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CHAPTER ONE
‘NOW I’m sure if we’d met before I wouldn’t have forgotten.’

As the narrowed tawny eyes swept over her in warm appraisal Fabia had the strangest desire to bare her small white teeth in a snarl like a tigress objecting to a proposed mating.

‘No...’ As the hard, penetrating gaze came to rest on the dark gold silk of her hair the tall, beautifully dressed man in front of her shook his head slowly. ‘I definitely wouldn’t have forgotten.’ He smiled a slow, predatory smile.

She had felt in her bones that this would happen! History had a macabre way of repeating itself at times! Why, oh, why had she been foolish enough to let Joanie persuade her to come here? He waited a moment for her to speak and then gently lifted her small chin with cool, experienced fingers, bringing her violet-blue eyes up to meet his amused gaze. ‘Does the vision talk?’ he asked mockingly.

It was in that moment of frustrated anger and embarrassment that the idea was born and, once given life, there was no stopping it. ‘Well, landsakes, sure I do, honey...’ She forced her normally clear warm voice into a harsh nasal twang, taking the accent of a Southern belle, the tone a good few decibels louder than normal. ‘Mary-Lou Dixon at your service, honeychild, and I do mean service...’

She saw the shock register for a brief moment in the handsome face and then he recovered magnificently, taking the hand she held out to him with practised ease. ‘Are you with anyone?’ he asked politely. ‘I didn’t see—’

She interrupted him archly with a high, shrill little giggle, fluttering her thick eyelashes with an obviously flirtatious flick of her head. ‘Well, sweetiepie, ya surely don’ think little ole me would be runnin’ around alone, now? Snakes alive!’ She giggled again, squeezing his hand meaningfully and ignoring his attempts to retrieve it. ‘My pa’d be madder than a pig in a poke!’

‘Quite...’ The unusual gold-flecked eyes had a slightly dazed glaze to them now and she saw him turn his head warily, glancing round the crowded room in hopes of rescue.

Not yet, mister, she thought determinedly, biting back the laughter with difficulty. You’re going to squirm for a bit longer yet. ‘Now ah just know ya wanna hear all about little ole me...’

She was still holding his hand and he seemed to have resigned himself to the fact that he was well and truly button-holed, for the moment.

‘Now do ya know much about the deep South, honey?’ she asked loudly as she pulled herself into his side, taking his arm in a way that suggested they had known each other for a good deal longer than two minutes.

‘I’m afraid not,’ he said quietly, the polite smile stitched on his face with noble fortitude.

Thank goodness for that, she thought delightedly, drawing on all the old films she had seen for the next few minutes as she drew a graphic picture of spoilt, empty-headed women and dashing young men. It was hard work to keep the accent flowing but oh, so enjoyable, she thought silently, to fool such a self-satisfied male chauvinist pig!

She had slowly drawn even closer as she had talked, engineering herself into the circle of his arm so that she was standing side-on, and, just as she was deciding, reluctantly, that she really would have to let him go, she caught sight of a tall, slim brunette watching them with narrowed cat-like eyes, her beautiful face tight with irritation.

The girlfriend? Her mind raced. He had tried to make a move on her when his girlfriend was here? Pay-off time, Mr Cade, she thought coldly.

As the woman moved towards them, her motive clear, Fabia drawled to a halt, looking up into the closed stony face with a sweet little smile of satisfaction. He hadn’t liked the last few minutes, he hadn’t liked them at all. ‘Well, ah mustn’ keep ya from all ya other guests now...’ She laughed prettily. ‘But before ya go, honeychild...’ She had reached up and drawn the amazed face down to hers before he realised what was happening, taking his lips in a firm kiss that to anyone watching looked most enjoyable. ‘To thank you for such a truly lovely party,’ she murmured as she let him go just as the woman reached their sides.

‘Alex?’ She left them to it as the amusement that was bubbling to the surface threatened to overflow. She couldn’t believe he had swallowed the outrageous parody so completely, but then, she reflected thoughtfully, in the world of mindless lackeys and shameless sycophants that he inhabited she doubted if anyone had ever tried to actually repel the great man!

Alexander Cade. Her lip curled as she thought of his name. Millionaire a hundred times over, playboy extraordinaire with film-star good looks and a lifestyle to match. She pictured the tall, muscled body clothed immaculately in the best that money could buy, the long—unusually long—rich, shining brown hair cut expertly to lie into his neck in a style that might look effeminate on the average man but on him merely served to emphasise the slanted tawny eyes, straight nose and hard square jaw.

‘Handsome you might be but you don’t do a thing for me,’ she muttered to the tall figure across the far side of the room standing with his back towards her, probably, she suspected gleefully, because he was terrified of catching her eye again. ‘And I haven’t finished with you yet, Mr Cade, not by a long chalk!’

‘Talking to yourself, Fabia?’ Joanie’s soft brown eyes were crinkled with laughter as she tapped her friend on the shoulder. ‘I know you didn’t want to come tonight but there must be someone in all this lot to catch your fancy?’ She waved expansively at the huge ballroom.

‘You must be joking!’ Fabia’s deep midnight-blue eyes were scathing and Joanie gave a little sigh of resignation. ‘And where have you been anyway? You’ve missed all the fun.’

‘Fun?’ Joanie’s plump face expressed her bewilderment. ‘What fun? And I’ve been in the loo for half an hour. I should never have had that seafood in the nurses’ dining-room at lunchtime.’

‘Oh, Joanie.’ Fabia smiled with a mixture of affection and annoyance at the woebegone expression on Joanie’s face. She loved this friend dearly but at times she was sure she had been sent to this earth with the express purpose of providing her life with a little extra turmoil and irritation—like dragging her to this function tonight, for instance.

They had met in their teens when doing A levels at college, Joanie going on to fulfil her ambition to take up nursing and Fabia carving out a promising career in the world of advertising. The first tenuous thread of friendship had developed into a strong supportive bond that neither wished to break, and whenever either one needed assistance it was immediately given, no questions asked. Like tonight, Fabia thought again grimly, but this time Joanie had had no idea what she was asking.

‘What fun, anyway?’ Joanie repeated interestedly, catching the gleam of devilment in her friend’s eyes with a slight feeling of apprehension. Many years of friendship had taught her that Fabia could be a force to be reckoned with. ‘What have you done now?’

‘Well, you did say if I came and stayed for a couple of hours you’d be satisfied, didn’t you?’ Fabia said lightly. ‘Well—I have and I will, but how I spend that couple of hours is down to me, right?’ She smiled sweetly.

‘Fabia, I know that look. What have you done?’ There was definite anxiety in Joanie’s plain face now and Fabia couldn’t resist a wicked chuckle at the undisguised panic in her friend’s eyes.

‘Nothing much,’ she answered quietly. ‘Just had a little chat with the great Alexander Cade himself. I mean, the whole point in coming to this fiasco was to gaze adoringly at him, wasn’t it?’

‘Oh, shut up.’ Joanie poked her sharply as her plump face turned pink. ‘I only wanted to see what he looked like in the flesh, and all these other famous people too. It’s one thing to read about them in the papers but quite another to see them face to face.’

‘It sure is,’ Fabia said disparagingly, glancing round the room with a blatant look of disgust marring her beautiful face. ‘I’ve never seen such a collection of painted dolls in one place, and that’s just the men!’

‘Oh, you...’ Joanie’s voice died away as she remembered the original start of the conversation. ‘What happened, anyway? Did he really talk to you? Oh, Fabia, I wish it were me. Still, I knew no one would take any notice of me, not in this crowd. They’re all so—’

‘Pathetic!’ Fabia cut in savagely. ‘Don’t run yourself down, Joanie; you’d make ten of any of these clowns. Can’t you see what these people are like, for goodness’ sake? Open your eyes for a minute and wipe the stardust out. Most of them are weak and shallow and totally selfish. They aren’t fit to wipe your boots.’

‘But they’re all so beautiful,’ Joanie said wistfully, glancing down at her small, heavily boned figure with a gesture of longing. ‘And slim.’

‘Scrawny, half of them,’ Fabia returned scornfully.

‘Well, it’s all right for you,’ Joanie said quietly without a trace of jealousy in her voice as she glanced at Fabia’s tall, slender shape topped by the mass of long thick blonde hair and vivid blue eyes set like jewels in a flawless skin. ‘You’d knock any one of the women here into a cocked hat. Alexander Cade knew that. I bet—’

‘Joanie—’

Fabia’s concerned voice was cut off as Joanie tapped her on the cheek affectionately. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not depressing myself, just stating facts. And I do appreciate your coming tonight. I know you didn’t want to and I know you’ll probably hate every minute but I so wanted to be at something like this just once. When Dr Campbell gave me the tickets after his wife got ill it was like the chance of a lifetime.’

‘Well, we couldn’t have afforded them,’ Fabia agreed wryly. ‘What charity is the great Cade donating to anyway?’

‘Cancer research,’ Joanie said soberly, ‘and they sure need it. Anyway—’ she gave a little shake of her plump body ‘—come on, spill the beans, what’s happened?’

Her good-natured face got straighter and straighter as Fabia recounted the little episode, until her brown eyes were wide with horror. ‘Don’t say, it Joanie,’ Fabia said warningly as she finished the account. ‘I know I shouldn’t have, but it was too good to resist. I shall have to keep it up now, of course,’ she added with an innocent smile. ‘Must be consistent.’

‘Fabia, there are times—’

‘Stand back and watch me in action.’ Before Joanie could stop her Fabia was on her way across the room to where Alexander Cade was deep in conversation with a somewhat austere-looking elderly man, who had an even more severe-looking woman who was clearly his wife by his side. They glanced up as she reached their side and she had to admire Alexander Cade’s self-control. She knew he had been avoiding her since their first encounter and she knew she was unwelcome, but he didn’t betray his thoughts for a moment.

‘Well, hello again,’ he said warily, his smile cool as he looked directly into her eyes, and Fabia registered a slight jolt as the full power of that cold tawny gaze swept over her. ‘I hope you are enjoying yourself, Miss Dixon?’

‘Sure am, honey, but what’s with the Miss Dixon?’ she drawled playfully with a little roguish wink at the dour-faced couple by his side. ‘He’s a fast mover, this guy,’ she continued knowingly as she placed a light hand on the woman’s thin arm. ‘Just been introduced and he’s takin’ honey from the flower, but I sure ain’t complainin’.’ She let her eyes wander over the strong-muscled body saucily, taking care not to meet his eyes which she knew were cold points of steel in the furious face. ‘This sure is one hell of a bee.’

‘Well, really!’ The woman’s outraged murmur of disgust was plainly audible to those about them and she caught one or two interested glances in their direction as she became aware of Joanie sidling round to stand in the background. See what a fool he is, Joanie, she thought bitterly to herself, see what fools they all are! His type were all the same, as she had good cause to know. A pretty face and they were into action like stud stallions! But not this time, Mr Cade! Her eyelashes fluttered pertly as she turned to leave. ‘Ah must leave ya for a minute, honey-pie,’ she murmured slowly into the pregnant silence, ‘but don’ ya go flirtin’ with no more of the girls, ya hear?’ She reached up and kissed the edge of the hard mouth before he had time to resist.

‘Who is that woman?’ The man’s clipped voice didn’t make any effort to speak quietly and as Joanie took her arm and hurried her away Fabia saw that her friend’s eyes were wet with laughter.

‘Fabia, you’re priceless, but I shouldn’t laugh really. What if he ever finds out?’

‘Well, he won’t, will he?’ Fabia said coolly with a little grin. ‘We’re hardly likely to ever get an invitation to anything like this again!’

‘No, I guess not.’ Joanie looked longingly at the laden tables of food at one end of the vast ballroom. ‘Ready for something to eat?’

‘Come on, then,’ Fabia said indulgently.

She found to her surprise that she quite enjoyed the rest of the evening. Joanie had to make several trips to the loo but apart from that slight inconvenience the two girls appreciated every moment of the excellent floor-show that had been organised, one singer in particular having a pure, sweet quality to her voice that Fabia could have listened to for hours. She had to admit the deception with Alexander Cade have given her a terrific boost, although she wouldn’t probe her feelings beyond that. The whys and wherefores were in the past and best left there.

When the party finally began to break up Fabia contemplated one last attack on the hapless Mr Cade and then decided, albeit reluctantly, that enough was enough. There had been something in that dark gold gaze that she had found disconcerting, and anyway, one thing was sure: he certainly wouldn’t forget her in a hurry! She gave a small secretive smile as the thickly carpeted lift whisked her and Joanie and a few other guests down into the discreetly elegant foyer of the sumptuous hotel.

‘Could I just make one last visit before the taxi comes? That seafood doesn’t want to say die...’ Joanie shot off before Fabia could reply and with a little sigh she seated herself in one of the huge, soft, silk-upholstered chairs that were dotted about the reception area, kicking off her shoes and stretching her toes with a small sigh. This was the sort of place Robin had taken her to. She brought herself upright with a small jerk. Don’t think of him, Fabia, she told herself angrily. You haven’t wasted a thought on him in months; don’t start now! It was because she was tired, she thought grimly, tired and in the sort of place that brought back a host of unwelcome memories.

She heard the man fall before she saw him, the sound of a body hitting the carpet with a dull thud at the same time as a piercing shriek cut through the hushed atmosphere. ‘Billy! Oh, Billy! Someone do something, somebody help him.’ As the last word died away she had reached the side of the elderly couple who had just come out of the lift, pushing aside the small plump woman who was kneeling by the side of her equally small plump husband. His face was a ghastly caricature of pain, bulbous eyes distended and skin stretched tight over his red face as he gasped for breath.

It looked as though his wife was going into full-blown hysterics and Fabia glanced round quickly at the crowd of interested onlookers that was gathering as she fumbled with his tie. ‘Is there a doctor here? Does anyone know how to deal with a heart attack?’ Blank silence met her clear sharp voice and, as the man beside her made another strangled gulp for air that ended in a deadly choking sound, she shouted across to the stunned receptionist who was frozen by her desk, ‘Get an ambulance, and quickly!’

He had stopped breathing. As she looked down at the twisted face she was aware that all signs of life had stopped and without pausing to think she went into the emergency procedure she had practised so often with Joanie when her friend was taking her nursing examinations. Loosening his tie and ripping open his clothing, she hit down on to the smooth rounded mass of flesh as hard as she possibly could, hearing the gasp of shock from the crowd gathered round them through the ringing in her ears. The wife increased her screaming at the second blow to her husband’s chest and Fabia spared a second to push her aside. ‘Will you be quiet? You aren’t helping.’

‘You’re killing him!’ At the third blow the woman tried to drag Fabia from her husband’s side and then through her concentration she was aware of someone holding the unfortunate woman out of range and talking to her in a deadly quiet voice. Whatever was said worked, as the screams were shut off as though by magic.

On the fifth blow there was a great intake of air from the supine figure and a mingled gasp of relief from the onlookers, who had entered into this battle of life or death wholeheartedly now. Fabia continued to crouch by his side without taking her eyes off his dazed face, talking to him in a low, reassuring tone as he struggled to survive. He stopped breathing once more before the ambulance crew arrived but this time only one hard punch was needed to jolt the reluctant heart into action again, and as they whisked him out to the ambulance one of the crew patted Fabia swiftly on the shoulder. ‘Well, done, lass. It was lucky for him you were around.’

It was all over in a second, and as Fabia sank back on her heels into the ankle-deep carpet she was suddenly aware that her hand was throbbing as though she had thumped a brick wall and her head was pounding. ‘Oh...’ For a moment everything faded in a misty haze.

‘OK, folks, the show’s over.’ As a pair of hard male hands grasped her under her arms, drawing her carefully to her feet, the attentive audience melted away and the vast room once again took on the refined subdued murmur that was customary in such elegant surroundings.

It wasn’t until she had been lowered on to the edge of the chair she had vacated a few frantic minutes ago that Fabia rallied sufficiently to raise her eyes, realising that the same voice that had taken charge of the screaming wife so capably earlier was now taking charge of her.

She froze in horror as Alexander Cade stared back at her silently, his strange tawny eyes glittering with unholy fire and his dark face set in lines of deadly cold anger. ‘Yours, I think?’ As he dangled her shoes in front of her white face a screaming blackness caused her ears to ring and his shape to blur into a tall shadow, and although he moved quickly with a muttered oath he was too late to save her from sliding into a graceful heap at his feet in a dead faint.

‘What did you do to her?’ She came to in disorientated panic to hear Joanie’s soft voice whispering seemingly in her ear. ‘What on earth did you do to her?’

‘I didn’t do anything, you stupid girl.’ She recognised the bitingly frosty voice immediately and gave a little groan as she remembered where she was. This was all she needed!

She opened dazed eyes to see Joanie’s anxious face two inches from her own. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Of course she isn’t all right.’ Joanie was plucked from her vision and a large balloon glass of brandy held in front of her nose. ‘Drink that.’ The tone was uncompromisingly severe with not a trace of warmth in its arctic depths. ‘Now.’

The neat alcohol burnt as it hit her stomach but its reviving power was immediate, and as the colour came back into her face she became aware that she was lying on a remarkably uncomfortable leather sofa in what she presumed was the manager’s office.

‘Can you sit up?’ the hard voice asked coldly above her head.

‘Perhaps she shouldn’t, we don’t know—’

‘Look, Miss...?’ The two words held intense irritation.

‘Fletcher. Joanie Fletcher.’ Fabia detected a tremor in Joanie’s soft voice and her hackles rose immediately.

‘Look, Miss Fletcher, your friend just rendered somewhat extreme first aid on a poor unfortunate man who had the temerity to have a heart attack in front of her, owing to which, among other things, I should think he now has several broken ribs to contend with. If you’d seen what I’d seen you wouldn’t be at all surprised at her collapse. I think the man’s wife will need psychiatric care for some considerable time—’

‘You lying hound!’ The fierce adrenalin pumping vig-orously through her system banished the last remains of faintness as she swung her feet off the sofa and rose in one swift leap. ‘How dare you? I—’

‘How dare I?’ The incredulous note in the icy voice checked her flow of words and as she gazed into the livid countenance towering above her Fabia knew a moment of pure stomach-twisting fear. ‘You ask me how I dare?’ Joanie moved silently to her side in unspoken support, her plump, round face as white as a sheet and her hands stretched out imploringly.

‘Mr Cade, this isn’t what you think—’

He cut off Joanie’s anxious voice with a sharply raised hand without taking his eyes off Fabia’s face. ‘Don’t insult my intelligence with excuses, Miss Fletcher, and keep quiet. Do you understand?’ The last three words were a bark and now Fabia pushed Joanie to one side as she moved directly in front of him, glaring defiantly right up into his face, while a small part of her mind wondered at this change in him. There was no trace of the elegant, laconic man who had been present all evening. The cool charmer, the enigmatic philanderer, all the things that made up Alexander Cade had disappeared and in their place was a dangerously angry man with blazing eyes and a hard cruel mouth. Why hadn’t she noticed his mouth before? she thought faintly. Maybe that was more an indication of the real man than all the glossy camouflage? But no, she shook her head mentally. He was just mad at being made to look such a complete and utter fool. Which he was.

‘Why the little charade all evening?’ The grim voice was stiff now and she had the impression he was exercising great self-control in speaking quietly. ‘What was the point of all that?’

For a brief second she thought about trying to placate him, offer him an excuse that would be more acceptable than the bald truth, and then her spirit rebelled against the deception. He might be the king-pin in his world but not in hers! Oh, no, not in hers, she thought furiously.

‘Because I’m sick to death of your type of man, Mr Cade,’ she said clearly, her voice firm and strong. ‘You think your money can buy anything and anyone and you control your little empire like a big fat spider drawing people into your web. You are vain and you’re selfish and probably over-sexed too! What did it feel like to be the hunted for a change? To be backed into a corner by someone who repulsed you? Fun, was it?’

He listened to her angry tirade with narrowed eyes and folded arms and strangely, in view of the insults she had just hurled at him, seemed calmer when she had finished than when she had begun. ‘What was his name?’ he asked softly when she paused for breath.

‘What?’ Unconsciously she took a step backwards, her wide eyes darkening to midnight-blue and her breath catching in her throat. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘No?’ He was smiling now, a cruel hard calculating smile, a smile that robbed her of speech and seemed to strip her bare until she had the crazy notion he could read her mind. ‘I think you do. And I was his substitute, eh? A nice convenient deputy ready to hand whom you could vent your venom on and make a laughingstock of.’

‘Look, no one knows, Mr Cade.’ Joanie came back into the conversation after one glance at Fabia’s white, shocked face.

‘I know!’ The words were an explosion of the fury he was keeping in check and Fabia flinched instinctively as she took another step backwards. What had she done? What had she done? ‘You’re going to pay for this, my golden-haired little beauty.’

The words were low and soft but with such acrimony in their depths that she shuddered as a shiver snaked down her spine. He looked like one of the old Greek gods as he stood there in front of them, the harsh artificial light directly over his head catching the tawny gleam in his dark brown hair and turning his eyes to pure gold, his tanned skin and great height adding to the impression of a blazingly beautiful golden statue come to life with a mission of revenge and destruction. He was...terrifying.

‘Oh, I feel sick...’ As Joanie slumped against her Fabia’s arm instinctively reached out to support her. ‘I’ve got to get to a loo again, Fabia.’ She bowed her head helplessly.

‘I don’t believe this.’ Alexander Cade’s contemptuous voice bit through the air. ‘What game are we playing now?’

‘It’s no game.’ There was no mistaking the ring of truth in Fabia’s indignant voice as she cradled Joanie in her arms. ‘She’s been ill on and off all night. She’s a nurse, for goodness’ sake. Don’t you think when that man collapsed she would have helped if she hadn’t been... indisposed? She—’

‘All right, all right.’ He waved his hand irritably. ‘Help her to the ladies’ powder room but first...’ He pressed a bell on the wall and immediately a small middle-aged man opened the door leading out into the reception hall, making Fabia think he had been listening outside. ‘There you are, Swinton. Escort these...ladies to the powder room and then wait outside so they won’t get lost on the way back. OK?’ His voice was icily controlled.

‘OK, sir.’ The man gave a quick nod, the ghost of a smile touching his lips as he turned to Fabia.

‘And Swinton?’

‘Yes, sir?’

‘Tell the manager he can have his office back now. I won’t be needing it any longer. These ladies are going to return upstairs.’ The grim voice was chilling.

‘Very good, sir.’ Swinton gestured for them to follow him.

‘You can’t—’ Fabia’s furious voice was cut off as Joania moaned quietly by her side, her voice a soft whimper.

‘Please...’

‘OK, you’re all right, don’t worry.’ All her attention was concentrated on Joanie as they left the room and she didn’t even glance at the tall silent figure standing to one side of the doorway, his arms folded in silent scrutiny.

‘Quick, Fabia!’ As the door of the large and very luxurious powderroom closed behind them Joanie jerked herself off Fabia’s arm and pulled her over to the row of pink shell-shaped washbasins lining one velvet-embossed wall. ‘Come on.’

As Joanie lifted the hem of her shiny, sweetie-paper-style evening dress, exposing two rounded plump knees, Fabia stared at her in amazement.

‘What on earth—?’

‘Come on, you idiot! We haven’t got much time.’ With an agility that belied her stout build, her friend had climbed on to the veneered wood that supported the vanity unit before Fabia could blink, reaching up and loosening the catch to the narrow frosted window and peering outside carefully. ‘I thought so. This leads into the yard where they keep the dustbins and there’s a side door at one end into the street. Come on, Fabia!’

‘You aren’t seriously thinking of climbing through that little thing, are you?’ Fabia looked up into Joanie’s flushed face in horror. ‘And I thought you felt ill?’

‘And I thought I was supposed to be the dim one,’ Joanie muttered irritably. ‘Face facts, Fabia. There’s a man out there who’s loaded like a lethal weapon and he’s definitely gunning for you. Now you can try sweet reason on him but I wouldn’t give much for your chances.’ Fabia pictured the narrowed cat-like eyes and cruel mouth and nodded slowly. ‘The only other alternative as I see it is to remove the target from the firing-range.’

‘You mean run away,’ Fabia said flatly.

‘I mean,’ Joanie took a deep breath that vibrated with impatience, ‘that just for once you should admit you’re in a situation you can’t handle and do the sensible thing. He’s got more clout than a field full of turnips!’ Fabia reflected wryly that in moments of extreme stress Joanie’s country upbringing became more obvious. ‘You can’t beat him so let’s make a dignified retreat!’

‘Dignified?’ Fabia stared aghast at the small window. ‘And what if someone comes in?’

‘Someone will in a minute,’ Joanie said grimly, ‘and he’s about six feet four and hopping mad. Don’t think about it, just take notice of me for once in your life, and come on!’

As Fabia joined Joanie in her precarious perch she had the insane urge to break into hysterical laughter. This wasn’t at all how she had visualised finishing the evening, she reflected wryly, as she hoisted the soft blue silk of her evening dress about her waist, exposing the full length of her slim beautifully shaped legs to the blank gaze of the expensively ornate mirror opposite. ‘Hang on a minute.’ She jumped down again just as Joanie prepared to launch herself out of the window, and heard her friend’s exasperated sigh as she rummaged frantically in her tiny evening-bag.

‘What on earth are you doing, woman?’ Joanie whispered nervously. ‘You haven’t got time to titivate.’

‘I’m just leaving a little goodbye note,’ she said softly as she wrote boldly on the clear glass with her lipstick. ‘I don’t want him to think I’m a complete chicken.’

‘Who cares what he thinks?’ Joanie muttered crossly. ‘If you don’t hurry up he’ll be able to tell you himself.’ She peered at what Fabia had written and groaned softly. ‘There are times—’

‘I know, I know.’ Fabia climbed up beside her again and gave her a little nudge. ‘Go on, then, be careful.’ She heard a tiny muffled grunt as Joanie slid out of the window and then it was her turn. As the cold night air met her hot face a sense of adventure stirred her blood in a way it hadn’t been stirred since she was a child. ‘This is fun, isn’t it?’ she murmured as she landed beside Joanie against the brick wall. ‘Cowboys and Indians!’

‘Oh, wonderful,’ Joanie said sarcastically as she glanced nervously around the small dark courtyard. ‘And guess who’ll end up with an arrow in her back if we’re not careful!’

As they tiptoed across the shadowed and none too clean yard Fabia found Joanie was gripping her arm tightly and glanced at her friend’s set face as she patted her hand comfortingly. ‘Don’t worry, we’re nearly home and dry.’

‘You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?’ Joanie accused softly. ‘You’re actually enjoying it.’

‘I am rather,’ Fabia agreed lightly, opening the bolted door into the narrow side-street and looking warily about her. The lights and traffic of the main thoroughfare a few yards away spelt safety and it was with a sense of anticlimax that she found herself hurrying, a few minutes later, along the brightly lit street and away from the hotel.

‘Taxi!’ As they collapsed into the back seat of the big London taxi Joanie leant back against the upholstered plastic with a small sigh, stretching her small plump legs wearily.

‘What a night!’

‘I thought you enjoyed it?’ Fabia said cheerfully as she glanced at Joanie out of the corner of her eye. ‘It made a change.’

‘It did that all right.’ Joanie’s voice was loaded with feeling. ‘And I’m dying for the loo again, and it’s for real this time!’

It was an hour or two later as Fabia lay quietly in bed, hands behind her head and sleep a million miles away, that she felt the laughter that had been bubbling below the surface all evening begin to emerge as she pictured Alexander Cade’s face when he saw the message she had scribbled on the mirror. ‘Bye for now, sweet thing—catch ya later.’ He wouldn’t like it! She hugged herself as she giggled helplessly at the understatement. He wouldn’t like it at all. To be made a fool of twice in the same evening; it would drive him crazy!

When the paroxysm of laughter had died away a slight feeling of disquiet took its place. How crazy would it drive him? Crazy enough to try and find her? She shook her head slowly, silky strands of corn-gold hair drifting across her face in a soft veil. It wouldn’t matter if he did. He didn’t even know her name. She relaxed again, snuggling further down under the duvet as she tried to empty her mind preparatory for sleep. She knew plenty about him; he was hardly ever out of the newspapers and glossy magazines with a different model-type girl gracing his arm, and no doubt his bed, each time. But he knew nothing about her. A smile touched her full pink lips as her eyelids grew heavy. And that was just the way she wanted it.
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