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He was a stocky, slightly rotund man, in his thirties or thereabouts, and he leaned against the van, looking perturbed. He took a long drag on his cigarette, wondering why Bart was taking so long. To his way of thinking, Bart should have done the job and been back before now. And they should have been speeding away from the scene of the crime. He glanced at his watch; it was just a few minutes past four. They needed to be on their way. Heading back to London.

Wondering whether to go looking for Bart, he suddenly tensed, leaned forward, squinting in the sunlight coming through the trees. He listened acutely, frowning, wondering exactly what it was he had just heard. Scuffling? Branches breaking? Yes, that was it. And also a muffled scream? He wasn’t sure there had been a scream . . . but maybe there had.

He hoped to God that Bart wasn’t up to his old tricks. They’d be in the shit if he was. Really and truly in it. Like dead.

His impatience spiraled up, dragging with it sudden apprehension. Sam, for that was his name, made an instant decision. He dropped his cigarette on the dirt path, grinding it under his foot. Pulling the key out of the ignition, he shut the door of the van and hurried down the path into the woods. It grew dimmer, sky and sunlight obscured by the density of the trees which formed a dark canopy above him.

Within a couple of minutes Sam was close to the clearing; sounds became more distinct. Bart cursing and hissing and breathing heavily . . . and then a female scream cut short by Bart. And more scuffling.

Sam cursed under his breath, began to run, shouting, “Bart! Bart! For Christ’s sake, stop it!”

Startled, Bart swung his head sharply, turned his body toward Sam, and in so doing left himself vulnerable.

The young woman pinned under him seized her opportunity. Bringing her right hand up, she bashed Bart hard on the side of his head with a rock with unusual force. Dropping the rock, she pushed him hard with both hands. Blood spurting, Bart fell backward.

Scrambling to her feet, pulling up her jeans, the girl ran away, sped deeper into the woods, shouting, “Gypo! Gypo! Come on, boy!”

Sam was still frozen to the spot, filled with shock at their failure. A horse whinnying, hooves thudding along the path told him the girl had escaped. They’d never catch her now.

Rousing himself, Sam ran over to Bart, who lay on his back, his eyes closed, his head and face covered in blood. Sam bent over him, found a faint pulse, heard even fainter breathing. Bart was alive. Well, for the moment. Stupid bastard he was, trying to screw her. Served him right, it did.

Getting hold of Bart under the arms, Sam dragged him along the dirt path, pausing from time to time to catch his breath. He was sweating profusely. It was unusually warm for March. When he finally got him to the van, he opened the back doors, managed to drag Bart inside. He hid him under a blanket, closed the doors, raced around to the driver’s seat, then backed the van along the dirt path until he came to the incline. Making a U-turn, he headed onto the main road, began driving south. He didn’t know whether Bart was now dead or not. All he knew was that he had to get away from this area as fast as possible, before the girl raised the alarm.

His body was taut, his expression grim as he pushed ahead; after a while he began to slow his speed. All he needed was a local traffic cop on his arse.

Bloody hell, this was a disaster. Sam grimaced. The boss would have their guts for garters for messing up the way they had, for failing to eliminate the girl. No, hang on, it was Bart who’d failed. Not him. But understanding the way the boss operated, he was certain they’d both end up dead as doornails.

Not if I can help it, not me, Sam muttered. But what to do with an injured Bart or Bart’s body? Dump it outside a hospital in another town? Leave it by the side of the road? He didn’t know. All he knew was that he had to save himself from the boss’s wrath. . . .


Part One
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FALLING IN LOVE

August–December
2006

Come live with me, and be my love,
And we will some new pleasures prove
Of golden sands, and crystal brooks,
With silken lines, and silver hooks.

John Donne (1572–1631)
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The young woman who hurried down Fifth Avenue was unaware of the stares as she plunged determinedly through the downpour as though oblivious to it. She was, in fact, too consumed by her thoughts to notice passersby.

They noticed her. They stared, nodded approvingly, or smiled with admiration. She drew attention for a number of reasons. She was rather exotic-looking, with high cheekbones, black eyebrows beautifully arched on her broad brow above large dark eyes. Her jet-black hair was pulled back into a sleek ponytail, which fell almost to her waist. Though not beautiful in the classical sense, she was arresting and had a unique look about her.

Tall, slender, lithe, she moved with grace and had an inbred elegance. Her clothes were simple; she was wearing a sleeveless black cotton shift and ballet slippers, her only jewelry large pearl earrings and a watch. She carried a battered old black Hermès Kelly bag, well polished, which had obviously seen better days but looked just right on her arm.

The rain was coming down in torrents and she was already drenched, but she no longer bothered to look for a cab. There was no point; they were all taken. She was heading home, and much to her relief she wasn’t very far now. Two blocks down, three avenues to cross and she would be at West Twenty-second Street and Ninth Avenue.

A month ago, through her only friend in New York, a young man called Dax, she had found the perfect place: a comfortable room with two good-size closets and its own bath in a brownstone on this rather lovely old street. Chelsea reminded her of London, gave her a sense of well-being, and she felt at home here.

When she had left London, she had left behind her name; now she was known as M, and M did not mind the rain today. It was cooling on this blistering August afternoon. Earlier, around lunchtime, it had been at least a hundred and one in the shade. Leni, the young receptionist at the Blane Model Agency, had announced with a big grin, “Betcha we could fry eggs on the sidewalk today, M. How about giving it a try?”

M had laughed with her, wanting to be nice. Leni had endeavored to be helpful since the day they had met. M had gone to Blane’s within days of arriving in Manhattan, two months ago now. Although the agency had not found work for her so far, they had been encouraging, and Leni’s friendliness had helped. M knew she was going to make it as a model. She had to, she had no choice. Not only had she something to prove to her family but she had something to prove to herself as well, and nothing was going to stop her.

Glancing at her watch, M winced. It was already four o’clock, nine at night in London, and she usually called her sister on Fridays around this time. Although M was in her early twenties and considered herself very capable, her elder sister worried about her being alone in New York. But then she worried about everything; that was her nature. M loved her, missed her, but making it on her own had been too compelling to ignore. So here she was trying to become another Kate Moss. She smiled inwardly at that idea. If only, she thought. Increasing her pace, she crossed Seventh Avenue, striding out toward Eighth, in a bigger hurry now.

The brownstone was on Twenty-second halfway between Ninth and Tenth, and as she drew closer, she saw somebody huddled on the top step, leaning against the front door. At once she realized it was her friend Dax. Dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, he was protecting himself with a newspaper, which he held over his head. He was as drenched as she was, and the minute she ran up the steps, she saw he was shivering, looked pale and pinched.

“Dax, what are you doing here?” she exclaimed, pulling the door key out of her bag.

“Getting decidedly wet,” he shot back, grinning at her.

“So I see. Let’s get you inside. You’re shivering. . . . Are you sick?”

“I’ve got a bit of a cold,” he answered, “that’s all,” and standing up, he followed her inside.

The two of them stood dripping water in the tiled entrance for a moment, until M took hold of his arm and led him into the small cloakroom, reminding him that Geo, from whom she rented her room, insisted her house be kept pristine. “Get undressed in here and dry yourself, Dax. There’re towels in the cupboard next to the coatrack. I’ll be back with something dry for you in a minute.”

“Thanks,” he answered, still shivering, offering her a wan smile.

M went out, took off her wet ballet shoes, and ran upstairs to her room. Within seconds she had shed her soaking dress and underwear, thrown them in the tub, rubbed herself dry, and put on cotton pants, a cotton T-shirt, and dry shoes. Taking a large terry-cloth robe out of the closet, she went downstairs, knocked on the door of the cloakroom, and when it opened put the robe over Dax’s outstretched arm. “That should fit you, Dax. You’ll find me in the kitchen. . . . I’m going to make us a pot of really hot tea.”

“The English cure-all for everything,” he muttered.

“Don’t knock it,” M said, hurrying into the kitchen. Once the kettle was on the stove, she pulled her cell phone out of her pants pocket and dialed her sister in London. “Hi, it’s me!” she exclaimed when the phone was answered. “I’m alive and well and kicking! How are you, Birdie?”

“I’m fine, darling, very okay this week, and listen to me. You know I hate that nickname you gave me when you were little. Let’s forget it, shall we?”

Hearing the laughter in her voice, M chuckled, then went on, “How’s business? Has everything been going well?”

“Yes, it has, and I heard from Mummy and Dad. They send their love. So does Gran.”

“How is Gran? Is she feeling better?”

“Loads, yes, and I’m sure it’s because Mummy and Dad are in Australia. You know how our mother cheers everyone up, makes them instantly feel better. And Gran’s no exception, she responds immediately to her much-loved daughter.”

“I’m glad to hear Gran’s better. I’ll give her a call over the weekend. Any other news?”

“Not really . . .”

The sisters talked for a few minutes longer, then said their good-byes. Putting her cell phone on the countertop, M opened the cupboard and took out her large brown teapot, which she had bought when she moved into the brownstone.

After putting six English Breakfast tea bags into the pot, she poured the boiling water over them. Her thoughts remained with her sister; she was concerned about her constantly now that she was on her own, a widow. Tragically, her husband had died of a heart attack two years ago, and M was well aware she was still grieving. But that was natural. They had been so very much in love, joined at the hip to M’s way of thinking. Then suddenly, he was gone . . . just like that, in the flicker of an eyelash. He had been only thirty-three, far too young.

At the time, her elder brother had said life was full of surprises, seventy-five percent of them bad. She had disagreed with him, calling him a cynic, but now she wasn’t so sure that he was wrong. Life did have a way of coming up to hit you in the face. Her father’s comment during this conversation had been typical. He had reminded her, and her brother, that what was meant to be would be, and that life had its own rules, rules no one could change. M sighed, stood with her hand on the teapot, thinking about her sister, missing her more than ever. They had always been close, best friends.

“Did I offend you? About the tea, I mean.”

M jumped and swung around to face Dax. She exclaimed, “I didn’t hear you come into the kitchen. You startled me.”

“Sorry.”

M grinned at him. “Of course you didn’t upset me, Dax. I’m not so easily offended, you know.” She frowned at him, added, “You still look chilled to the bone. This hot tea will help.” She reached into the cupboard as she spoke, took out two mugs, poured the tea, and added milk. Carrying the mugs to the table under the window, she went on, “Come along, Dax, come and sit with me here.”

Tightening the belt of the robe, shrugging into it for warmth, he sat down opposite her and put his hands around the mug. “I came looking for Geo,” he volunteered after a few seconds. “But I’m glad she’s not here. I realize it’s you I want to talk to. . . . I feel more comfortable with you when I need to discuss my problems.”

“You know I’ll help if I can,” M murmured, eyeing him carefully, thinking that perhaps it was Geo he wanted to talk about. She couldn’t imagine why he said he felt more comfortable discussing his problems with her, when he had never done such a thing in the past. It’s just his way of getting around his awkwardness, she decided and said, “Go on, then, Dax, tell me what’s wrong.”

“Everything,” he answered after a moment of thought. “And because nothing is going right for me here, I’m seriously considering going to L.A.”

“Do you mean permanently, or simply for a visit?” she asked.

“Permanently. You know I want to be an actor, not a male model, and I think the only way I’m going to make it is by moving to L.A., taking a chance out there.”

M’s dark eyes narrowed, and she said, very slowly, “But, Dax, you’d just be changing one city for another. You’ll take your problems along with you.”

“Not all of them. If I do move, I will be leaving Geo behind, and that will certainly solve one problem.”

“It will? Which one?”

“My muddled love life.”

“Is it muddled? Really and truly?” She sat back, took a sip of tea, and looked at Dax over the rim of her mug, waiting for a response.

“I think it is. Look, my relationship with Geo has stalled. Actually, if you want the truth, it’s stagnant. I do care about her, and I thought I’d connected with the love of my life when we first got involved. But it’s just not going smoothly, and I think she’s lost interest in me . . . and I’ve got to confess my passion for her has been diluted.” He sat back in the chair and took a long swallow of the tea, relieved to unburden himself.

“Perhaps that’s because you think she’s lost interest in you, and I’m certain she hasn’t. . . . She’s always happy when you call her, I can attest to that. I live here, remember.”

“There’s another problem, actually,” Dax volunteered, and leaning closer across the table, he whispered, “I’ve fallen for someone else. . . . Geo’s been away a lot lately, and I’ve been on my own, and well, look, I met someone who really turns me on, and who’s crazy about me.”

“Oh.” M stared at him, at a loss for words.

Dax said, “He’s just great, really special.”

“Oh, I see,” M muttered and put down her mug.

“Don’t look so upset.” Dax drew closer once more as he added, “I’m a member of both churches, if you know what I mean. And I’m quite happy in her church. And also in his.” He smiled suddenly, his face lighting up. “But I don’t want to get too deeply involved with him, and so I think I should go to L.A. Follow my lifelong dream, so to speak, try to make it as an actor, and put my love life/sex life on hold, if you get my drift.”

“Yes, I do, and I’ll say it again. You will still take your problems with you wherever you live.”

“No, I won’t. I’ll be leaving Geo and Jason behind. Two problems dealt with! I’ll only have my career to worry about.” He suddenly started to cough, jumped up, excused himself, and hurried out of the kitchen.

M stared after him, frowning. Although she had been surprised when he confided he was bisexual, she was neither troubled by the revelation nor judgmental. But she was worried about Dax’s health. He looked genuinely ill to her. A moment later he was back, blowing his nose on a tissue.

“Sorry about that,” he said, sitting down again.

“You’ve got a really nasty cold, you know.” She stood up, went to one of the cabinets, took out a bottle of Tylenol, and gave it to him. “Take some of these, and drink your tea.”

“Yes, Mom,” he said, grinning at her, and took three of the pills. “Well, thank God it’s stopped raining at last,” he murmured, staring out the window. “So, tell me, M, should I go to L.A. or not?”

“I don’t know how to answer that, not really,” she responded quietly. “I suppose it might be easier out there, to get an acting job, I mean. On the other hand, I keep hearing that actors are two a penny in Hollywood, and that all of them are gorgeous and talented, male and female alike.” She gave him a probing stare and finished. “Maybe you’re just running away from Geo and Jason. Do you think that might be it?”

“Not at all. I’m only thinking about my future . . . in films. And you know I’ve been to so many auditions, looking for parts, trying to get an acting job, long before we met at the Blane Agency when you first came to New York.”

“Then think about this move just a little longer. Give it a few weeks, try to find something here in New York, an acting job in television or maybe in the theater. And as for Geo, tell her it’s over if it really is. She’s a big girl, she’ll understand, and anyway, you said she’d sort of lost interest in you. As for Jason, you have only two choices. You can stay with him. Or tell him good-bye as well. So that you can concentrate on your career.”

Dax gaped at her for a long moment, then began to laugh hilariously, ending up coughing into his tissue. When he had settled down, he said, with a knowing grin, “If nothing else, you’re certainly outspoken, tell a guy what you really think.”

“Do I? And what do I think?”

“That I’m full of b.s.”

“No, you’re wrong. I don’t think badly of you, Dax, honestly. But my sister always says I have a way of getting to the heart of the matter. And that’s what I’ve done with you—” She broke off as the phone rang, and leaning over, she picked it up. “Hello?” After a moment listening, she went on, “That’s fine, and you’ll be staying there all weekend?” There was another pause as M listened again, and she silently mouthed, “It’s Geo. Do you want to speak to her?”

Dax shook his head vehemently.

M said, “Okay, Geo, I’ll do that, and I’ll be here all weekend. I’ll see you on Monday. Bye.” Placing the receiver in the cradle, she explained, “Geo’s at her sister’s in New Jersey. For the weekend, as you’ve no doubt guessed.”

“I’m right, you know, she is cooling it with me.”

“And you’ve done the same, you’ve even moved on a step or two, wouldn’t you say?”

He nodded, knowing she had called it correctly.

“I’m thinking of making a big soup, a healthy French soup,” M announced. “Do you want to stay for supper?”

“What’s a big French soup?”

“You know, with vegetables and pieces of chicken . . . one of those soups that’s always on the hob in French kitchens.” She smiled at him cheekily. “I’m a good cook, you know.”

“I’m sure. I’d love to stay for supper. And perhaps we can talk some more.”

M groaned. “Just as long as we don’t talk about your problems.”

“Absolutely not. Anyway, you’ve solved them for me, M. You got right to the heart of the matter, as apparently you always do.”
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He had known her for only a few weeks, but he trusted her, and his trust was implicit. Dax had never experienced this feeling with anyone before, and he had quickly come to understand that M was a very special person, one who had strolled into his life unexpectedly and had a tremendous impact on him.

It was neither romantic nor sexual. Although she was beautiful, she was just not his type: too tall and dark, and just a little too exotic to suit him. He had always had a predilection for blue-eyed blondes who were petite, and he did not mind at all if they weren’t very bright. He preferred them to be a bit dumb, actually.

M, on the other hand, was extremely intelligent, practical, and straightforward. She fairly took his breath away with her incredible honesty. It seemed to him that M thought more like a man than a woman, got straight to the point in a flash. There were no holds barred, she just spit out what she had to say. Well, she had said that herself, that her elder sister believed she got right to the heart of the matter.

Dax knew where he stood with her, and he liked that. She didn’t seem to have any agenda, except for wanting to be a model, and there was no deviousness in her. Too many people he knew played both ends against the middle and some ended up being treacherous.

Now, as he watched her preparing the soup for them, he couldn’t help thinking that she moved with the lightness and grace of a dancer. Before he could stop himself, he blurted out, “You must be a dancer, M, the way you move.”

M swung to face him, a smile lighting up her dark eyes. “I am a dancer, Dax, but not a professional one. I took a few lessons when I was little, then got more interested in sports. But I do think I have the spirit and soul of a dancer. . . . I just love it. I prefer dancing to exercising, and running ruins the hips, so I dance all the time. When I’m alone.”

She turned back to the countertop, began pouring cartons of College Inn chicken broth into a large pot, adding chicken, carrots, potatoes, onions, and parsnips she had prepared, reached for the jar of herbes de Provence, threw a handful into the soup along with some bay leaves. “There, that should do it,” she murmured, turning on the gas. “All I have to do now is chop a few sticks of celery,” and she reached for this, began to cut off the leaves as well as the hard stem at the other end.

“There seems to be no limit to your talents,” Dax said, still watching her. “It strikes me that you’re a good cook; certainly you look as if you know what you’re doing.”

Her cheeky grin flashed. “I know how to cook a few dishes, but I don’t have a huge repertoire. I can almost prepare this chicken-in-the-pot with my eyes closed, and I’m even better at it since I came to New York. I always make it on Friday evening, and it lasts me all weekend, Dax.”

“You are practical, aren’t you?”

“I suppose so,” she agreed and threw the celery into the pot. “Do you cook?”

“Not me, no,” he said and sat back in the chair, sipping the second mug of scalding hot tea she had pressed on him a short while ago.

His light gray eyes rested on her as she cleaned the countertops, put the lid on the pot, lowered the gas, carried dirty items over to the sink. She intrigued him, and mystified him sometimes.

Leaning against the sink, the wet sponge in her hand, M said, “What does Dax stand for? It’s unusual.”

“Derek Alan Kenneth Small. That’s what it is. Ugh!” He made a face and explained, “At school the kids called me Daks, because I told them to, and when I got older and went to college, I changed the spelling. I thought Dax was more . . . sophisticated.” He grinned. “Are we all dumb at times?”

“I guess so. But you know, I like it. Dax, I mean. It sort of suits you, and your personality. Not to mention your blond good looks. Matinee-idol looks, I might add.”

“My mother always told me I resembled Leslie Howard.” Placing the mug on the table, he murmured, “If you know who he was.”

“Do you think I’m an ignoramus, for heaven’s sake! Of course I know who he was. He played Ashley Wilkes in Gone With the Wind. And guess what? Since I’m Marie Marsden, they called me M and M at school. How about that?”

Dax chuckled and then stood up. “I think my clothes must be dry by now. I’d better go and get dressed. See you in a minute.”

[image: Image]

In Dax’s absence, M set the table for supper, tasted the broth, added a few extra shakes of pepper, and lowered the heat under the pot. Then she went into the little entrance foyer and down the corridor which led to Geo’s studio at the back of the old brownstone.

On the phone earlier, Geo had asked her to check that all the blinds were pulled down and also to make sure the air conditioner was on low. When M walked into the vaulted studio, she saw that the room was properly shaded and cool: the paintings stacked here and there against the walls were well protected from the daylight. She glanced at the thermostat; Geo had turned it to low earlier, but perhaps she had forgotten.

Moving forward, M stood in the center of the floor for a moment, thinking what a perfect studio this was. There were three windows, all of them large; a skylight had been installed at one end, where a portion of the room jutted out into the backyard. No wonder Geo loved this place so much and painted so well here. M had been captivated by Geo’s paintings when she first saw them, and she admired her talent. Geo had an uncanny way of capturing light on canvas, as only a few artists could.

M thought suddenly of an extraordinary painting she knew intimately since it was a family heirloom. It was a breathtaking picture by the great J. M. W. Turner, the late eighteenth-century, early nineteenth-century artist. His forte had been capturing light on canvas, and nobody had ever excelled this master, perhaps no one ever would.

M unlocked the back door and stepped out into the yard. There was a wrought-iron seat, two chairs, and a small table on the tiny flagged patio, and beyond, a minuscule lawn and some flowering shrubs. M took a deep breath, sniffed the air. The rain had stopped, and it had cooled off; the stifling heat of the afternoon was fortunately diminished. Returning to the patio, she sat down on the wrought-iron seat thinking that this verdant patch in the middle of Manhattan was like a miniature oasis that truly pleased the senses.

A moment later, a rush of sadness engulfed her as she thought of her mother’s garden in England. Closing her eyes, she saw it in her mind’s eye, saw all of its wondrous glory, walked along its winding paths. And for a few moments she was transported back to her most favorite place on this earth, the place that was always in her heart, would always be embedded there, the place where she had been her happiest. Go back home, go back straightaway, a small voice whispered in her head. You’ve nothing to fear.

A second later M heard Dax’s feet clattering across the terra-cotta floor of the studio. She roused herself from her reverie, brushed a hand over her eyes, blinking back tears that had momentarily blinded her.

Dax did not appear to notice anything amiss as he came to a standstill in front of her and said, “My clothes were dry, and I had a quick shower in Geo’s bathroom before I got dressed. I feel much better, and my cold seems to have gone.”

“I hope so,” M answered, wondering whether he ought to be using Geo’s shower, then decided she must clean it later. She didn’t want to go into a lot of explanations about Dax’s presence here this afternoon. Who knew what kind of relationship he and Geo now had?

He went on, “Geo’s lucky to have this backyard, even though it’s the size of a postage stamp. And the studio is awesome, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is, and you would be really awesome if you went back to the kitchen and poured us both a glass of wine. I bought a bottle of Sancerre the other day, and it’s in the fridge. You can’t miss my bottle, it’s got a big red M on the label.”

“At your service,” he said, grinning, and went back into the brownstone.

Leaning back against the wrought-iron seat, M closed her eyes once more and pictured her room at home, full of all the things she treasured, and she mentally walked through her parents’ house, opening doors, peeking inside other rooms. Inwardly she smiled; how she loved her family home. . . . One day she would go there again . . . in a year or two . . . when she was sure it was safe . . . when she knew for a certainty that no one could harm her. . . .

“Here I am!” Dax exclaimed, handing her the wineglass and sitting down next to her.

“Thanks,” M said and touched her glass to his. “Down the hatch.”

He chuckled, looked at her, and chuckled again.

“Why are you laughing?”

“It’s such a masculine toast. My father always says that.”

“So?” She gazed at him, her eyes narrowing. “What are you getting at?”

“Nothing really, it just struck me it’s a man’s toast, that’s all.”

Finally, M gave him the benefit of a wide smile. “I suppose I picked it up at home. . . . Like your father, mine often uses those words, too.”

Dax took a long swallow of the wine and said, “I know you don’t want to hear my problems, but there’s just one thing I’d like to say . . . okay?”

“Shoot,” she responded and sipped her wine.

“I’d like you to explain why you’re so against my going out to L.A. I mean, what do you have against Hollywood?”

“I don’t have anything against it, nor am I against you going, actually. I was just trying to point out that moving to another city doesn’t solve problems. Not for anyone. Because the problems are inside the person . . . a new city won’t change a thing, Dax. Anyway, I was always led to believe that Hollywood was a bit . . . well, overcrowded, especially with young talent.”

“I hear you, and you’re right, M. But I haven’t been able to get acting work here, and I do want to be an actor. . . . I’ve been acting since I was a kid, you know. I thought I ought to go out to the Coast and give it a try, take my chances.”

“I understand. I suppose if you don’t go, you might end up regretting it.”

“Does that mean I have your blessing, M?”

“Not really. Because I do think you should try again to get a job here. But I understand why you want to go to the Coast.”

“Thanks for saying that. And listen, it will remove me from the scene here. . . . I think I’d like to make myself scarce, if only for a few months.”

M nodded, pursed her lips together, and then said softly, “I’ll miss you, Dax.”

He was an observant young man, and he noticed the sadness flickering in her eyes. Reaching out, he put an arm around her, pulled her closer, and held her tightly against him. “I’ll stay in touch. And you know what, I’ll miss you, too, babe.” He turned her face to his and kissed her on the cheek. “We can call each other, text all the time.”

“Yes, I know,” she murmured, and putting a brave face on it, she went on, “I think we’d better go in. The soup must be ready by now, and I don’t want it to burn.”
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“What do you think is wrong with us, Dax?” M asked a little later, sitting back in the chair, eyeing her friend across the kitchen table.

Frowning, he said, “What exactly do you mean?” As he spoke he put down his soupspoon, and with his head to one side, threw her a quizzical look.

“Not being able to get work. Look, you’ve been trying hard to find an acting job, and I’m striving to be a model, but no one seems interested in us, do they?”

“True enough, but it has more to do with the time of year than anything else, at least as far as modeling is concerned. And let’s face it, you’ve only been in New York two months. Things are bound to pick up in the fall. As for me, I just explained why I’m seriously considering going to the West Coast. I want a change of scenery, new contacts, and I do think there are opportunities there.”

M nodded, picked up her spoon, and finished the soup. For a moment her mind focused on her elder brother, who had often taken her under his wing and tried to guide her in many ways. He had once said that looks and talent weren’t always enough, that other factors frequently came into play in a successful career. Such vital things as timing, being in the right place at the right time, and most important, having Lady Luck on one’s side. Although M disagreed with her brother about certain things, she was well aware he was wise and scrupulously honest. He told it the way it was, and she trusted him.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Dax said, peering at her.

After a small silence, M responded. “I haven’t seen you act, but I’m assuming you can, and you’re certainly good-looking, and you photograph well. But you’ve got to really want it, to be an actor, I mean. It’s got to be the most important thing in your life, and you must have immense drive, discipline, and determination. And total dedication. There are a lot of good-looking, talented young men out there, and you’ve just got to want it more, be better than they are. If you’re going to succeed, that is.”

He leaned forward. “But that is the way I feel, and I am very dedicated and determined, M, honestly. I just need one break.”

“I know that. Sometimes it’s just a question of being in the right place at the right time, and of course, there’s another vital element involved—”

“What’s that?” he asked, cutting in.

“Luck. You’ve got to have Lady Luck on your side.”

He grimaced. “So far she hasn’t been anywhere in sight.”

“Listen, go to Hollywood, Dax! Do it! Don’t listen to me and other naysayers. Take a chance, go out there and make it. I’m certainly behind you. Forget what I said about it being crowded with good-looking, young talent. . . . Go and compete, and I wish you lots of luck!” She laughed. “Just don’t forget me, will you? You’re the only friend I have in the whole of America.”

“How could I ever forget you? You’re an original, M.”


 

 

Three
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M was dozing, almost asleep, when she heard the noise. It brought her up with a start, and she tensed, straining to hear. There it was again . . . fainter now but nevertheless quite distinct, like metal falling on a hard surface.

There was somebody in the house. She remained very still, her mind racing. It couldn’t be Geo, she was in New Jersey. And Annette Lazenby, who rented the small attic apartment above M, was in Afghanistan on one of her journalistic assignments.

But there was somebody in the entrance hall, somebody who had broken into the brownstone; how they had done this she wasn’t sure. M knew she had locked the door of the studio which led to the garden, and later, when Dax had gone home, she had definitely double-locked the front door. But the alarm system was on the blink again, and she hadn’t been able to turn it on.

Was there a window open somewhere?

She swallowed, fear rushing through her, and for a split second she was paralyzed, wondering what to do. Then taking a deep breath, endeavoring to steady herself, M threw back the sheet and slid out of bed. Quickly taking off her nightgown, she dressed in the clothes she had shed a short while before, noticing that her hands shook as she zipped up her cotton pants.

After stepping into her loafers, she found her old Louis Vuitton shoulder bag in the cupboard, took it out, dropped in her cell phone, wallet, and door key, then slung it over her head with the strap across her chest. That was the safest way to wear it, especially now. She might get into a tussle with whoever it was downstairs.

After moving closer to the bedroom door, she stood listening for a split second; the silence was deafening. Her umbrella was hanging on the hook behind the door, and she decided to take it with her. It was the only weapon available.

Taking care to be scrupulously quiet, she opened the door an inch or two, peered out. Everything was in darkness and very still. Summoning all of her courage, she went out into the corridor and crept the few short steps to the head of the staircase; slowly, she began to walk down the stairs, holding on to the banister.

M was almost at the bottom of the stairs when a strong hand grabbed hold of her arm and pulled her forward. Startled and frightened, she began to scream and struggle, endeavoring to free herself. At the same time she lifted the umbrella and started hitting the intruder over and over again.

“Stop it! Stop it!” Geo shouted, instantly letting go of her. “It’s me. Geo! Stop hitting me, M.” As she spoke, she ran across the hall and switched on the light.

Still trembling and upset, M sat down heavily on one of the stairs, gaping at the other woman. “My God, what on earth were you thinking about, Geo? Creeping into your own home in the dead of night, frightening me to death. I thought you were an intruder.”

“I was a bit distraught earlier, and I rushed back home in quite an emotional state.” A deep sigh escaped the other woman, and she shook her head.

M was baffled. “Why were you distraught and emotional? Is something wrong?”

“I don’t know. You tell me.”

M’s dark brows drew together in a frown. “I don’t understand . . .” Her voice trailed off, and she gave Geo a curious look.

Without saying another word, Geo stepped past M on the stairs and flew up to the first floor, rushed into M’s bedroom, glanced around, and then came back downstairs, moving more slowly.

Because she was intuitive and exceedingly bright, M knew at once what was going on, and she said softly, “You thought Dax was here, didn’t you? With me. That’s what this is all about.”

Geo nodded, looking sheepish. “My next-door neighbor, Alice Foley, called me in New Jersey. . . . She’s kept an eye on the house for me for years and often calls me at my sister’s. She saw Dax huddled on the steps earlier this afternoon, and then later noticed the two of you in the garden. He had his arm around you, she said, and was kissing you. I thought you were the other person he was seeing. Because he is involved with someone else.”

M was silent; she just sat staring at Geo, who was standing in the middle of the hall again. After a moment, M said, “He’s certainly not involved with me, and I don’t know whether he’s seeing anyone or not. All I know is that he and I are simply friends, pals. When I got home this afternoon, he was on the steps, soaked to the skin and looking really ill. I brought him in and told him to dry himself off. I did the same, and then I made us hot tea.”

“But she saw the two of you making out in my garden,” Geo protested.

“No, she did not!” M shot back swiftly, glaring at Geo, suddenly angry. “What your neighbor saw was Dax giving me a quick hug and a peck on the cheek. There is nothing between us except friendship, and frankly I rather resent you suggesting otherwise. Anyway, what kind of woman do you think I am? Sneaking around stealing other women’s boyfriends is not my style. I think you should apologize.”

Geo looked shamefaced, and she slowly walked across the hall, pushing back her long blond hair, shaking her head regretfully. “I’m sorry, M, really sorry. I shouldn’t have accused you, shouldn’t have paid attention to Alice. She is an old busybody. But I’ve been perturbed about Dax and our relationship. I think he’s lost interest in me, and I really do care about him.”

“Apology accepted, Geo. Are you in love with him? Is that what you’re saying?”

“Yes, I am. And I thought he felt the same. Now I’m not so sure. Has he said anything to you? About me, or us?”

M shook her head, and quickly changing the subject, she asked, “Did you knock something over when you came into the house? I heard a crash, like metal hitting a hard surface.”

Geo nodded and gestured toward the wrought-iron coat stand. “I walked slap-bang into that, and it woke you up, right?”

“Yes, it did, and then I heard a fainter sound of something metallic hitting the floor. What was that?”

“My flashlight.” Geo began to laugh. “I’m an idiot, creeping into my own house like this, walking into the coat stand, dropping a flashlight, and wondering if I was going to catch you and Dax in a hot clinch in your bed. And wondering how I would handle that.”

M joined in her laughter and stood up. “I don’t know about you, but I’d like a cup of tea, or hot milk. What do you fancy?”

“To be honest, a vodka. How about you?”

“That sounds great. . . . It’ll help to calm me down.”

Geo glanced at her swiftly, frowning. “I really frightened you, didn’t I?”

“Yes. Absolutely. I knew someone was here in the hall. I was prepared to knock him down and get out.” She patted the old Louis Vuitton bag. “I stuffed this with a few essentials, like my cell and wallet, as well as the door key, just in case I had to run.”

“That was smart of you.” Geo walked toward the kitchen, saying over her shoulder, “Come on, M, let’s have that drink. I think you might need it more than I do. You’re as white as a sheet.”
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Geo moved around the kitchen swiftly, taking a bottle of vodka out of the freezer, then filling a glass bowl with ice. As she arranged these items on a tray and went back to get a lime out of the refrigerator, her thoughts settled on M for a few moments. She liked her tenant, or paying guest as M preferred to call herself, and she was filled with chagrin for having even considered that M might be having a relationship with Dax.

How truly stupid she had been to think such a thing, even more stupid to have crept into her own house at such a late hour expecting to find them together. She must use much better judgment in the future; certainly she must question Alice Foley more carefully whenever she calls her in New Jersey. Her next-door neighbor meant well, but she had jumped to silly conclusions this evening.

Taking two glasses out of the glass-fronted cabinet, Geo stole a surreptitious look at M, who was sitting at the kitchen table looking forlorn.

There was no question in Geo’s mind that M had been frightened to death when she crept downstairs clutching the umbrella. The girl’s face remained pale, almost translucent, and apprehension lingered in those dark eyes. Poor kid, Geo thought, she’s enough problems without me adding to them, scaring her when she was asleep.

Geo was a smart young woman, and at twenty-eight she had lived life to the hilt, seen enough to have insight into people. She had recognized from the start that M, full name Marie Marsden, came from a good family and had had a superior upbringing. She had impeccable manners, a cultured, rather beautiful speaking voice, and refinement. Even though her few possessions were well worn, they were of the best quality. On several occasions Geo had seen her carrying different-colored antique Kelly bags, and the old Louis Vuitton she was using tonight. They were more than likely hand-me-downs from her mother or her older sister, whom she had referred to once. Otherwise Geo knew very little about this reserved, polite young Englishwoman who had oodles of self-confidence. Not to mention looks to die for.

Georgiana Carlson, artist by profession, landlady by necessity, had never met anyone quite like M. There was something mysterious about her, and Geo couldn’t help wondering, yet again, what the real story was.

Turning around, picking up the tray, Geo suggested, “Let’s have our nightcap in the den. It’s much cozier than sitting at the kitchen table, isn’t it?”

M nodded and jumped up. “I’ll go ahead and put on the lights.” Hurrying across the hall and into the den, she switched on the desk lamp and made space on the coffee table for the tray, then dropped her shoulder bag on a chair.

The two young women sat down opposite each other; lifting the vodka bottle, Geo filled two glasses, put in ice, and added a chunk of lime to each glass.

“Thanks,” M said and gave her a faint smile as she took the drink.

Sitting back in the chair, Geo said, “Cheers.”

M repeated the toast and took a sip of the vodka, made a face. “That’s strong. Wow!” Placing the glass on the coffee table, she stared at Geo for a long moment, finally said, apologetically, “I hope I didn’t hurt you. . . . Obviously I didn’t know it was you I was bashing so hard with the umbrella.”

Geo grinned. “I deserved it, though. I behaved like an imbecile tonight.” She shook her head, looking bemused. “Men! They sure can drive us crazy, can’t they?”

M was silent. Her fear and anger had subsided, but only slightly. A hint of resentment still lingered. That Geo believed her capable of duplicity was annoying. Slowly, she said in a quiet voice, “Well, I suppose they can get a rise out of us. . . . Although I haven’t had that experience, because I haven’t had many boyfriends. And those I have had I haven’t had to steal from another woman.”

Geo caught the hint of sarcasm and realized at once that M continued to be miffed, so she answered swiftly, “Please, M, let’s get over this. . . . I told you I was sorry, and I am. Tonight has taught me a lesson. I mustn’t jump to conclusions, and I’ll have to question Alice more diligently should she ever call again to tell me there are strange goings-on at my house.” Geo took a sip of vodka and asked, “How is Dax? I haven’t seen him for ten days.”

“He’s got a terrible cold, and sitting on the steps here didn’t do him any good. Otherwise, he’s just the same, trying to get an acting job, or a fashion shoot. Neither of us have been lucky about finding work.” M peered at Geo and murmured, “He was waiting for you, actually. He certainly hadn’t come over here to see me.”

Geo nodded. “He’s left several messages on my cell, but I haven’t called him back yet. Unfortunately, I’ve had to make these sudden trips to New Jersey to help my sister. She lives with our aunt Gerry, who isn’t well at the moment.”

“I’m sorry. Is it something serious?”

“She has a heart condition, and we have to keep an eye on her. She’s in her eighties and has no family but us.”

M gave Geo a sympathetic look. “I hope she’s going to be all right.”

“So do I. My sister, Joanne, is very loving and caring, and she’s lived with our aunt for a few years now. She moved in after she was widowed. She used to be a booking agent for fashion photography but after she lost her husband it became too much. And having something to do, someone to care for, has really helped her to cope with her grief.”

“I know what you mean. My sister is a widow,” M volunteered and could have bitten her tongue off. Why had she suddenly confided this to Geo? She didn’t want anyone to know one thing about her. Anonymity, that was her goal. Her past was blotted out. Only the future mattered.

Geo looked at M alertly and said, “You never mentioned that. What did he die of?”

“A heart attack,” M answered laconically.

“So did Joanne’s husband. Dick was fifty-nine when he passed. How old was your brother-in-law?”

“Young, in his thirties,” M muttered. Changing the subject, she went on quickly, “Dax isn’t seeing another woman, I’m sure of it. He’s very focused on his career. He’s got the acting bug, you must know that.”

“Yes, I do, of course. And I have a feeling he’s hankering to leave New York, go out to the West Coast. What do you think?”

“It’s possible, he has mentioned it, I must admit. But why don’t you tackle him about it? That’s what I would do, anyway. You and he should talk it out, clear the air between you.”

“I think I’ll do that tomorrow. I’ll call him, go over and see him, look after him if he’s still sick. He’s awfully neglectful of his health, that I know. Now, what about you, M? Is there anything I can do to help? I do know a few fashion photographers, and I could call them up, introduce you.”

M sat up straighter in the chair and nodded. “That would be wonderful, Geo! How sweet of you to offer. Personal recommendations are the best.”

“Consider it done,” Geo responded. “I’ll get in touch with two of them on Monday. I know Hank George and Frank Farantino are in town, and we’ll see how they respond. It’s certainly worth a try. In my opinion, you’d be very photographable.”
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She could not fall asleep; M lay there in the dark, listening to the house, listening to its many voices.

She had grown up in old houses. To her, they were living things . . . they breathed and sighed, and groaned or moaned, especially in winter. And they frequently rattled their ancient bones, and sometimes shifted on their poor old feet. Her grandfather had once told her that the foundation of a house was like a pair of feet, and she had never forgotten this. She smiled to herself now, remembering him, Popsi, she had called him, remembering how he had confided that it was merely the wood used in the structure of the house that was expanding and contracting, and that she mustn’t be afraid of the noises. “A house is a safe harbor,” he had said that day. “The one true haven.”

M was well aware it was not the creaking house that was keeping her awake but her many anxieties. She had been scared out of her wits when she had heard those noises downstairs. How thoughtless Geo had been and, yes, stupid, to come into the house with such stealth. And all because of a man. Dax.

M turned over onto her back, staring up at the ceiling, suddenly thinking of the house where she had grown up and had lived, until very recently, with her parents. She and her siblings had been schooled to always put the alarm system on, especially at night, and that lesson was forever engraved on her mind.

She had broached the subject of the alarm system here before coming back to bed tonight. Only when she volunteered to split the cost of having it checked and properly fixed, if this was necessary, had Geo reluctantly agreed. This decision had brought a degree of relief to M, and she was determined to make sure it was carried out. She had no intention of leaving this job to Geo, who once she was lost in her painting, was lost to the world, with all practical matters obliterated from her mind.

M was a pragmatist by nature, and she believed she had inherited her practical mind-set from her mother, who had always had her feet firmly planted on terra firma. Her Mum was diligent, disciplined, a stickler for work, and shrewd to boot. M loved her mother and father; they were extraspecial. She knew no one else who had parents like hers, and she missed them tremendously. But even if she had been in London at the moment, it would have been the same state of affairs. They had gone to Australia for six months, mostly to see her mother’s mother, and M knew she would have been alone in London except for her favorite sister, which wasn’t a bad thing, after all; but all of her other siblings were abroad, living the life, or so she supposed. And working, of course. That was a certainty.

The Protestant work ethic had been force-fed to them by a couple of crazy zealots, their parents, who believed they were all going to be struck dead if they didn’t work their bums off.

She and her siblings knew that if they didn’t work they wouldn’t get breakfast, lunch, supper, or whatever. “You’re positively Dickensian in your attitudes!” M would yell at her parents, and they would simply laugh and give her the famous V for Victory sign à la Winston Churchill. And then, relenting, they would cuddle her, spoil her, and congratulate her, telling her she truly was a chip off the old block and was really earning her stripes. Then they’d take her somewhere special or buy her a unique gift.

And now here she was, in Manhattan, doing sweet nothing and getting bored. Dax would go to the Coast, M was convinced of that, and she must endeavor to get a job. She was not used to lolling around—that was the way she thought of it. Tomorrow she would make an effort to get a part-time job as a waitress. Or a shop assistant. No, waitress. Easier in so many ways. They were looking for somebody at the All-American Cheese Cake Cafe, not far from West Twenty-second Street. It would be something to do, and it would give her extra money. Yes, she would go there tomorrow. Talk to the manager. He liked her. Always gave her a big smile.

M turned restlessly in her bed, suddenly focusing on her plans to become a model. Well, she would, she knew she would. After all, she had come here to reinvent herself.

She was seeking obscurity and anonymity, and now she laughed out loud. How truly ridiculous she was. Seeking to go unnoticed yet she would put herself on a runway. Or in front of a camera to be featured in a magazine fashion spread. A dichotomy? Surely.

On the other hand, perhaps not. She was a different person now, no longer the young woman she had been when she first arrived in New York in June. Anyway, reinvention was exactly that, taking on a new persona. And how simple it was to accomplish. A new name, first off, but one close enough to the old to be easy to respond to without hesitation. A new set of facts about one’s life, also as close to reality as possible, so as not to get into a muddle.

And then reinvent . . . adding new facts to the best parts of the earlier life. This was what she had done; she had even been able to obliterate the bad things, most especially the one true Bad Thing that had happened in March. She never thought about that; it was buried deep, very deep indeed. She would never speak about it, never had. It was her big secret. Private, extremely personal, and therefore verboten. Nobody would know. Gone. It was gone. It had never happened . . . push it away. A deep sigh escaped her, and then M turned on her side, closing her eyes.

Sudden and unexpected happenings still alarmed her. Yet she had always been intrepid, even as a child. Nothing had ever fazed her when she was growing up. Her brothers said she had total courage and fortitude, and neither of them was prone to pay her compliments needlessly. She had lost her courage for a while, but it had come back in Manhattan. To her surprise, she felt extraordinarily safe in this great metropolis, was at ease in this glittering city. Furthermore, it was not hard to reinvent oneself here.

No one bothered about where you’d been to school, what your parents did, whether or not you had an aristocratic background, or came from wealth. It was truly a classless society; that’s what she liked about it. In fact, this was a society of achievement. Brains, brilliance, talent and tenacity, drive, ambition, and success. Those were the things which made the biggest impression in Manhattan, and made it the place to be as far as she was concerned. She had been content here.

As she lay contemplating the future, M suddenly thought of her rules—Be brave, be true to yourself—and realized she had broken rule three in her book: Keep busy. Quite unexpectedly, she understood how much time she had wasted with Dax: going to coffee shops, taking in movies, listening to him pontificate about his life, watching TV shows with him, keeping him company. Because he was lonely. And so was she, if she was truthful.

Being a member of a big family meant she had been brought up in a crowd. And she had been teased, applauded, sometimes shouted at, but always very much loved, and rarely alone.

I’m going to go out and get a job, she promised herself now. It would fill up her spare time, and the money would be useful. She had brought enough money to New York to last her for a year, provided she was careful. She had opened a bank account and used the money very sparingly, for rent, food, and transportation, although mostly she walked everywhere. Locked in the suitcase under her bed was an envelope of traveler’s checks, which her sister had forced on her before she left London. She hadn’t wanted to accept them but knew only too well not to argue with Birdie, who termed the envelope “your safety net,” and that’s how she thought of it. They were meant to be used only in extreme emergency.

Starting tomorrow, she would find a part-time job so she could continue to haunt the modeling agencies, and she hoped Geo would keep her promise and contact those two photographers. They were old friends Geo had known through her sister.

Fingers crossed, M thought, and very shortly she fell asleep. It was an exhausted sleep, and dreamless.
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M was filled with excitement and anticipation, and there was a spring in her step as she walked down West Twenty-second Street. She was on her way to see Frank Farantino, the photographer, who had told Geo to send her to his studio today.

On the one hand, she had lost a friend with the departure of Dax to Los Angeles; on the other hand, she had gained a friend in Georgiana Carlson.

After that debacle in the middle of the night a few weeks ago, Geo had tried her hardest to make amends. She had spoken to Hank George and Frank Farantino about M, and several days ago both photographers had been back in touch with Geo, and appointments had been made.

The first was with Farantino, at his studio in the Meatpacking District, an easy walk from Geo’s brownstone, especially on this beautiful September day. The sky was a soft pale blue, puffed with wispy white clouds, and it was sunny and balmy, but not too hot because of the light breeze blowing off the Hudson River to the west.

Ever since she had come to live in Manhattan, M had done a lot of walking, wanting to get to know the city. In particular, she loved West Chelsea, where she lived, was captivated by its art galleries and cafés, and those lovely tree-filled streets in the West Twenties.

But to M there was something extraspecial about the Meatpacking District. Now considered the most fashionable part of New York, it had recently been named a historic district. Over a hundred years ago it had been full of slaughterhouses and meatpacking warehouses, some two hundred and fifty. Almost all of those buildings were gone, and in their place were some of the most elegant stores, belonging to top fashion designers, as well as nightclubs, bars, cafés, restaurants, and spas. It had become a chic place for the young, the hip, and the upwardly mobile, and it was littered with celebrities day and night.

M smiled to herself at that thought. Some of her family were quite well known, and certainly she didn’t need to meet strangers who were famous. Dax loved to party with them, and although she liked to hang out with him in the MePa, as it was called, she had managed to slip away when he set his sights on movie stars and the like, becoming oblivious to her.

Dax had gone to the West Coast to seek his fame and fortune, and she wished him well. Deep down she felt a gloomy, gnawing feeling; she knew enough about Hollywood to understand it was a world of pain and heartbreak, disappointment and disillusionment.

He had come to say good-bye, her friend Dax, with his blond handsomeness, quirky personality, and flashing smile. And his rather childlike innocence. He had also had dinner with Geo before flying away, and later Geo had confided that their romantic relationship was indeed over but they remained friends, and Geo seemed relieved about this.

M was well aware that Dax had gone alone to the West Coast; his entire being was now concentrated on his career. He, too, had confided in her . . . about his love life. Giving her a big hug, he had whispered, against her hair, “I took your advice to heart, M. The only thing I am going to think about is becoming a movie star. Nothing else matters.”

She thought about this as she continued to walk toward the Meatpacking District for her appointment at noon. Movie star. If that was what Dax wanted to be, and wanted it enough, he might well get it. Certainly he had the looks, and a unique kind of charisma, a presence. But could he act? Well, that didn’t really matter, did it? Some movie stars were great actors, others couldn’t act their way out of a paper bag. Dax had willpower, and that would help him. But was he ruthless? She pondered that. And was he tough enough to withstand the battering, the rejections, and perhaps most important of all, the competition? She wasn’t sure; she could only hope that he was, for his sake.

Someone she knew very well had once done a stint in Hollywood and had explained that one needed the stamina of a bull, the skin of a rhinoceros, the brain of Machiavelli, and the looks of a Greek god to make it in Dreamland, as he had called it. Perhaps her brother was right. . . . And so she would say a prayer for Dax. He would need lots of prayers. And luck.
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Frank Farantino’s studio was on the second floor of what had once been a meatpacking warehouse. The huge black wooden door, decorated with brass nailheads, had FARANTINO painted on it in bright red, and there was a bright red arrow painted above the doorbell. RING IT had been written out in brass nailheads, and she did as she was instructed.

A split second later the door was pulled open by a petite, very pretty woman with startlingly blue eyes and bright red hair cut in a short, spiky style. She was dressed entirely in red: T-shirt, tights, and cowboy boots.

“Hi!” she exclaimed, craning her neck, staring up at M. “You’re the appointment, right? The friend of Geo?”

“Yes, I am.”

Opening the door wider, the girl said, “Come on in then, don’t stand there. What’s your name again? I’ve forgotten it.”

M laughed. “It’s very simple. . . . I’m called M, as in a capital M.”

“I see. What’s it stand for? The M, I mean.”

“Marie.”

“So why don’t you call yourself Marie?”

“I prefer to be called M.”

“I guess a lot of girls are calling themselves by an initial these days. So it must be the ‘in’ thing. My brother saw it on YouTube or somewhere. Maybe it was on Facebook. Or MySpace.”

“Actually, it’s not something new. The Duchess of Devonshire, who lived long ago, was called G. That was G for Georgiana, by the way.”

“Who?” The girl stared at her, a look of puzzlement flashing across her delicately boned face.

“Never mind, it’s not important. And may I know your name?”

“Caresse.”

“It’s pretty, very unusual. I don’t think I’ve ever heard that name before.”

“I hope not, because I invented it. I didn’t like my own name, so I came up with my . . . invention.”

“What was your real name before you changed it?”

“Helen. Ugh. So dull.” She made a face.

“Helen,” M repeated softly. “The face that launched a thousand ships. A very famous name, in fact.”

“What do you mean?” The redheaded pixie gave her a hard stare.

“Helen of Troy. . . . She was so beautiful her husband and her lover fought a terrible and ultimately tragic battle over her. . . . It was known as the battle of a thousand ships.”

“When was that?”

“Twelve hundred years before the birth of Jesus.”

Caresse gaped at her, slowly shaking her head. “How do you know that?”

“I learned it at school.” Clearing her throat, M went on quickly, “Anyway, here I am to see Mr. Farantino.” She glanced at her watch. “And I’m on time. It’s exactly noon.”

“I’ll go and get him,” Caresse announced and hurried away.

M watched her go, frowning. Caresse had seemed very young at first glance, but now she thought this pretty, pixielike creature was nearer to thirty than to twenty. She seemed so nice, though, and M had taken an instant liking to her.


 

 

Six
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Frank Farantino was one of the best known and most successful photographers in New York. In the world, in point of fact. And in the entrance foyer of his large studio, he stopped dead in his tracks when the tall young woman wearing a white cotton shirt and black trousers turned around to face him.

He held his breath for a split second as he took in her dark, exotic beauty, her unique looks. Thank you, Geo, thank you very much, he thought. He knew at once that his old friend had sent him a winner, and he was extremely pleased, thrilled if he was honest with himself, that this extraordinary girl was standing here.

A wide smile enlivened his saturnine face, and then he strode across the floor, his hand outstretched as he drew to a standstill in front of the young woman.

“Frankie Farantino,” he said, shaking her hand.

“I’m very pleased to meet you, Mr. Farantino,” M answered politely, as was her way, smiling back. “Thank you for seeing me today.”

“My pleasure, and drop the Mr. Farantino, would you, please? The whole world calls me Frankie. And your name is . . . M?” He threw her a questioning look. “I am correct about that?”

“Yes, you are. And before you ask me, my full name is Marie Marsden. My nickname at school was M and M, and I decided it might be better to drop one M when I started my modeling career.” She grinned.

He grinned back at her. “English, eh? Geo didn’t tell me that. So, how long have you been in New York?”

“I came here in June, and I’ve been looking for work ever since. I’m afraid I haven’t been too successful, but then I haven’t been here all that long.”

“How did you meet Georgiana Carlson?”

“Through a young man I know . . . he’s called Dax. He’s a model and an actor.”

“Oh, sure, I know Dax. I’ve used him from time to time. Geo’s boyfriend.”

“That’s right. And he’s gone off to the West Coast to try his luck.”

“He’s smart. So let’s go into the main studio, give it a whirl. How much modeling have you done?”

“A little. In London.”

“Did you bring any pictures?”

“Yes. They’re in my tote.” As she spoke she picked this up and hurried after him into the studio. “As for actual modeling, I haven’t done much of that . . . been on the catwalk, I mean,” she admitted, looking suddenly rueful.

“Let’s see the pictures.” Frankie Farantino stared at her intently, immediately understanding that she was a novice looking for that first break, but this did not trouble him at all. He preferred young women who had not been trained and often tainted by other photographers. One of the things he most enjoyed as a photographer was molding a girl, actually creating her, giving her a special look of his own invention. Taking the batch of photographs M handed to him, he flicked through them swiftly, then glanced at her and half smiled. “They’re not bad, and at least I can see you photograph well. But these just don’t do you justice.” He handed them to her.

“I suppose not,” she murmured and swiftly put them back in the tote, deciding not to show them to anyone again, especially a photographer.

“Okay, so let’s get started,” Frankie said. “Go and stand on that raised platform, and turn slowly, so that I can view you from every angle.”

She did as he instructed, slowly turning, and turning again when he told her to keep moving. “Slowly, very slowly,” he intoned.

Watching her intently, Frankie saw a lot of remarkable things simultaneously: She moved gracefully, like a dancer, and although she was rather tall, her height was balanced by a good figure and a kind of inbred elegance. Her face fascinated him . . . she reminded him of someone he could not quite place. That vague image flickered at the back of his mind, and just as he thought he was about to grasp it, it floated maddeningly away.

“Come on down,” he said at last and stretched out his hand to help her off the platform. “You brought a skirt, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I did, and a dress. A simple black sheath. High heels and a pair of flats.”

“Good. There’s a dressing room over there.” He indicated a door set in one of the soaring walls. “Please change into . . . well, anything you want.”

M nodded and hurried into the dressing room. She selected her flared, red cotton skirt, which went well with the pristine white shirt, added a wide black leather belt, slipped her feet into her favorite black ballerina slippers. Glancing at herself in the mirror, she decided to pull her hair back into a ponytail, added hoop earrings, and used a brighter red lipstick to define her mouth.

Frankie was loading his camera and looked up when M walked back out into the studio. Instantly he knew who she resembled. A young Audrey Hepburn. He felt excitement surge through him; he could hardly wait to capture her image on film. Only then would he know what he really had.

“You look great, M!” he exclaimed. “I’d like you to stand over there, in front of that white picket fence with the backdrop of a green field.”

Frankie followed her, put his camera on a side table, and explained, “Move around a little, honey. Move your arms, strike a few poses you’re familiar with. Like this.” He gave her a quick demonstration, picked up his camera, and stepped away from her. “It’s okay, practice for a few seconds. Don’t look so worried. Smile, M, give me a few dazzling smiles.”

She did as he suggested and proved so adept he started to shoot immediately, constantly throwing out encouraging words. “That’s great! Right on! Now turn left, move your body more. Hey, honey, you’re a natural. Wow! That’s great! Hold that pose. You’re fabulous!”

He went on photographing her for half an hour, exclaiming encouragement and praise, pausing only to grab a different camera or reload film. Finally he stopped, sat down on a tall stool, and beckoned to her. “Stand here, M, in front of me.”

“Was I all right?” she asked quietly. “Did I move the way you wanted?”

“Absolutely. You’re great. But I need to ask you something. . . . Have you ever had bangs?”

“Do you mean a fringe?” She ran her index finger across her forehead. “That’s what we call it in England . . . a fringe. And no, I haven’t.”

“What about short hair? Or have you always worn it long?”

“Mostly. It was short when I was much younger, when I was a little girl actually. Why? Don’t you like my hair?”

“It’s magnificent. Beautiful. So long and glossy, and yes, even dramatic. There’s a lot you can do with long hair.” Frankie pursed her lips, held his head to one side, and then, suddenly turning away from her, he shouted, “Caresse! Come on in here, would you please!”

A moment later the redheaded pixie was running into the studio. “Yes, Frankie, here I am. What do you need?”

“Where’s Agnes? Is she here?”

“She said she’d arrive by two. With Luke Hendricks, remember? He’s doing that shoot for the ad agency with you.”

Frankie looked at the big round clock on the opposite wall. It was almost one. Turning to Caresse, he said in an urgent voice, “Find Agnes. Try her cell. Ask her if she can come in as soon as possible, and locate Marguerite Briguet, please. Tell her I want her to do a very special makeup job. Okay?”

“Right away, Frankie!” Caresse scooted off.

Leaning forward, Frankie gave M a hard, penetrating stare. “I need to give you a whole new look. It will be wonderful for you, but we might have to cut your hair.”

M gasped, her dark eyes widening. She was momentarily speechless. Cut off her hair?

Frankie murmured in a gentler tone, “I promise you it will change your life. And it will be a truly unique look, very special to you—”

“A reinvention?” she asked finally, cutting in. “Is that what you’re suggesting?”

He nodded, continuing to stare at her speculatively. “That’s what I mean. Will you go for it?”

“Absolutely. I love reinventions, Frankie.”
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“I really don’t want to cut this hair,” Agnes Manton said softly, smoothing one hand down the long black hair which was one of M’s great assets. “Look at it, Frankie, it’s like a . . . a mantle of shining black silk. It would be criminal to cut this off.”

“Don’t be so melodramatic,” Frankie shot back, a brow lifting. “It is only hair, for God’s sake. It will grow back again, Agnes.”

“I don’t mind,” M interjected, swiveling her head to look up at the hairdresser. “And Frankie’s right, you know. I can grow it back if I want to.”

Agnes nodded but remained silent, studying the young woman carefully, liking her.

Frankie said, “I want to show you something. Just a minute.” He stepped away from the dressing table in the hair and makeup room at the back of the vast studio, headed for the bookcase at the far end. Taking down a picture book, he flicked through it, quickly found the photographs he wanted, and walked back to the two women.

“Look at these, Agnes, and you’ll better understand what I’m aiming for. Here.” He handed her the book, indicating several pages.

When Agnes saw the title “audreystyle” and stared at the first few pictures, she knew at once what he wanted. A replica of Audrey Hepburn with one of her short gamine hairdos. Nodding, Agnes said to Frankie, “I can create the look you want without cutting off all of M’s hair.” She flipped through the book, showed him several other photographs, explained, “Here, take a look at this one. Bangs but with the back in a tight chignon. I should try this first, don’t you think? I just don’t want to be hasty, cutting off all this gorgeous hair.”

Frankie took the book away from her, glanced at the photograph she was talking about, and had to agree that there was truth in what Agnes was saying. With bangs and a twist at the back, Audrey looked more sophisticated and elegant, but she was still Audrey Hepburn.

M said, “Can I see the book, Frankie, please? So I know what the two of you are talking about.”

He gave it to her without a word.

M exclaimed, “Oh, my goodness, Audrey Hepburn! Is that what you want to do, turn me into a new Audrey?”

Frankie laughed. “You got it, kid. Any objections?”

“No, not at all. I’d love it, actually.”

“Okay then, let’s do it.”

“I don’t want to do any cutting,” Agnes reminded him, a warning look on her face.

“That’s okay with me,” Frankie answered and then said to M, “You told me you’d brought a black sheath and high heels. Correct?”

“Yes. Would you like me to go and put them on?”

“No, not for the moment. Agnes is going to copy this hairstyle here.” He turned to the stylist, said in a firmer voice, “You must cut the front, though, because I want M to have bangs, and copy this upswept look, please. It’s a very elegant Audrey here . . . this photo is from Roman Holiday, I believe.”

“But—” Agnes began and stopped when she saw the adamant expression on Frankie’s face. She had worked with him for years and knew when to stop arguing with him.

“Bangs okay with you, M?” he asked, took the book from her, found the picture he wanted, then handed it back to M, pointing at a page.

“Bangs are very okay with me,” M responded and stared down at the book, then smiled at Agnes. “Let’s do it, shall we?”

Placing a cotton cape around M’s shoulders, Agnes picked up her most expensive scissors, took a deep breath, and began to create the bangs Frankie insisted on.

M sat back in the chair, watching Agnes work, saying nothing, secretly loving the idea of becoming an Audrey Hepburn look-alike. That was genuine reinvention and then some. She smiled inwardly, wondering why she hadn’t thought of this herself. God knows, her brothers had often teased her about having such a marked resemblance to the famous actress.

Frankie announced, “I’ll leave you to it, Agnes, and when Marguerite arrives I’ll send her in immediately.” Resting one hand on M’s shoulder, he added, “Marguerite is another genius, and Agnes and she together will turn you into the woman in these pictures. You’ll be the real thing, par excellence.”
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Wow!” a male voice exclaimed in a soft, awed tone from the shadows at the back of the main studio. Finally walking out into the bright light, the man added, “Wow! Wow! Wow!” and stopped just a few feet away from Frankie, who was photographing M seated on a tall stool.

“Hey, Luke!” Frankie cried as he swung around and saw his friend. “She is a wow, wow, wow, isn’t she?”

Instead of responding to Frankie, Luke looked at M and addressed her. “You certainly are spectacular, just as you were in Breakfast at Tiffany’s, looking exactly as you do today.” He shook his head, a wide grin spreading across his handsome face. “Of course I know you couldn’t possibly be Audrey, but you certainly could be her twin. So what’s your real name?”

M started to answer him, but Frankie cut across her. “This is M, Luke. She’s known simply as M, and she’s my new discovery. I’m going to launch her modeling career, yes indeedy, and I have big plans for her. I know what I’m seeing through this lens. And it’s something sensational.”

“Congratulations, Frankie,” Luke responded and then walked toward M, his hand outstretched.

As they shook hands, the two of them sized each other up.

M found herself looking into a pair of light gray eyes set in a puckish face, which appeared to be full of merriment. With his short, curly blond hair and slight build, Luke reminded her of a choirboy. But perhaps a rather devilish one.

For his part, Luke was captivated by the young woman dressed in the black sheath and wearing tons of pearls and sparkling drop earrings. A few minutes ago he had been talking to Agnes and Marguerite in the hair and makeup room, and both women had told him how Frankie had instructed them to play up M’s striking resemblance to the late movie star. There was no question that they had done a truly magnificent job. This young woman was stunning, but he knew she would be even if she weren’t an Audrey look-alike.

“I’m happy to meet you, Luke,” M finally said.

Luke cleared his throat, suddenly realizing he was gaping at her like a dumbstruck schoolboy. “Me, too, er, what I mean is, I’m glad to meet you. You’re English?”

“Yes, I am, but I’m living here now. I came over about three months ago.” As she spoke, she gently extricated her hand from his tight clasp.

“If you need someone to show you around Manhattan, need anything at all, I’d be glad to help you. Just let me know.” He took out a business card and handed it to her.

“Thank you,” she said, smiling at him.

“Hey, hey, hey, not so fast, Luke, my boy! No poaching my talent. After all, I discovered her. And M’s going to be working for me exclusively.”

“I was merely volunteering to be a friend.”

“I know, Luke, I know.” Stepping closer to the younger man, Frankie said in a lower tone, “Thanks for coming in to help with the ad agency shoot. The models are here, changing before they go into hair and makeup. We’ll start shooting in about forty minutes, because I want to finish up with M.”

Luke nodded. “Are we shooting in this studio? Or one of the others?”

“The big one at the back. The scenery’s already set up for the first session, and I’m sure Ted is in there already, looking at the new backdrops, which came in last week. Why don’t you go introduce yourself and have a few words with him? He’s a nice guy, genuine, and he’s been throwing a lotta work my way lately.”

“Okay,” Luke responded, gave a wave to M, and hurried off, fully aware that Frankie preferred to shoot without spectators. Unless it was a “civilian” like Ted Langton, or some other friendly agency guy. Even Luke himself was tolerated only when he was actually working as Frankie’s first assistant, otherwise he was forbidden to enter just like the others.
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Once M and Frankie were alone, he explained, “Luke’s one of my protégés, and he’s already on the way to becoming a great photographer. He’s got a small studio of his own and has a couple of regular clients, but I give him as much work as I can. I want to help him get ahead.”

“That’s nice of you, Frankie,” M said, meaning it. She and her siblings had been brought up to be helpful to others; it was one of the family rules.

“I’ve always believed that everyone is worth helping, most especially if they have potential,” Frankie now added, put down his camera, and walked over to her, studied her for a moment. “I think you should take off all the pearls, M, and the earrings for the next few shots. I’d like you to look simpler. Your hair is fine, but Marguerite needs to powder you down. I’ll go and get her.”

Before she could volunteer to go to hair and makeup herself, Frankie had hurried to the far end of the studio.

In his absence, M walked over to a trestle table, took off the many strings of pearls he had draped around her neck earlier, and the earrings as well. She placed them in one of the boxes which contained costume jewelry; in the others were artificial flowers, small kerchiefs and ribbons, all kinds of accessories. On the spur of the moment she took out a piece of black velvet ribbon, went over to the mirror on the wall behind the table, and tied the ribbon round her neck. Standing back, she eyed herself.

M was thrilled and excited that Frankie Farantino had seen something so special in her he had spent so much time photographing her. She realized that this might be the break she had been waiting for. Perhaps Lady Luck was with her today; she suddenly thought of her big brother, who always gave such credit to Lady Luck, decided he would have been proud of the way she had worked this afternoon. He had instilled one thing in her: Be professional.

As M walked back to the center of the studio, Frankie reappeared with Marguerite, carrying her basket filled with the tools of her trade.

“According to Frankie, you need a touch-up,” the makeup artist said, smiling and peering at her face appraisingly. Marguerite took out a damp sponge, went over M’s face with it, patted her dry with a tissue, dipped a brush in powder, and flicked it over her cheeks. “You’re not as shiny as I expected. Now all we need is a little blush on top of the powder and you’re ready. Your eyes are fine, M, they don’t need anything.” Marguerite finished her work, stepped back, and said, “You’ve weathered the hot lights very well.”

“Thanks, Marguerite,” M answered and went back to the middle of the floor, sat down on the stool.

Frankie, who was busy reloading film, looked across at her and exclaimed, “The ribbon looks great, honey, and that’s all you need.”

He photographed her for another twenty minutes, taking shots of her from different angles, praising her, telling her to hold a certain pose, until he finally had everything he wanted.

“That’s it, M. At least for today. And you’ve been a great subject. You know what, you’re good at this, honey.”

“And thank you, Frankie. Actually, I’ve enjoyed it,” she told him. Walking across to him, she now asked, “Did you mean it when you told Luke you were going to launch my modeling career?”

He was taking the film out of his camera, and he glanced up and nodded. “Yes, I did.”

“I’m so pleased about that! So, what happens next?” she asked, her excitement reflected on her face.

“I have to start using you in some of my fashion shoots for the magazines. That’s how we’ll begin.”

“And when will that be?”

“Not for a few weeks,” Frankie murmured, putting the camera down on a table. “I have to go to Morocco on Monday, to do a fashion spread for Harper’s Bazaar.”

M nodded and gave him a quizzical look. “So when should I plan on being here, Frankie?”

“I’ll have to let you know. You see, I’ll be in Morocco for a while, honey, it’s a big spread.”

“And there’s no way you could include me in that?” she asked, her eyes riveted on him.

He shook his head. “No, the models have all been selected. In fact, some are already on their way over there.”

“I understand.” She gave him a bright smile, although she was disappointed, and went on, “I’d better let the Blane Agency know about our session today, and your intentions, don’t you think?”

Startled by her unexpected businesslike manner, he stared at her, his eyes narrowing, then said, “But Geo told me you were registered with a number of modeling agencies. Why are you mentioning Blane’s in particular?”

“Because I signed with them when I first came to New York, and I like the women working there. They seem sincere to me, and they’ve tried to be helpful. I should have proper representation anyway, shouldn’t I?”

“Okay, you’re right, and I understand. So yes, you can go ahead and tell them.”

“And what about the photographs you’ve taken today? When can I see them? I’d love to know how I look in them.”

He grinned at her. “Of course you would. Drop over next week and Caresse will have a set for you.”

“Thank you.” She moved back to the small table near the stool, retrieved Luke’s business card, then swinging around, she asked, “What do you plan to do with the pictures you took today?”

“What do you mean, M?” He sounded puzzled.

“Are you going to place them with a magazine? Or use them in some way? Or was this a . . . a dry run, I suppose you would call it.”

“That’s right, it was exactly that. I usually do a session with a new girl if I think she has potential. And you know already I feel that about you. Some of them are duds, you know, but certainly not you. I foresee a great future for you as a model, M, and I do plan to help you get to the top. When I come back from Morocco.”

Frankie walked across the floor, put his arms around her, and gave her a big hug. “Thanks again, honey, and I’ll see you in a few weeks.”
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