. She
wished now that she'd followed her impulse and dmexek out into
the shop to tell him she was sorry she'd everlsaas responsible
for what happened to David.

Then, all of a sudden, it hit her. The truth figadbnk in. No one was
to blame! Not Michael, not his mother, not Myra Bas, not even
Val herself. It was David who had taken that drigkt behind the
wheel of the car and smashed it.

A great sense of relief descended on her, like mwadanket. Here
they'd all been, accusing each other, blaming tetras, wrapped in
guilt and resentment, when the simple truth wasngighem in the
face. It was no one's fault!

Furthermore, Janet did have a point. At least, iegtoe episode with
Michael, she'd gone out with men when she was askedn men
like Don Carter, who had absolutely nothing to offer except, as
Janet put it, a chance to circulate. What was simggo do—spend
the rest of her life in hibernation just becausertd bad experience?

On a sudden impulse, and before she could chargaihd, she set
the pot of soup back down on the stove and marstradght down
into her bedroom. She got out her address booktinerdrawer in the
table beside the bed, flipped it open to the 'th'sn picked up the
telephone and dialled.

'Hello,' came the lazy voice.

'‘Don, this is Val Cochran. | just called to tellythat | can make it
Saturday night after all. That is, unless you'velenather plans.’

'‘No,' he said quickly. 'No other plans at all. Helighted you can go
with me. As | said, it'll be boring, but it caréisk forever. Maybe we



can get away early and do something interestingwit'® over. I'll
pick you up at your place around seven.’

When they'd hung up, Val glanced at her reflecinotine mirror over
her dressing-table. She had on an old woollen bha#)rshe was
wearing no make-up, and her hair was once agamegiback in the
old severe chignon.

'It doesn't look too promising,' she muttered aldbdt there's still
hope.'



CHAPTER EIGHT

ON SATURDAY afternoon, in a determined effort to improve he
deteriorating appearance, Val had her hair don8eaitle's most
exclusive—and expensive— salon, putting herselfragtin the
hands of the clucking young hairdresser, who dairceound her
frowning and muttering to himself as he snippetthatragged ends of
her long hair.

'Such a shame,' he said accusingly as he worked.lefl such
beautiful, thick, healthy hair get into such aetat

Val had to bite her tongue to keep from blurting an apology at
each critical comment. It's my hair, after all, $lept telling herself.
Still, he managed to make her feel very guilty aldbe months of
neglect, when all she'd done was wash it everydays, blow it dry
and pin it back severely.

After a brisk, invigorating shampoo, the swishy gguman set it in
large rollers and put her under the drier. Wheweis done, she sat in
the swivel- chair in front of the mirror while herabed it out, still
commenting under his breath as he worked.

‘Now, that's more like it,’” he said with satisfaotiwhen he had
finished.

He turned her chair to the mirror and stood behiergd beaming down
at her reflection, happy at last. When Val gotfirst glimpse of the
results, a slow, pleased smile spread across bertavhat she saw.
The transformation in her appearance was truly aekable. Shorter
now, her hair fell in loose waves that turned urateéhe ends and just
covered her ears.

The hairdresser was still looking at her as thoslggwere a work of
art he had just created. "Your hair has such wdaldeody, he
gushed as he smoothed it lightly with his handsad'Aee how the



right conditioner brings out the lovely blonde Hights and makes it
gleam? You should always wear it that way, loose.'

Val's smile faded. That was almost exactly whathdal had said
that day they had gone swimming together at MargelC Although
the memory was still vivid in her mind, it seemia la hundred years
ago.

She looked up at the hairdresser. 'Thank you. Youwwne a
wonderful job.’

While she was at it, she decided to have a faadlaamanicure. No
point in half measures. If she really wanted a maage she might as
well go all out.

That night, she made a thorough survey of her veaedlrit was to be
a formal affair, with all of Seattle society in extiance, a good
opportunity to wear one of the long dresses hanmgirger wardrobe
that never got a chance to go anywhere.

She finally settled on a slinky black gown madesit€ wool. It had

long, fitted sleeves and a very wide, low squarekimee that barely
covered her shoulders. The neckline set off heg loeck, creamy
throat and shoulders so nicely that she wouldn'ednany

jeweller/except her grandmother's diamond earrings.

All her pains seemed worth it that night when Dame to get her
and she saw the way his eyes lit up the minuteoplee@ed the door
and he got his first look at her.

‘Val, you look sensational,’ he said. 'You'll knoek dead.’

It was sprinkling lightly outside that night, buhese it was only a
short walk from Val's condo to Don's car, and ethibtel they parked
under the canopy in front to take advantage of/ttet parking, they
arrived with her new hairstyle in perfect condition



In the foyer of the hotel, Don checked their coaty] they walked
Inside the large main ballroom, where Don immedyabegan to
greet his friends, waving and calling to them.

Val glanced around at the crowd gathered in theerweous room.
There was a head table, presumably where the glieshour and his
minions were seated, surrounded by smaller taldeghe other
guests.

All of a sudden, she felt Don's hand clutch at &en, his fingers
digging into her. Startled, she looked up at hirmndering what had
happened. He was grinning broadly, staring straagjieiad, his hand
raised jn greeting.

'‘Diana!' he called in a loud voice above the nakée crowd. He
turned to Val, his handsome face glowing. 'l jusiteed my cousin
and her new man. Let's go see if we can find ramsittat their table.’

Before his statement had registered in her fudbieih, Don had
tightened his grasp on her arm and was propellangbross the floor
directly towards the front row on the opposite flthe room, where
a single couple was seated at a table for four.

The woman was a lovely blonde, and as they camsecl¥al
recognised Diana Worth. Suddenly a horrible suspitiit her. She
stopped short and turned to Don.

‘Diana Worth is your cousin?' she asked in a faljetone.
‘Yes. Do you know her?'
'‘She's one of my customers.'

Don grinned. 'Poor you.'



She hesitated, but when Don kept tugging at hestergly, she knew
she had no choice but to follow” along. As they ea@foser, her heart
sank with a dull thud. As she had feared, the 'nem’ with Diana
was Michael Prescott, resplendent in a beautifuiylored
dinner-jacket. Their heads were close together, uiata had one
hand resting possessively on his arm.

Don gave her a nudge and bent his head close $ 'B& nice to
Diana,' he said in a low voice. 'She's Grandfaghfavourite. It's
disgusting the way the old goat dotes on her, batvgields a lot of
clout with him, and | really need that loan."

Val could only stumble along at his side and preat the two empty
seats at the table were taken. Of all places tontanMichael again!
Would she never be free of him?

When they reached the table, Don beamed down ataDmho
merely glanced up at him with a rather mockindeligmile on her
face, one perfect eyebrow lifted.

'‘Good evening, Diana,' Don said, bending down tkgeer on the
cheek. "You're looking more beautiful than everyMee join you?"

'Hello, Don," she drawled. 'What brings you outtke family
festivities? You must want something.'

Don laughed shortly. '‘Ah, Diana,’ he said smoothMpu will have
your little joke.'

He pulled out one of the chairs for Val, who satvdogingerly,
miserable with embarrassment at the awkward simatDiana's
mouth was still curled in a knowing smile, and @&snobvious she had
little love or respect for her feckless cousin.



Don launched into the introductions. 'Diana, lk&lto have you meet
a friend of mine, Val Cochran. Val, this gorgeousature, believe it
or not, is my cousin.'

Diana gave Val a sharp look, as though trying &z@lher, while Val
murmured a brief acknowledgement of the introduGtfraying the
woman wouldn't recognise her from the boutique.ré&h@obably
wasn't much danger of that, however, since wonenDiana hardly
viewed the menials who waited on her as real hupeamys.

Finally, with a curt 'How do you do?' the blondelded at Val.

'‘Aren't you going to introduce me to your frienB®n was asking her
now. 'Although | believe we may have already midé'turned to
Michael. '"You look quite familiar, at any rate.’

'I don't believe so,' Michael said in a distantoeoi

Diana gave an airy wave of her hand. 'Oh, you'abably seen his
picture in the newspaper. He's quite a local cealebBhe gave him a
melting smile, then reached across the table .amdhgr hand over
his. 'Aren't you, darling?'

'‘Hardly that," Michael replied stiffly. He withdrelrs hand.

Diana turned back to Don. 'This is Michael Presdadin.Dr Michael
Prescott, the new head of the university cardiaearch centre that
Grandfather is funding.'

Aha, Val thought, with a sudden little glow. Sottkat! If Diana
Worth was the granddaughter of the money man belviictiael's
new position, that was probably why he was dansungh assiduous
attention on her.

But she corrected herself immediately. Diana Wditm't need that
kind of bait to interest a man. Her beauty stood®own merits. She



would be sought after if she were as poor as Veddike The wealth
in her background only made her even more desirable

While Diana and Don chatted familiarly about fanmgtters, friends
and acquaintances, Val sat in stony silence, dlugdfer evening bag
tightly in her lap and staring straight ahead, wighshe were
anywhere in the world but at that table with thamnsitting next to
her.

Michael, on the other hand, seemed relaxed endigluas lounging
comfortably back in his chair, glancing around tbhem. If the dead
silence between them bothered him, he certainlg gevindication
of it.

Suddenly Don rose abruptly to his feet. Val jumpebly, then sat
and watched him with dismay as he strode quicklgrde Diana's
chair and began to pull it out for her. She rosdram it gracefully,
languidly.

'‘Excuse us for a moment, darling,' she said to &eth'Don and |
really should go speak to Grandfather before thensenies get
under way.'

Don winked at Val. 'We'll be back shortly.’

Well, at least Don is getting what he wants, Valuht miserably as
she watched them walk off together towards the htsde.
Apparently he had managed to sweet-talk Diana h&iping him
wangle the money he needed out of their rich giathef.

In the meantime, what was she supposed to do dbichtel now
that they were alone? She couldn't even look at mach less think
of anything to say to him.



Just then a white-coated waiter appeared at the talorying a tray
loaded with champagne glasses and dishes of canfgdseathed a
sigh of relief.

'‘Would you care for champagne?' the waiter asked.

'Yes, please,’ Val said hurriedly, and reachetheglass the moment
he set it down before her.

The interruption was short-lived, however, andust ja few seconds
they were alone again. But after a few quick swedloof the
sparkling wine Val's spirits began to revive. Shasvsorry she'd
come, sorrier she was stuck here alone with tharlas on earth she
wanted to see, but it was only one evening. Soercénemony would
begin, and it would all be over.

It occurred to her then in a flash of inspiratidratt this chance
meeting could even be a blessing in disguisesttmight be a perfect
opportunity to speak to him, to tell him what shetine to believe
was the truth about David's death. It would propdin¢ the last
chance she'd ever have.

She gave him a swift sideways glance. He was gaaihgto the

distance, his eyes half closed, his jaw set firmyning his full

champagne glass around on the table-top in slalesira habit of his
she once found endearing, but which now made hen @gumpier

than she already was.

Gathering all her courage, she turned to him. 'lslé&th she said in a
low voice.

His head came slowly around, and he lifted one yhéavk eyebrow.
'Yes?' he said in a flat, clipped voice.



'‘Michael, I'm as annoyed as you are at being thrmgather like this
tonight. | had no idea Diana was Don's cousin, nmash that you'd
be here with her.'

She paused for a moment, but he only gave heite polquiring look
and said nothing. Obviously he had no intentiome&ping her out,
and she began to grow irritated at his stubboansé. But when she
saw the little pulse beating along his jawline, sfadised that he was
not feeling quite as dispassionate as he preter@hesifought down
her irritation and plunged ahead.

'‘However, since this may be the last time we'llresee each other
again, I'd like to apologise for what | said to yalout your part in
David's death when | left your mother's house tigitt in Carleton.’

He simply sat and stared at her for several moménmally, he
cocked his head to one side and gave her a pangtlabk, the blue
eyes boring into her.

‘Just what is it you want from me, Val?' he askeiety.

'‘Nothing,' she replied hastily. 'Nothing at ajust don't want us to be
enemies and am only trying to tell you that I'mrgolt was a rotten
thing to say, and | didn't really mean it, but Ismgery upset at the
time --'

She broke off when she saw the colour suffusedus.fHis lips were
stretched tightly over his teeth, and the puldasjaw was pounding
furiously as he leaned towards her, menace in aaehyof him. She
drew back, almost physically afraid of him.

'You were upset!" he ground out between half- clendeedh. ‘I
explained all I'm going to about that. You chosétodoelieve me. |
don't want to hear anything more on the subjedtewmer again.'



Val took a deep breath and forced herself to sgnc'l had no
intention of rehashing that aspect of it,' she sdidy. 'l was only
trying to explain why | said what | did about blargiyou for David's
problems.’

‘Well, you can forget it. | don't give a damn whatu said.' He
narrowed his eyes at her and leaned even closmr.\Walked out on
me, remember.'

She felt her temper rising out of control. 'Younee to talk!" she
snapped angrily. 'Don't think I've forgotten thendirick you played,
leading me on, making me believe --'

'‘Hah!" he broke in. "You know damned good and ek the real
reason you went storming out of there without eN&ening to me
wasn't because of anything | said or did, but beeaaf your own
stupid paranoia.'

She opened her mouth to protest, but in the necdngkhis eyes
glazed over and his face became a mask. He sbtlddin his chair
and shifted his gaze beyond her. She turned artusde that Don
and Diana had returned and were standing theiag@own at them.
Don had a broad pleased grin on his face, but O@oieed livid.

Don sat down next to Val, put an arm around hergane her a loud
smack on the cheek. Her first impulse was to puyg but when she
saw that Michael's eyes were fixed firmly on herd dhe sardonic
look on his face, she forced herself to sit sAlll. of a sudden it
seemed very important to her to prove to him ti&t was able to
attract and respond to another man.

She turned to Don and gave him her brightest siyit®1 seem to be
pretty pleased about something.’

'Oh, | am."



Just then, out of the corner of her eye, she samdgo over to stand
behind Michael's chair. She leaned down, her fagéto his, and put
a hand on his shoulder.

'‘Come on, darling,’ she said in a commanding tdhewant

Grandfather to meet you.' She gave a brittle lalUigter all, since it
was largely his money that funded the new cardemtre, he'll want
to get to know its new chief.’

Michael gazed up at her for a few moments withtheraquizzical
expression, then slowly rose to his feet. Diana&dted her arm
through his, and as they walked off she turned tadkon and Val.

‘You will excuse us, won't you?'

‘They make a handsome couple, don't they?' Don asidhey
threaded their way through the crowd.

Val detected a note of sarcasm in his tone and lg@aven enquiring
look. He was grinning from ear to ear.

'Yes, they do,' she said briefly. '‘But what's sonfgf'

‘Well, for one thing, Diana has had so many mercgnattendance
on her that I'm surprised she's settled for oreetahe. | just wonder
how much that chiefs job was worth to him.’

'‘What do you mean?'

He shrugged. 'Diana has a habit of going full bafter what she
wants, then not wanting it quite so much when ste i.' He put his
elbows on the table and leaned towards her. 'Easthot important.
What I'm really pleased about is that it looks lemugh | might get
that loan after all. Grandfather is in a mellow mdonight, with all
the fuss and attention everyone is paying him.'



'I'm happy for you, Don.'

'See," he said. 'l told you you'd bring me lucle'rdse from his chair.
'‘Now we can get out of here.'

‘Aren't you going to stay for the ceremony?’

He lifted his shoulders. 'Why should 1? | got wheame for. The rest
will only be boring."'

One afternoon a week later, Val and Janet wellgiisthop getting the
Christmas display in order. It was almost leavintet and they were
both tired.

'‘Why don't you go on home?' Val said at last. '§joing to stay
another hour or two and try to finish up at least bne window, but
there's no point in both of us wearing ourselvds ou

'l don't mind staying,' Janet replied. 'In fact, eald both stay and
just get it over with.'

‘Aren't you starved? | know | am.’

'‘Why don't you go out and get a bite to eat, thdhgo when you
come back.'

'‘Well, if you're sure.' The little bell at the topthe front door jangled
just then. 'I'll go," Val said. 'You finish up heM/hen I'm through
with this customer I'll go right on and get somerdir.’

When she walked out into the front of the shop, lneairt lurched
sickeningly when she saw Michael standing justd@she door. Her
steps slowed and she stopped about five feet awayHim, staring.



He was wearing a tan trench coat over a darksuitglrops sparkled
in his black hair, and he looked wonderful.

'Hello, Val," he said quietly. 'l thought it mighé about quitting time
and | wanted to catch you before you left.'

‘What do you want, Michael?'

He shrugged and took a step towards her. 'Juatkda you. Can we
have a drink somewhere? Or dinner, if you likeduld drive you
home. It's pouring outside.'

‘No, thanks. I'm not going right home.'
He raised an eyebrow and smiled. 'Got a date?"

'‘No. | have to work.' She could have bitten hegtemout. What had
made her blurt out the truth like that?

‘Well, you have to eat,' he persisted. 'Surely gan bear with my
company for an hour or so? And | really would likespeak to you.'

Val debated. What could it hurt? A quick drink aamdandwich and
then it would be over. She couldn't imagine whahmworld he had
to say to her after their last stormy encountet, i®id roused her
curiosity.

‘All right,’ she said at last. 'I'll just tell Janém leaving." She
hurriedly retraced her steps and stood just outidedoor to the
workroom. 'I'm going now, Janet,' she called.

Janet looked up. 'What happened to the customer?’

Val made a wry face. "That's who I'm leaving with.’



Before Janet had a chance to ask any more quesWahdurned
quickly and went back out into the shop. Michaetmgd the front
door for her, and as they walked out into the woderidor Val

glanced back and saw Janet staring after them,|geygd.

‘There's a decent little restaurant down on thenrfiabr,' Val said
briskly as they walked towards the staircase. 8 g@ing out to have
a bite to eat anyway, and that's as good a plaaaya's

The Blue Goose was popular with the downtown bissipeople, but
did most of its business during the lunch hour. Natsix o'clock on

a rainy Friday afternoon, it was virtually emptyhély were ushered
right away into one of the vacant booths in thamgjnroom by a

waitress, who stood there pad in hand while theyesethemselves
across from each other.

'‘Would you like a drink first?' Michael asked.

‘No. | don't think so. It'll only make me sleepyddrstill have a lot of
work to do tonight.’

Michael looked at the waitress. 'Nothing to dritikanks," he said.
‘We'll take a few minutes with the menu.’

When she was gone, Michael turned back to Val azed across at
her for several moments. He seemed to be tryimgaice up his mind
how to begin. She wasn't going to help him outdHsesked for the
meeting. It was up to him to carry the ball.

She glanced hastily over the menu. She'd lost ayaetite she'd had.
In a few moments the waitress came back. Val senhkau down and
looked up at her.

'I'll just have coffee,’ she said.



Michael handed his menu to the waitress. 'l thilikhé&ve that drink
after all,' he said. 'A Scotch and soda, pleaseturhed to Val. 'Are
you sure you're not hungry?'

'‘Not just yet," she said.

There was another long silence until the waitressrned with their
order. When she was gone, Michael took a long swadtif his drink,
then lit a cigarette, while Val watched him cowerthondering what
in the world it was he had on his mind that he wlaubke a special
trip into town on such a nasty evening just to deskout.

The maddening thing was that she still found hinagpealing. The
way his hands moved as he lit the match, shooltiand dropped it
in the ashtray, the concentrated expression oe#msface, and when
his eyes fastened on her, too late for her to bowly, they still had
the power to hold her in their steady blue gaze.

He braced his elbows on the table and leaned fasydrowning
down at his drink and moving it around in slow [@s; obviously
hesitant to begin.

Val steeled herself against him. He'd tricked heceowhen she'd
trusted him. She wasn't going to make that mistaiain. Even
though she did hope for an end to hostilities betwi#gem, to wipe
the r slate clean, she couldn't forget the hurtdsfedt when she'd
found out he was only using her.

Finally he settled back and raised his head. H&en thinking over
what you said last Saturday night at that dreadégkeption.’ He
smiled faintly and took a sip of his drink. 'Althgiu| gather it turned
out quite well for your Don Carter.'

Val was just about to tell him that he wasmér Dor Carter, but
clamped her jaw shut just in time. Let him thinkawlhe liked. She
raised her cup to her lips and took a quick swaltbwoffee.



‘At any rate,' he went on, 'l just wanted to leti ymow that | think
you were right, that harbouring grudges about 4 fye can't be
altered in any way only does harm, for all concdri#end so, I'd like
to say categorically, in plain English, once anddig that | know you
were in no way to blame for David's death and kthnais dead wrong
to concoct that silly scheme to pay you back foatMithought you
did to him.'

Val eyed him suspiciously. Was he sincere? Firgtlly nodded. 'I'm
very glad to hear that. If you really mean it.'

'Oh, I mean it, all right," he said with feelings'a matter of fact, | had
a little talk with Myra Barnes before | left Cadet She told me what
had really happened that night, that she'd encedr&avid to take
that first drink, and then it got out of hand. lswoo late to stop him.'

'l hope you haven't made any plans to get revengeeo, too," Val
commented drily.

When she saw the deep red colour wash from his npakver his
face, she immediately regretted her words. He jdibiseecigarette out
viciously in the ashtray, lifted his head and deairthe rest of his
drink in one long swallow.

'I'm sorry,’ Val murmured. 'That was low.'

He nodded shortly. 'l probably had it coming. Ndoh't blame Myra,
and I've already told her so.' He shrugged. 'Asianof fact, | knew
the truth long before Myra confirmed it. That's whavanted to talk
to you about. You were right. No one is to blamevds one of those
tragedies that just happen. None of us causeddtnane of us could
have prevented it, yet all of us felt guilty, inding me. You were
right about that, too. | probably could have dorietamore to help
David after our father died, taken more of an etéin him and his
problems, but | was too busy with my career.’



She fixed him with a steady gaze. 'l didn't meah shouldn't have
said it. Like you, | felt guilty—and angry at théck you'd played on
me—so | lashed out at you. I'm sorry.'

‘It wasn't a trick, Val,' he said in a low, earnesice. 'You've got to
believe me.' He waved a hand in the air. 'Oh, liadstarted out that
way. | was half out of my mind for a few days aftke accident.
Seeing you at the funeral, then at my mother'seplagou were the
only target in sight for my helpless rage. | fetad todo something.

| knew how much you meant to David, how crushed/as when you

left. Seeing that you'd come back, | put two and tagether and got
five.'

'l can understand how you would," she said. 'lt@r@én blame you.
But did you have to carry it quite so far?' Herekeburned at the
memory of that last afternoon.

'‘By then,” he said quietly, 'the game was over. Wieppened
between us had no part in it. | hope you'll belithed.'

Val searched his face carefully. He seemed sinekr&vas obviously
waiting for some sign from her, a word, a gestBrd.could she trust
him? What was it he really wanted from her? Aditilicker of hope
began to move deep inside her. Could they posstaly over again,
this time on a more realistic and open basis?

Much as she tried to deny it, she'd been in lovh this man once, so
much so that she'd gone to bed with him. While seaimed to be no
big deal in today's liberated sexual climate, td Wehad been a
momentous step. If she let herself, she knew theat aow he had the
power to make her fall in love with him again.

‘Yes,' she said at last. 'l believe you.'



'‘Good,' he said with patent relief. 'It's weighedibly on my mind.'
He glanced at her empty cup. 'Would you like alfefdr a bite to
eat?’

‘No, thanks.'

He slid over across the booth and got up to stasidb the table,
looking down at her. 'Then shall we go? | know y@anxious to get
back to your shop. This must be a busy seasorofaf y

If he'd thrown a glass of cold water in her facal &buldn't have been
more stunned. Was that all there was to it? SuretySlowly she got
out of the booth and walked with him to the regigtethe lobby.

After he'd paid the bill, they went out on to thaimfloor, crowded
now with the early evening Christmas shoppers nglabout. At the
foot of the stairs, he stopped and turned to her.

''ll leave you now," he said. 'I'm glad we've hhi little talk. It's a
great relief to me to have the slate wiped cledeel much better
about it, and | hope you do, too.'

He reached for her hand, shook it briefly, therthwi slight dip of his
dark head, turned and walked away from her towtdrdsentrance,
shrugging on his trench coat as he went.

Val stood there gawking at his retreating tall figfior several long
seconds, her hand still foolishly outstretched,ilufibally he
disappeared through the revolving doors.

She dropped her hand, then turned and startedrngatkowly up the
stairs. She could hardly believe what had just Bapd and was still
in a mild stateof shock. She'd been so certain dlaexture of his
would be a new beginning for them. Was it just heotrick?



Of course not. He just wasn't interested in heryWhould he be
when he had the beautiful—amgh— Diana Worth to play with?
There wasn't much to choose between there.

By the time she battled her way through the hoadafioppers every
step of the way and reached the top of the s&heshad to admit that
it was probably better to end it this way. Theresw@o much bitter

history between them for anything else. They cowdder be friends,

but at least they were no longer enemies.

When she went inside the shop, Janet was just ¢pftom the back
room with an armload of decorations for the smdili€imas tree
they had set up in the front window. When she saly $he stopped
short and goggled at her.

‘That was quick." She grinned and came up to hénought you
might be gone for good. Where's Mr Wonderful?'

'He had to leave.'
'Well?'

Val sighed. 'Well, what?'
'‘What happened?'

'‘Nothing happened,” Val replied casually. 'We hainme bid
unfinished family business to take care of, thalt's

Janet's face fell. 'Oh. I'm sorry.’

So am |, Val thought as she breezed past her. o am



CHAPTER NINE

CHRISTMAS came and went in a blur of frantic activity at tteop,
always their busiest season. This suited Val. Aslsdd spent every
Christmas alone since her grandmother died, td nas just another
day anyway. This year she was especially gratefulifie many long
hours she had to spend working. It helped keeprired off that last
dreary meeting with Michael.

He had been so smug, so well pleased with himbalf, actually
acted as though he were doing her a favour withrtfagnanimous
offer of a truce, an end to hostilities betweemthBut then, he had
the lovely Diana to turn to. Diana, with her arrogjaelf-assurance,
her wealth, position, connections. He could wethaf to be gracious
with a woman like that for support.

In the meantime, Val had a business to run, witle ltime to brood
about her personal life. Soon it would be Januatyrand new year,
and time for one of their two big annual sales.”he February, the
yearly inventory.

‘There's no reason why you can't take a few ddy® @fo visit your
family in Spokane if you want to,' she said to Janéew days after
Christmas. 'After all, you didn't get to spend tloéidays with them.'

Janet shot her a dubious look. ‘Are you sure?'\ddlded. There's
always a lull about this time before the big Jagysaie. Except for
exchanges, we won't have much business until negkw

'‘Well, thanks, Val,' Janet said. 'l think I'll justke you up on that.’
There was a short silence as she finished markedlouses on the
work table. Then she asked casually, "What abou® yany exciting
plans for New Year's Eve?'

'Oh, not really,' Val replied. 'l guess I'll jusi tp the bash at the yacht
club with Don Carter.'



Janet goggled at hedustthe bash at the yacht club? I'd say that
travelling in pretty exalted circles.’

Val shrugged. 'l guess.'

'So, how are things going? | mean you and Don.gdéens like a nice
guy. Attractive. Good family.'

'l suppose so.' Val smiled. 'But we're just goodnids. It's hard to
take Don seriously. He's such a clown. He justtsa@sough life on
the strength of his charm and family connections.’

'‘Doesn't sound as though you consider him very miog husband
material," Janet mused thoughtfully.

Val laughed out loud. 'Don? You're joking. He's aing and makes a
decent escort, when he's sober, but that's about it

It was raining on New Year's Eve, one of those cdlkety
downpours that hovered on the edge of snow butrregue made it.
Don dropped her off at the entrance to the cluiptand park the car,
and Val stood on the steps, shivering in her hédagk coat, waiting
for him, listening to the music and the noise & tnowd inside.

Half-heartedly getting ready for the party earlieat evening, Val
would have done anything to get out of going, eteethe point of
manufacturing possible excuses. Don wouldn't rehHye cared.
There were always plenty of unattached women inchesvd who
would be glad of an extra man.

In the end, however, she hadn't quite been alieing herself to do
it. If she stayed home she'd only start broodingragBesides, she'd
bought a new dress, a brilliantly patterned lorigwbol that draped
beautifully on her too thin figure. It was cut highthe neckline, to



hide the sharp collarbones, then tapered gradimadiya deep V in the
back. The vibrant colours—red, green, blue ancbyelPaisley on a
black background—were chosen deliberately to éftgpirits and put
her in a party mood.

Finally, Don came loping down the steep pavemeat lid to the

entrance of the yacht club, his overcoat collanedrup, his face red
from the cold. He put his arm around her and ledr@de where it

was warm.

'‘What a rotten, God-forsaken climate we live ie,5hid, stamping his
feet and chafing his cold hands. 'Come on.'

They took off their coats and checked them at ther,dthen made
their way into the main room. Except for the diffiet location and
festive decorations, it was an exact replica ofréoeption he'd taken
her to in his grandfather's honour. The same fdbesame exclusive
little groups at the tables, the same loud chattiee. small orchestra
was even playing the same music.

Don led her to a table for eight right on the darftmor, and as he
seated her Val breathed an inner sigh of relise®that Michael and
Diana were not among the other six people pre¥¥ith luck, they
wouldn't show up at all, and she put on her masdgant social smile
as Don introduced her to his friends, determinellaiee a good time
if it killed her.

By midnight, however, she'd had enough of tryingretend she was
having a good time, sick of grinning at this roohdfistrangers, and
Don most of all. If she'd had any idea what he'd imamind when
he'd said he wanted to celebrate, she never wayd bome in the
first place.

He'd spent most of the evening flitting around frtable to table,
paying court to his influential friends and gloatiover the good



news of the loan he'd wangled from his grandfater.the rare
occasions when he did come to light in the chaxt te Val, it was
only to down one potent Scotch after another.

Val's facial muscles were rigid from the fixed sgrshe'd struggled to
maintain throughout the whole boring evening, armvat last the
New Year was ushered in with the traditional siggoi 'Auld Lang
Syne', the streamers and confetti littering evengtin sight and the
obligatory slobbering midnight kiss, her one thaughs to go home,
with or without Don Carter.

Standing in the middle of the crowded dance-flsbg told him so, as
pleasantly as she could, the false grin still ecpl

'‘Oh, come on, Val," he protested loudly, slurrirgwords. '‘Don't be a
wet blanket. The evening is young.”

'I'm sorry, Don," she countered lightly but firmlgut I'm really tired.’

Before he could start to argue with her again aglted, ‘Listen, | can
find my own way home. I'll just call a cab. Themsreason for you
to miss out on the rest of the party.''

'‘No,' he said with determination. 'l won't heartof brought you. I'l
take you home.'

Val wondered just how drunk he was. She didn't fareaway. At
least they wouldn't have to get out on the treamigemterstate, and,
given the usual heavy New Year's Eve traffic ondide-streets, he'd
have to drive at a snail's pace anyway.

She made one more effort to object, but Don wassstent that she
decided to humour him just so he wouldn't creaseemne. It would
probably be all right.

It was still raining outside, and the streets waiek, but, like many
drunks, Don drove with extra caution. Still, Vakbthed a sigh of



relief when they reached the intersection at th#obo of Queen
Anne Hill. Just a few more minutes, and they'd bkea place. She
really should try to get some coffee down him befloe left.

When the traffic light turned green, Don crept aato the
Intersection to make his right turn up the stedp Suddenly out of
nowhere, another car came hurtling towards theegdipg fast, its
headlights glaring at them through the rain-spattevindscreen.

The last thing Val was conscious of before the amnog car swerved
to make a left turn directly in their path was thiding glare, then a
sickening crunch, then total blackness.

She fought her way towards consciousness withitiisglheadache
and a feeling of total disorientation. She haddeaiwhere she was or
how she got there or what had happened. The oalityrevas the
awful pounding pain.

Cautiously, she opened one eye, then shut it quiakla blinding
glare sent a fresh stab of the knife into her h&adhly she heard
someone call her name, a low voice, barely audiate though
coming across a great distance.

‘Val. Val, are you awake?'

She tried to nod, but that only made the pain wdsbe lay perfectly
still, her eyes shut tight, and tried to blot olit @nsciousness.
Wherever she was, how she got there, didn't matter.mere effort
of thinking about it made her head spin.

She felt a slight pinprick of pain in her arm, nathcompared to the
twisting agony behind her eyes, then, in a few mus)eblessedly,
gratefully, she drifted into the void.



When she came to the second time, the pain wasit¢ Go
devastating as before, and when her eyes flutiped the brilliant
glare seemed to be gone, or at least diminished.

Slowly, gingerly, she shifted her gaze to glanceuad at her
surroundings. She was in a small room, white eveegye, the walls,
the curtains at the window, the bed she was lyimgTdhere was a
faint medicinal tang in the air, and the soundooit$teps and muffled
voices came from beyond the half-open door.

She had a vague recollection now of being in aataight, a slick
street, oncoming headlights, a loud crunching ndisen—the rest
was a blank. She must have been in an automobdeent, and
obviously was now in the hospital.

She closed her eyes and concentrated on tryirgctdl the details of
the accident, but her mind couldn't seem to fundbeyond one clear
fact: she was certain she had not been driving.v@healered how
badly she was hurt. The only real distress sheexpsriencing was
inside her head, which still throbbed dully.

Just to make sure, she began cautiously to teseiponses in the
rest of her body, wiggling her toes, flexing thestles of her legs
and arms, moving her fingers feebly. Although theswre a few
minor twinges elsewhere, everything seemed to beaent working
order.

She slept again, and the next time she woke ulistiactly heard
the patter of rain against the window. She smikedherself. That
could only mean she was still in Seattle.

When she opened her eyes, they fell immediatelsgt dark shape at
the foot of the bed. She struggled painfully tou®mn it, and
gradually became aware that it was the figurerofa standing there,



white- coated, obviously a doctor. He was holdirgjaboard with a
metal backing, frowning down at it in deep concatnbn.

She recognised him the moment her eyes becametawmasto the
dim light. It was Michael! A deep feeling of reliahd joy surged
through her. Michael would take care of her. Sheltto raise her
head and call his name, but even the slightest mere set up a
shower of blinding sparks in her head. She clentieegaw in agony,
and all that came out was a weak croak.

Instantly, at the sound, his head came up and hed®wiftly to the
side of the bed. He reached down and put his fsngarher wrist,
held them there for several seconds, then leanedhmr.

‘Val. Val, can you hear me?’

She gazed up at him and managed a weak smile.aklizi¥es, | can
hear you.'

‘Do you remember what happened? Do you know whaueaye?'

‘Vaguely. | know I've been in an automobile acctdand I'm fairly
certain | wasn't driving, but | can't recall anytloé details.’

He nodded. 'It'll all come back in time. For nowalu need to know
Is that you're at the university hospital. You haveoncussion and a
few bruises, but no serious injuries.' His voicesv@wv and gentle,
but quite clear. He spoke slowly, in deliberate suead' tones, as
though to make certain she understood.

'A concussion?' she asked in a small voice.

Suddenly frightened, she groped for his hand, amdadiately felt
the large, strong warmth of it as it closed ovashpressing gently,
reassuringly.



It's not a severe one,’ he said quickly. 'Sincer yegained
consciousness within twenty-four hours, you shdwde a complete
recovery. But even a moderate concussion isné&aspht experience.
Are you in much pain?'

'‘No. Not now. Not as bad as it was, anyway.'

‘Do you want me to give you something for it? Adiat's better if
you're not sedated.’

‘No. | can manage.’
'It'll pass gradually. In a few days you'll be a®d as new.’

She was growing groggy again, but she had an @mistagging

feeling at the back of her mind that there wasady issue between
them that had to be resolved before she could eaxgo to sleep
again. Her memory was still hazy, and, althoughfehaleeply that

she loved this man and he loved her, she had tow koosure. She
looked into the beautiful blue eyes, bright andackeven in the dim
room, and managed another smile.

‘Michael,' she said thickly, 'everything is alllitgisn't it?'

'Of course,' he said. 'l told you. You'll be firea day or two.' He
started to pull his hand away from hers. 'I'll legou now. You need
your rest.'

Alarmed, she clutched frantically at his hand aadegl up at him in
panic. 'No. That isn't what | meant. | mean, betwes. There's
nothing wrong, is there, darling? You know how muébve you.'

The blue eyes narrowed in a puzzled look, and Hesgehis head
back sharply with a swift hushed intake of bredathl..." he began in
a low worried tone.



'Please,’ she begged. 'Just hold me for a while.'

After a moment's hesitation, he smiled, bent doavrd she felt his
arms come around her, the scrape of his cheeksidnuars, the clean,
slightly medicinal scent of his crisp white codtirig her nostrils, his
lips brushing lightly on hers. Her eyes closed ahd began to drift
off, safe in his arms.

After a few moments she felt him raise up. He sategstill for a
moment, smoothing her hair back from her foreh¢hdn eased
himself off the side of the bed.

'Go to sleep now,' he said softly. 'I'll look in pou a little later and
we can talk more then.’

She nodded happily. He gave her hand one lastggeqgtieeze, then
laid it down carefully, turned and walked quietiyt@f the room.

When he was gone, Val lay there wakeful for a wHilled with the
warmth and well-being his presence always broughtMichael! He
made her feel so safe, so secure. She loved hmusb, and now she
was satisfied that he loved her, too. The way held her hand, the
tender look on his face, the kiss, all reassur@ahthat.

But, wait a minute. Her eyes flew open and she ffedvas the
nagging little worry reasserted itself. There wameno it than that,
something she'd forgotten. It had to do with thezted, almost
startled look on his face when she'd told him sbeed him.
Something bad, something painful she didn't wametmember. But
she must! What could it be?

She searched her mind, but all she could come tpwas a vision of
the two of them, she and Michael, two people ireloVheywere

lovers—or had been— she was certain of that. Endrer drugged,
semiconscious state, she was absolutely positatestie knew every



inch of his body intimately, understood his mintk kind of person
he was. That was all that mattered.

Satisfied, she closed her eyes. Besides, if thas more, it would
come back to her in time.

She was dreaming that Michael had come to her,halling her,
kissing her, when she became dimly aware of soandsmovement
in the room, brisk footsteps, the swish of curtdiasg drawn open,
the clank of crockery and silverware, then somezatiéng to her.

As she struggled to a semi-conscious state, h&rthiought was to
wonder why in the world she should be having erdteams about
Michael Prescott, a man who had walked out of ierfdr good. It
was almost funny.

Dismissing the dream as an irrelevant drug-indufzedasy, she
squinted her eyes narrowly at the bright glareunfsiine coming in
through the window. Memory returned immediatelysthime. She
was in the hospital. She had a concussion. Her s&@adched, but
the dreadful hammering seemed to have lessenedlecasly.

She smelled food, coffee, and realised she was kengry. She
blinked and opened her eyes all the way to seeod, dieavy set
woman dressed in a crisp white uniform standingdesiser bed and
shaking down a thermometer. There was a black bpidged to her
ample bosom: 'P. Jacobs, RN.’

'‘Good morning, Miss Cochran,' she said cheerilgwtdre we feeling
this morning?'

Before Val could answer, P. Jacobs had stuck sgmenbmeter in her
mouth and taken hold of her wrist. After a few moitse she



retrieved the thermometer, held it up to the ligien went to the foot
of the bed to make an entry in the chart.

‘All signals normal,’ she called. '"You're makinggfiprogress. I'll help
you to the bathroom, then we'll have our breaktdahgry?'

Val smiled. 'Yes. I'm starved.'
'‘Good. Head feel any better?'
'Much.'

‘Well, then, let's get to work. You can wash, brysbr teeth and put
on a clean gown, but no shower until later thismmgg when | have
time to help you.'

Even those meagre ablutions went a long way toompg Val's
morale, and when she was back in bed, the coveo®thed, the
pillows propped up undo- her head, Nurse Jacobagbtoin her
breakfast tray and set it down before her.

'‘Not too appetising, I'm afraid,’ she said, liftithge lid off a bowl of
greyish gruel, 'but nourishing. You tuck in, ariddé back in a while
for your tray. Don't get out of bed on your owntjyst.’

'‘Don't worry,". Val replied with feeling. The shottip to the
bathroom, even with the nurse to support her, lken all her
strength, and she still felt dizzy. 'I'm not abootmake any solo
flights for a while.'

On her way out of the room, Nurse Jacobs stoppethie one more
entry on the chart. Just as she was about to ttlesmetal cover, she
pursed her lips and gave Val a sharp disapprowaog. |

‘Well," she said, 'it seems as though Dr Pres@sthieen to see you.
Wonder what a cardiologist is doing consulting onsianple



concussion?' She rolled her eyes heavenwards wisigla and
snapped the chart back in place. 'Doctors!" shexeamed drily, and
strode briskly out of the room.

Val stared after her, her glass of orange juicén@gl to her mouth,
stunned, as the words sank in. Slowly, the membMfichael's visit
seeped into her mind. It hadn't been a dream! ld#yrbad been
there!

She set the glass down carefully on the tray, ddsée head back on
the pillows and squeezed her eyes shut tight. Asulhdetails of that
last encounter flooded back, she groaned aloudshiger dismay.

'Oh, no,' she muttered through clenched teeth. dhadreally called
him darling? Begged him to stay with her? To had*Told him she
loved him? Assumed he loved her? What had posséss@dAt the
time she had been absolutely convinced that Weglovers.

How could she have done such a thing? An icy drilbped her.

What was far worse, how could she ever face hinm&ga was too

humiliating. To have been all through one rejectione seduction
and betrayal, only to leave herself wide open fEranother one just
when she'd closed that chapter of her life for ¢good

Could she refuse to see him? Maybe he wouldn't coack. Her
cheeks burned hotly. What must he think? Surelymust be as
embarrassed by that maudlin display as she wash&etas a doctor,
after all, and probably used to the ravings of-ealfiscious patients.

All she could do was hope he didn't return, or thia¢'d be well
enough to leave the hospital first. As a last regfdne did come back
to make another courtesy call, she'd simply achasgh nothing at
all out of the way had happened between them.



After breakfast, Val slept fitfully most of the nmng. The regular
doctor in charge of her case came to check herawdipronounced
her nicely on the mend, but when she asked him wghercould go
home he gave her a dubious look.

'‘Not for another day or two at the minimum,' hedsia a typical
officious tone. 'We need to keep an eye on cononsdor at least
three days.’

'‘But I'm feeling so much better," she protested.

He shook his head firmly. 'l can't allow it." Anit, obviously, was
his final word, since he turned on his heel anckealout of the room
before she could argue with him.

Nurse Jacobs came in before lunch to help her shamagwash her
hair. It wasn't until after she was back in thesiflg made bed, her
hair washed and dried, that she suddenly thoughtitabon. She
called to the nurse just as she was leaving.

'‘Nurse Jacobs, Don Carter, the' man who was driviegar the night
of the accident. How is he?'

'Oh, he's fine. Just a few minor cuts and bruiBe$act, he's been
haunting the nurses' station asking when he'd leetalvisit you.'

'l don't really feel up to visitors at the momelal murmured. She
had no wish to listen to Don Carter's apologiessaifdjustifications.

Nurse Jacobs pursed her lips censoriously. 'l ssggou know he
was quite intoxicated the night of the accident simould never have
been behind the wheel of a car. People in thatitonaften seem to
escape serious injury. It's their poor passengetstee other innocent
victims who suffer the consequences.’



With that, she turned and marched out of the rdeaving Val with
the feeling that it was somehow all her fault, jostause she'd beer
in the car with Don that night. It probably had bdeolish, but
actually the accident hadn't really been Don'stfadg'd driven with
extreme caution.

Her lunch was slightly more appetising than heakfast had been,
and by mid-afternoon, fed and bathed, her headalohest gone, she
began to feel restless. She really should tallat@tland find out how
she was managing all alone at the shop.

There was a telephone on the table beside herboedt had been
unplugged so she wouldn't be disturbed. A littldtdys she slipped
out of bed, braced herself against the table thilvave of dizziness
passed, the plugged the cord into the wall outlet.

She jumped quickly back into bed before a nurs#ootor came in to
catch her in the act, then dialled the shop's numbe

‘Seattle Boutique,' came Janet's voice. 'May | kiely?’
‘Janet, it's Val. How are you doing?'

'‘Oh, I'm OK. But how are you? Gosh, it's good tarhgour voice. |
wanted to come to see you, but they said you ctuhdve visitors
when | called. How are you feeling?'

'I'm on the mend, thanks. It was only a concussion.
'‘Only a concussion!'

'‘Well, nothing serious. | should be out of hera ilew days and hope
to get back to work right away, at least before shke starts next
week. Tell me, how did you know | was in the hosli@it

"Your friend Don Carter called to let me know.'



‘That was nice of him.'
‘Nice!'Janet exclaimed. 'He's the one who put yeud.'

'It wasn't really his fault. Anyway, are you sumiycan handle things
at the shop until | get back? We could always trygét you some
temporary help.'

'‘No, | can manage. It's the usual post-holiday arnd | spend most of
my time marking things down for the sale. Listen ydu have a way
home from the hospital? | can't leave white thgoshopen, but I'd be
glad to come and pick you up during my lunch hour.'

‘Thanks, Janet. That would be great.’

They discussed the preparations, for the sale fewanore minutes,
and after Val hung up she stared blankly out of ilredow as a
sudden wave of depression swept over her. It veaglacommentary
on her life that the only person she knew in thelworld who

would even bother to offer to take her home from tiospital was
Janet.

In spite of herself and all her resolutions, henanivandered to
thoughts of Michael. She was still horribly embased at the display
she must have put on for him in her half-comatdate sThankfully

he hadn't come again. She'd been half expectingeliary time the

door opened, dreading it and hoping for it at thene time, and
finally had convinced herself he was taking theesismost sensible
course in ignoring the whole thing.

Just then there was a light rapping on the halfhogeor, and she
looked up to see Don Carter's blond head pokingiratat. She
almost had to laugh out loud at the hangdog exjnress his face.

'‘Can | come in?' he asked in a hushed tone.



Somehow, just seeing him with that ridiculous lolis, mouth open,
his eyes staring, made her forget her blue moaodl,sae decided to
have a little fun with him.

She raised her arm to cover her forehead and gigaitiably. For a
second it looked as though he was going to turarat@nd bolt out of
the room. He seemed downright terrified. Val todly pn him and,
laughing, lowered her arm.

'‘Come on in, Don,"' she called to him. 'I'm onlysiag you. I'm fine.'

He tiptoed gingerly over to the side of the bed stiodd there looking
down at her dubiously. 'Are you sure?' he whispered

‘Yes, I'm sure. Sit down.' She motioned to a chHaivas glad to hear
that you suffered no ill effects from our little \ahture," she
remarked drily.

He perched on the edge of the chair and gave tiagia look. 'God,
Val, I'm so sorry for what happened. How could véndeen such a
jerk? I've been out of my mind with worry about you

'‘Well, yes,' she agreed with a smile. "You weléle bit of a jerk, but
you can quit worrying. I'm feeling better all thené. In fact, | should
get out of here in a day or two.'

'‘Well, that's a relief!' He expelled a long sigldaettled back in the
chair.

Nurse Jacobs came bustling in just then with a viagle of
long-stemmed red roses. She shot Don an accusokg $morting
under her breath, and set the flowers down on tégsdr.

'‘From you?' Val asked him.

He nodded. 'lt's not much, but if there's anythalsg | can do—'



'You'll have to leave now, Mr Carter,' the nursekearin. 'Dr Costello
Is due any minute on his afternoon rounds.'

Don jumped hastily to his feet, and this time Nulaeobs's snort was
audible. Don gave her a guilty look, then walkedftiyvover to the
door. He raised his hand and waved, then was gone.

Late that night, lying wakeful in bed, with onlyetldim night light
burning, the muffled hospital sounds coming frone ttorridor
outside her room, depression descended on Valageia. Only this
time there was nothing to distract her from hepgiy thoughts.

No matter how hard she fought them down, the imdbas kept

popping into her mind were all visions of Michaéhally she had to
admit to herself that, as embarrassing as it whakee been for both
of them to see each other again, she was actutbylypdisappointed
that he hadn't come back, as he'd said he would.

She knew it was better that he hadn't. Not only ldiauhave been
awkward, but there was no future in it. He wouldhiway with the
lovely Diana Worth, and she would go hers. Alonge $/as grateful
to Don for his concern, but the idea of any kindefious relationship
with him was only laughable.

She had managed her life by herself before Michessl come
bursting into it with his practised seduction, kisiel scheme for
revenge, and she could do it again. With this fimtention in mind,
she began to feel a little better, and had justestao drift off when
the door to her room opened.

She looked up. There, his silhouette outlined keylight from the
hallway, stood Michael himself.



CHAPTER TEN
'VAL,' she heard Michael call softly. 'Are you awake?'

She could pretend she was asleep, but what woalkdgéin her?
Since he actually had shown up, he'd probablydaira She'd have
to face him sooner or later, and might as welligeter with now.

She pushed the pillows up behind her head. "Yfesawake.'

He came inside, leaving the door open so thatitheabom was cast
in a wide swath of half-light from the corridor. N&eeled herself as
he approached, her hands and feet icy cold, heekshburning,
praying he wouldn't mention their last encountdre'® made such a
fool of herself!

He stood beside the bed looking down at her, hreddishanging
loosely at his sides. Tonight he was dressed iark suit and tie.
Without the white coat he looked less impersonakeniamiliar, and
somehow more forbidding. His back was to the ligbtshe couldn't
make out his expression, but when he spoke higwegas normal, the
tone bland, even professional.

'l would have come sooner,' he said, 'but | wakdi@in meetings all
day. How are you feeling?'

‘Much better, thank you,' she said stiffly.
'Headache all gone?'
‘Yes.'

He sat down on the chair beside the bed and letawextds her. At
closer quarters, she could just make out the somldis face, the
warmth in his gaze. The tears welled up behindelyes, and she bit



her lip to keep them from spilling over. Oh, whyl ¢ie have to come
back? she agonised.

He reached out a hand and placed it on her faacen wad soft, then
bent over to kiss her lightly on the cheek. Shecfied at his touch
and turned her head away. Slowly, she felt the Heamolg removed.
There was utter silence in the room.

‘Val,' he said at last, 'what is it?"

Summoning every ounce of her strength, she forceé@ emile and
turned to face him again. 'Nothing. Just anothandge, that's all.'

There was another awkward silence. Val couldn'nkthof one
sensible thing to say. She couldn't bring up thgesit uppermost in
her mind, since her hope was to avoid it altogetBet neither could
she just make small talk in her current agitatatest

Finally, she seized on the weather as a safe tépicstill raining --?'
At the same moment, he said, 'Val, about what hagbe-'

They both broke off simultaneously. It was almastrfy, and she had
to suppress a wild urge to burst into a hystefitalf giggles. Well,
he'd brought it up. It was in the open now.

She gave a harsh little laugh. "You know, | havague recollection
that | said some pretty stupid things to you trst tane you were
here. If so, | apologise.’

He was silent for a moment, as though absorbingsketement.
'Stupid?' he asked quizzically at last. 'What do yean?’

Maybe hehad forgotten! Relief washed over her. Was she real
going to be let off that easily? She raised hedhgaon the pillows a
little further and smiled at him.



‘Well, if you don't know, then let's just drop it.'

‘Just like that?' he asked in a steely tone. 'Ahdtvabout the things
you said, the way you acted?"

She stared at him, dismayed. He was leaning batheirchair, one
arm hooked over the back of it, and seemed relaredgh, but the
firm jaw was set, the eyes narrowed angrily at k&dr, God, she
thought, now what do | do? And what didhave to be angry about?
She was the one who had everything to lose. Tha® amly one
hope, to treat the whole thing as a joke.

She waved a dismissive hand in the air. 'Oh, tBhg'said lightly.
‘Surely with all your medical experience you knomoegh by now
not to take the ravings of a concussed patienbs&li.'

He looked at her as though she had struck himt'Si\waat it was?' he
asked in a tight voice. 'Ravings?"

'Of course,' she replied with a little laugh. 'lsorry. It must have

been horribly embarrassing for you. | can hardlyelve | did such a

thing. In fact, | was hoping it was all only a bdidam. Please, let's
just forget it.'

He rose to his feet and stood looking down at ddong, cool gaze,
his eyes hooded, his face like thunder. He foldedahms across his
chest, and even in the shadows there was no mrmgtdlke look of

cold contempt on his face.

‘All right,' he said. 'Have it your way.'

He turned on his heel then and stalked away from\fed stared at
his retreating back, the tears smarting once aydiat did he want
from her?



Why was he putting her through this torture? Wasnitply for more
revenge? Hadn't he had enough?

At the door, he hesitated for a moment, then tuarednd. 'I'll leave
you with a thought to chew on,' he said distar®yn some level you
meant what you said, and your actions were a gerexpression of
your true feelings, probably for the first timeyiaur life. And you're
only lying to yourself—once again— if you pretentfetently. Don't

ever forget, Val, that it was your paranoia, ycearfof trusting, that
wrecked our whole relationship in the first place.’

She sat bolt upright in bed. 'No!" she cried, dyl@azing. Her tears
were forgotten in a sudden uprush of righteousgimation. How

dared he accuse her of destroying their relatigrtsBhe raised her
arm and pointed an accusing finger at him. 'Whaicked everything
was your own pig-headed arrogance, your vindictisleeme to pay
me back for hurting David.'

He came part way back inside and stood there bettveebed and
the door, his long legs apart, his knuckles restinghis hips. 'l
explained all that," he said coldly. 'l was wrohgdmitted it. OK, |
did want to see you hurt, the way | thought youidt ibavid. But,
damn it, | ended up by falling in love with you.'

Val was utterly speechless. Was this another haldion? Surely
she'd heard him wrong. Her head spun around cradilghael was
still talking, and she had to make a supreme etéofollow what he
was saying.

'It's that damned playboy, Don Carter, isn't it€' dccused in a
sneering tone. 'lI've seen him hovering around detgour door. For
God's sake, Val, | thought you had better taste that.'



She finally found her tongue. 'Like you, | suppbtske retorted. 'And
how about Diana Worth? | suppose you'd call her @deh of
womanly virtues.'

‘There's no reasoning with you," he said disgugtddéep shoring up
that wall you've built around yourself, stay in ysafe little world.'

If she'd had a heavy object ready at hand, shediAaue thrown it at
him. As it was, all she could do was sit there gpting with rage,
unable to think of one thing nasty enough to hdi¢rahim as a
parting word.

Then, suddenly, he was gone, out the door, ouepfite. She could
hear his angry footsteps echoing down the desededlor outside.
For a moment she was half tempted to jump out dfdmel chase him,
but she still couldn't think what to say.

She lay down again and stared up at the ceilimyatly gnashing her
teeth with fury. Little by little, however, the amgbegan to ebb, and
one phrase he had uttered gradually came intoattedrént of her
brain, literally screaming for attention.

Had he actually sad he'd fallen in love with hen@ Scarcely dared to
believe it. It didn't matter. Even if he had indeedde the longed-for
statement, it had definitely been in the past telhseas too late now.

Two days later, Val stood by the window of her htzdpoom, fully

dressed, gazing out at the hospital grounds, tha land shrubs
gleaming in the thin January sunshine. Janet logigbet by the night
before with clean clothes and a few toilet artickasd Val had been
ready to leave since eight o'clock that morning.Sjlanced

impatiently at her watch. It was only eleven-thirdgnet was due in
an hour to pick her up, which gave her plenty witito settle up the



amount of her bill owing to the hospital over arlbe what her
insurance would cover.

She hadn't seen Michael since that last dread@rescand by now
her brain was numb from rehashing it over and @again in her
mind. She just wouldn't think about it, ever ag&ithshe wanted was
to get out of here, back to her home, her job/ifesr

She went out into the corridor and started walkdayvn to the
business office at the far end. It felt good talbessed again and out
of that bed, but she was still slightly wobbly fraoifme enforced
inactivity, and stayed close to the wall, her efypansly fixed on her
feet, in case she had a dizzy spell.

Suddenly, she came up against an immovable objessitly in her

path. She raised her eyes to see Michael standiogaher, Mocking
her way. His expression was impenetrable, but heoably had

something on his mind and wasn't going to let lasspuntil he got it
off his chest. She stood and waited.

‘Do you have a way home?' he asked stiffly.

A sudden wave of tenderness for him flooded through In some
mysterious fashion, known only to himself, this yafo stiff-necked
man was offering her an olive-branch, by his ligbtebably even
humbling himself. She thought quickly. What was gloeng to do
about it?

'‘No,' She lied. 'l don't. | was going to call a ¢ab

'I'll drive you, then,' he said in a flat tone adiee that brooked no
disagreement.

‘Alt right,' she said meekly. 'l still have to settip at the office, but
that should only take a few minutes." She woul@d a@sk them to
phone and explain to Janet.



Was she mistaken, or was that a look of reliefpeystitude, in the

brilliant blue eyes? No matter. This was what steted. Taken

completely off guard by the offer, she had no iddwt he had in

mind, but she did know with utter certainty thathiére was a chance
to be with him, for a day, a week, a year, a Iifej this time she

wasn't going to let it pass her by.

‘Will you be ready to leave then?' he asked.
‘Yes, my bag is all packed.’

"'l go get it from your room, then, and will megiu at the office in a
few minutes.'

He stepped out of her path and went past her, thaclvay she had
come, towards her room, while she went on, herssey@n more
unsteady than before.

He didn't have much to say on the way home, exoegdk directions
and make mildly blasphemous comments on the Séattfie system
and the incompetent drivers who clogged it.

At her building, he parked the car at the kerbioudtont and came
around to open the door for her. He reached dovanctoup her bag
with one hand, and grasped her firmly by the arni the other to
help her out of the car and up the path.

Her apartment was cold, the air dank and mustydénd/ichael set
her bag down just inside the entrance, then stopdhk door
watching her as she took off her coat and turnethapeat at the
thermostat in the hall.

Val's mind was racing. She had no idea what hathpted him to
offer to drive her home, but now that he was abtladre, in her own



living-room, her one thought was to keep him h&wet how? Was
the lift home only a polite gesture? She had td éint, and that meant
taking a risk, making herself .vulnerable to hirheSvould simply
have to ask him.

She steeled herself and turned around to face thenwas standing
just inside the door, a grave, attentive expressanhis face,
apparently waiting for her to say or do somethmgreak the tension.

He looked so wonderful, so tall and strong. Hisl-twack hair was
ruffled slightly from the strong freeze blowing sigte, and she
longed to go to him, to throw her arms around hiah leg him not to
leave.

But she was paralysed with indecision and fear. glugdn't move,
couldn't speak. Finally, he turned towards the doa put his hand
on the knob. Her heart sank. He was going to |eAlren he opened
his mouth to speak, she knew it was going to sayogoodbye.

‘Well, Val, do you need any shopping done?' he chgb@itely.
‘Groceries, anything like that?'

'‘No, thanks,' she mumbled in some confusion. 'pke@retty good
stock of frozen and canned foods on hand.'

He smiled, for the first time that day. 'Well, theerhaps we could
rustle up something for lunch. | don't know abowouybut I'm
starved.’

It was the last thing she had expected. Someh®wffiiand tone and
slightly proprietorial air, his calm assumptionttha had the right to
be there, disarmed her completely, and the lasigessf reserve and
mistrust fled from her mind. In its place therea@gthin her a wild,
intense surge of hope. In the next moment, she icstears.



Instantly, he had crossed the ten feet or so #yadrated them and
was by her side. His arms came around her, angrgissed her wet
face into his chest, gulping and sniffing.

'Hey,' he murmured into her ear. 'What's this? Comeval, there's
nothing to cry about. | know I've behaved badlyda, and I'm sorry.
I'll try to make it up to you if you'll let me. Bylease, | can't stand to
hear you cry.'

When she finally regained control, she raised &éar-stained face to
his. 'Michael, what are you saying?'

His jaw hardened, and a little pulse began to jusatoelow his ear.
'I'm saying that | want you to let me back into ybfe. I'm saying |
care for you. Damn it, Val, | love you.'

She could hardly believe her ears. 'But | thought -

'l know what you thought,' he broke in with an irtipat wave of his
hand. 'l already agreed that I've behaved badfjyotn but can't you
admit that your paranoia might have played someé parour

difficulties?’

'‘Oh, of course | do!" she cried angrily. 'l coulidkmyself when |
think of all the time we've wasted, largely becaasemy own
childish fears. | still don't really understand lit.just seemed that
since my father and David had let me down, the nvast important
men in my life, | didn't dare trust anyone. Thermew | found out
from Myra that you were only using me—-'

‘But it wasn't like that," he broke in heatedlyadimit | started out with
that stupid idea in my mind. My grief over Davidsath was largely
guilt. I was angry and needed a target, and themenere. But | came
to my senses what | saw what a genuine, caringopeysu were
underneath all that frosty reserve.' He smiled datvher warmly.



'‘An independent little soul, too, taking care ofixgelf all alone in the
world without whining. | liked that.’

She sighed. 'All my life | thought the one impott#mnng was to be
safe, to protect myself. | don't think it was unie accident when |
was lying there in the hospital, helpless, thadlised there was only
one person in the whole city, Janet, whom | coaltian to take me
home. Oh, | knew a lot of people, of course, mas close to no one.’

He gathered her closer in his arms. ‘Well, I'm gamchange all that,'
he murmured. 'But you must trust me. Can't we pubat behind us
at last? Please, Val. | need you so badly, andd y@u so much.'

She gazed up into his eyes. 'Michael, do you m&aithis isn't a
dream, is it? When you stalked out of my room ttheonight | was
positive I'd never see you again.’

He smiled down at her. 'You mean something like"theings" of a
concussed patient?'

She-reddened deeply. 'Well --'

He put a finger on her lips. ‘Never mind. | knewned good and
well you were lying when you claimed it was all eugrinduced
hallucination. | probably should have stayed anddd you to admit
it, but you've played such merry hell with my egothe last five
months that | just saw red.' He shrugged.

'‘Besides, I'm a doctor. You'd been through a sevauma and were
still weak.'

‘Well, you were right," she admitted. 'l did meamery word. But,
Michael, | was so sure you didn't care that | collddmit the truth.’
She raised her chin and gave him a challenging. [@dter all, you
seemed to be pretty deeply involved with Diana Wort



'‘Diana!' he exclaimed. He looked down at her inaledgsly. 'Diana
means nothing to me. We were thrown together becafisher
grandfather's position on the hospital board.' Hengd. 'Actually,
she was primarily a means to get to you.'

'How was | to know that? | didn't even realise ygere in town until
| read about it in the newspaper.'

'l intended to approach you gradually. You wereusgry when you
left me last summer that | was afraid I'd scare gffuf | rushed you.

Then later, when we met at that blasted party fanB's grandfather,
and you claimed you wanted to be friends, or atleat enemies, |
felt it was hopeless.'

She remembered that party vividly. 'What else cduld? You were
so cold and distant that night. | thought you hatedfor the things |
said last summer about your failings as a brofhileen that night in
the restaurant, just before Christmas, your owningamwords were
that you hoped we could be friends.'

‘At the time | figured that was better than nothiAg least it was a
possible way back into your life." He drew backifirber and gave her
a stern, accusing look. 'And if | seemed cold at thlasted party,
perhaps you've forgotten that you showed up witt tdiot Don
Carter hanging all over you.' He paused for a mdnies jaw set and
grim, then said, 'Perhaps you'd care to tell masatinat.’

Her eyes widened in disbelief, then she broke aughing. 'Don
Carter! You must be joking!

His dark eyebrows shot up. 'Well, let's not thifdoat Don Carter
now. | want you to focus all your attention on me.'

She cocked her head to one side and smiled upat4ind just what
did you have in mind?'



‘Come here,' he murmured, 'and I'll show you.'

There was no mistaking the shining light of desirthe blazing blue
eyes as he bent his head. His mouth opened overgheling gently
at her lips, over and over again, in a rhythmiciomothat lulled her
mind and inflamed her senses at the same timenfeiited against
him, the hard body taut against hers.

Suddenly, with a low groan deep in his throat, misuth opened
wider and his tongue pushed past her lips, hundemanding,

seeking. Val was filled with a blissful drowningnsation, where the
only realities were his hard body grinding agalmets, the heat of his
mouth, the strong arms enfolding her.

After several long, wonderful moments, he drewhead back and
gazed down into her eyes, his breath coming intshosts, his heart
pounding wildly against hers. He spread the fing#r®ne hand
around the base of her neck, the palm flat agdiestupper chest.
AGradually, in a slow, seductive movement, his ayeger leaving
hers, he lowered his hand until it came to restrmafirm, full breast.

'l want you so badly, darling,' he ground out. '@r@e second of this
and it'll be too late. If you want to stop, it hagkter be right now.’

She smiled up at him. 'Now,' was air she said.



